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we'll be a fine line (we'll be alright)
by DylanJ10000
Summary
Ethan Bennett never expected a DNA test to change his life. But at fifteen, one name brought his world into focus—Maddie Buckley, a 9-1-1 dispatcher in Los Angeles, and the woman who left him at a fire station when he was six weeks old.
Six years later, Ethan transfers to UCLA under the guise of a fresh start. In truth, he’s come to find the woman who gave him life, then disappeared from it. But what begins as a quiet search for answers unfolds into something much bigger: family, forgiveness, and the life he never knew he needed.
Chapter 1: Two Lines
Boston, 2004
The second line wasn’t even faint. It was pale, sure—still drying—but it was there. Clear as truth. Maddie stood in the tiny bathroom of their apartment, barefoot on the cold tile, her breath ghosting the air even though it was warm inside. The building always ran cold. Doug used to joke it was like living in a freezer. Back when they still joked. The test lay flat on the edge of the sink. Positive.
Her heart didn’t race. Her stomach didn’t flip. The reaction she might’ve expected—shock, confusion, even joy—none of it came.
Just stillness.
Not numb, exactly. More like… held. Tight. Like her body had quietly started bracing for impact days ago and had just now realized what it was for. It had been months since they’d left Hershey. Since the boxes were packed, goodbyes said, and promises whispered in the back seat of a moving truck on I-95. Doug had gotten into medical school. She’d been accepted into nursing school. They were supposed to be building something. And in a way, they had.
Brick by brick, Doug had started showing her the kind of man he was when no one else was watching. She’d told herself it was the stress. New city, new program, too much pressure. He didn’t mean to slam the cabinet that hard. He didn’t mean to squeeze her wrist so tight. He just needed space. Time. A win.
Then came the night that changed everything. The night that stripped away all pretense. That left bruises in places no one could see. In any other version of her life, she would’ve stayed. Convinced herself she wasn’t in that kind of relationship. That it was a mistake. That it was her fault. That she could fix it. But now, staring at the test—at the two unmistakable pink lines—Maddie did something unthinkable.
She ran.
She packed fast. No sound, no hesitation. A backpack first: jeans, sweaters, shoes, whatever cash she’d stashed away from grocery runs. Then the folder of documents she kept hidden behind the bottom drawer: her birth certificate, passport, social security card, nursing school paperwork. The real stuff. The things that said who she was, where she came from.
She left the rest. Photos, love notes, the ring box he’d never opened. Her phone she dropped in the toilet, watching it sink like a stone. The bus station was colder than the apartment.
She kept her hood up, head down. The city moved around her, fast and indifferent. Her fingers were stiff as she fed cash into the kiosk for a burner phone. She opened the cheap plastic flip and stared at the keypad. She didn’t know where she was going yet. She just knew where she couldn’t stay.
She dialed.
“Hello?”
“Omar.” Her voice came out thin.
“Maddie?”
“I need to leave.”
A beat. No surprise in his voice. Just quiet alarm.
“Where are you?”
“South Station.”
“You okay?”
She swallowed. “No.”
He didn’t ask more. He didn’t need to.
“I can throw off the trail,” he said, voice low. “Buy you some time. But please, Maddie. Stay in touch. Even if you just let it ring.”
She nodded, even though he couldn’t see her. “I will.”
“Do you have somewhere to go?”
“No.”
“Okay.” A pause. “I’ll find you something. Just stay quiet. Change your name.”
“I already have.”
He exhaled. “Be safe.”
She didn’t say goodbye. Just ended the call and stepped into the line for a one-way ticket south. She didn’t have time to second-guess anything. Getting the documents had been easier than she expected. Falsified identity, temporary address, clean paper trail. A few hundred dollars in the hands of a college kid with a beat-up printer and access to the right software went a long way in Boston. He hadn’t even flinched when she asked for a new name. Had just asked, “You want the birth certificate too?”
She walked away that night with three things: a Massachusetts driver’s license bearing the name Emily Bennett, a matching passport, and a birth certificate with a fake Watertown hospital seal. They’d taken the license photo in the back of a campus print shop. She’d asked him to darken her hair in Photoshop. He’d gone a little overboard, but it worked.
Now she stood in a fluorescent-lit bathroom stall inside South Station, staring down at a box of drugstore hair dye in one hand and a cracked mirror in front of her. The station echoed beyond the walls—footsteps, announcements, a child’s laughter. Her bus would be boarding in under an hour. She didn’t have long.
The box tore open too easily. Black gloves. Mixing tube. Conditioner packet. She’d done this once in high school, on a dare, but this time wasn’t for fun. It wasn’t even for disguise. It was for distance. From herself. From him. From the version of Maddie Kendall who had promised she could handle anything and had been wrong. She squeezed the dye into her palm and dragged it through her hair. No part of it felt real.
The mirror fogged from the heat of the pipes overhead, the glass smeared with remnants of other women’s lipstick, other girls’ panic. She moved methodically, fast. It didn’t have to be perfect. Just passable. Just enough. Black dripped onto the collar of her hoodie. She didn’t wipe it.
Twenty minutes later, she rinsed in the sink with cold water that never warmed up. Her scalp burned. She used the whole conditioner packet, scrubbing the roots and hoping no one would walk in. When she stepped out of the stall, her reflection stopped her cold. It was her—still her—but not.
Hair slick and dark, cheeks flushed from the cold rinse. Shadows under her eyes even deeper than they’d been that morning. The woman in the mirror looked like someone who could disappear. And maybe she already had.
She shoved everything—gloves, dye box, wet paper towels—into the trash, tugged her hood back over her head, and stepped into the crowd. The bus hissed as it pulled away from the curb, disappearing into the night behind her. Maddie stayed where she was, one hand on the strap of her backpack, the other tucked into her coat pocket. The station was quiet. A single overhead light flickered above the bench outside, casting pale yellow shadows on the sidewalk. She took a breath. It tasted like metal and old coffee.
Her phone buzzed in her pocket. She flipped it open. “Omar?”
“Yeah.” His voice dropped low with relief. “Where are you?”
“New Haven.”
He didn’t say anything right away. She could hear faint shuffling—maybe a chair, maybe keys.
“Okay,” he said at last. “That’s good. That’s really good.”
“I bought a ticket last-minute,” she added. “Didn’t tell anyone where I was going.”
“Good,” he repeated. “I’ll call in a favor. High school friend of mine runs some low-income rentals out there. Quiet buildings, nothing flashy. He’s solid. And he won’t ask questions.”
She didn’t respond at first. Her breath curled in the air.
“I’ll text you the address once I hear back,” he continued. “Should be a unit open. Second floor, back corner. Not much, but it’s safe. And out of the way. Doug wouldn’t think to check there.”
At the mention of Doug’s name, Maddie closed her eyes. Her grip tightened on the phone.
“He’s asking around,” Omar said. “Started making calls. I’ve been covering—told a few people you picked up a travel assignment. Nothing specific. But he knows something’s off.”
A knot twisted in her stomach. She could almost feel it—the way his voice would change, the way the volume would rise. The searching look in his eyes when things weren’t where they were supposed to be. The clipped tone that always came before something worse.
“He knows I’m gone,” she said.
“He doesn’t know where. And I don’t think he will, not if we stay ahead of it.”
She nodded faintly, though he couldn’t see her.
“You’ll be okay there,” he added. “Just… lay low. Let me know if you need anything.”
“Thanks,” she said softly.
A pause.
“I mean it, Maddie. I’ll do whatever I can.”
“I know.”
She hesitated—just for a second. But she didn’t say anything else. Not about the test. Not about what it meant. That part stayed buried. No one could know. Not yet.
Maybe not ever.
“I’ll text you the details as soon as he confirms,” Omar said. “You should get a hotel room. Get some sleep.”
“Okay.”
“And please… stay in touch.”
“I will.”
She hung up before he could say goodbye. Then turned toward the edge of the station, the streets unfamiliar but quiet, and kept walking.
She wasn’t showing yet.
That helped.
The jeans still buttoned—barely. Her face hadn’t changed. If anything, it had gotten thinner. Her sleep came in pieces and always ended with her hand curled against her stomach, as if trying to remember something her mind didn’t want to hold.
Four weeks.
Long enough to stop checking behind her every time a car slowed on her street. Long enough to figure out the hours when the laundromat was empty. Long enough to memorize which bus lines ran closest to the grocery store where she now spent eight hours a day pretending her name was Emily Bennett and that this had always been her life. The job was simple. Cold. Predictable. She stocked shelves, rang up tired people, kept her head down.
She’d debated using her nursing license when she first arrived—some part of her wanted to, just to feel like something of herself had survived the last few months. But she couldn’t take the risk. Not with state databases. Not with background checks and forms that might eventually float into the wrong hands. So here she was. Minimum wage, plastic apron, name tag she hated.
It paid the rent.
It bought groceries.
It let her stay invisible. Her apartment was small. Second floor, back corner, just like Omar said. The front window faced a crumbling brick wall, but the sunlight came in in the mornings, cutting soft lines across the floor. She liked that. It made the place feel less like hiding and more like… something else. Not hope. Not yet. But not nothing.
Christian, the landlord, was barely older than her—early twenties, maybe. Soft-spoken. Discreet. She’d only met him twice: once when she signed the papers, and once when the radiator started leaking during a cold snap. He hadn’t lingered, hadn’t asked any questions. Just fixed it and left. But every couple days, she’d come home and find something outside her door.
A bag of non-perishables.
A pack of vitamins with a faded sale sticker.
A folded index card with a recipe for chicken soup—just the ingredients, no note, as if written for no one. She didn’t ask. And he never mentioned it.
But she noticed.
It was strange, how jarring kindness felt now. Even quiet, invisible kindness. Especially from a stranger. No one had been gentle with her in a long time. Not without expecting something in return.
She stood in the doorway now, the grocery bag still in her hand, staring down at the latest one: two cans of beans, a box of rice, and a sealed envelope with a $10 grocery card tucked inside. She didn’t know what to do with it.
Not really.
So she bent down, picked it up, and carried it inside. She didn’t lock the door behind her right away. Just stood there in the quiet, the hum of the radiator clicking on in the corner, her jacket still zipped, the weight of everything heavier in her arms than the groceries. You don’t get to leave me. Doug’s voice pressed against the inside of her head.
But she had.
And she would keep leaving, every day if she had to. Her free hand settled against her stomach. The resentment hadn’t gone away. Not entirely. She hadn’t forgiven her body for what it had done—for the way it had made her stay that night, frozen and silent and bleeding into the mattress. But there was something else there, too. She was still here. Still breathing.
So was the baby.
She let out a breath and finally turned the lock. The groceries were put away. The apartment was quiet again. Just the soft rattle of the radiator, the occasional creak in the ceiling from the neighbor upstairs. Maddie pulled her legs up onto the futon, settled the worn laptop onto her thighs, and waited for the screen to flicker to life.
The laptop was secondhand. Its keys stuck sometimes. The hinge squeaked. But it worked well enough for what she needed. She never used it for anything that tied back to her old life. No banking. No school records. No browsing under her real name. Just one thing. She opened the AIM client.
The screenname she used—CoastalShadow13—had been set up through a burner email tied to a college she’d never attended, a ZIP code she’d never lived in, and a name that wasn’t hers. She hadn’t used AIM in years, not since undergrad, but it felt just old enough now to be invisible. Something people overlooked. Something safe.
Omar’s screenname lit up the buddy list in green:
RXmanoncall
She clicked his name and opened their message history. It was blank, always. They used private sessions. Logged out after every chat. No trace left behind. A ping appeared on screen.
RXmanoncall: still quiet
no calls in the last couple days.
think he’s still in boston.
you're okay?
Her fingers hovered over the keys. She never said much. That was the deal. Keep it vague. Never type anything you couldn’t burn in a fire.
CoastalShadow13: still here
still working
he hasn’t found me
She paused. Then added:
your friend left groceries again
not sure why
kind, though
There was a pause on his end. A longer gap than usual.
RXmanoncall: good
kindness matters
even when it feels off
She stared at the screen. That part lingered.
CoastalShadow13: hope you’re well
signing off now
RXmanoncall: stay safe
don’t disappear on me
She didn’t answer that. Just logged off, closed the laptop, and slipped it back under the futon cushion. The room was quiet again. She sat there for a long time, watching the condensation on the window start to blur the glow from the streetlight outside. No one knew. Not Omar. Not Christian. Not anyone in her building or at work. And that’s how it had to stay.
The secret lived inside her, a quiet passenger she hadn’t asked for. Resentment still curled in her stomach like a second heartbeat—but so did something else. Something heavier. Something real. She pressed her hand over her belly, just for a moment, and whispered into the silence.
“I won’t let him find you.”
By the time the second trimester arrived, the hiding had become more difficult. Her body betrayed her in subtle ways: the pull of a t-shirt across her stomach, the weight in her lower back, the quiet flutter of something not entirely her own. She didn’t buy maternity clothes. She just wore her jackets longer and pulled sweaters tighter. At the grocery store, customers gave her more space. No one asked.
But she’d seen Christian notice. His eyes had flicked once to her stomach as she passed in the hall a few nights ago, the brown paper bag in his hands heavier than usual. He didn’t say a word—just nodded, left it outside her door, and disappeared back downstairs. When she opened the bag that night, along with the usual dry goods was a bottle of prenatal vitamins. She didn’t cry. She didn’t smile. She didn’t say thank you.
The next morning, she knocked lightly on his door. When he answered, she said only, “Please don’t tell Omar.” Christian didn’t nod. Didn’t ask. Just said, “Okay.” That was the end of it.
The Planned Parenthood sat two bus transfers away, nestled between a tire shop and a strip of shuttered storefronts. She’d made the appointment under her alias. The phone call had been short. She'd told the woman on the line only what she needed to—that she was alone, that she wasn’t using her real name, that she didn’t have a safe place to go back to. The woman hadn’t reacted. Just scheduled the appointment.
Maddie didn’t know if that made her feel better or worse.
The waiting room smelled like disinfectant and lemon-scented floor polish. She sat in the corner, ankles crossed, thumb pressed into the edge of her clipboard. When they called her name—Emily—she followed a nurse in quietly. No one asked who the father was. No one asked if anyone was coming with her.
That part helped.
The exam room was cold. The paper under her made crinkling sounds as she laid back, lifting her sweater and unfastening the jeans that no longer really fit. The doctor came in—friendly, calm, and polite in the way some people practiced like second nature. He explained what would happen. Lubricating gel. Transducer wand. Sound waves. Measurement. She nodded at the right times. Watched the ceiling.
The jelly hit her stomach like a cold slap. She flinched but said nothing. Then came the wand. The machine let out a mechanical sigh as it came to life, filling the space with distant lub-lub-lub-lub sounds—wet and steady and not her own. The doctor moved the probe slowly, mapping.
“Let’s see here…” he said gently.
She didn’t look at the screen. Not at first. Then the wand paused. The screen changed. The blur of shadows and static sharpened into something shaped. The doctor smiled faintly. “There we go.”
A small body floated on the monitor. Spinal column. Curved arms. A fluttering little chest. She blinked once. Twice. Her vision swam.
“Heartbeat looks strong,” he said. “And... there’s the little guy. It’s a boy.”
Her stomach twisted. Not from the jelly. Not from the pressure.
It’s a boy.
The sentence landed like a weight dropped too suddenly into her lap. She felt it more than she heard it.
Another Doug Kendall. Another man with that blood.
She hated herself for thinking it. The shame came in hot, rising under her skin before she could bury it. The doctor kept talking—measurements, dates, things about limbs and growth—but the words turned to background noise. White noise beneath the rising tide of her own thoughts. She forced herself to breathe evenly, nodding when needed.
A boy.
She turned her head toward the wall and stared at a laminated poster of fetal development, dated two years prior. She counted backward from ten. Then forward again. The wand eventually lifted. A towel was handed to her to clean the gel. She did it mechanically, like wiping off someone else's skin. The printout was offered. She took it. She didn’t look at it. She didn’t turn on the lights when she came home.
Just kicked off her shoes, locked the door, and moved by muscle memory toward the bedroom. Her keys clinked against the counter. The ultrasound photo stayed in her coat pocket, folded sharp, untouched.
The radiator clunked to life as she curled on her side, blanket drawn to her chest. The chill hung in the room anyway. Outside, a car passed with tires hissing over damp pavement. Then silence again.
She lay on her back, eyes wide open in the dark, staring at the barely visible lines in the ceiling plaster. The room felt too big around her. Too quiet. The ache behind her eyes wouldn’t fade, but no tears came. Her hands drifted to her stomach. She held there for a while. Not pressing. Not cradling. Just... there.
“I know,” she whispered, voice barely audible. “I know it’s not fair.”
Her fingers flexed. The skin under her palms was warm.
“You didn’t ask to be here. Not like this.”
She swallowed hard. “You didn’t ask to exist at all.” A breath hitched in her throat, but she kept going.
“I’m trying. I’m really trying.”
The words floated there in the dark, fragile and exhausted.
“I just—I don’t know how to do this.”
Silence. Then another breath.
“I don’t know who you’ll be. I’m scared to find out.”
The guilt stung at the corners of her chest. Her fingers curled tighter.
“I hate that I’m scared of you,” she admitted, voice breaking.
The radiator ticked in the corner like a metronome.
“I’m doing the best I can,” she whispered. “I hope that’s enough. I hope someday you’ll understand that.”
Her hands stayed where they were long after the words were gone. No answer came, of course.
Just the steady silence of a room where two heartbeats lived.
The first contraction hit sometime after midnight. It wasn’t a cramp. She’d had plenty of those. This was deeper. Sharper. A fist curling inside her, slow and tight and unmistakable. She sat up in bed, hand pressed low against her belly. The room was dark except for the dim glow of the streetlight cutting across her floor. The second one came ten minutes later. She counted the minutes. Tried walking. Tried sitting. Nothing eased the ache.
Thirty-five weeks.
She wasn’t ready. There was supposed to be another month. Four more weeks of quiet. Four more weeks of safety. Four more weeks to figure out what the hell she was doing. The next wave left her gripping the edge of the counter, breath held tight in her chest.
She didn’t have anyone to call. She couldn’t risk a cab. And she wasn’t walking. So she pulled on a coat over her thin pajama shirt, slipped on old sneakers without tying them, and padded down the hall to the second-floor unit at the far end. Christian’s. She hesitated at the door. For a second, she almost turned back.
Then she knocked.
Soft. Twice.
The door opened within seconds, like he’d been expecting it. He was wearing a hoodie, pajama pants, and the kind of expression people wore when they woke up in the middle of a problem and were already preparing for the worst. His eyes flicked to her face. Down to her belly. Back to her face again.
“I think—” she started, but didn’t finish.
He nodded, already grabbing his keys off the hook by the door. She opened her mouth again. “Don’t—”
“—tell Omar,” he finished. “I got it.”
She blinked once. “Okay.”
The car was quiet. She sat curled in the passenger seat, one hand braced on her belly, trying to breathe through the tightness. The city passed in dull, early morning blurs—closed storefronts, blinking intersections, lightless windows. He didn’t ask questions. Didn’t try to fill the silence. But halfway there, Christian said, voice low and even, “My sister was in something like what you’re in.” She didn’t look at him.
“She got out.”
The words sat between them for a moment.
“I see what you’re trying to do,” he added. “Why you’re hiding. Why you don’t want anything on paper. I’m not judging. That’s why I don’t ask. That’s why I don’t tell him anything.”
She kept her eyes on the windshield, breath shallow. Another contraction pressed low and hard, and she gripped the seatbelt until her knuckles ached.
“That’s why I help,” Christian said. “When I can. And why I’m taking you to the hospital. Right now.”
She didn’t thank him. Not out loud. She wasn’t sure she could speak. At the hospital, he pulled into the emergency bay, put the car in park, and walked her through the automatic doors himself. When the nurse at the desk asked her name, Maddie gave the one on her papers: Emily Bennett. She didn’t waver. Christian didn’t say a word.
They got her into a wheelchair, into a gown, into a bed. The nurse ran vitals while another pulled out a clipboard. Christian stood by the door until he saw she was stable. When the monitor picked up a steady heartbeat, he finally turned to go.
“I’ll make sure your place is locked up tight,” he said, voice quiet.
She looked up at him, eyes tired and wide and scared. “Thank you.” He just nodded and walked out, the door hissing softly closed behind him.
Labor blurred.
Time stretched and shrank in waves of pain, fluorescent light, and voices she couldn’t place. There were nurses coming and going, someone holding her wrist for vitals, someone murmuring about oxygen, someone checking the monitor and muttering numbers. She was upright, then on her side, then back again. Someone asked if she had a birthing plan. She laughed, hoarse and bitter, and said, “Just get him out.”
The hours passed in fits. The contractions grew stronger. Closer. More purposeful. At some point, her water broke with a warmth that flooded through the hospital gown and sent her into a brief spiral of panic—but the nurse had already been expecting it. They offered medication. She refused at first, then accepted when her whole body began to shake. The room dimmed for a while after that. Blurred at the edges. Until suddenly, it was time.
She couldn’t have said how they knew—just that the nurses called the doctor back in and started moving with intention. The pain was sharp again, white-hot and full-body. Her legs were in stirrups. Her hands clutched the rails. The pressure was unbearable. Someone told her to breathe. Someone else told her to push. She screamed once, then bit her lip hard enough to taste blood. The second time, she pushed like her life depended on it.
And then—
A cry.
Sharp and new and impossibly loud in the quiet hours before dawn. And just like that, in the early hours of October 27, 2004, the life she’d been growing in secret for seven aching months was placed into her arms. He was small. Pink. Wrinkled and still damp, fists clenched, mouth open and furious.
And his eyes—
Milky blue, unfocused, but hers. No—not hers.
Evan’s.
She gasped. Not because of the pain. Because of him. That color. That unmistakable shade of new-sky blue, just like her brother’s when he was born. Just like the photos of Daniel their mother used to keep in the drawer next to her bed. Just like Evan when he used to press his face to hers and giggle without knowing what laughter was for. She hadn’t realized she was crying until the nurse wiped something off her cheek. The baby squirmed in her arms. He was real. Heavy. Warm.
She hadn’t wanted him. Had feared him. Had hated herself for making space for something that might carry Doug’s blood.
But now—
She looked into those eyes and felt it. A shift.
Not Doug, something in her whispered. Not him.
This boy didn’t ask for any of it. And maybe—maybe he could be someone else. Maybe he already was.
“Hey,” she whispered to him, voice cracking as she touched his cheek with one shaking finger. “Hey, little man.”
He kicked one foot out and wailed again, still blinking against the world. She smiled through the tears. Just a little. Just enough.
“Okay,” she whispered. “Okay. We’ll figure this out.”
They kept him for three days after the birth. Observation, mostly. He was early, yes—but strong. His cry was fierce. His lungs healthy. His stats stable enough to clear him for discharge. They offered her pamphlets, a lactation consult, a social worker. She declined the last one. She named him Ethan Reed Bennett. Not Buckley. As much as she wanted to. As much as it killed her not to.
But even now, she couldn’t risk that name on a form. Not if there was the slightest chance Doug was watching. Not if someone—anyone—might trace that thread. So Bennett it was. The name of a girl who didn’t exist before the bus ride down from Boston. A name that gave him safety, if not history. They sent them home with a diaper bag, a spare blanket, and more formula samples than she’d ever use.
When she stepped back into her apartment with Ethan bundled in her arms, the first thing she noticed wasn’t the quiet.
It was the crib.
Tucked in the corner of her room. Plain wood, lightly scuffed. Already assembled. There was a folded note on the edge of the mattress, but she didn’t have to read it. She knew who it was from. Of course it was from him. She touched the frame and whispered, “Thank you, Christian,” even though no one was there to hear her. The next few weeks passed in the way only newborn time could.
Days collapsed into nights. Nights folded into an endless loop of crying, feeding, dozing, more crying. He never slept more than two hours at a time. Sometimes she cried with him. Sometimes she sat on the floor with him swaddled in her arms and whispered things she would never remember, just to hear a voice in the room.
He was colicky. Or maybe he was just angry at the world for being born too early and into too much. Either way, he howled like it was personal. But in the quiet moments—when his chest rose and fell against hers, or when he gripped her finger with fierce little fingers of his own—she felt something close to peace. A strange kind of rightness that she hadn’t known since she was a child herself. For six weeks, they were a unit. Just the two of them.
For six weeks, she let herself believe this could work. The call came in the middle of the night. Not AIM. Not email. A phone call. She didn’t recognize the number, but she answered anyway—heart pounding before she even said hello.
“Omar?”
He didn’t waste time.
“He’s getting closer.”
Her knees went weak. She slid to the floor beside the crib.
“He’s narrowed it to New Haven,” Omar said. “I don’t know how. Maybe someone saw something. Maybe he traced a call. But he’s looking here. I’m sorry, Maddie.”
Her throat burned. “What do I do?”
“You need to move,” he said gently. “Tonight, if you can. At least go dark for a while.”
She couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t speak. Ethan stirred in his crib.
“Maddie,” Omar said. “Please. I don’t think you’re safe anymore.”
She hung up before he could say anything else.
She packed slowly.
Not because she had a plan, but because her hands didn’t seem to know how to do anything else. The diaper bag. The blanket. The envelope. His birth certificate. His pediatrician’s contact. Vaccination schedule. She wrote it all down. Neat, clean, careful handwriting.
She dressed Ethan in a tiny blue hat. Buttoned him into the car seat. He yawned as she adjusted the straps, unfazed. Too young to know the way the world was breaking around him.
She carried him into the car and drove, slow and silent, through the quiet streets of a city she’d almost started to believe in. The fire station was lit, but quiet. She parked across the street and sat there for a long time, one hand on the handle of the car seat, the other pressed flat to her chest. Then she opened the door. She walked up the steps.
She rang the bell.
And when no one answered right away, she stepped just inside the vestibule and set him down gently—so gently—just beside the bench. The envelope went beneath the handle. Her fingers lingered on the edge of the car seat. “I love you,” she whispered. “I swear to God, I love you.”
Her breath caught in her throat. Her legs didn’t want to move. But she forced herself to turn. Forced herself to walk. Forced herself to leave before anyone could come to the door.
And as she disappeared into the night, the last thing she heard behind her was a baby’s cry—sharp, new, and impossibly loud in the silence.
She left New Haven the next morning. No goodbyes. No last-minute change of heart. Just her backpack, the clothes she'd packed during labor, and silence ringing in her ears. She dropped the keys to her apartment through the slot in Christian’s door before the sun came up and caught the earliest bus heading north.
Back to Boston.
Back to him.
He didn’t ask where she’d been. Didn’t demand an explanation. Just opened the door, looked her over, and let her in. The first few months were rough. A slap across the cheek for coming home too late. A shove hard enough to bruise her ribs when she said the wrong thing. No apology. Just icy silence. Then flowers. Then silence again. But she didn’t fight back.
She didn’t cry.
Didn’t flinch.
She just… existed.
Numb.
The kind of numb that took up residence in her bones and rewired the parts of her that once knew how to want things. The kind of numb that kept her safe. When he told her she could return to nursing school, she nodded. Silent. When he proposed—with a ring he picked, on a timeline he dictated—she nodded again. They had a big wedding.
He insisted.
A rented ballroom. Catered food. White dress. Dozens of his med school friends in attendance. A photographer she didn’t know. A smile she practiced in the mirror the night before, trying to make it look convincing. Her parents weren’t coming. Evan never got a call. Doug said it would be simpler that way.
And Maddie?
She was too numb to care.
The article came two weeks after she'd gotten back to Boston. Tucked in the local section, second page from the back.
Infant Left at New Haven Fire Station, in Good Health.
No photo of the baby. Just the building. Just enough. She read the piece in full. Quietly. Slowly. Three times. Estimated age: six weeks. Baby boy. Good condition. No identifying documents except a note with a name and medical info. She kept her face perfectly still.
He was on the couch beside her, flipping through cable channels, already half-dressed for rounds. He asked something about coffee. She didn’t answer. She folded the paper in half and set it down like it was nothing. Like it didn’t have her son in it.
Like she hadn’t carried him. Named him. Held him.
Like she hadn’t spent the last six weeks half-healing from the wound of birth only to carve a new one by walking away. She poured coffee. Took a sip. Answered a question. Got dressed. Went to class. Never spoke the name Ethan again.
Connecticut, 2019
Ethan Bennett hadn’t expected much when he spat into the plastic tube. It was a half-serious birthday gift to himself—one of those genealogy kits that had been sitting on sale in a Walgreens endcap. He’d seen the ads a hundred times: smiling people surprised to learn they were 17% Scottish or had a third cousin living in Nova Scotia.
He didn’t expect anything big. He’d known, since he was old enough to understand the words foster kid, that there wasn’t much information about where he came from. Left at a fire station, they’d told him. A clean bill of health. A name, a birthdate, and a little envelope of medical info. The system took care of the rest.
He was lucky. His foster placement turned into a good one. Stable, decent, not perfect—but they loved him, and they didn’t make a big deal out of the fact that he didn’t look like anyone in their family photos. They’d even helped him send off the test. He waited six weeks for the results.
Then one morning, his phone buzzed with a notification from the app:
“You have a close family match.”
But then he saw the name.
Maddie Buckley.
Shared DNA: 49.9%
Likely relationship: Parent.
The screen didn’t blur, but the world around him did. He stared at the name until it stopped looking like language. Then he clicked on the profile. One photo. Blurry. A woman in her mid-thirties, maybe. Brunette. Brown eyes. Tired but kind. There was nothing dramatic about her, nothing flashy. But something in her expression unsettled him—like she was trying to smile through something no one else could see.
Her eyes weren’t his. Hers were warm, deep brown. His were ice blue. There was no visual proof, no clean mirror reflection. Just a name. A number.
A match.
He googled her.
And the headlines came fast.
L.A. 9-1-1 Dispatcher Found Safe After Daylong Hostage Situation.
Boyfriend Stabbed in Attack by Estranged Husband, Doug Kendall.
Doug Kendall Dead; Maddie Buckley Acts in Self-Defense.
There were photos now. Some from years earlier, some from the aftermath of the incident. One showed her being walked out of a building by paramedics. Another showed her in court, head down, eyes hidden behind sunglasses. There was no mention of a child.
No note. No articles linking her to any past pregnancy. Just the narrative the media had built—dispatcher, survivor, girlfriend of a man named Howard Han who’d been stabbed during her abduction. Ethan scrolled until his hand cramped. Then he shut the screen. He didn’t sleep that night. Didn’t eat the next day. He kept thinking about the photo. About those eyes. Not his. Not really. He thought about every time he’d been told, “You were given up for a reason.” Every time he’d told himself, Don’t go looking. You won’t like what you find.
But he hadn’t gone looking. Not really.
So why now?
Why her, now?
The question gnawed at him until he couldn’t sit still anymore. He opened a dozen tabs, started searching timelines, protocols, public records. The more he read, the clearer it became.
The police must have taken her DNA.
It made sense. After something like that—an abduction, a homicide—they’d run tests. Maybe to confirm her identity, maybe for evidence. And when they did, it would’ve been uploaded to some national database. Maybe law enforcement-only. Maybe not. And somehow, it had found him. His suspicion was confirmed a few days later when another notification hit his inbox.
You have a new DNA match: Douglas Kendall.
Shared DNA: 49.9%
Likely relationship: Parent.
He didn’t click on the profile right away.
Didn’t have to.
He already knew.
Estranged husband.
The one who stabbed her boyfriend.
The one she killed to get away.
He clicked eventually—just once, just long enough to see the grainy DMV photo, to know for sure. Then he closed the screen. The nausea hit afterward. Quiet. Unrelenting. He sat in the dark of his room with his knees drawn up to his chest and the edges of his reality slowly pulling apart.
One DNA test. Two names.
And everything he thought he understood about himself now stained with headlines, trauma, and blood.
The letter took him nearly two hours to write. Not because the words were hard to find—just the opposite. There were too many of them. Every sentence he typed opened up something else he didn’t know how to explain. So he kept typing, slowly, like he was digging through the ache one paragraph at a time.
Ethan sat cross-legged on his bed, laptop glowing in the dark, the rest of the room still and silent. A textbook lay forgotten on the floor. A bowl of half-eaten cereal had gone soggy on his desk. But the screen held him in place. The cursor blinked at the top of the message box.
And beneath it, a letter:
Hi—
I don’t really know how to start this. I don’t even know if you’ll ever read it.
My name is Ethan. I’m 15. I was born in New Haven in 2004. I was left at a fire station when I was about six weeks old. There was no note—just a name, a birthdate, some medical info.
A few weeks ago, I took a DNA test. Just curiosity, nothing serious. But the results came back and… your name was there. Maddie Buckley.
I saw the news articles. I know what happened to you. I’m sorry. I don’t even know if saying that means anything, but I wanted to say it anyway.
I think—I know—you’re my biological mother. I don’t expect anything from you. I don’t want to mess up your life or show up unannounced or make this weird. I just… wanted to let you know I exist.
I don’t know why you left me. I’ve wondered a lot. But I don’t hate you. Not even a little.
I’m okay. I’m in a stable foster placement now. I do well in school. I want to be a doctor.
That’s it, really. You don’t have to reply.
I just thought maybe you'd want to know.
He read it again.
From the top.
Then again.
And again.
By the fourth time through, he was no longer correcting things. Just sitting in it. Letting the weight of it settle.
He didn’t hit send.
Instead, he opened a folder in Google Docs and renamed it something vague—Projects. Dropped the letter in. Closed the tab.
Shut the laptop.
And laid down, staring at the ceiling as the cursor blinked behind the glass, trapped in silence.
Connecticut, 2025
“UCLA?”
His academic advisor raised an eyebrow, clicking once on the open file in front of him. The screen's glow reflected off his glasses. Ethan sat across the desk, posture straight, hands folded tightly in his lap.
“You’re top three in your year,” the advisor continued. “Dean’s List every semester. A research offer waiting for you this fall. And you want to transfer now?”
Ethan didn’t flinch. “Yes, sir.” The advisor blinked. Then leaned back in his chair. “This is a big shift. Your track is pre-med, and Yale’s biology program isn’t exactly easy to walk away from.”
“I know.”
“Your scholarship package—”
“Is portable,” Ethan said calmly. “And I already confirmed with the financial aid office. They’ve processed the change.”
That gave the man pause.
“Well,” he said slowly. “You’ve done your homework.”
“I always do.”
The advisor gave a short, amused breath through his nose. “So… is this about a particular program?” Ethan hesitated. Just for a second.
“Change of scenery,” he said, smooth but not too quick. “I’ve lived in Connecticut my whole life. Figured now was the time to try something different.”
The advisor studied him.
Ethan kept his face carefully still. There was a silence. Not long, but weighted.
Then a nod.
“Well,” the advisor said, sitting forward again, “California’s lucky to have you.”
“Thanks,” Ethan replied, rising from his chair. “I appreciate your time.”
He shook the man’s hand, exited the office with a polite smile, and didn’t let it slip until he was well down the hallway. Outside, the winter air pressed down on the campus green, sharp with cold and the dry rattle of bare branches. Ethan walked slowly, his backpack slung over one shoulder, sunglasses shielding his eyes.
He didn’t let himself look up at the biology building. Didn’t say goodbye to the dorm he’d called home the past two years. Didn’t do any of the sentimental things other students might’ve done. His flight was in three days.
Los Angeles.
He pulled out his phone as he walked, thumb hovering for a moment before he opened the Google Docs app.
Folder: Projects.
The letter was still there.
Unread. Unsent.
He didn’t open it.
Just looked at the name of the file. Let it sit on the screen for a breath. Then slipped the phone back into his pocket. The next time he saw Maddie Buckley would not be through a screen. The Fall semester had ended three weeks ago. Just long enough for the exhaustion to wear off. Just short enough for it to still feel real.
Ethan had submitted his final paper, cleared out his room, returned his lab key, and handed in the badge that had given him 24-hour access to the research wing. His name would stay on a few grant documents, sure—but otherwise, he was gone. Folded out of the school with quiet precision. The move to UCLA was official. Orientation wouldn’t start until late August. But he wasn’t waiting that long. He wanted time. Space. Room to acclimate. Settle. Breathe.
And if he happened to know that Maddie Buckley lived somewhere in the greater Los Angeles area, well—that was no one’s business but his. The technical stuff could wait. UCLA had confirmed receipt of his transcript and program change. Financial aid was already handled—paperwork filed, boxes checked. It helped that he didn’t have to worry about money.
He still got a state stipend—Connecticut’s way of supporting long-term wards of the system who pursued higher education. His scholarships—three of them, stacked across biology, merit, and research incentive—more than covered his tuition. With the cost-of-living adjustment in L.A., the excess was enough to pay his rent, cover food, even leave a little for emergencies.
Free money, his last roommate had joked. You’re the only person I know getting paid to go to school.
Ethan hadn’t corrected him. Had just shrugged and said, “Guess I’m lucky.” But right now, standing outside under the too-blue sky with his phone cooling in his palm, he didn’t feel lucky. He felt like he was on the edge of a cliff.
A small pit had settled in his stomach and started to grow—slow, persistent, gnawing at the edges of his calm. This wasn’t just some internship or summer program. This wasn’t even about school, not really.
He was leaving the only place he’d ever known. Every familiar street. Every safe routine. Every person who knew the version of Ethan that fit into a clean, well-lit file folder. And he was doing it for the possibility of something.
For a name on a DNA report. For a stranger with brown eyes and a haunted smile. For a woman who had left him at a fire station twenty-one years ago, and who—maybe—might be willing to explain why. He didn’t know if that made him stupid, or courageous.
Probably both.
The jolt of landing wakes him. He blinks against the brightness, the low buzz of overhead lights and the too-cheerful voice of the flight attendant announcing their arrival. His neck aches from the awkward angle he fell asleep in. Outside the window, the horizon is just starting to stain with color—barely dawn. Which is insane, considering he boarded in Boston at 2am. Time zones are weird.
So is California.
The seatbelt light dings off. Ethan doesn’t move right away. People stand, stretch, pop open overhead bins. There’s chatter now. Plans and connections and “Did you get the thing?” kinds of noise.
He waits until the aisle clears a little before he grabs his carry-on and slides into motion. By the time he steps into the terminal, the sun is rising for real—filtering soft gold through rows of windows. He expected quiet. It’s not. Spoiler alert: LAX is always busy.
He watches other travelers file past security, where people wait with signs or balloons or arms thrown wide. A couple in front of him reunites with a little boy in superhero pajamas. Another woman sobs into her partner’s shoulder like she hasn’t breathed in months.
Nobody waits for him.
He retrieves his luggage—two suitcases, one backpack, and a rolled-up poster tube—and heads toward the rideshare signs. Outside, the air smells like jet fuel and heat already baking off the concrete. He pulls out his phone and opens the Uber app. Schedule. Destination: just off Sunset Boulevard.
Estimated arrival: nine minutes.
Plenty of time to keep pretending he knows what the hell he’s doing. He checks the tracker for his moving Pod while he waits at the curb. It’s somewhere in Oklahoma, crawling westward at a respectable pace. Not that it’s hauling much—just some furniture and a few boxes of things he couldn’t bring on the plane. The kind of stuff that makes a space livable, if not exactly personal. He locks his phone.
A dark blue Toyota sedan pulls up with his name blinking on the window display. The driver, a middle-aged guy with mirrored sunglasses and a tan that screams beach volleyball, pops the trunk.
“You here on vacation?” the guy asks as Ethan slides into the back seat.
Ethan doesn’t correct him.
The driver grins at the rearview mirror. “I can take you the scenic way. You got time to kill?” Ethan hesitates. Then shrugs. “Sure. Why not.” They roll out of the pickup zone and merge onto the 1. The early morning light paints the coastline in hazy gold. They wind through Marina del Rey, where boats rock lazily in their slips, then up toward Santa Monica. The new pier looks pristine, gleaming under reconstruction scaffolding.
“Used to be a lot different,” the driver notes, gesturing at it. “Tsunami tore through here a few years back. You remember that?”
“Yeah,” Ethan says softly. “I do.”
The memory is distant but sharp. A fifteen-year-old with earbuds in, scrolling news updates in real time. Footage of the wave crashing into the coastline. Of panicked evacuations and quiet, eerie aftermath. He remembers watching and wondering if it looked the same in person as it did through a screen. Now he knows. It does.
It’s not long before they cut inland and reach Sunset. The driver weaves through early traffic and pulls to a stop just in front of the apartment complex. Ethan tips him well, more than expected. The man wishes him good luck and drives off.
Ethan stands on the sidewalk, squinting up at the building. Pale stone and industrial windows, modest but modern. His watch reads 6:15. He has time to kill. He drags his suitcases down the block until he finds a diner with chipped red booths and neon coffee signs flickering in the window. Inside, it smells like bacon and burnt espresso.
He orders eggs, hash browns, and a coffee. Black. He’s clearly a fish out of water, and the suitcases don’t help, but the waitress doesn’t seem to care. She just keeps his mug full and doesn’t ask questions. The food helps. The coffee helps more. When he finishes, it’s barely 7:00. He tips the waitress, thanks her quietly, and heads back toward the apartment.
The front lobby is unlocked. Empty, but clean. A low hum of fluorescent lights and the quiet tick of a wall clock fill the space. He sets his bags beside the chair and checks his watch again.
7:05.
He waits.
At 8:00 sharp, the front desk opens and a man in khakis and a UCLA hoodie walks in with a clipboard. “Ethan Bennett?”
Ethan stands. “That’s me.”
The man smiles, all business. “Let’s get you your keys.” Ten minutes later, Ethan is stepping into the loft.
The key sticks just a bit before turning, and the door swings open with a low creak.
Ethan steps inside.
The layout unfolds immediately—wide, open, intentional. To his right, a long galley-style kitchen stretches the length of the wall. Pale wood cabinetry, black counters, and stainless-steel appliances. Modern, a little sterile. Functional.
To his left, a narrow door—probably a closet—and just past that, an open staircase angles upward to a lofted bedroom. Iron railings, wooden steps slightly worn down in the center. The space above is partially visible from below, railing lined with clean edges and soft shadows.
Under the mezzanine, the space clearly meant for a living room sits hollow. There’s a faint discoloration where a rug once rested. A few scratches along the wall at couch-height. The echoes of someone else’s layout remain, like footprints in dust, even if the floors are spotless.
Beyond the kitchen and living space, the far wall rises high—brick and plaster mingled together. About six feet up, a row of towering windows begins, stretching all the way to the ceiling. They let in the morning light in long, quiet slants. Not enough to flood the room, but enough to make it glow at the edges.
Ethan walks in slow circles. The apartment is silent. There’s no furniture. No leftover scent of cooking or cologne. But there’s still a sense of presence here. Like the air remembers someone.
He crosses to the windows and unlatches the door to the balcony. It slides open with a soft drag, and city sounds rush in—muffled traffic, snippets of conversation, someone walking a dog below. The balcony is long and narrow, a simple railing separating him from the rising day. Sunset Boulevard stretches below, busy even this early.
This is his now.
He steps back inside. The floor is cool beneath his shoes. The place is too big for him and too quiet. But he’ll make it work. He doesn’t unpack yet. Just sits cross-legged on the hardwood under the loft, arms resting on his knees, and watches the sunlight crawl across the floor. He drags his suitcases up the stairs, wheels bumping against the iron steps. At the top, the mezzanine opens up around him. It’s bigger than it looked from below.
Not just spacious—generous. Wide enough to fit a California king with room to spare. There’s space along the walls for a dresser, maybe even a reading chair and a lamp. A woven rug, if he ever finds one he likes. He could actually breathe up here.
Bigger than his bedroom at his last foster placement. Bigger than the cramped dorms at Yale. Maybe even bigger than the first apartment he shared with three other pre-med students in New Haven.
He hadn’t expected that.
The connected bathroom is tucked in neatly along the back wall. Clean tile, glass shower, a deep sink basin that looks like it belongs in a hotel. Empty drawers, a blank medicine cabinet. No signs of anyone before him—just steam-cleaned surfaces waiting for their first toothbrush. He had the sense to pack a towel.
Ethan steps into the shower, and for a little while, it’s just water and warmth. The pressure is better than he expected. He stands there too long, letting it hit his shoulders, wash the plane from his skin. Wash Boston from his skin. Wash the last twenty-four hours into something before.
When he emerges, wrapped in the only towel he owns, the morning sun is climbing higher through the tall windows. He steps back onto the mezzanine, damp hair curling at the ends, and takes another look around.
This space is huge.
Too big, really. His shipping Pod would barely fill the living room, let alone this. A desk. A few bookshelves. Some kitchen stuff. Nothing substantial. Certainly no bed. He glances around at the yawning openness of the mezzanine. Echoes in his ears, in his ribs.
Yeah.
Looks like he’s making a trip to IKEA.
The closest IKEA is in Burbank. It’s not exactly a short trip. Ethan calls an Uber just after 9:00 a.m., standing out front with his damp curls still drying from the shower and the mental list of necessities growing longer by the minute. The driver doesn’t ask questions. Just lets him sink into the silence and the soft hum of the freeway.
The ride takes just under forty minutes, skimming past the sprawl of Los Angeles until the IKEA building finally comes into view—massive, blue and yellow, absurd against the concrete sky. Inside, he gets lost for a while.
Not literally—he follows the arrows, same as everyone else—but in the sheer volume of things. Bed frames. Lighting options. Shelves in too many shapes. Fabric swatches in colors he never considered. He doesn’t want it to feel temporary. Doesn’t want secondhand again. So he takes his time.
He ends up choosing a California king platform bed, mid-century modern with a warm cherry finish. Matching nightstands and a dresser. A tall glass coffee table with gold metal legs. A cognac-brown leather sofa and matching chair. Everything cohesive. Everything deliberate. He arranges for same-day delivery, splurging on assembly, and takes an Uber back to the loft. Just before 2:00 PM, the moving truck arrives.
The movers file in and out of the building with practiced efficiency, arms full of boxed furniture and mattress plastic. The hallway echoes with dull thuds and shoe squeaks. Ethan keeps to the side, watching as his apartment slowly takes shape.
The bed frame goes up first in the mezzanine, followed by the dresser. The chair is placed under the loft, facing the windows, and the sofa follows, angled in a way that makes the room feel centered. The record shelf is taller than expected. They place it against the brick wall. By the time they leave, it looks like someone lives here.
Not just a someone.
Him.
He locks the door behind them, then circles the loft in slow steps—testing drawers, opening cabinets, pressing fingers to fresh wood. Everything smells like cardboard and stain and upholstery. He drops onto the new bed, arms splayed out, eyes on the ceiling above. For the first time since he arrived, the apartment doesn’t feel like it belongs to someone else. It feels like a beginning. Once the movers are gone and the noise fades behind the closed door, Ethan begins to really take stock.
The living room comes together first. The cognac-brown leather sofa fits perfectly beneath the mezzanine, angled just enough to feel intentional but not staged. The matching chair sits across from it, flanking the sleek glass coffee table, which gleams in the filtered afternoon light. There’s still enough room left between the back of the chair and the kitchen for a dining table—eventually.
He walks toward the windows, where the new record shelf has been placed near the door to the balcony. It’s taller than he’d imagined when he ordered it, nearly touching the section of wall just before the windows begin. It’ll hold his records, sure—but also his trinkets. The things that don’t belong anywhere else: the baseball trophy, the bugle, the action figures he never had the heart to part with.
He stands there for a long moment, picturing it all filled in. He moves to the center of the room and turns slowly in place. The light from the high windows tracks across the walls in soft golden strips. It’s quiet now—but the good kind. The kind of quiet that feels earned.
This is mine.
His eyes scan the space and start rearranging things in his head. Not the furniture—no, the furniture fits. But the accents. The unfinished touches. The personality. He imagines plants by the windows. Tall ones in concrete planters. Maybe fake, maybe real—he hasn’t decided yet. Something green to break up the brick.
He thinks about color.
Primary tones, but warm. Rusty red. Mustard yellow. Deep navy blue. Not bright enough to clash with the walls, but bold enough to give the place some depth. A rug. He definitely needs a rug.
Maybe some canvas prints, or framed art—nothing heavy. Just something to hang on the wall above the couch, to stop the place from echoing so much.
He makes a note on his phone:
Plants (real?)
Prints—look online
Rug? Maybe navy?
Tall lamp for reading chair
He walks back to the kitchen, opens a cabinet, then closes it again. Just because. The loft still smells faintly like cardboard and fresh upholstery, but the more he breathes it in, the more it starts to feel like home.
Or something approaching it.
He doesn’t have a lot of things. But the space isn’t asking for a lot. It’s just asking for him. By mid-afternoon, the place has started to hum with small activity. Ethan’s on his laptop, stretched across the new sofa, tabs open for everything from minimalist wall art to indoor plants he’ll probably kill in a week. Still, the idea of them makes the place feel warmer. More alive.
He ends up ordering a couple canvas prints—bold abstracts in mustard yellow and rusty red, with navy undertones that echo the quiet tone of the loft. Nothing too busy. Just enough to fill the brick wall above the couch without overpowering it. He clicks add to cart again and again.
A mid-century tripod floor lamp, solid wood and brass-accented, for the back corner near the leather chair. The perfect spot for reading, eventually. A few throw pillows in muted jewel tones. A navy-blue knit blanket that looks too soft to ignore. Then, almost without thinking, he splurges on a rug. Not the navy one he’d considered earlier.
Eggshell. Creamy and soft-looking, with subtle lines running through the fibers. It’ll brighten up the living room, contrast against the leather, and—yeah, it’s impractical as hell. But it feels right. He orders a TV too. Wall-mounted. Nothing extravagant, but it’ll fill the space above the shelf. That part of the wall has been begging for something to anchor it. Halfway through checkout, he hesitates.
This is a lot. For someone who just moved in this morning, it’s probably ridiculous. He doesn’t even have a dining table yet.
Still—
He’s never had a space that felt like his before. Not really. So sue him for being excited. By nightfall, most of it’s already in motion—delivery scheduled, confirmations in his inbox. The lamp arrives the fastest, courtesy of same-day service, and he sets it up behind the chair just as the sky outside begins to darken. The soft amber glow warms the brick, softens the corners. No dining table yet. But he can live with that.
And the Pod? Still a couple days out, somewhere in the desert, hauling his last scraps of furniture—books, his old desk, a couple personal crates that will probably end up upstairs in the mezzanine. That’s fine. It gives him something to look forward to.
Later, after a dinner of takeout Thai eaten directly from the container, he turns off the overheads and settles into the chair by the window. The floor lamp casts a soft triangle of light onto the rug.
He pulls the new navy blanket over himself, tugging it up to his chest. Leans back. Lets his legs stretch out just a bit. For the first time since landing, he exhales like it doesn’t hurt. Outside, Sunset Boulevard glows in patches. Traffic hums. Someone laughs, far off. A city unfolding.
Inside, it’s quiet.
Ethan smiles to himself—small, reflexive, but real.
His space. His start.
And it’s enough.
The light wakes him.
Not an alarm. Not a knock. Just sunlight creeping in through the tall windows, spilling across the eggshell rug and warming his bare feet. Ethan blinks, momentarily unsure of where he is. Then it comes back in pieces—the leather chair, the faint hum of traffic, the scent of coffee grounds from the open bag on the kitchen counter.
Right.
LA.
His loft.
He stretches, slowly. Shoulders crack. His legs are stiff from sleeping curled up in the chair, but there’s no part of him that regrets it. The place is quiet. His place. His quiet.
He pads across the cool floor to the kitchen, makes a cup of pour-over coffee—the good kind, the ritual kind—and drinks it standing at the window, watching the city unroll itself block by block. Delivery vans. Joggers. People already dressed for meetings or late for work. He doesn’t have anywhere to be. Not yet.
His academic advisor back at Yale had been surprised when he’d announced the transfer. Confused, even. You're top of your class. Why now? Ethan had smiled. Shrugged. Said he just needed a change of scenery.
It wasn’t untrue.
By 9:00 a.m., he’s showered and dressed in jeans, a worn Yale hoodie, and sneakers that still bear East Coast dirt. He grabs his sketchpad, slides on sunglasses, and heads out the door. The air hits different this morning. Brighter, maybe. More awake.
He walks for a while without direction, letting the city pull him along. Past small shops just beginning to open, past people sipping iced lattes and walking dogs in shoes more expensive than his monthly rent. There’s color everywhere—murals, graffiti, flowering trees that burst suddenly from sidewalk cracks. He lets it fill the blank spaces.
He walks north, eventually hitting a few blocks of residential sprawl—low apartments, stucco duplexes, townhomes with bougainvillea climbing the fences. The sun is warm on his back, and he thinks, not for the first time, that this doesn’t feel like any city he’s ever lived in. There’s a low-grade hum to it. Constant motion. Like a heart you can hear in your teeth.
He stops at a bench across from a small park and pulls out his sketchpad. He doesn’t know what he’s drawing until he’s halfway through. The corner of a mural. The outline of a fire hydrant. Someone’s forgotten baseball cap hanging on a fencepost.
Nothing important. But real.
He sketches for half an hour. By late morning, the sun’s gotten aggressive. The kind of heat that doesn’t announce itself so much as settle in your bones. Ethan hops onto a Metro bus, scanning the route map as they rumble out of West Hollywood and begin cutting west. It’s not the worst system he’s ever used, but it’s definitely not Connecticut. Still, it gets the job done. Just enough to remind him that he’ll need to look into leasing a car soon.
He disembarks near Westwood and follows the tide of students into UCLA’s main campus. It’s sprawling, alive, and—he’ll admit—kind of beautiful. The red-brick buildings glow beneath the midday sun, framed by palms and sycamores and winding footpaths that don’t quite make logical sense but somehow feel right. There’s noise here too, but it’s academic noise: the hum of conversation, laughter bouncing off open quads, the echo of skateboards on pavement. Ethan keeps his sunglasses on and blends in.
He walks past lecture halls with names he recognizes from orientation packets. Glimpses library interiors through floor-to-ceiling windows. Makes mental notes of where the cafés and vending machines are. The kinds of things that matter when you're running on three hours of sleep and caffeine fumes. Eventually, he finds his way toward the medical buildings.
He flashes his student ID at a side entrance and steps into the cooler, quieter world of the biomedical wing. Hallways tile-white and softly humming with fluorescent light. Posters line the walls—research breakthroughs, procedural schedules, community board flyers offering study groups and part-time lab assistant openings.
He keeps walking.
Finds a wing dedicated to research labs—sections labeled for molecular biology, oncology, neurophysiology. Peeks through a glass wall into a robotics lab where someone is adjusting an armature with tweezers. On another floor, he passes the cadaver lab. He doesn’t stop long, but the smell is there. Not bad, not really—just… sterile. Earthy. Familiar, in a strange way. A reminder of where this all leads. Of what it means to do the work he’s been preparing for. He walks slower there. Just for a minute.
Then he moves on.
After the medical buildings, Ethan drifts without much direction. Just lets the campus carry him. He ends up cutting across the sculpture garden, then winds through the shaded arcades leading to the School of Art. It’s quieter here, more deliberate. Students linger on benches with sketchpads and laptops, coffee cups balanced on knees. A few paint in silence under the filtered canopy of trees, their canvases leaning against their thighs. The smell of turpentine clings to the air—faint, but grounding.
He walks through the atrium, where student pieces line the walls and fill small installation rooms. There’s a sculpture made of broken glass and copper wire that draws his eye for longer than he intends. Another piece is just… canvas. Torn. Angry in its simplicity.
He keeps going.
Eventually, he finds himself near the School of Education. More foot traffic here—students and instructors talking in clusters outside glass-walled lounges. Bulletin boards overstuffed with flyers and tear-away tabs. Summer internships, tutoring needs, “open mic for future educators” nights. He doesn’t stop. Just watches.
The campus is full. And not in that comfortable, academic way he remembered from Yale. UCLA feels bigger. Broader. Louder. There are students everywhere—at tables, on lawns, across breezeways and bridges. He figures it must be a mix of those in winter courses and others just trickling back from break. Still, the sheer density of it all wears on him.
After two hours, his interest wanes. He’s walked the bulk of campus, taken mental notes, even found where the emergency late-night shuttles pick up. But the novelty’s wearing off. His limbs are starting to ache again from all the walking, and his thoughts have started to scatter. He pulls out his phone at the campus gates.
Hesitates.
Then types in an address he doesn’t really need to check.
Santa Monica Pier.
A few taps later, he’s boarding another bus. It’s slower than the Metro he took earlier, but he doesn’t mind. The city outside the window is half-shuttered shops and taco trucks, palm trees stretching overhead. His head leans against the glass. The breeze through the cracked window smells faintly like salt. He isn’t sure what he expects when he gets there. Only that the view from the Uber yesterday had stuck with him. By the time he reaches Santa Monica, it’s late afternoon.
The sun is lower now—still strong, but edging toward that golden hour where everything looks cinematic. The shadows are longer. The breeze cooler. Pacific Park looms ahead, alive and spinning, its Ferris wheel a slow, deliberate arc of color against the blue sky.
The pier is crowded. Tourists with phones out, kids dragging sticky cotton candy fingers across railings, couples sharing earbuds and funnel cake. It smells like sunscreen, salt, and sugar. Ethan doesn’t go onto the pier.
Instead, he veers to the left—north, toward the quieter stretch of beach where the crowds thin and the surf rolls in smooth and steady. He kicks off his shoes and lowers himself to the sand, just out of reach of the tide. The grains are still warm, but not hot. The kind of warmth that seeps into your skin and convinces you to stay a little longer. Pacific Park twirls in the periphery of his vision. A blur of color, noise, and motion. He doesn’t focus on it.
Instead, he leans back on his hands and closes his eyes. The air smells different out here. Less smog. More ocean. That briny bite of salt on the wind, layered over sunscreen and boardwalk grease and something floral drifting from a vendor’s cart farther up the shore.
The waves come in soft, rhythmic bursts—steady and grounding. The kind of sound that silences the rest of the world if you let it.
He lets it.
In the span of a single breath, LA doesn’t feel quite as loud. He’s not thinking about Maddie. Or his past. Or what he’s doing here. Or what comes next. He’s not worrying about whether transferring schools was a mistake or if the furniture he bought will arrive scratched or if he should’ve gone with the navy rug after all.
He just sits.
The sand beneath him. The sky above. For the first time all day, he’s still.
The next morning arrives slower. Ethan wakes to soft sunlight cutting across the mezzanine, casting sharp lines against the cherry wood of the nightstand. For the first time since landing, he’s actually slept in the bed. California king. Firm, supportive. A little too big for one person, but he doesn’t mind that. Not really. He stretches, gets up, pulls on an old sweatshirt, and pads barefoot down the stairs.
There’s a rhythm forming.
Pour-over coffee, made slow and deliberate—ground beans, the bloom, the circular pour. It gives him something to do with his hands, something steady to start the day. He drinks it at the kitchen counter, leaning on his elbows, watching the traffic down on Sunset through the tall windows.
Then it’s breakfast—nothing elaborate. Toast, maybe some fruit, depending on what he remembered to grab from Trader Joe’s the day before. He eats standing up, a habit that hasn’t left him since dorm life. The city stretches open outside the glass, golden and loud and full of lives that don’t touch his.
He finishes his coffee. Washes the mug. Dries it with the corner of a kitchen towel and places it exactly where it belongs. He doesn’t realize how much these little routines matter until they’re already part of his day.
It’s still early when he leaves the loft, hoodie sleeves pushed up, headphones in, sketchpad tucked under one arm. He walks without a real plan again, letting the blocks unfold beneath his sneakers—grime, sidewalk cracks, smells of pastries from bakeries already open and cheap weed from a passing group of college students on bikes. Somehow, he ends up downtown.
There’s more foot traffic here—suits, high heels, fast walkers with to-go cups and people yelling into Bluetooth mics. He doesn’t blend in quite as easily here. Doesn’t stand out, either. Just another body moving through the heat. He’s not sure what makes him stop.
Maybe it’s the name on the door. Metro Dispatch Center. Or maybe it’s just the feeling in his gut when he sees it. He stands across the street, watching. People come and go—dispatchers on break, firefighters checking in, civilians he doesn’t recognize.
He doesn’t see her.
Doesn’t even know if she’s working that day. But the building is there, and she’s somewhere inside, probably. That much he knows. He doesn’t cross the street.
Doesn’t linger long.
Just watches.
And then walks away.
After the Dispatch Center, Ethan walks for a while. The heat starts to mellow, the sidewalk smells like hot cement and citrus trees, and his stomach reminds him it’s well past time to eat. He finds a Trader Joe’s nestled between a laundromat and a florist. A small, sunny storefront with carts crammed too close together and jazz playing softly overhead.
He moves slowly through the aisles—familiar items anchoring him in unfamiliar terrain. Almond milk. Instant oatmeal. A stir-fry kit that reminds him of study nights back at Yale. He grabs a loaf of honey wheat bread and a jar of fancy peanut butter, then throws in a bar of dark chocolate for no good reason except it looks like something he should have on hand. He checks out, smiling faintly when the cashier compliments his canvas bag.
On the way back toward Sunset, he passes a secondhand store with a sidewalk rack of flannels and a chalkboard sign in loopy handwriting: Pay What You Can Thursdays. It’s quiet inside—smells like cedar and dust and lemon polish. Low music hums in the background, and sunlight cuts across the wooden floor through the windows.
He meanders, fingers brushing across corduroy jackets and forgotten hats. Toward the back, something catches his eye. A brown leather bomber jacket. A little worn, but still supple. Sully brand. He slips it on. Fits like it was waiting for him.
The tag says $50. He hesitates for half a breath before pulling out his card. Outside, as he waits at the crosswalk, he idly searches the brand. The same jacket—same stitching, same hardware—sold for $750 a few years back.
Steal.
Back at the loft, he drapes the jacket over the back of the leather chair, like it belongs there. It doesn’t match anything else in the apartment, and maybe that’s the point.
The next morning, Ethan wakes early. Sunlight threads through the tall windows, striping the loft in warm gold. The bomber jacket is still draped over the back of the chair where he left it. It feels like a relic, like a version of himself he hasn’t met yet. He doesn’t linger long in the apartment.
Just coffee—black and fast—and a piece of toast with almond butter. Then he’s out the door, no clear plan in mind. This time, he heads west. Public transit gets him part of the way. Then it’s on foot—through shaded streets lined with modest homes, lemon trees hanging heavy over fences, sidewalk chalk still clinging to the curb from someone’s after-dinner game the night before. Mar Vista, his phone had confirmed. The neighborhood listed under her name. He doesn’t have her address.
He hasn’t searched it, hasn’t scrolled through social media or made excuses to dig deeper. Just the city, just the neighborhood. That’s all he let himself know. Still, he walks slower here.
More aware.
He passes a quiet park. A small community library. A white single-story house with a green door and toys scattered across the front lawn. A porch swing creaks gently in the breeze.
He keeps moving.
Another block. Another house. A woman watering her succulents waves at him absently. He nods. Smiles. Keeps going. There’s nothing to do here, not really. No destination. No errand. But his feet know where to go, even if he doesn’t.
After a few blocks, he stops at a café on the corner. Orders a tea he won’t drink and takes it to a bench just outside, facing the street.
He sips. Watches. Breathes.
Somewhere on this street—or maybe the next—she’s going about her day. Putting a child down for a nap. Making breakfast. Laughing at something on the radio. He doesn’t know which house. That almost makes it easier. He sits there a while longer. Just existing. Just watching the lives happening around him.
Then, slowly, he stands.
Throws the untouched tea in the bin, adjusts the strap on his bag, and walks back toward the bus stop.
It’s just past noon when Ethan returns to the loft. The apartment is warm from the sun that’s poured through the windows all morning. He doesn’t bother to turn on the lights. Just drops his bag by the door, kicks off his shoes, and sinks onto the couch, letting his head rest against the back cushion. His fingers are already reaching for his phone before he knows why.
He opens the app.
The DNA app. The one that started this entire spiral.
Connections > Matches
The name is still there, like it has been since he was fifteen.
Maddie Buckley.
No photo. No age. No details beyond the confirmation: strong match—predicted parent-child relationship. She never made an account. He’s known that since the beginning. The app flagged her profile as a law enforcement upload—standard procedure, especially in a high-profile case. She wouldn’t have been notified of the match unless she’d opted in. She didn’t. But she knows he exists.
That much, he’s certain of. You don’t leave a six-week-old at a fire station with a medical history and birthdate and then forget.
So she knows.
She just doesn’t know he knows. He stares at her name on the screen. It feels… cold. Impersonal. Not like a person. Not like a mother.
Not yet.
He closes the app and sets the phone down on the coffee table. Sits there in the stillness, feeling the sun slide across the hardwood. It should be enough—knowing. Knowing her name, her face, her proximity.
But it isn’t.
It’s a void.
And he’s standing right on the edge of it. He doesn’t mean to spiral. But the quiet of the loft presses in on all sides, and there’s only so long he can sit with the unanswered questions before curiosity bleeds into compulsion.
He opens a browser. Stares at the blank search bar. Then types, simply:
Buckley Los Angeles articles.
At first, it’s familiar—old headlines from Maddie’s case. The kidnapping. Doug. The trial. But further down, something else catches his eye.
A name that’s repeated.
Evan Buckley.
He clicks.
The first article he opens is about a bombing. LAFD Firefighter Trapped in Engine Explosion, the headline reads. There’s a photo—taken from behind a police barricade, long-lens and raw. It shows a man pinned under an overturned fire engine, bloodied and slack-jawed, one leg crushed beneath the weight. His eyes are dazed, his jacket torn, and there's a smear of blood along the side of his face. Ethan doesn't move for a long moment.
The caption confirms it.
Evan “Buck” Buckley, LAFD Station 118.
The article gives the basics. No heroics, no embellishment—just what happened, and the fact that he survived. He scrolls down, and in the comments, someone mentions “his sister Maddie.”
Brother.
It knocks something loose in his chest.
Maddie has a brother.
He clicks back to the search results and types Evan Buckley firefighter instead. The page floods with entries. There’s a 2018 news clip of him at the Santa Monica Pier, speaking quietly after a roller coaster fatality. His hands are still shaking.
Another video shows him kneeling in the mud during the well collapse, calling for someone—Eddie Diaz, the anchor says. The camera catches the strain in his voice, the panic in his eyes.
A third clip plays an excerpt from Taylor Kelly’s 118 spotlight. Buck appears briefly, answering questions about his team with a tension in his jaw that doesn't quite match the others. Like he’s performing calm.
The last is bodycam footage. Blurred at the edges. Gunshots. Chaos. Buck, in casual wear, dropping to the ground, shielded by a fellow firefighter. Another firefighter—Eddie again—collapsing in a spray of red.
Ethan closes the tab.
His hands are shaking.
This man—this uncle he never knew existed—is everywhere. Etched into the city in pieces of footage and fractured headlines. And yet, he’s never reached out. Never hinted that Ethan existed. Ethan tells himself he’s not surprised. Then he pulls up Spokeo.
Evan Buckley – El Segundo, CA.
4995 S Bedford Street.
He memorizes the address.
And tries not to think about what he’ll do with it.
It’s a few days later when Ethan finds himself in El Segundo. He doesn’t remember deciding to come. Doesn’t remember checking the bus schedule or picking a direction. He just… ends up there. Following a pull he hasn’t named yet. Maybe his mind’s telling him it would be easier to start with Evan. He doesn’t know.
The neighborhood is calm. The kind of calm that doesn't ask for attention. Low houses, soft colors, gardens maintained just enough to say someone cares. It smells like cut grass and distant ocean air. He turns onto South Bedford Street.
4995.
He doesn’t need to check the number—he knows the house from the listing on Zillow. White trim. Sloped roof. A cactus near the porch and a sun decoration nailed beside the front door. In the yard, just to the left of the driveway, an orange tree leans slightly toward the house. Small, hard fruit cling to the branches. He stops across the street, standing half-shaded beneath a power line. And that’s when the truck pulls in.
Silver. Scuffed. Familiar.
The driver’s door opens. Buck steps out—clearly just off shift, in a navy LAFD T-shirt, hair slightly flattened on one side like he caught a nap during the last few hours. He’s holding a takeout container in one hand, phone in the other.
FaceTime.
He’s talking to someone. Animated, smiling, one hand gesturing as he unlocks the front door with his elbow. Ethan can’t hear the conversation, but he can see the comfort in Buck’s posture. The natural way he’s still half in firefighter mode—worn out, but present. Ethan stays rooted to the sidewalk. Wills himself to move. To call out. To step forward and say, I think you’re my uncle. But the words die somewhere in his throat. Buck turns the knob, still mid-sentence, and disappears inside.
Ethan doesn’t move for a long time. The wind shakes the leaves on the orange tree. A car passes behind him. Somewhere down the block, a dog barks once and then goes quiet again.
He turns.
Walks away.
He doesn’t go straight home.
Instead, Ethan walks.
The air is cooler near the coast, sharper with salt. The sun has started to tilt westward, softening shadows as he heads toward the water. He walks past quiet neighborhoods, down sidewalks framed by hedges and stucco. Past a coffee shop, a fire station, a few cyclists he half-heartedly dodges. Eventually, the road opens up, and the sand finds him.
El Segundo Beach isn’t crowded. A few kids chase foam at the edge of the tide, someone flies a kite farther up the shore. He kicks off his shoes, walks until the damp sand pulls at his steps, and then lowers himself to sit. He doesn’t look at his phone. Just stares at the ocean. Watches it shift and break and stitch itself back together.
What was I even thinking?
He runs a hand through his hair. Feels the grit of salt already settling on his skin.
Showing up. Standing there. Like something would magically fall into place.
He exhales hard through his nose. Doesn’t cry. Doesn’t break. But something in his chest contracts, tight and sharp, like the last gasp of a muscle pushed too far. He hadn’t realized how much he’d been hoping—for what, exactly, he doesn’t know. A sign, maybe. An opening. A reason.
And now all he has is sand clinging to his hands and the echo of Buck’s voice in the driveway, too far to reach.
Is it even worth it? he wonders. Reaching out? Turning their lives inside out?
He doesn't know. Not really. But what he does know is this: he didn’t come all this way to hover on the edges. To haunt sidewalks and second-guess his own heartbeat. He came to know something. To face it.
Even if it hurts.
He dusts his palms off on the hem of his jeans. Stands. The tide inches closer to his feet. And before he can talk himself out of it, he’s climbing the steps back up to the street. Pulling out his phone. Checking the next bus to Mar Vista. It arrives in ten minutes.
Good.
That’s not enough time to change his mind.
It’s nearly dusk by the time the bus lets him off. The sky’s fading into lavender and gold—long shadows stretching across driveways, the soft hum of porch lights warming into glow. The street is quiet. Peaceful. Not quite asleep, but settling in.
Ethan walks.
Slowly.
Each step feels heavier than the last, like the air is thickening with every yard he closes.
Then he sees it.
The house.
Single-story, pale stucco with white trim. A clean walkway leads up from the curb, and a small porch light casts a soft amber pool across the front door. The kind of place that feels lived-in. Safe. Someone’s home. There’s a car in the driveway.
She’s here.
He stands at the edge of the walk, staring.
This is it.
After everything—after the DNA match, after the city searches, after the hesitation in El Segundo—this is where it all converges. Not in some courtroom or hospital or dramatic reunion. Just… a quiet house on a quiet street, in the last light of the day.
He exhales.
His feet move before he fully decides to. Across the cracked sidewalk. Up the short path. Onto the first step of the porch.
Closer now.
Close enough to see a faint mark on the stucco, where maybe a kid’s bike handle scraped the wall. Close enough to smell whatever someone’s cooking three houses down. Close enough to leave, if he wanted to.
But he doesn’t.
He raises his hand.
Knocks once.
And waits.
The door opens.
Softly. No creak. Just the quiet click of the latch and the sweep of warm air spilling out into the dusk.
A woman stands there.
She blinks at him, the porch light casting a golden halo behind her. Barefoot, in a loose T-shirt and yoga pants. There’s a quiet stillness about her—like she was settling into her evening and this, whatever this is, wasn’t expected.
“Can I help you?” she asks.
Her voice is gentle. A little tired, like the end of the day has already found her.
Ethan stares.
She’s older than the photos he found online. Not by much—just enough to feel it. Her hair’s longer now, and lighter. Not the dark chestnut from the press coverage. More of a honey brown, catching hints of gold in the porch light. And then there’s the scar.
It runs across her throat, pink and unmistakable. Recent. He doesn’t stare. Doesn’t ask. But it’s there, and he files it away—another thing he doesn’t have the right to know about. Not yet. His voice catches for half a second before he finds it.
“Are you… Maddie Buckley?”
Her brow lifts slightly, cautious, but she nods. “Yes.” She’s watching him now. Not defensive, just… curious. Searching. Like she’s waiting for the part where he explains why he’s standing on her porch at dusk with nothing in his hands but everything in his eyes. He doesn’t say his name. Instead, he speaks slowly. Carefully. Like if he gets even one word wrong, the moment will collapse beneath him.
“I was born in 2004. In Connecticut.”
Maddie blinks. The slight tilt of her head doesn’t change, but her body stills.
“I was left at a fire station when I was about six weeks old. There was a letter with my name. My birthdate. Some medical history.”
The porch light buzzes faintly above them.
“In 2019,” Ethan says, voice a little thinner now, “I took a DNA test. Just… for curiosity. And I got a match. To you.”
Her expression doesn’t shift—yet. But her eyes are wider now. Focused. Locked to his like she already knows where this is going, even if the ground hasn’t given way yet.
“I’ve been in L.A. for a few weeks. Working up the nerve to knock on your door.”
He swallows, hard.
“I think—” His voice catches, but he doesn’t stop. “I know—you’re my mother.”
The silence that follows is absolute. And the only thing louder than it is his heartbeat.
Chapter 2: A Place at The Table
The porch light flickered when the bulb warmed up—she kept forgetting to replace it. Maddie stood at the sink, rinsing the last of Jee-Yun’s sippy cups, absently humming to whatever indie playlist was still echoing from the phone propped on the counter. The house was still, settled. Chimney was on shift. Jee was asleep, finally. And for the first time in what felt like days, Maddie felt like her body belonged to her again.
The cool January air crept in through the cracked kitchen window—crisp and faintly sweet, tinged with that strange mix of jasmine and traffic fumes that somehow always meant Los Angeles. She dried her hands. Checked her phone. No new messages. The knock came softly. Just once.
She turned, a furrow already forming between her brows. It was too late for deliveries, and anyone who knew them knew to text first. For a moment, her body tensed—not fear, exactly, but readiness. Old instincts. They didn’t leave easy. She padded barefoot to the door, switching on the brighter porch light as she unlocked it. The bulb buzzed overhead. And there was someone standing there. A young man. Early twenties, maybe. Tall. Slim. Something about him struck her as familiar and completely unknown all at once.
He stared at her.
“Can I help you?” she asked, keeping her voice gentle.
He didn’t answer at first. Just looked at her. There was something in his eyes—sharp, unreadable, barely held in check. Grief, maybe. Or awe. Or both.
“Are you… Maddie Buckley?”
The name came out like a question he already knew the answer to. She blinked. “Yes,” she said cautiously, eyebrows lifting slightly.
He didn’t offer a name. Didn’t smile. Just said, in a quiet, steady voice:
“I was born in 2004. In Connecticut.”
Her breath caught. Not all the way. But enough.
“I was left at a fire station when I was about six weeks old. There was a letter with my name, my birthdate, some medical history.”
Her fingers curled slightly against the doorframe.
“In 2019, I took a DNA test. And I got a match. To you.”
The air thickened. Not louder. Just… heavier. She couldn’t hear the music anymore. Couldn’t feel the tile under her feet.
“I’ve been in LA for a few weeks,” he said. “Working up the nerve to knock on your door.”
He looked down then, briefly. Then up again.
“I think—” A pause. A breath. A decision.
“I know you’re my mother.”
And just like that, the world tilted.
Maddie stared at him.
At the face that, now that she was really looking, mirrored every part of her memory she’d locked away. Eyes she knew weren’t hers. A jawline that pulled tight in the exact same way when trying not to feel too much. A hesitation that echoed her own. For a second, she couldn’t breathe.
Then she stepped back, just slightly—enough for the porch light to reach farther, enough for the space between them to fold inward.
She didn’t speak.
Not yet.
Because she knew.
She opened her mouth to speak. To say I don’t understand, or How did you find me?, or even Is this real?—but nothing came out. The words collapsed under the weight of everything crashing through her mind. She blinked quickly, trying to hold back the tears already prickling at the corners of her eyes. Breathed in deep. Tried to ground herself. Her voice, when it returned, was barely a thread.
“Do you…” She steadied herself. “Do you want to come inside?”
He looked startled by the offer.
Hesitated.
Like he hadn’t planned for this part. Like maybe he'd rehearsed everything up to the knock but hadn't imagined what might come after. But after a long beat, he nodded.
Quiet. Wordless.
She stepped back, giving him room, and watched as he crossed the threshold. He moved like someone unsure if he belonged—eyes scanning the entryway, the modest living room, the toys half-tucked under the console table. The porch light behind him caught against his profile, casting shadows that somehow made everything sharper.
Maddie stood still.
Watching.
And then she saw it.
The eyes.
Buck’s eyes.
That same piercing, ice-blue that used to lock onto her when they were kids, when Evan wanted something—really wanted something—and wouldn’t let go until he got it. The same color that, even after everything, she still saw first when she pictured her brother.
And his hair—
A little shorter, a little messier, but still with that same infuriating curl. Not quite shaggy, not quite neat. Just stubbornly its own thing, no matter how much water or product tried to tame it. Ethan was leaner than Buck. Maybe a little shorter. Slighter in the shoulders. But it didn’t matter.
Like a current rolling in from some long-forgotten shore, the memory came:
She was back in Hershey. Back behind the nurse’s station. And there was Evan—twenty, face scratched up, one arm in a sling, his entire body thrumming with urgency—asking her to run away with him. We can go. Tonight. I don’t want to do this without you. That version of her brother—the desperate, defiant, open-hearted one—flashed through her so vividly it almost hurt.
And now here was this boy—her boy—stepping into her home with that same fire behind his eyes. The same tension in his shoulders. The same flicker of cautious hope, like he didn’t quite believe she’d let him stay.
The resemblance was uncanny.
It was undeniable.
And now he was standing in her home. Not by accident. Not by coincidence. But because he belonged to her. She gestured gently toward the living room. Her voice stayed quiet.
“Go ahead. You can sit if you want.”
He nodded, almost reflexively, and moved to the couch—perched on the edge, like if he sank too deep into the cushions, it might mean he was staying for good. Maddie followed slowly, moving to the armchair just across from him. Not too close. Just enough. She folded her hands in her lap. Unfolded them again.
“Can I get you something?” she offered. “Water? Tea?”
He shook his head once. “I’m good. Thanks.” They sat in silence for a few seconds that stretched and stretched. The hum of the refrigerator. The faint creak of the floor as someone shifted weight. And beneath it, the pulse of something unspoken, pushing against the walls like pressure behind glass. Neither of them quite knew what to say first.
Maddie cleared her throat.
“I’m sure you have… a lot of questions,” she said softly. “And I’ll answer them. I promise. All of them.”
She hesitated.
“But first—before any of that—I need to know just one thing.”
He looked up.
“Are you happy?”
It came out bare. No preamble. No softening. Just the truth, raw and trembling. Ethan blinked. Like maybe he hadn’t expected that to be the first thing out of her mouth. But he didn’t hesitate when he answered.
“I am,” he said. “I mean—foster care was… foster care. Not great, not awful. I got lucky with a placement when I was twelve. Stayed there through high school.”
His voice was quiet, measured, like he was used to giving the short version.
“But I’m okay. I grew up stable. Well-rounded, I think.” A small, almost sheepish shrug. “Top of my class at Yale. I just transferred to UCLA for my last year.”
Maddie let out a breath she didn’t realize she’d been holding. He smiled—small, but real. “I’m happy. I promise.” Her shoulders dropped slightly. The relief was instant. Physical. She looked at him again—really looked—and let herself feel it: the steady way he spoke, the self-awareness in his posture, the way his eyes never left hers. There was no bitterness there. No accusation. Just a quiet kind of strength.
“I have a lot to explain,” she said finally. “And I will. All of it. You deserve that.”
Her throat tightened again, but this time she pushed through.
“But before we even get into any of that—I want you to know, without a single doubt… if I could’ve kept you, Ethan—I would’ve.”
She said it like a truth she’d carried for years, folded and tucked away somewhere too fragile to look at. Like it had never stopped being real. Just hidden. The name settled between them for the first time. And in that moment, she wasn’t a stranger.
She was his mother.
He didn’t question it.
Didn’t press her, didn’t look away.
“I believe you,” he said simply.
And somehow, that broke her more than if he hadn’t. Ethan shifted slightly, his fingers brushing the seam of his jeans. He looked down for a moment, not uncomfortable—just reflective.
“I Googled you,” he admitted quietly. “Not long after I got the DNA results back.”
Her breath caught again—brief, sharp. He didn’t say it like an accusation. Just a fact. A timeline. Something inevitable.
“I know what happened. With Doug,” he said. “The articles didn’t leave much room for doubt.”
His voice didn’t shake, but there was something careful in it. Measured.
“I figure that’s probably how the DNA match happened at all. If the police collected your DNA… entered it into a federal database during the investigation…”
He trailed off, like the rest didn’t need saying. Maddie sat there for a long moment, her hands knit tightly together. Then she leaned forward—slowly—resting her forearms against her knees, grounding herself.
“When I found out I was pregnant,” she said, her voice low, steady, “I left.”
His eyes flicked up. She didn’t shy away from them.
“I left Boston. Left Doug. Took nothing with me except what I needed to disappear. I managed to keep both of us safe for almost nine months.”
The porch light still glowed faintly behind the front curtains. A soft hum pulsed through the quiet.
“But he was getting close again,” she continued. “Too close. I didn’t think there was a true way out—not a permanent one. Not one that didn’t put you in danger.”
She swallowed.
“So… I did the only thing I could think of to keep you safe.”
The words came with a slow ache. Like they’d been locked in her chest for two decades, wearing down the inside of her ribs.
“I left you. Somewhere I knew you’d be found. Somewhere I knew someone would protect you if I couldn’t.”
Her voice dropped even quieter.
“It was the hardest thing I’ve ever done.”
She stayed leaned forward, hands clasped together, knuckles paling.
“When I came back…” Her voice was thinner now. “After I left you.”
She didn’t say his name again. Couldn’t—not just yet.
“It took me fifteen years to try running a second time. Fifteen years to find enough courage—or maybe desperation—to try and leave Doug again.”
She shook her head slowly.
“And by then, he wasn’t taking chances anymore.”
Her eyes burned, but she didn’t cry. She wouldn’t—not yet.
“I think that’s why he snapped the way he did. Why it was so fast. So brutal. The kidnapping, the violence, all of it…”
Her throat tightened again, and she sat back just slightly, not looking at Ethan now—but not avoiding him either.
“He wasn’t going to let me leave him a second time.”
The words sat between them like coals. Hot, slow-burning. She drew in a shallow breath, barely a tremble behind it.
“That was what he’d been waiting for. What he thought I owed him. All those years I stayed after I came back… he thought I understood my place.”
Her voice cracked, just barely. “And when I didn’t—when I ran again—he made sure I’d pay for it.” She looked at Ethan now. Really looked. There was something unreadable in his face. Not cold. Not angry. But deep. Still. Like he was absorbing every word with care he didn’t know he had in him.
“I didn't want that life for you, too,” she said.
Quiet. Final.
Ethan didn’t respond right away. Just nodded, slowly. Swallowed. His jaw shifted—like he was holding something in his throat, something unspeakable and not meant to be spoken anyway. Then he sniffed once and lifted a hand to brush the corner of his eye. No fanfare. No apology. He cleared his throat softly.
And shifted the conversation.
His eyes drifted to the coffee table, to the toys haphazardly scattered there. A small stuffed otter. A set of stacking cups with two pieces missing. He glanced past it, toward the end table, where an empty sippy cup sat forgotten.
He gestured gently.
“You have kids?”
Maddie blinked. The question felt like a breeze against the flame of everything they’d just said.
But she nodded.
“I do,” she said softly. “A daughter. Jee-Yun.”
She smiled faintly at the sound of her daughter’s name. Then her hand moved instinctively toward her belly, brushing across the soft fabric of her shirt.
“And… I’m six months along with another.”
He glanced up.
She offered a small, almost shy smile.
“A boy.”
Ethan looked at her for a moment, like he was processing not just the words, but the truth of them—the warmth in her tone, the ease, the life that had kept going even without him. And then he smiled, too.
Sad.
Genuine.
Full of something that wasn’t quite pain, but still aching.
“I’m glad,” he said. “I’m glad you were able to have a good life.”
Maddie’s breath caught again—different this time. Softer. There was something in his voice that made her want to both hug him and weep. But she didn’t do either.
She just nodded.
“Thank you,” she said quietly.
Ethan shifted slightly, his hands resting against the edge of his knees. He cleared his throat once, then again, as though trying to find the right pitch to speak at.
“I—um.”
He stopped.
Tried again.
“I know you don’t have to. I mean—you probably have a lot going on right now, and I wouldn’t want to…” He trailed off, already shrinking inward.
“But—if it’s okay—I’d like to keep in touch.”
He wasn’t looking at her. Just stared hard at the floorboards, his shoulders creeping up toward his ears. Maddie caught the way his ears had flushed bright red. Her own did that too. So did Buck’s. Always had.
It hit her then: this wasn’t just something familiar. This was genetic. She swallowed back the swell of emotion and reached her hand out.
“Give me your phone.”
His eyes snapped up, startled. But he obeyed, pulling it from his pocket and handing it over. She typed her number in. Just her first name. She saved it, then passed the phone back.
“I’ll need a few days,” she said, voice low but steady. “To process this. To get everything out in the open.”
He nodded quickly, already apologizing with his posture.
“But,” she continued, “I want this. I do.”
She looked at him—really looked.
“I think I might actually be able to do right by you this time.”
Ethan’s lips parted like he wanted to say something but didn’t quite trust the words to come out right. Eventually, he just nodded again.
“You already did,” he said.
Still, she added, quietly but firmly, “I’d like to get to know you.” His glance shifted toward the window. It was fully dark now—streetlight glow pooling at the edge of the sidewalk.
“I should probably get going,” he murmured.
Maddie stood with him, walked with him to the front door. He stepped outside, and she followed just to the edge of the porch. But before he could head down the steps, she stopped him.
“Wait.”
He turned back.
She hesitated.
“Can I… hug you?”
He stilled.
Then, after a beat, nodded. She stepped forward slowly and wrapped her arms around him. Careful not to hold on too tight. Careful not to make it more than he could give.
But he let her.
And she closed her eyes.
Just for a moment.
One tear slid down her cheek, catching in the collar of her shirt.
“Thank you,” she whispered.
He didn’t respond.
He didn’t need to.
A second later, he turned, stepped down into the soft glow of the night, and walked off into the dark. And Maddie stood alone on the porch, the door still open behind her, her hands gently folded across her ribs—
holding the shape of him.
The front door creaked open at exactly 12:17 a.m. Chimney exhaled as he stepped inside, dropping his turnout bag just past the threshold with a low grunt. The smell of smoke clung to him—clothes, hair, even skin—and it wasn’t the kind that rinsed off in one go.
He’d gotten stuck at a structure fire downtown—warehouse-sized, full of too much cardboard and not enough ventilation. The relief crew hadn’t shown until almost eleven, and by the time he’d handed over reports and cleaned up, midnight had already come and gone. He expected the house to be dark. But the living room light was still on.
And Maddie was awake.
She sat curled into the far corner of the couch, legs tucked under a blanket, a half-full glass of Moscato cradled in her hand. Her eyes flicked up as he stepped into view.
“You’re home late,” she said.
“Structure fire,” he replied, kicking off his boots. “Shift change got stalled.”
She nodded, like she already knew. Like she hadn’t just been sitting here waiting—but waiting.
“You’re drinking Moscato,” he said lightly, eyeing the glass.
“I’m not drunk.”
“No, but that’s your thinking drink.”
She said nothing.
He stepped farther into the room, frowning slightly at the unease radiating off her like static. She was too still. Too composed. That kind of calm never came without effort.
“I have a secret,” she said quietly. “One I’ve kept from everyone.”
He paused.
Then blinked. “Okay…”
“And I can’t keep it anymore.”
That made him pause again, more deeply this time. He raised an eyebrow. “Do I need to be sitting down for this?”
“I think you need to shower first.”
He squinted. “That bad, huh?”
“Worse.”
She stood up, crossed to the kitchen, and disappeared around the corner.
Chimney took the hint.
Fifteen minutes later, clean and dressed in an old T-shirt and sweats, he returned to the living room and found Maddie already seated again. This time, she was holding out a glass of whiskey. Iced. His favorite.
“Okay,” he said slowly, taking it from her. “So this is officially a big secret.”
She didn’t smile. Didn’t soften. He sat down across from her, heart quietly picking up its pace.
“Is this a… Daniel-level secret?”
Her eyes flicked toward him.
“It’s worse.”
And just like that, the room quieted.
“I haven’t told anyone,” she said. “Not Evan. Not my parents. No one.”
He didn’t speak.
He didn’t breathe.
She set her wine glass down on the end table. Fingers trembling just slightly.
“When I left Doug in 2019,” she said, “that wasn’t the first time.”
Chimney’s eyebrows pulled together. “What do you mean?”
“The first time,” she said, voice steadying now, “was in 2004. I was twenty. I was pregnant.”
That silenced him.
Flat-out.
Pregnant.
She let the words hang there, heavy and undeniable.
“Jee-Yun…” she whispered. “She’s not my first child.”
Chimney sat very still.
Whiskey in hand. Brain stuck in the slow-motion collision of what and how and why didn’t you tell me.
And he said nothing.
Because she wasn’t finished.
He didn’t say a word.
Didn’t need to.
The silence spoke for him—shock, disbelief, that strange slow-burning stillness when something turns out to be far bigger than you imagined.
Maddie didn’t look away.
“I left Doug,” she said. “Not long after we moved to Boston. I was pregnant. He didn’t know.”
Her voice stayed calm. Not detached—but controlled. Like every word had been rehearsed in her head for years and now she was finally, painfully, letting them go.
“I fled to Connecticut. Used a fake name. I had help—from a friend, someone from nursing school. I kept off Doug’s radar for almost a year.”
Chimney felt the whiskey settle in his chest, sharp and slow.
“I gave birth in October,” she continued. “A boy.”
She said that with something like awe and devastation braided together—like even now, after everything, the words still didn’t feel real.
“I kept him for six weeks. Just me and him. I thought maybe I could figure it out.”
Her eyes were glassy now, but she didn’t cry. Not yet.
“But then Doug started getting close. My friend warned me—said he’d been asking around. Looking for me. And I couldn’t… I couldn’t let Doug find out I had a child.”
Her voice caught just slightly.
“I couldn’t let him take him.”
She looked at Chimney then. Really looked.
“So I left him. At a fire station. With a letter. Birthdate, medical info. First name.”
Chimney still couldn’t find his voice.
“You have a son,” he said, barely more than a whisper.
“I had a son,” she corrected, softly. “And then I gave him up.”
The words were brutal in their gentleness.
“I went back to Doug,” she added, before he could ask. “It was easier to survive than keep running. So I did. I shut everything down. Pretended it had never happened.”
“But it did happen,” Chimney said, finally finding breath again.
She nodded.
“And now… now he found me.”
Chimney blinked.
“What?”
She took a shaky breath.
“He showed up at the door tonight.”
Chimney’s stomach dropped.
“You’re serious.”
“I didn’t know it was him until he said it. But the second he did…” She shook her head slowly. “I knew.”
“And?” Chimney asked, hoarsely.
“He’s… incredible,” she said, voice full of quiet awe. “He’s kind. Thoughtful. Smart.”
Chimney’s hand curled tighter around the glass. “Does Buck know?” She shook her head. “Not yet.”
Then, after a beat—
“But I think he needs to.”
Maddie leaned forward, her elbows on her knees now, both hands wrapped tight around the stem of her wine glass.
“I don’t know how to tell him,” she admitted. “Buck.”
Chimney set his whiskey down slowly, gently, as if not to disturb the weight in the room.
“It’s another lie,” she said. “Another thing I kept from him.”
Her voice cracked, just slightly. “And after everything with Daniel…” She didn’t finish the sentence.
She didn’t have to.
Chimney nodded, taking that in. Sitting with it. Then he leaned forward, matching her posture, his tone soft but certain.
“This isn’t like Daniel.”
She looked at him.
“Back then,” he said, “you were barely surviving. Every day you were still with Doug was another day you were holding your breath. But this—this was in the beginning of all that. And you were twenty. Running for your life. Trying to protect a baby with no one and nothing.”
Maddie stayed quiet, but her eyes brimmed now, glassy and raw.
“Once Buck hears the whole story… once you explain—really explain—he’ll get it.”
“You think?” she whispered.
“I know.”
He smiled a little, tired but sincere.
“He’ll be himself, sure. Exasperated. Probably confused. A little hurt, yeah.” Chimney tilted his head. “But then he’ll come around. Because that’s what he does. He gets overwhelmed, then he feels everything all at once, and then he finds his footing. That’s Buck.”
Maddie gave the smallest, breathiest laugh. Like it surprised her.
“And,” Chimney added, “I can say with full confidence… he’s definitely still awake.”
Maddie looked up, brows raised.
“He was just leaving the scene when I did. He got back to the house probably fifteen minutes before me.”
She blinked. “So what—you think he’s just sitting there brooding in the dark?”
“No,” Chimney said, grinning now. “I think he’s elbow-deep in a batch of cinnamon bread or frying eggs at one in the morning. You know how he gets when he’s restless.”
Maddie let out another small laugh, this one more genuine, more real.
Chimney watched her carefully.
“You don’t have to do it tonight,” he said gently. “But you can do it. He’ll still be Buck on the other side of this.”
Maddie nodded slowly, eyes distant.
“I hope so.”
“You don’t have to hope,” he said. “You just have to trust him.”
And after a beat, she whispered, “I’m trying.”
The sauce was almost done. Buck stood at the stove, bare feet planted on cool tile, tossing fettuccine into a pan with heavy cream and fresh garlic. Parm was already shredded on the cutting board. Butter melting slow and perfect. Salt in the water. Everything exactly as it should be.
Comfort cooking.
His version of sleeping pills. He had the phone propped up against a container of flour on the counter, Eddie’s face just visible in the dim kitchen lighting. The screen wobbled slightly every time Buck moved.
“You know it’s one in the morning, right?” Eddie said, smirking. Evidently doing a late-night Uber shift.
Buck shrugged. “I was hungry.” Eddie’s brows rose. “You couldn’t just microwave something?”
“I could’ve,” Buck said, tossing the noodles. “But then you wouldn’t be here, watching me make better life choices.”
“Burning butter isn’t a life choice.”
“Rude.”
Eddie laughed, then reached off-screen for a water bottle. “Seriously, though, I’m surprised you’re not passed out. You guys were on that fire for, what, six hours?”
“Yeah,” Buck said, wiping his hands on a towel. “Got back around midnight. I was too wired to sleep.”
Eddie tilted his head. “That… tracks.” Buck was just about to drain the pasta when his phone buzzed. He glanced down, expecting a station group chat or a shift change update.
It wasn’t either.
Chim: We’re on the way over. Maddie has something she needs to tell you. It’s not something that can wait.
Buck frowned.
Eddie caught it. “What?”
“It’s Chim,” Buck said, eyes scanning the message again. “He and Maddie are coming over right now. Says she has something to tell me.”
Eddie’s expression shifted—calm, but alert. “Did he say what it’s about?” Buck shook his head. “No, just that it couldn’t wait.” He looked at the stove absently, then back at the phone.
Eddie leaned forward slightly on his end. “Okay. Could be anything. Maybe it’s about the baby? Maybe they got some test results early?”
“Yeah, maybe,” Buck said, though it didn’t feel quite right. “Or our parents? But Chim said it’s her secret.”
Eddie stayed quiet for a moment, then said, “She wouldn’t bring it to you at one in the morning unless she had to. Whatever it is—it’s probably big.”
“Yeah.” Buck glanced at the sauce. Turned the heat down.
“You want me to stay on?”
Buck shook his head. “Nah. If it’s personal, I should hear it without an audience.” Eddie nodded slowly. “Text me after?”
“Promise.”
They said their goodbyes, and Buck ended the call just as the Alfredo finished thickening. He plated a bowl, added a sprinkle of pepper, and sat at the counter to eat.
He didn’t get far.
There was a soft knock at the door. Buck stood immediately, setting his fork down, and crossed to the entryway. When he opened it, Chimney stood there, half-asleep but steady, Jee curled against his shoulder. Maddie stood beside him, arms crossed tight, sleeves of her sweatshirt clenched in her fingers. Buck’s heart dropped a little at the sight.
“Hey,” he said, stepping aside. “Come in.”
Chim entered first, nodding toward the hallway. “Chris’s old room still good?” Buck nodded. “Didn’t change a thing.” Chim disappeared down the hall with Jee in his arms.
Maddie stepped inside slowly.
Buck shut the door behind her. Turned to face her.
“You know I’m always happy to have guests,” he said gently, “but it’s one-o'clock in the morning, Maddie.”
He paused.
His voice lowered.
“Is it the baby? Our parents? What’s wrong?”
Maddie’s eyes flicked up to meet his. And for a moment, she couldn’t speak. Maddie didn’t move right away. She stood just inside the door, arms folded tight across her chest, her fingers still picking at the sleeve hem of her sweatshirt.
“I have a secret,” she said, her voice low, almost hollow. “One I’ve never told a single soul.”
Buck blinked.
Okay.
“I kept it buried for a long time,” she continued. “And I thought I could leave it there, but I can’t. Not anymore.”
Her eyes met his—uncertain, glassy, pleading.
“I know how you get,” she said. “I know you’re going to feel a lot, and fast, and it’s going to be big. But I just need you to listen first. Let me explain. Then you can decide how you feel.”
Buck’s mouth opened. Closed. Then he nodded slowly. “Okay.”
She exhaled.
“And I know I messed up before,” she added quickly, “not telling you about Daniel. But this is different, Buck. I didn’t keep this from you to protect myself.”
Buck stepped aside, motioned toward the kitchen. “Come on.” They walked together in silence. The Alfredo sat cooling on the counter, untouched. Maddie glanced at it like she wanted to comment, then thought better of it. Buck hopped up onto the kitchen counter, the edge of the tile pressing into the backs of his legs. Arms crossed. Eyes on her.
Maddie stayed standing.
And then she began.
It didn’t come out in one neat, rehearsed narrative. It came in waves.
Stops. Starts. Rewinds. Tangents.
She told him about Boston. About the beginning of the end. The first time Doug stopped being charming and started being dangerous. How fast it spiraled. The moment it became clear she had to get out. She told him about the test. Two lines. No joy. Just dread.
And then the plan—if you could even call it that. A burner phone. A bag. A friend from nursing school who helped her vanish into Connecticut under a name that wasn’t hers.
She talked about sleeping on a lumpy mattress in a second-floor walk-up. Working at a grocery store. Keeping her head down. Learning how to breathe like someone wasn’t looking for her. Buck didn’t say a word.
He couldn’t.
He sat there on the edge of the counter, heart in his throat, hands gripping the tile beside his thighs to stay grounded. Maddie’s voice sounded like it belonged to someone else. Like she was telling him about a patient from a call, not herself.
But it was her.
It was his sister.
And every word was a cut. She said the pregnancy wasn’t something she wanted. Said she hated herself for feeling that way, but couldn’t stop it. That she resented it. The weight of it. The reminder of what had been done to her and who she had once trusted.
And then—
She told him about the labor. Early. Painful. Unplanned. The baby was born in late October. She didn’t say the name.
Didn’t need to.
She just said he came early. And he was small. And she held him.
And then—
Then everything changed.
Buck didn’t breathe for a second. Because she said the second she looked into his eyes, she knew. Knew he wasn’t Doug. Wasn’t the past. Wasn’t a mistake.
He was hers.
And she loved him.
But it didn’t matter. Because within weeks, she got a call.
Doug was looking again.
And the only thing she could think to do—the only thing that felt like safety—was to give him up. A fire station. A letter. Medical info. Birthdate. First name.
That was it.
Then she went back to Boston.
Back to Doug.
Back into the cage.
And for twenty-one years, she never told a soul.
Not until now.
Not until tonight.
Buck stared at her.
His stomach ached.
His chest burned.
And yet… he didn’t move.
Not yet.
Not even as her voice finally broke.
“I know I should’ve told you,” she whispered. “But I didn’t know how.”
The silence after her words felt almost physical. Heavy in the air. Dense in his lungs. Buck stayed still on the counter, but everything in him was moving. Firing. Spinning.
A baby.
His sister had a baby. Gave him up. Kept it buried for almost twenty years. And now—now he was supposed to hold all of that in his hands and figure out what to do with it.
He tried to speak.
His throat was tight. His mouth dry.
“I—” he started, and then stopped.
His eyes blinked hard, blinking again.
“Wow, Maddie,” he finally said, his voice hoarse. “Just—wow.”
It wasn’t angry.
It wasn’t judgment.
It was just… too much. Too big to name. She nodded once. Didn’t flinch. Didn’t backtrack.
“Tonight,” she said quietly. “The boy—he came to my door.”
Buck’s gaze snapped up to her again.
“He’s here,” she added. “In L.A. He’s a student at UCLA. He’s known for a while, I guess. Been working up the nerve to come.”
She let out a shaky breath.
“And he did. A few hours ago.”
Which brought them here. To this kitchen. To this moment. Buck felt his chest squeeze. A breath caught somewhere deep. His vision went glassy at the edges, and his fingers curled into the tile.
“You…” he whispered. “You had a baby?”
Maddie’s eyes welled. She nodded.
And that was it.
That was all it took. He slipped off the counter without another word and crossed the room in two steps. Wrapped his arms around her—tight, firm, anchoring. Like he was holding on for both of them. She let out a soft, broken sound and clutched him back. And Buck, tears stinging at the corners of his eyes, just held her. He didn’t know what any of it meant yet. But this—this part he could do.
The coffee had long gone cold in Buck’s mug, but he kept sipping it anyway. It gave his hands something to do. He sat on the couch, legs drawn up, Chim lounging nearby in the armchair with a quiet kind of stillness he rarely wore. Maddie sat across from them, curled into the corner of the loveseat. She held her cup like it was anchoring her. No one had touched the lights; the only glow came from the kitchen, casting soft shadows across the room.
“So,” Buck said quietly. “Tell me about him.”
Maddie looked up, blinking once like she hadn’t expected the question—but of course she had.
“What do you want to know?”
Buck shrugged, the motion loose, tired. “Whatever you can.” She nodded. Took a breath.
“He grew up in foster care. No formal adoption, but… he said he found a stable placement at twelve. Stayed there through high school.”
Buck glanced down at the rim of his mug, throat tight.
“He’s… brilliant,” Maddie continued, voice steadier now. “Said he went to Yale. Transferred to UCLA recently.”
Chim’s eyebrows lifted slightly. “Yale?”
“Yeah.” Her tone softened with something close to wonder. “Said it so casually, too. Like it was just another line in his story.”
She paused for a moment, then glanced at Buck.
“And he looks like you.”
Buck blinked. “What?”
“I mean it,” she said. “Same eyes. Same curl in his hair. His build’s different—he’s leaner—but… there’s no mistaking it. I saw you in him instantly.”
Buck stayed quiet.
There was a weight in that. One he couldn’t put into words, but felt settling somewhere deep. Maddie held his gaze. “He’s got the Buckley in him. Clear as day.” Buck huffed a disbelieving breath. “Come on. He’s Doug’s kid.”
“I’m serious, Buck. You wouldn’t believe it.”
“Okay, but I feel like I’d have to see it to—”
Before he could finish, Maddie was already unlocking her phone. “I looked him up. I still know the name I gave him.” She tapped quickly, then turned the screen toward them. It was an Instagram profile. Private, but not scrubbed. Just quiet. A few public photos left visible—older, but enough.
The most recent one was a lakeside shot. Late afternoon sun casting golden edges across a sharp jawline and unmistakably blue eyes. His posture leaned, casual. Smile a little crooked. Hair curled in that stubborn, Buckley way that never quite listened to gravity.
Buck stared.
All the air left his lungs. Chim leaned forward, frowning faintly. “Damn. That’s… yeah.” Buck blinked. “He really looks like me?”
“You’re looking at him,” Maddie said, quiet but firm.
Buck swallowed, eyes still on the photo.
“That’s wild.”
“It’s more than wild,” Maddie murmured. “It’s undeniable.”
He didn’t argue.
Because now, he couldn’t.
Buck finally set his mug down on the coffee table. There was no point pretending it still had warmth to offer. He leaned back against the couch cushion, arms crossed loosely, gaze still lingering somewhere in the space Maddie’s phone had just occupied. After a moment, he asked, “So… what are you gonna tell Mom and Dad?” Maddie snorted—quiet, but unmistakable.
“I’m not.”
Buck raised an eyebrow. “Seriously?”
“Dead serious.”
She didn’t even hesitate. Just sipped her now-cold coffee like she’d already made peace with it.
“I’m not volunteering anything unless they decide to show up in LA again and catch me off guard with a brunch ambush.”
Chim let out a half-laugh from the armchair. “That tracks.”
“They don’t need to know,” Maddie added, her tone sharper now. “Not unless he wants them to. And honestly? I don’t think I trust them with this.”
Buck nodded slowly, the corner of his mouth twitching upward—not in amusement, exactly. Just… understanding.
“Yeah,” he said. “I get that.”
He didn’t push her on it. Didn’t need to. Some truths weren’t for everyone. And this one had already lived in the dark long enough. Buck rubbed a hand over the back of his neck, his thoughts still a step or two behind the weight of everything Maddie had said. He looked over at her again, brow creasing.
“So… are we keeping this a secret?”
Maddie looked up.
“I mean, I was on the phone with Eddie when Chim texted me,” Buck said, gesturing vaguely toward the hallway. “And you know he’s gonna have questions.”
Chim gave a low, knowing hum from the armchair. “Yeah, that man can sniff out an untold story like smoke.” Maddie exhaled through her nose—not in frustration, more like something resigned finally letting go.
“No,” she said, firm but quiet. “We’re not keeping this a secret.”
She looked down at the rim of her cup, then back up again.
“I’ve had this locked inside for too long. I’m tired of burying it. It’s time to let it breathe.”
Buck watched her carefully.
She meant it.
This wasn’t just something she was confessing. It was something she was releasing. And even though there were still a hundred questions spinning in his head—about this kid, about what came next—he found himself nodding.
“Okay,” he said.
No more secrets.
Not this time.
He’d typed the message out on Day One.
Deleted it.
Typed it again on Day Two.
Deleted that one too.
Now it was Day Three, and his thumbs hovered over the screen like they had a mind of their own. A few days, she’d said. Which probably meant two. That was usually what people meant when they said a few. But Ethan figured giving her three felt like good-faith effort. Extra credit, or something. Still, the silence had been deafening. Not in a bad way. Not exactly. Just… charged. Like something hanging in the air, waiting to drop. He finally exhaled, tapped into his messages, and started fresh.
Ethan: Hey. Just wanted to say hi—and make sure you have my number. No pressure or anything. Hope you're doing okay.
He stared at the text for a beat. Debated a second sentence. Something casual. Or reassuring. Or funny.
Then decided against it.
He hit send.
And watched the screen like it might disappear if he blinked. The message sent. Blue bubble. Delivered. Ethan locked the screen. Immediately unlocked it again. And then—less than a minute later—his phone buzzed.
He nearly dropped it.
Maddie: Oh thank God.
I’ve been sitting here for two days realizing I didn’t have your number, and trying to manifest a text like some kind of weird mom energy spell.
Maddie: Also, hi. It’s really good to hear from you.
I told Chim and Buck. It went better than I thought it might. Still… a lot. But they know. Finally.
Ethan stared at the screen, a little stunned. A beat passed before a small smile crept in. He could almost picture her typing it—half nervous, half dry humor, fingers flying faster than her filter could catch up. He tapped out a reply, thumbs suddenly lighter than they’d been in days.
Ethan: Glad it went okay. And hey—mom energy spell or not, I guess it worked.
He hesitated.
Then added:
Ethan: It’s good to hear from you too.
This was actually happening.
He stared at their thread for a long moment, like the weight of it might tilt the world. Because it was real now. Not just a half-written letter in a dusty Google Docs folder. Not just a research spiral or a missed glance on a sidewalk. Not just facts and bloodlines and unspeakable questions wrapped in silence.
They were texting.
Lightly. Awkwardly. Kind of clumsily.
But texting.
Maddie: We’d love to see you. If you’re comfortable, Buck offered to have us all meet at his place in El Segundo. Less pressure than my house, maybe.
A second later, a follow-up came through.
Maddie: Here’s the address—
She sent it. A little pin on a little map.
Ethan swallowed.
Yeah. He’d… already had that.
He didn’t say it.
Ethan: I can be there by noon, if that’s okay?
It didn’t take her long to respond.
Maddie: Noon is perfect.
He set the phone down on the couch cushion beside him, staring out the wide loft windows as the LA morning settled in outside. A plane cut through the sky overhead. Somewhere down the block, someone was playing music too loud for a Thursday. And in his chest, the quiet ache he’d been carrying for years felt just a little less sharp. He didn’t let himself hope too hard. But he let himself hope.
Just a little.
Noon gave him just under three hours.
Which should’ve been enough.
But somehow, by the time he got off the couch, showered, dressed, and stood at the mirror staring at himself like he didn’t quite recognize the person staring back… it felt like barely enough time to think. He changed shirts three times.
Landed on a rust-colored henley and clean jeans—simple, neutral, not trying too hard. Not that he thought they’d be paying attention to what he wore, but still. First impressions were a thing, even if they were technically second ones.
He stood in front of his open fridge. Closed it. Opened it again. Grabbed a protein bar and shoved it into his pocket without thinking. And then he grabbed the jacket. The leather bomber he’d scored at the thrift store—the Sully one. He hadn’t worn it yet. Hadn’t had a reason. Today felt like a reason.
Keys. Phone. Wallet. Address memorized, even if it hadn’t come from Maddie. He locked the apartment behind him and took the elevator down, heart thudding a little louder than usual. Outside, the day was warming fast, the hazy marine layer burning off in favor of blue skies and a soft breeze. He booked a rideshare. Clutched the strap of his backpack as he waited. He didn’t know what he was walking into. But he was walking toward it.
And for the first time in a long time, that felt like enough. El Segundo came into view gradually—low buildings, tree-lined streets, a calmness that didn’t quite feel like the rest of Los Angeles. It had its own rhythm. Slower. Like the neighborhood had nothing to prove. The car dropped him off just before 11:00.
The house sat quiet, tucked in on a quiet residential street that didn’t feel like it belonged only twenty minutes from downtown. There was an orange tree in the front yard, just like he remembered from the day he passed by. A few early fruits still clung to the branches. He stood at the end of the driveway for a moment.
Then checked his watch.
11:03.
A little too early.
So he turned and walked back the way he came, letting his shoes scuff softly against the pavement. There was a coffee shop a few blocks up—quaint, local, not part of a chain. He ordered an iced americano, mostly for the excuse to sit with something in his hands. The first sip grounded him. Bitter. Strong. Real. He found his way toward the beach afterward.
Not all the way down to the sand—just close enough to feel the wind shift, to watch the line of ocean stretch out to some distant point that didn’t require answers. The sun was higher now. The breeze warmer.
He didn’t stay long.
On his way back, he stopped at a nearby supermarket and scanned the wine shelf without knowing what he was doing. He didn’t know if Buck drank. He didn’t even know who else would be there. But it felt like something you were supposed to bring when you didn’t know what else to offer.
He chose a red with a simple label. Mid-range price. Something safe. By the time he made it back to the house, his heart was beating a little faster.
11:45.
He stood at the base of the front steps, bottle tucked under one arm, coffee finished and tossed, sun warm on the back of his neck. He looked at the door. And then he climbed the steps. He knocked three times. Soft, quick.
For a moment, nothing happened. Just the sound of his own breath in his chest and the slight creak of wood under his shoes.
Then the door opened.
The man on the other side didn’t speak at first.
Neither did Ethan.
They just… looked at each other. It was like looking through a window. Or maybe a mirror—one warped by time and ten more years of sun and fire and life. Buck was taller by a couple inches, broader in the shoulders, the kind of built that came from hauling people out of burning buildings for a living. But the resemblance was undeniable. Same chin. Same nose. Same ridiculous curl at the front of their hair that never quite behaved.
Same eyes.
Ice-blue and sharp enough to see through things.
Ethan swallowed.
Buck blinked once, then huffed a half-breath. “She really wasn’t kidding,” he said—mostly to himself. Then he stepped back, holding the door wider. “Come on in.” Ethan nodded once and stepped over the threshold.
The house was warm, lived-in, and surprisingly calm. Somewhere down the hall, a ceiling fan whirred. He heard the faint clink of dishes drying on a rack. And then it hit him.
They were alone.
Maddie wasn’t here yet.
Neither was Chimney.
And Buck had to see it—because his brow lifted slightly as he closed the door.
“We don’t have to make small talk,” he said easily. “Unless you want to.”
Ethan opened his mouth. Closed it. Buck tilted his head. “You want a beer?” It was such a casual, normal question. Like they were two coworkers hanging out after a long shift. Like this wasn’t something quietly historic. Ethan nodded. “Yeah. Sure. That’d be good.” Buck disappeared into the kitchen. Ethan stayed standing in the entryway a beat longer, fingers tightening around the bottle of wine in his hand.
It wasn’t just good.
It was something like oxygen. Buck returned a moment later, two beers in hand. He twisted the caps off with ease and passed one over before taking the seat across from Ethan. They sat in silence for a beat, the kind that wasn’t quite uncomfortable but hadn’t settled into comfort yet, either. Just… observation. Measuring. Taking stock.
Ethan felt it too.
The resemblance wasn’t any less strange up close. Buck leaned back slightly, studying him. Then, with the faintest quirk of his lip, he asked, “Your name’s Ethan, right?”
Ethan nodded. “Yeah.”
Buck tilted his beer slightly in his hand. “Maddie’s the one that named me. Evan.” He shrugged. “Guess she’s got a thing for E-names.” It was so small. Barely a comment. But it cracked the air just enough to let the pressure out.
Ethan smiled, surprised at how easy it came. “Yeah, tell me about it. I love my name, don’t get me wrong—but I was one of, like, six Ethans in every class at Yale.” Buck laughed—quick and genuine. “Yeah, that tracks.”
He took a sip of his beer. “There’s a reason I go by Buck. You get to the fire academy and realize half your cohort’s named Evan, you start looking for alternate branding real fast.” Ethan snorted at that, then covered it with another sip. The ice wasn’t broken, exactly—but it was definitely cracking. Buck leaned forward slightly, elbows on his knees. “So, Yale?” Ethan nodded. “Three years. Just transferred out to UCLA over the winter. Felt like a good change.” Buck’s brow lifted, interested. “And you like it?”
“It’s different,” Ethan admitted. “But I think that’s what I needed. New campus. New pace. Better weather.”
Buck chuckled. “That’s one thing LA always delivers on.”
“And you’re with the 118?”
Buck nodded. “Nine years this fall.” Ethan raised an eyebrow. “You ever think about leaving?” Buck tilted his head, considering. “Sometimes. Then something pulls me back in. The people, mostly. The chaos is just part of the deal.” Ethan grinned. “Sounds like half my lab experiences, honestly.”
And just like that, the thread between them started weaving in—light and effortless. Questions led to stories. Stories led to more questions. Los Angeles. UCLA. The 118. Foster care. The parts they were comfortable sharing. It was surprisingly easy, once they got started. So easy, in fact, that neither of them noticed the front door open until a small voice rang out.
“Uncle Buck!”
Ethan turned toward the sound just as Buck lit up, standing instinctively. Maddie, Chim, and a wide-eyed little girl with a sippy cup in hand stood just inside the door.
Ethan’s breath caught slightly.
Because now it wasn’t just a conversation. Now it was real again. Ethan stood automatically, just a half-second behind Buck, beer still loosely in hand. The little girl barreled toward Buck like a heat-seeking missile, and he bent down to scoop her up with practiced ease, grinning as she latched onto his neck.
“Hey, Jellybean,” he said, bouncing her gently. “Miss me already?”
“Uh-huh,” she said, voice muffled against his shirt.
Maddie smiled—then turned her eyes to Ethan. They flicked between him and Buck, once, twice. Her brows lifted, faintly amused. It took Ethan a second to realize why.
Oh.
They were both just… standing there. Stock still. Expressions vaguely stunned. Probably wearing matching what-do-we-do-now faces. They were giving her identical cow-eyed looks. Ethan could feel it happening and couldn’t stop it. Buck must’ve realized the same, because he let out a soft, sheepish laugh and shifted Jee-Yun onto one hip.
“Okay,” Maddie said lightly, “I guess you two found something to talk about.”
Ethan managed a small smile. “A few things.” She stepped inside, Chim following behind her with the diaper bag slung over one shoulder. Maddie gave Ethan a quick once-over—reassuring, not evaluative—then glanced toward the clock on the wall.
“Sorry we’re late,” she said. “We meant to be here around 11:30, but there was a wreck on the 5. Total mess. We had to cut through side streets in Inglewood.”
“Figured something must’ve happened,” Buck said, easing Jee onto the couch. “You’re never late without a reason.”
Maddie gave him a look. “You’ve known me for thirty years. You think I wouldn’t call if I was bailing on this?” Buck held up both hands, mock-defensive. “Hey, no judgment. Just saying. It crossed my mind you might be psyching yourself out.” She scoffed—then turned to Ethan, all humor softening into something warmer.
“I’m really glad you came,” she said.
Ethan swallowed and nodded. “Me too.”
And he meant it.
Even if he still didn’t know what came next. Chim set the diaper bag down and walked over, extending a hand with an easy smile.
“Howard Han,” he said. “But everyone calls me Chim.”
Ethan shook his hand, grateful for the grounding pressure of it.
“Ethan,” he said. “Nice to meet you.”
Chim’s eyes slid over to the counter, spotting the bottle of wine Ethan had brought. A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth as he reached into the diaper bag’s side pocket and pulled out an identical bottle. He held it up with a knowing look. “Great minds think alike.” Ethan let out a surprised laugh. “Guess I picked well.”
“You’ll fit in just fine,” Chim said.
Then Jee-Yun came padding up to Maddie’s side, sippy cup clutched loosely in one hand, eyes full of curiosity. Maddie crouched beside her and smoothed a hand gently over her hair.
“Hey, sweetie,” she said softly, “I want you to meet someone really special.”
Jee leaned against her leg, peeking up at Ethan from behind her mom’s arm.
“This is Ethan,” Maddie said. “He’s your big brother.”
Jee blinked.
“My brudder?” she asked, voice small and skeptical.
Maddie nodded. “Yup. He was born a long time ago—even before I knew you were going to be mine. He had to go somewhere safe for a while. But he’s safe now. And he’s here!” Jee stared at Ethan for a second longer. Seemed to decide that was good enough. Then she ran at him.
Ethan barely registered it before she barreled into him, throwing her arms around his middle like she’d done it a hundred times.
“Oh,” he said, a little breathless. “Hi.”
From the kitchen, Buck chuckled. “Yeah. She’s fast with the loyalty.” Ethan blinked down at her—small, warm, real. He could feel her cheek pressed against his coat, her fingers balled into the fabric. He looked up at Maddie, startled. She just smiled. Eyes full, but steady. Maybe it was easier, at that age. No hesitation. No history to work through.
Just connection.
Lunch came together in a quiet, comfortable rhythm—slow-cooker roast that had filled the house with the kind of scent you didn’t realize you missed until it hit you in the chest. Buck was in the kitchen working on a side of parmesan-crusted smashed potatoes, methodically halving each one with the kind of focus that looked second nature. There was banana-nut bread cooling on a wire rack. Ethan’s brows lifted as he hovered nearby.
“Did you bake that?”
Buck glanced over his shoulder. “Yeah.”
Ethan blinked. “Seriously?”
Buck shrugged, like it was no big deal. “Couple overripe bananas. Figured why not.”
“That’s wild. I bake, too.”
Buck paused—knife mid-air—then turned fully. “You what?” Ethan laughed at the look on his face. “Yeah. Started back in high school. Took Home Ec as an easy A and kind of… liked it. Turns out baking’s a solid way to clear your head.” Buck slowly set the knife down. “Okay. Hold on. You stress-bake?” Ethan nodded, amused. “All the time. Exams, roommate drama, existential dread… there’s usually a loaf of something involved.” From across the kitchen, Maddie let out a choked noise, spinning toward them with her lips pressed together—eyes wide.
She looked at Buck. Then at Ethan. Then back at Buck. Buck didn’t even turn. He just pointed toward her without looking. “Don’t.” Maddie giggled anyway, covering her mouth. Buck shook his head, smirking as he went back to the potatoes. “Alright, fine. Guess that’s one more thing.”
“Do you stress-bake?” Ethan asked.
Buck shrugged. “You ever try yelling into a pillow? Bread’s better.” Ethan smiled. “Yeah. That’s exactly it.” Before either of them could say more, a small hand wrapped around Ethan’s wrist.
He looked down.
Jee-Yun was tugging at him with determined little steps. “C’mere,” she said seriously. Ethan glanced at the others.
“She’s giving you the tour,” Maddie explained with a fond smile.
Jee tugged him down the hallway and into a room he hadn’t seen yet. The moment he stepped through the door, it was obvious: this room belonged to someone.
A desktop computer sat on the far side, the tower humming faintly, a pair of headphones looped neatly over one corner of the monitor. Several PC game boxes were stacked beside the keyboard, slightly out of order, like they were in regular rotation. The walls were painted a soft navy, and one corner near the window was taken up by a well-loved Lumineers poster, its edges slightly curled from sun exposure.
The bed was made, but the comforter had that slept-in look, like someone had just tossed the sheets back into place before heading out. It was neat, personal, and deeply lived-in. Jee scrambled onto the bed and started digging through a small drawer in the nightstand—pulling out a couple of keychains, a squishy fidget toy, and what looked like a cracked handheld game console. Ethan sat down gingerly on the edge of the mattress, trying not to disturb anything.
She talked the whole time, in her usual steady stream of high-speed childhood logic:
“This is Chris’s room. He’s in Texas right now. He lets me borrow this sometimes. Uncle Buck says maybe they’ll come back soon. Chris is really good at games but not the ones where you run a lot, ‘cause his legs don’t always listen. But he’s really smart. And he has better snacks.”
Ethan blinked, trying to keep up.
Chris. Texas. Games. Legs.
A soft pang settled in his chest. Whoever Chris was, he wasn’t here—but he was everywhere in this room.
And clearly, he mattered.
Ethan leaned back slightly, gaze drifting to the poster by the window, to the charger cord coiled next to the pillow, to the blue hoodie draped over the desk chair.
This was someone’s space.
And Jee trusted him enough to bring him into it.
He didn’t ask questions.
He just sat quietly and listened. Jee bounced on the bed as she talked, stringing stories together without pause: bits and pieces about Chris, about Texas, about snack hoarding and game scores and legs that “don’t always listen, but still go so fast when he gets mad.”
Ethan nodded along, not trying to follow all of it—just letting her voice fill the space. He glanced around the room again, eyes drifting toward the small dresser near the window. Among the game cases and tangled charging cords was a picture frame. He leaned in, just slightly.
It was a candid shot—clearly not staged. A little boy with bright blue eyes—darker than Ethan’s or Buck’s, but unmistakably blue—stood smiling with a pair of crutches braced under each arm. His hair was a mop of soft, curly copper-brown, like spun autumn light, mid-giggle when the photo was snapped. Beside him stood a woman.
She was beautiful, in a quietly striking way. Light copper-brown hair curled softly around her shoulders, the same shade as the boy’s. But it was her eyes that caught him.
Green.
Not hazel, not soft olive—but piercing, crystalline green. The kind of green that reminded Ethan of old turquoise jewelry in museum cases. Sharp and ancient and deep. She had one arm around the boy’s shoulders, the other holding one of his crutches steady, her smile barely there but unmistakably proud. Ethan blinked, taking them in. He didn’t know who they were. But the photo was displayed deliberately—like a memory meant to stay present.
He didn’t ask.
Didn’t want to break whatever quiet thing had settled around the room. So instead, he let his eyes rest on the boy’s grin. Wide. Whole. Happy.
And in that moment, Ethan felt something else settle in beside the hope:
Curiosity.
He was still looking at the photo when footsteps creaked gently in the hallway. A moment later, Buck leaned into the doorway, one hand braced on the frame.
“Lunch is ready,” he said, voice low and easy. “Roast should be fall-apart perfect by now.”
Ethan turned, standing slowly—but not before Buck’s eyes followed his line of sight. They landed on the photo. The boy. The woman. That quiet, joyful moment frozen in time. Buck glanced back at him, something soft tugging at the corner of his mouth.
“He’s not mine,” he said gently. “Chris.”
Ethan blinked.
“I mean, not biologically,” Buck added. “But I love him like he is.”
He took a small step further into the room, eyes brushing over the photo again.
“His dad’s my best friend. They’re in Texas right now, working some things out. I’m subletting while they’re gone.”
Ethan gave a quiet nod. “He seems happy.” Buck smiled faintly. “He is. Or—he will be. He’s got a big heart. Just needed time.” Ethan glanced back at the picture on the dresser. The boy’s blue eyes. That same copper-brown hair. A grin tugged at Ethan’s lips.
“Somebody should tell the kid’s genetics that.”
Buck let out a soft laugh—unexpected, but genuine. “Yeah. I’ve heard that one before.” A beat passed, not awkward.
Just quiet.
Then Buck clapped a hand lightly on Ethan’s shoulder.
“Come on,” he said. “Potatoes are getting cold.”
Ethan followed him down the hallway, back toward the scent of roast and laughter and everything he hadn’t let himself hope for. And for the first time since arriving in LA, something in him eased.
Not completely.
But enough.
Lunch had been really good. The roast had practically melted apart with a fork, the potatoes were crisp at the edges and cheesy in the way that required no explanation, and the banana bread—still slightly warm—had been almost insultingly good for something made from fruit that most people would’ve thrown away. And now, somehow, the afternoon had melted around them.
They were on the back porch, shaded from the sun, sipping drinks while Jee-Yun tore through the grass like she’d been professionally trained in joy. Her giggles floated across the yard as she made up some elaborate story with a plastic watering can and two leaves.
It was peaceful.
The kind of quiet that didn’t press against your chest, but settled in it. Ethan leaned back in the patio chair, one ankle resting on his knee, a second piece of banana bread balanced on a small plate in his lap. The sun cast slanted golden shadows over the fence. There was a breeze. Just enough to carry the smell of cut grass and roasted coffee grounds from someone else’s kitchen window down the street.
It was nice.
So nice that he couldn’t remember why he’d been nervous about coming.
Everything was just… easy.
Buck leaned back in the chair beside him, nursing the last of his beer. After a moment, he pulled a folded napkin from his pocket and slid it across the glass table between them.
Ethan looked down.
A phone number.
Buck didn’t say anything for a second. Just watched Jee dart after a butterfly. Then: “You don’t have to use it. But just in case.” Ethan looked at the napkin. Then at Buck. He didn’t say anything either. Just smiled and tucked it into his back pocket.
That was enough.
Across from them, Maddie lifted her glass of iced tea. “So, when do your classes start?” Ethan glanced over. “Still have a few months. Semester doesn’t start ‘til mid-August.” She nodded. “You all moved in and settled?”
“Mostly. I’m still waiting on a few things in the Pod—some furniture, books. And figuring out what I’m doing schedule-wise.”
“You’ve got time,” Buck said.
Ethan nodded. “Yeah. Gonna finish out my last few courses, probably pick up an internship. I’m not completely locked in, but… I’m on track for early graduation.”
Maddie blinked. “December?”
“Yeah.”
She looked quietly impressed. “That’s… kind of amazing.” Ethan shrugged, smiling down at his plate. “Just means I didn’t have time to screw around.” Buck smirked. “Yeah, I definitely took the scenic route.” Ethan chuckled under his breath. And the breeze moved again.
And Jee laughed.
And the sky stayed wide and blue and full of possibility. The breeze shifted again, carrying the scent of banana bread and jasmine. Buck reached forward, nudging a coaster into place with his thumb, almost absentmindedly. “The 118’s always looking for someone to help around the house. You know—sorting inventory, cleaning up the gear cages, organizing the med closet. Stuff no one ever wants to do.”
Chimney made a noise of agreement from the other side of the porch. “Seriously. It’s a mess in there. You’d be doing us a favor.” Ethan raised an eyebrow. “Is this a job offer?” Buck shrugged. “Call it an open door. No pressure. Just… if you’re looking to fill some time before school kicks in.” Chim nodded. “Plus, it’d help you meet some of the crew. They’re good people.”
Ethan looked out toward the yard, where Jee was now attempting to convince a birdbath to be a hot tub for her doll.
“Yeah,” he said after a beat. “I might take you up on that.”
Buck leaned back in his chair, arms resting loosely across the sides. “Most of our friends are pretty close-knit. A few have kids—some around your age.” Maddie glanced over with a small smile. “May and Harry are practically Buck’s younger siblings at this point. Their parents kind of… adopted him, over the years.”
“Bobby and Athena,” Chim added. “Bobby’s our captain. Athena’s LAPD. They’ve been there for all of us. But especially Buck.”
Buck shrugged, not downplaying it, just quietly grateful. “They’re family. No blood, but all the stuff that matters.” Ethan nodded, his gaze drifting as Buck continued, “May’s twenty-three—pre-law at UCLA. You probably walked right past her a dozen times on campus. Harry’s fifteen. Denny’s about to turn fourteen.” He hesitated, just for a second. “Chris, too. He’s fourteen. He and his dad—Eddie—they’re in El Paso right now.” Ethan glanced at him, picking up on the slight shift in Buck’s tone.
“They’ll be back?” he asked, not quite sure why he phrased it like a question.
Buck gave a quiet nod. “I hope so. It’s still kind of up in the air.” There was something in his voice—something unspoken but familiar. Ethan didn’t press. Just tucked the name away.
Eddie.
Another person who mattered.
Another piece of this strange, layered life he’d stumbled into.
“They’re younger than me,” Ethan said after a beat. “But… not too much.”
“Close enough,” Maddie said again. “It’s not about age. It’s about how people make space.”
Ethan looked down at the last of the banana bread on his plate.
And smiled.
The sun had dipped low enough to spill amber light across the backyard. Jee was now occupied with lining up tiny stones along the fence, narrating a grand adventure to no one in particular. The porch buzzed softly with the quiet clink of glasses, the last crumbs of banana bread picked from plates. Ethan checked the time on his phone. It was getting late—and something in him told him not to overstay the warmth he’d been so freely offered.
He stood, brushing his hands on his jeans. “I should probably get going,” he said. “Still have a few apartment boxes calling my name.” Buck stood too, matching the motion instinctively. “Sure you don’t want to stay and help us fold laundry?” he offered dryly. Ethan smirked. “Tempting. But no.”
Then, pulling a pen from the inside pocket of his jacket, Ethan scribbled his number on the corner of a napkin and slid it toward Buck with a raised brow. “Figured I shouldn’t make the same mistake twice.” Buck took it with a small grin. “Smart man.”
Ethan turned to Maddie, a question already half-formed. “I don’t know if it’s too soon to ask, but… maybe we could do this again? Later this week?” She didn’t hesitate. “That’s doable.” Chim nodded. “We’ve got a synced-up 48 coming up. No major calls—hopefully.”
“I start maternity leave this week,” Maddie added. “So I’ve got time. I’ll text you. We’ll figure something out.”
That word—we—settled somewhere low in Ethan’s chest, warm and soft and wholly unexpected. Jee ran up to him as he neared the door, throwing her arms around his leg in a fierce goodbye hug. Ethan blinked once. Then bent down and hugged her back. It was the easiest thing in the world.
He said one last thank-you, offered a wave to everyone, and stepped off the porch. The warm air brushed over him as the screen door eased shut behind. He’d barely made it twenty feet up the sidewalk when his phone buzzed.
Unknown Number.
He opened it.
Buck: You forgot your banana bread. I’ll trade it for more Home Ec secrets next time.
Ethan laughed out loud—startled at how easy it came. He glanced over his shoulder, back at the house. Still glowing with porch light, still echoing with muffled voices and something that almost felt like memory already. Then he turned toward the beach, hands in his pockets, and kept walking. The sidewalk stretched forward in slow rhythm, the breeze shifting toward salt and sea. And for the first time in a long time, he didn’t feel like a question looking for an answer. Just someone finally headed somewhere.
Chapter 3: Between The Lines
The city was barely breathing yet. Venice Beach stretched wide and quiet beneath the slow-paling sky, its usual chaos dialed down to a murmur. No screaming kids, no tourists in matching shirts, no drum circles or sunburned street performers hawking incense and sticker packs. Just the early risers—the ones who preferred solitude with their sweat. Joggers. Dog walkers. A few locals biking slowly down the boardwalk, headphones in and eyes half-lidded from sleep. Ethan liked it best like this.
Just after six. The sun not fully risen, the Pacific still wearing that steel-gray coat it shed by midmorning. The breeze was crisp, not cold, and the sand was mostly undisturbed except for scattered gull prints and the deep ruts left behind by the maintenance crew’s early pass.
He jogged at an even pace, letting his breath settle into a rhythm. Not pushing himself, not lagging either. Just… moving. His muscles ached in a satisfying way. A quiet burn in his calves and thighs, a little tension in his shoulders from poor sleep the night before. But his mind, for once, felt steady.
When he hit the third lifeguard tower—the one painted light blue, flaking in places from salt wind and sun—he slowed. Not because he was tired, but because the moment called for stillness. A small ritual, maybe.
He leaned against the tower’s side, resting one foot against the wood, pulling in a deep breath that carried the scent of seaweed, sunscreen, and ocean. His phone buzzed in his waistband pocket. He pulled it out, expecting spam.
Buck: Are you at Venice Beach right now?
Ethan frowned, thumbs pausing over the screen.
Ethan: Yeah… on a jog. Why?
The reply came almost instantly.
Buck: Because I’m pretty sure I just saw you at the lifeguard tower. About 500 feet ahead of me.
Ethan turned, squinting down the stretch of beach. Sure enough, there he was—Buck, in a cutoff hoodie and shorts, jogging in that easy, long-stride rhythm that suggested he’d already been running for miles. His hair was damp with sweat, headphones looped around his neck now that he’d spotted Ethan. Ethan blinked, then laughed under his breath. Buck jogged up with a smile. “Didn’t know you ran this way.”
“I could say the same,” Ethan said, straightening. “Thought you were more of an El Segundo to Playa Del Rey kind of guy.”
Buck shrugged, pulling one earbud out. “Usually. But sometimes I switch it up. Santa Monica, Venice… depends on the morning.” Ethan nodded, pretending to stretch. “You wanna join me, then?” Buck’s eyebrow arched. “Is that a challenge?”
“Maybe.”
Buck grinned, patting Ethan lightly on the chest as he stepped past him. “Then you’re gonna have to catch up first.” And just like that, he took off. Ethan didn’t wait. He launched after him, the ground solid and smooth underfoot, adrenaline singing through his veins. He passed Buck easily by the halfway mark, his pace a practiced, effortless rhythm. Buck called out behind him, breath huffed and laughing, “Jesus—how are you that fast?” Ethan glanced over his shoulder. “Cross-country!” Buck’s voice was half a wheeze, half a grin. “Unfair advantage!”
They kept going, the Venice Fishing Pier drawing closer with each long stride, until Ethan hit the wooden walkway a full ten seconds ahead. He bent forward, hands on his knees, grinning as Buck caught up and slumped beside him.
Ethan was still catching his breath when he said, “I was small for most of high school. Skinny, not a lot of upper-body strength. So I ran. Got fast. Real fast.” Buck gave a breathless laugh. “I noticed.”
“One of the things that helped me get a scholarship,” Ethan added. “Yale gave me a shot because of it.”
Buck looked over at him, impressed. “No kidding?” Ethan just nodded, still smiling faintly. And for a while, neither of them said anything. The sky brightened by inches. The world kept waking up. And Ethan, heart still pounding from the run, felt more awake than he had in weeks.
They stood on the pier for a little while longer, breathing in the salt air and letting their bodies cool. The sun had fully broken past the horizon now, casting everything in soft gold. The city wasn’t quiet anymore—but it wasn’t noisy yet either. Just alive. Waking up with them. Buck stretched his arms overhead, letting out a soft groan. “Man, I am too old to be racing twenty-year-olds before breakfast.”
“You’re not that old,” Ethan said, amused.
Buck huffed. “Tell my knees that.” They started walking slowly back down the boardwalk, matching strides without needing to talk about it. After a beat, Buck spoke again. “I’m actually glad I ran into you this morning.”
Ethan glanced over. “Yeah?”
“Yeah.” Buck wiped sweat from his brow. “Bobby’s been on me. Wants me to bring you by the firehouse. Said it doesn’t have to be anything big—just a tour, get a feel for the place. Then, if you’re into it, maybe we try out that volunteer idea we mentioned.”
Ethan nodded, thoughtful. “I’ve been kind of bored, honestly. Campus is half-empty this time of year. I’ve already explored most of LA I can reach by bus.” Buck grinned. “Then sounds like good timing.” They rounded a corner, the rhythm of the ocean still trailing behind them.
“Past two weeks,” Buck added, “Maddie and Chim and I have kind of been… working the social circle. Letting people know.”
Ethan raised a brow.
“About you,” Buck clarified. “I mean, not like we’re sending out birth announcements or anything, but people are curious. Our circle’s small, but it’s tight. And once one person knows…”
“Everyone knows,” Ethan finished, smirking.
“Exactly.”
Ethan didn’t mind, surprisingly. A couple of weeks ago, the idea of people whispering about him might’ve made his skin crawl. But now… it just felt like momentum.
“Hen’s been dying to meet you,” Buck continued. “Athena too. I think they just wanna see if you’re anything like me.”
Ethan chuckled under his breath. “And are they hoping I am or am not?”
“Depends on the day,” Buck said with a shrug. “Hen says she’s bracing herself either way. Athena’s more curious. Wants to see if lightning struck twice.”
Ethan arched a brow. “And what do you think?” Buck gave him a sidelong look, his grin returning. “I think you’ve got way more sense than I did at your age. And you’re definitely not walking chaos with a hero complex, so that’s a good start.” Ethan laughed. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”
“Trust me. It is.”
They kept walking, the hum of early traffic starting to rise with the sun. The boardwalk was busier now—runners, dog walkers, a guy setting up his painting easel by the railing. And somewhere, woven through all of it, Ethan felt the threads pulling tighter. Less like he was drifting. More like he was circling something steady.
They walked a bit more in silence, but it was the good kind. The kind that settled between them like sand finding its level. Eventually, Ethan checked his phone. “Hey, uh… if you’re not in a rush to get back—wanna come by my place for breakfast?” Buck glanced over, brows lifting slightly. “You cook, and bake?”
“Not well, but yeah,” Ethan said with a faint grin. “Hashbrowns. Avocado toast. Might even poach some eggs if I’m feeling froggy.”
Buck chuckled. “Poached eggs, huh? That’s bold.”
“I contain multitudes.”
“Alright then.” Buck nodded, stretching out one last time before they slowed to a stop near a rideshare zone. “Lead the way, Chef.”
Ethan called the Uber, and they climbed in. The morning sun was getting stronger now, throwing streaks of orange and rose across the windows as they drove. They passed down Lincoln, wound through a few side streets, and soon enough, Ethan recognized the turns by heart. What he also noticed—barely, but clearly—was the way Buck’s posture shifted.
Subtle.
Just the way his eyes started tracking the buildings they passed. The way he tilted his head, ever so slightly, like he was trying to place something. Not lost—but… remembering. And then they pulled up to the complex.
Ethan could feel the moment hit, even before Buck said a word. His ears twitched, eyes wide as the car slowed to the curb.
“This you?” Buck asked, tone almost too casual.
Ethan nodded, stepping out. “Yeah. Unit 403.” He didn’t miss the way Buck just… stared. Not in judgment. Not even in surprise.
Just slack-jawed.
They made it halfway to the front door before Ethan finally glanced back and asked, “Okay, what’s your face doing?” Buck was still staring up at the building, slack-jawed.
“That used to be my loft,” he said, voice edged with disbelief. “Ten weeks ago, give or take.”
Ethan stopped short. “Seriously?”
Buck nodded, rubbing the back of his neck. “Yeah. I gave it up when I started subletting Eddie’s place. Figured it was one less thing for him to worry about.” Ethan blinked, trying to re-contextualize the space he’d been calling home for the past few weeks. “Wait… you mean the same Eddie you mentioned the other day? Chris’s dad?”
“Yeah.” Buck gave a quiet laugh. “God, this is so weird.”
“I didn’t even realize,” Ethan said. “It’s not like there’s a plaque on the wall or anything.”
Buck grinned. “There should be. ‘Evan Buckley lived here: probably cooked way too much pasta.’” Ethan rolled his eyes, unlocking the front door. “Guess that explains the built-in spice rack.”
“I knew I left that.”
They stepped inside the lobby, the sunlight streaking through the tall front windows. It wasn’t awkward, somehow. Just… uncanny. Like the universe was folding itself into smaller and smaller circles.
“I’ve gotta admit,” Buck said, glancing around one last time as they headed toward the stairs, “you’ve made the place look way better already. Your couch actually fits the space.”
Ethan smirked. “Well, thanks. I’ll try not to burn the kitchen down.”
“No promises, though,” Buck said, following him up the steps with a laugh.
And despite the strangeness of it—despite the fact that Ethan had unknowingly stepped right into the exact footprint Buck had left behind—he felt… at ease. Like maybe this wasn’t a coincidence at all. Just one more thread pulling him closer to something that was already his.
They made it up the stairs, and Ethan unlocked the unit with the same practiced ease he was still getting used to. The door creaked a little as it opened, the hinges always catching at the halfway mark, just like they had the day he moved in. Buck stepped inside and slowed immediately, his eyes sweeping across the space like he was walking through a memory.
The morning light poured through the tall windows, catching on the edges of the cognac-colored sofa and glinting faintly off the glass coffee table. The wide shelf—half filled with vinyl records, half with old trophies, books, and a weathered bugle—sat against the far brick wall like it had always belonged there. Pops of mustard yellow and navy broke up the warm tones, carried through the throw pillows and a canvas print or two. The mid-century bar cabinet stood proudly beneath the floating stairs, already stocked modestly with a couple bottles and a matching set of glasses.
Buck let out a slow breath. “Wow.” Ethan tossed his keys onto the table, shrugging out of his hoodie. “Too much?” Buck shook his head, slowly walking farther in. “No. Just—impressive. Seriously. This place looks… good.” Ethan watched him as Buck’s gaze traced the lines of the living room and then up to the mezzanine.
“I never got it to look like this,” Buck admitted. “It always felt too empty or too cluttered. Like I was trying too hard or not trying enough. No middle ground.”
“Well,” Ethan said, pulling open the fridge, “maybe that just means your style didn’t match the space.”
Buck let out a soft laugh. “Or I was using it like a storage unit with plumbing.” Ethan smirked as he started pulling things out—eggs, an avocado, the leftover shredded potatoes he’d prepped the night before. “Still. Feels kind of poetic.” Buck leaned against the counter, arms crossed. “What does?”
“That I ended up here. In your old place. Without either of us knowing.”
Buck tilted his head, considering. “Or it’s the universe having a really on-the-nose sense of humor.”
“Same thing.”
Buck chuckled, and Ethan grabbed a skillet, setting it on the stove. The pan hissed faintly as it warmed.
“I like the rug, by the way,” Buck added. “Makes the room feel less echo-y.”
Ethan glanced down at the eggshell-colored rug beneath the coffee table. “It was a splurge.”
“Good one.”
The smell of crisping hashbrowns started filling the loft, curling into the exposed beams and soft morning light like it belonged there. Ethan cracked a few eggs into a pan without looking, his hands moving on autopilot. This wasn’t a performance. It wasn’t even a plan.
But it felt… right.
Like something normal people did. Like something family might do. Ethan had just started mashing up the avocado when Buck stepped forward, washing his hands in the kitchen sink with a decisive roll of his shoulders.
“I’ll do the eggs,” he said, reaching for a pan.
Ethan blinked. “You don’t have to—” Buck shot him a look. “You said poached, didn’t you?”
“Yeah, but—”
Buck grabbed the slotted spoon from the drawer like he’d lived here yesterday. “Then let me poach the damn eggs.” Ethan huffed, amused but not resisting. “Fine. But I’m not cleaning if you break one.” Buck smirked. “I’ve worked a pressure cooker in a blackout. I think I can manage water and eggs.”
And, annoyingly, he could.
By the time Ethan finished plating the hashbrowns and toast, Buck was lifting two perfectly poached eggs from the simmering water, sliding them onto each plate with surgeon-level precision. They perched on opposite sides of the kitchen—Ethan cross-legged atop the island, Buck settling on the counter by the stove, mug in hand, like it was the most natural thing in the world. For a while, they just ate. The quiet wasn’t uncomfortable. Just easy. Eventually, Ethan glanced up. “You got a shift today?”
Buck nodded around a bite of toast. “Yeah. Starts this afternoon. Last one before my 48 off.”
“Overnight?”
“Usually is.”
Ethan took a sip of water, twirling his fork idly. “Would it be… too much if I tagged along for a bit? Just to see the place. Get a lay of the land.” He meant it casually, but it came out a little more tentative than he intended.
Buck looked up.
Smiled—bright, genuine. “Not too much at all. I was gonna ask if you wanted to swing by anyway.” Ethan raised an eyebrow. “You were?”
“Like I said, Bobby’s been bugging me about it,” Buck said with a shrug. “Wants to meet you. Hen too. Chim’s already given them the full rundown.”
Ethan gave a small laugh. “Well, if Hen’s as intimidating as Maddie made her sound…” Buck grinned, grabbing another bite. “Don’t worry. She’ll like you. And if she doesn’t, she’ll still make sure you leave with a moral lesson and her phone number for emergencies.” Ethan shook his head, smiling to himself.
This was happening.
Not in huge, world-shifting ways.
Just little ones.
One plate at a time. One moment at a time.
The locker room was quiet except for the low clatter of boots on tile and the occasional creak of hinges as gear bags were opened and closed. Chimney was tugging his jacket over his shoulder while Hen laced up her boots, already halfway into her mental checklist for the shift.
“Station’s got that new turnout delivery today,” she muttered absently, mostly to herself. “Gotta make sure the sizes are right. Last time they sent a small instead of a medium and nearly choked Marco.”
“Ah, bureaucracy,” Chim said, flashing her a grin as he zipped up. “Truly the most dangerous thing at the 118.”
Bobby’s voice carried in from the hallway, just before his boots appeared in the doorway. Clipboard in hand, glasses low on his nose, he looked up from the roster as he leaned in.
“Evening. Quick rundown—Caprice is out sick. We’re one behind for the shift unless anyone’s up for floating double duties.”
Chim’s phone buzzed in his pocket. He pulled it out, read the message, and let out a soft huh.
“What is it?” Hen asked.
He held up the screen. “Buck just texted. Says he’s bringing a ‘special guest’ tonight.” Bobby raised an eyebrow. “That solve our man-behind issue?” Chim glanced at Hen, then back to Bobby. “Possibly. I think it’s the kid.” Hen looked up at that, hand still on her bootlace. “He’s coming tonight?”
“Looks like it.”
Bobby made a thoughtful noise, started to scribble something on the clipboard. But Hen stepped forward. “Actually—mark me man behind.” Bobby paused, pen hovering. “You sure?” She nodded. “I want to get a feel for him. Let him ease into the place without the pressure of a full roster around. And someone should give him a good first impression of how we operate.” Chim chuckled. “You mean someone other than Buck.”
Hen didn’t deny it.
Bobby smiled slightly, and marked her name. “Done. Thanks, Hen.” She shrugged like it was nothing, even though something in her chest was already tuning itself. Not tension. Just readiness. She remembered the first time she met Buck. The blur of energy, that unchecked enthusiasm, the mess of potential barely held together by caffeine and charm. And this kid—this Ethan—wasn’t him. Not exactly. But he came from somewhere close. And Hen? She wanted to see what that looked like.
Up close.
Hen leaned back against the bench, arms crossed loosely as she nodded toward Chim. “So… what’s he like?” Chim raised a brow. “Ethan?”
“No, the other mystery family member Maddie dropped into existence,” she deadpanned.
Chim gave her a look but softened quickly. “He’s a good one.” Hen stayed quiet, waiting for the rest.
“He’s… reserved,” Chim said. “Not in a bad way. Just more internal. Like he takes his time before speaking. Watches a room before stepping into it.”
Hen tilted her head, considering. “Observant?”
“Exactly. Sharp, too. You can tell he’s paying attention. Not shy, but there’s a quiet to him. Like he’s still deciding how much of himself to show.”
Hen gave a knowing smile. “So, the anti-Buck.” Chim snorted. “Yeah. He probably balances Buck out more than Buck realizes. Doesn’t mean he’s cold, though. There’s warmth, just… subtle.” Before Hen could reply, the sound of two car doors closing echoed through the engine bay. She stepped toward the window, tilting the blinds with two fingers.
Buck was striding up the walkway, his hoodie sleeves shoved past his elbows, that familiar bounce in his step unmistakable. Already mid-laugh about something. Beside him was someone Hen hadn’t seen before.
He was similar enough to Buck that the resemblance caught her eye right away—same copper-toned hair that hovered between ginger and blonde depending on the light, a similar build. But the energy was entirely different.
While Buck moved like a live wire, this kid—Ethan—walked with an easy, measured calm. Eyes scanning the station, not in paranoia, but out of curiosity. Interest. He looked like someone who’d been paying attention his whole life. Chim stepped beside her. “That’s him.” Hen squinted through the window. “Definitely got Buck’s hair.”
“Yeah,” Chim agreed. “But the temperament? That’s Maddie. You can see it in the way he carries himself. Measured. Quiet, but not afraid.”
Hen nodded. “Grounded.”
Chim grinned. “Honestly? Feels like the best of both of them.” Hen didn’t say anything else, but her curiosity sharpened. Because whatever this kid was—whoever he turned out to be—she was starting to think he might just fit in here better than any of them expected. And she was ready to find out for herself. Buck stepped through first, relaxed as ever. “Hope I’m not interrupting anything.”
Bobby was already waiting near the rig, clipboard still tucked under one arm. “Nothing we can’t make room for,” he said, smiling easily as his gaze shifted to the young man walking beside Buck.
Ethan followed in with a quiet sort of focus—not wary, but aware. Hen noticed the way he stood, a little straighter than Buck, like he was trying not to take up too much space.
“Ethan,” Buck said, gesturing toward the team, “this is Captain Bobby Nash. And that’s Hen, and you already met Chim.”
Bobby stepped forward and extended a hand. “Captain Nash,” he said, firm but kind. “But you can call me Bobby.” Ethan shook his hand. “Nice to meet you, sir.”
“None of that ‘sir’ stuff,” Bobby said, the corner of his mouth quirking up. “We’re pretty informal around here. You’re family.”
There was no loaded weight behind the word—it was just how Bobby was. But Hen saw the way Ethan blinked at it, like the term landed a little heavier than he expected. Chim gave a two-finger wave from where he was sorting gear. “Evenin', kid.” Ethan offered a small wave back. “Hey, Chim.” Then Hen stepped forward, hand outstretched.
“Hen Wilson,” she said. “And you must be the amazing kid they’ve been hiding.”
Ethan gave a polite laugh, shaking her hand. That was when she saw it.
The smile.
It wasn’t big or showy—not the kind Buck wore when he was trying to charm a room—but there was a flicker of something so unmistakably familiar that Hen felt her mouth twitch in response.
The Buckley smile, she thought. There it is.
Not a copy. Not quite. But something in the angle, the quiet sincerity, the way it lit up just one side of his face—it was there.
Subtle.
But it hit.
Hen smiled back. “Welcome to the 118, Ethan.” He nodded. “Thanks. Glad to be here.” And Hen, surprisingly, believed it. Buck clapped a hand on Ethan’s shoulder. “Give me two—gonna go throw on my gear.”
And just like that, he was off, jogging toward the locker room with the kind of urgency that had nothing to do with an emergency. Just… Buck, being Buck. Ethan hovered near the bottom of the stairs, watching him go with a soft, bewildered kind of smile. Hen nodded toward the loft above. “C’mon. Let’s show you where the snacks are. That’s half the tour.”
Ethan followed them up to the common area, eyes flicking over every framed photo and dry-erase board and shelf of battered mugs like he was taking a quiet mental inventory. Ravi struck up small talk along the way—easy things. How long Ethan had been in LA. What part of campus he was near. Whether he preferred east coast or west coast bagels.
Hen mostly listened.
Watched, too.
He was quieter than Buck, yeah. But not tense. Just… present. There was a deliberateness to the way he spoke, like he didn’t waste words, and didn’t mind silence when it sat between sentences. That was a language Hen could understand.
She was halfway through pointing out the rotating stash of leftover takeout in the fridge when the station bell rang—short, sharp, unmistakable. Bobby’s voice came through clear. “Probable structure fire. Let’s roll.”
“Duty calls,” Chim said, already pivoting toward the stairs.
Hen turned just in time to see Buck reappear from the hallway, pulling on his jacket mid-stride. He looked toward Ethan with a half-apologetic shrug, already moving. “Rain check on the tour?” Before Ethan could answer, the rest of the team was already piling into the engine bay. Hen gave Ethan a quick clap on the shoulder. “Guess that makes me your guide today.” Ethan blinked. “You’re not going?”
“I’m man behind this shift,” she said, jerking a thumb toward the rig. “Means I stay back, keep things running while they’re out.”
He nodded slowly, watching as the truck roared to life.
Hen followed his gaze.
Then turned back to him with a small smile.
“Alright,” she said. “You want the sanitized version or the real 118 tour?”
Ethan raised an eyebrow. “Let’s go with real.” Hen’s grin widened. “Good answer.”
The station had settled into that particular kind of stillness that came just after sundown—when the light overhead turned soft and the quiet felt almost suspended in midair. It had been about forty-five minutes since the rig pulled out, sirens fading into the dusk.
Hen and Ethan stood just outside the storage room, a line of low fluorescents humming gently above them. She’d shown him most of the place by now—the equipment bays, the med carts, the tool compartments built into the engine itself. He’d been curious without being overbearing, asked thoughtful questions, and listened like every word might be important later.
Now they were near the duty board, where the laminated shift rotations and gear checklists hung neatly under magnet clips. Hen tapped one of the columns lightly.
“If you take the volunteer spot,” she said, keeping her voice low, “you’d help out with inventory checks, refills, equipment sanitizing, and station logs. We also might have you handle the occasional paperwork audit. Nothing too flashy, but the kind of stuff that keeps the wheels from falling off.”
Ethan nodded, arms folded loosely across his chest. “No hazing rituals, right?” Hen raised an eyebrow, deadpan. “You volunteering for one?”
He blinked. “Absolutely not.”
She smirked. “Good. We’re too tired for theatrics, anyway.” She moved over to the med cart, opening one of the drawers with a soft click, then gestured toward the supply bins nearby. “There’s a rhythm to it, once you’re in. Reordering meds. Restocking trauma kits. The more you learn, the more you’ll recognize what goes missing first.” Ethan stepped closer, eyes scanning the drawers. “You guys really let volunteers get into this level of detail?”
“Depends on the volunteer,” Hen replied. “And the level of trust.”
He nodded again, but slower this time. “Makes sense.” She glanced over at him, watching as his gaze flicked toward the bay doors, where a few orange streetlamps outside cast a hazy glow through the glass.
“You’re still thinking about it,” she said.
“I am,” he admitted. “I mean, it sounds good. It feels good. I just…”
Hen didn’t push.
After a moment, Ethan added, “I’ve never really… had a place like this. Not just the building. The… everything.” Hen leaned a hip against the cart, arms crossed loosely. “Well, you wouldn’t be the first person to find themselves here by accident. Or the first to figure out this place makes more sense than anywhere else.”
He looked at her.
There wasn’t a smile, exactly, but the corner of his mouth twitched like it wanted to be one.
“Can I ask,” he said quietly, “if someone wasn’t planning to go full firefighter route… would this still be worth it?”
Hen held his gaze for a moment. Then nodded.
“Absolutely,” she said. “Because it’s not about where you end up. It’s about showing up. Learning the work. Carrying some of the weight, even for a little while.”
Ethan looked down, hands in his pockets now. He was quiet, but it didn’t feel like retreat.
It felt like momentum.
Hen’s phone buzzed in her back pocket, sharp in the quiet. She pulled it out and glanced at the screen.
Chim: Structure fire’s spreading. Gonna be a while.
How’s it going there?
Hen thumbed back a reply with half a smile.
Hen: All good here. Kid’s solid.
She slipped the phone back into her pocket and turned toward Ethan again.
“You’re planning on med school, right?”
He nodded. “Yeah. Biology major, pre-med track. I’ll probably graduate in December, if I keep on pace.”
“Smart,” Hen said, nodding approvingly. “I went down that road, too. Sort of.”
Ethan’s eyebrows lifted slightly. “You did?”
“I was already working as a paramedic,” she said. “About four years ago, I decided to try med school. Thought maybe I wanted to take it further, make it official. So I went for it.”
He looked at her with interest. “What happened?” Hen shrugged lightly. “Timing wasn’t right. Family stuff, work balance—it just didn’t line up. I pulled out in my third year.” She paused for a beat, then added, “But honestly? I don’t regret trying. Even stepping back taught me a lot. And being a paramedic gave me a kind of real-world education that most people don’t get in a lecture hall.” Ethan tilted his head, curious now.
“I’m not saying this place has to be your calling,” she continued, voice calm and clear. “But being here? Helping out? You’d be surprised what kind of experience you’ll pick up. It might not look like med school on paper, but it’ll still teach you about people, crisis, instincts. And all of that makes a difference later.”
Ethan nodded slowly, something thoughtful flickering in his eyes. “Yeah. I guess… that’s the part you can’t study.”
“Exactly.”
Hen watched him take it in. No rush. No pressure. Just a kid figuring out what the next few steps looked like—and maybe starting to realize that not every path needed to be mapped out ahead of time.
“Anyway,” she said with a small smile, “you’re already asking the right questions. That’s half the job.”
He didn’t smile in return—but his expression softened, and Hen could see that something about the moment had landed.
Settled.
The silence broke again—this time not from a phone buzz, but the crackle of the station radio. Bobby’s voice came through, clipped and calm but with an edge Hen recognized instantly.
"Man behind, 118, you’re needed on-scene. Secondary explosion. Multiple injuries—possible MCI."
Hen froze for a breath. Just one.
Then she was moving.
“Damn it. Grab your stuff,” she told Ethan, already pulling open a nearby cabinet for her gear. “You’re coming with me.”
Ethan blinked. “Wait—what?”
“I can’t leave you here alone, and I don’t have time to call someone in.” She shoved a responder vest into his hands. “So unless you want to sit in the cab doing nothing, I need to know—do you have CPR training?”
He nodded quickly. “CPR, first aid, AED certified. I’ve done some basic trauma drills. Campus EMT work, too.” Hen gave a tight nod, eyes scanning him for hesitation and finding none.
“Alright. Listen carefully. You do exactly what I say. You stay out of any fire zones. No heroics. You help with triage if we’re short on hands. That’s it.”
He swallowed. “Got it.”
She was already halfway to the bay doors, keys in hand.
“Then let’s go.”
Ethan pulled the vest over his hoodie as he followed. The weight of the situation was written in his posture—upright, alert—but he wasn’t panicked.
Not rattled.
Just ready.
Hen threw open the cab door to the utility truck, glancing back one last time.
“You’re officially acting with the 118. Temporarily,” she added, already climbing in.
Ethan slid into the passenger seat without another word. The garage doors rumbled open. And they rolled into the night.
The air smelled like chemicals and heat. Ethan hadn’t even made it out of the truck before the smoke hit him—thick, bitter, and clinging to the back of his throat. The flames were mostly under control, from what he could tell, but the damage had already been done. One side of the warehouse was blown out, steel siding crumpled like paper. Somewhere nearby, a propane tank hissed with residual gas, and distant sirens layered over the shouts of personnel coordinating triage. Hen’s voice cut clean through the chaos. “Stay close. Head on a swivel.”
Ethan nodded, sticking right behind her as they weaved through debris and blinking red strobes. The reflective vest she’d handed him felt stiff and too big, but it was the least of his concerns.
They rounded the side of a scorched engine, and Bobby was already there—clipboard in one hand, radio in the other, giving orders with that sharp, grounded calm that Ethan recognized from Maddie’s stories. He turned when he saw them, relief and irritation warring behind his eyes.
“Hen,” Bobby said, voice tight, “tell me you didn’t bring the kid to an active MCI.”
Hen didn’t flinch. “I wasn’t leaving him alone at the station, and I needed another set of hands. He’s trained. CPR, first aid, AED certified. Campus EMT work. He knows what he’s doing.” Bobby glanced at Ethan, then back to Hen. “You should’ve radioed.”
“There wasn’t time.”
A beat passed—long enough for Ethan to feel the weight of Bobby’s stare shift to him directly.
“You understand this isn’t a ride-along,” Bobby said. “You’re not here to observe. If you’re on this scene, you’re another set of hands. That means following orders. No improvising. No going off-script. You stay in the safe zone and you follow Hen’s lead at all times.”
Ethan nodded, voice steady despite the noise around them. “Understood, sir.” Bobby looked at him for another second—just long enough to make sure he meant it. Then he turned, pointing down the row of triage tarps where Chim and a few others were working. “We’ve got civilians pulled from the southeast corner. Minor burns, some crush injuries. Go.”
Hen was already moving.
Ethan followed without hesitation.
Chimney looked up from where he was triaging a teenager with a cut across his brow. The second his eyes landed on Ethan, they narrowed.
“Uh—Hen?” Chim said, jerking his chin toward Ethan. “Why does the kid look like he’s about to start handing out tourniquets?”
“No time for the long version,” Hen said, already kneeling beside their assigned patient—a man in his late forties, burned across one arm and groaning through gritted teeth. “Secondary blast pulled me in. He’s with me.”
Chim blinked but didn’t argue. Ethan dropped to the opposite side of the man, slipping on gloves with practiced efficiency. The patient’s left arm was an angry red from shoulder to wrist—clearly burned—but it was the unnatural angle of the elbow that made Ethan’s stomach clench. Dislocated. Badly. Hen was already unzipping the trauma kit. Ethan glanced at Chim. “Do we know where Buck is?”
Chim shook his head. “Haven’t seen him since the first sweep. He might still be working inside, might’ve looped around the west side for evac. Could mean anything.”
Not exactly comforting.
But there wasn’t time to dwell. The man between them let out another ragged cry as he shifted, the arm hanging loose at his side.
“Okay,” Hen said, calm and focused. “We’ve got surface burns, second degree, maybe deeper. And that shoulder’s out. Transport’s delayed—we’re still waiting for the second ambulance rotation.”
Ethan nodded. “I can do it.” Hen looked at him. “You’ve done reductions before?”
“Yeah. Campus clinic rounds. Usually it was dislocated knees, shoulders, a few ankles—mostly drunk kids trying to play Ultimate Frisbee on the quad.” He paused. “This is a little more serious, but the technique’s the same. If he’s stable and you can give him something for the pain…”
Hen didn’t hesitate. “Hold pressure. I’ll dose.” Ethan kept a steady hand on the man’s good shoulder as Hen administered a small amount of morphine from her kit. The man clenched his jaw, eyes brimming, but nodded through the pain.
“Okay, Ethan,” Hen said, meeting his eyes. “When you’re ready.”
Ethan took a breath.
He braced the man’s wrist gently, using his other hand to guide the humerus. Carefully, slowly, he lifted and rotated the arm in a practiced motion. The angle was precise—controlled but firm. The patient hissed out a cry—
—and then a pop.
The joint slid back into place with a sickening, but relieving shift. The man let out a long, broken exhale and slumped back against the tarp, dazed but grateful. Hen pressed a hand to his shoulder. “You’re good. It’s in. We’ve got you.” She glanced over at Ethan, her nod small but solid. “Nice work.” Ethan blew out a breath, only then realizing how tight his chest had been. He didn’t respond right away.
But the warmth in Hen’s voice—quiet and proud—landed harder than he’d expected. And for the first time all night, he felt something settle inside him.
Not adrenaline.
Not nerves.
But purpose.
The tarp under his knees was smeared with ash and blood. They moved fast—Hen calling out injuries, Ethan responding with gauze, pressure, splints. Their patient list grew by the minute: a man with a suspected concussion who couldn’t recall his name; a woman with shrapnel in her calf; a teenager with burns up the side of her neck, quiet and shocky.
Some of them cried.
Some didn’t say a word. Ethan’s gloves were slick with sweat beneath the latex. His back ached. His knees were burning. But every time he looked at Hen—sharp, efficient, utterly unshaken—he found a second wind.
They’d just finished wrapping a deep gash across a man’s forearm when a firefighter stumbled over to the edge of the triage zone, holding pressure to a nasty scrape on his temple. Hen looked up. “You good?”
“Just need a wrap,” the firefighter said, voice hoarse. “Still got three people unaccounted for. One might be trapped in the west stairwell.”
Hen nodded and gestured for Ethan to grab gauze. They cleaned the wound, taped it fast, and the guy was up and gone before Ethan could even ask for a name. And through it all, Ethan couldn’t stop glancing toward the wreckage. Still no sign of Buck.
He knew it wasn’t helpful—not now. Worrying didn’t change fire behavior or make radios work faster. But it clawed at the edges of his focus anyway, sharp and persistent.
He’s fine, he told himself. He’s done this a thousand times. He’s with a team.
He passed Hen another trauma pad, nodding as she motioned toward a woman with a cracked rib and light facial bruising. He crouched to take her vitals, voice calm and reassuring. But even as he spoke, his eyes flicked back—again—to the warehouse.
Still nothing.
Still no Buck.
He heard it first.
A voice crackling over the nearest handheld radio—muffled, distant, but urgent.
“…possible entrapment confirmed. West stairwell, lower landing. One firefighter down. Requesting immediate extraction team.”
Hen froze for half a breath. Then grabbed her comm from her belt.
“Say again?” she barked into the mic.
“Repeat—one firefighter trapped. Structural instability in the stairwell. ID confirms it’s Buckley.”
Ethan’s heart stopped.
Hen didn’t react for a full second. Then: “Copy that. What’s his status?”
“Conscious. Breathing. No visual on injuries yet—secondary collapse may have pinned his leg.”
Hen turned sharply toward Bobby, who had already begun barking orders to Chim and another crew, assembling a rescue team at the rig. But Ethan didn’t hear any of it.
He couldn’t.
Buck.
The word repeated in his head like a hammer blow. Pinned. Trapped. Conscious—but for how long? He stood frozen for a beat, watching as Chim sprinted past, hauling gear. Hen turned, catching Ethan’s stare. Something flickered in her expression—not panic, but the knowledge of exactly what was at stake.
“He’s okay,” she said quickly. “We’ve seen worse. We’ve pulled people out of worse.”
Ethan didn’t speak. His throat was too tight. Hen stepped closer. Not gently—but not harsh, either.
“I need you to focus.”
He blinked. “I am.”
“No. I need you to stay focused. You’re not helping him if you spiral. We still have two patients waiting for transport. You stay on them. That’s your job. Got it?”
Ethan nodded once. Jaw set. Hen watched him for a second longer, then turned and sprinted toward Bobby. Ethan exhaled slowly. Felt the world wobble—and then steady.
He wasn’t a firefighter.
Wasn’t a medic.
But he had two people right in front of him who needed him. And until someone pulled Buck out of that stairwell, this was how he helped. By the time the reserve ambulances arrived, the triage zone looked like the last act of a play—bodies in motion, supplies half-empty, everyone running on muscle memory and adrenaline.
Hen and Ethan had worked through most of the patient list. Transport had picked up nearly everyone who needed it. Only two remained under monitoring. The worst of it, for now, was over. But Ethan’s ears were still tuned for the radio. And when it crackled again, the voice came through clear.
“Buckley’s out. No fractures. Leg was pinned between collapsed rebar and flooring. Might be a sprain, but he’s upright. Lost a boot.”
Ethan let out a breath that trembled at the edges. Hen, beside him, closed her eyes for a beat and muttered, “Thank God.” Moments later, Buck emerged from the smoke-drenched perimeter of the warehouse, leaning against Chim for balance. He looked like hell—sweaty, streaked in soot, helmet tucked under one arm, and noticeably lacking his right boot.
“Hey,” Buck called out hoarsely, voice frayed at the edges but still light. “Somebody please tell me they didn’t torch my other boot. Those were broken in.”
“You lost one boot and your dignity,” Chim said, half-laughing as he helped him to a bench just outside the triage tarp. “You’ll live.”
Ethan stepped forward, falling into place beside Hen almost instinctively. Buck blinked at him, eyes going wide.
“Wait—what the hell are you doing here?”
Hen raised an eyebrow. “You’re welcome, by the way.” Buck looked from her to Ethan, confused.
“Bobby called man-behind,” Hen said, crouching as she started rolling up Buck’s pant leg. “I wasn’t leaving him alone at the house, and lucky I didn’t—he’s been an extra set of hands all night.”
Buck’s gaze darted back to Ethan. “Seriously?” Ethan gave a small shrug. “Figured I might as well make myself useful.” Hen gave a knowing look. “He reset a dislocated shoulder, helped manage triage, and only almost passed out once.”
“I did not almost pass out,” Ethan muttered.
Buck chuckled, wincing a little as Hen gently probed the top of his ankle. It was swollen. Angry-looking. No obvious bruising yet, but the skin was tight, and Buck’s breath caught the second Hen applied pressure.
“Too early to say if it’s a sprain,” she said. “But we’ll wrap it and ice it. You’re off that foot for the rest of the night.”
“Great,” Buck muttered. “Guess I’m gonna need a new pair of boots, huh?”
Ethan smiled despite himself. “Birthday gift idea?” Buck pointed a soot-smudged finger at him. “You’re officially on the hook now, you know. Can’t come running into a disaster and then pretend like you don’t care.” Ethan’s grin was small, but real. “Wasn’t planning to.”
Hen straightened up, brushing soot off her vest. “I don’t know what your plans were when you showed up in LA, Ethan. But I’m starting to think we’re not done with you yet.”
Ethan looked between the two of them, heart still pounding, ankle still throbbing, air still heavy with ash and smoke. And for all the chaos—for all the worry and noise—something about this moment felt more right than anything had in a long time.
By the time they got back to the station, the adrenaline had worn off—and the aches had fully arrived. Buck was limping slightly but upright, one crutch under his arm, his missing boot replaced by a makeshift ace wrap and a borrowed station sock. His curls were still damp from a quick shower, his cheeks tinged pink from the residual heat of the fire and the ice pack now strapped to his ankle.
He looked… fine. Mostly.
And Ethan couldn’t stop checking. Hen caught him doing it for the third time as they passed through the kitchen.
“He’s okay,” she said under her breath, bumping her shoulder lightly into his. “The fire didn’t break him. You’re allowed to blink.”
Ethan gave a faint huff, but the corners of his mouth twitched. Bobby had given the all-clear for Buck to stay behind while the rest of the shift wrapped up. With Hen taking his place on the rig for any residual calls, that left Buck stuck in the man-behind role for the rest of the night. Which, apparently, meant one thing.
“So,” Hen said, dropping her gear bag near the couch, “you bringing out Clipboard Buck or what?”
Chim, passing through with a banana and two granola bars, groaned dramatically. “Don’t do that to the kid. He’s been through enough.” Buck scowled. “It’s not torture.”
“It’s definitely something,” Chim muttered.
“I’m just efficient,” Buck insisted, dragging himself toward the nearest recliner.
Ethan raised a brow, amused. “Clipboard Buck?” Hen sank into the armchair across from him. “It’s a whole personality. Color-coded task charts. Laminated checklists. Probably has an emergency label maker stashed somewhere in his locker.”
“I don’t have a label maker,” Buck said, then paused. “Anymore.”
Chimney pointed accusingly. “You used to label the salt and pepper shakers, Buck.”
“Okay,” Ethan said, settling onto the arm of the couch with a grin. “Now I have to see it.”
Buck narrowed his eyes but couldn't hold back a reluctant smile. “Fine. But don’t say I didn’t warn you. Organization is an art form.” Hen reached over and mock-patted Ethan’s hand. “If he starts alphabetizing the rig compartments, just back away slowly.”
Ethan chuckled, finally letting himself sink into the rare calm of the firehouse. The jokes, the warmth, the lightness—it all settled around him like a favorite sweatshirt. He didn’t know if this was his forever. But tonight, it felt close enough.
He’d barely started laughing along with the others—still picturing a younger Buck earnestly labeling a box of rubber gloves—when Bobby’s voice cut gently through the room.
“Ethan?”
He turned. Bobby stood in the doorway to his office, expression unreadable.
“Can I see you for a minute?”
Ethan’s heart skipped.
Hen shot him a quick glance. Encouraging. But it didn’t stop the nervous twist in his stomach as he pushed himself to his feet and followed Bobby into the office. The door clicked shut behind them.
Ethan stood near the filing cabinet, unsure where to put his hands. He half-expected a lecture. Maybe not from Hen, but from the captain? Yeah. Totally fair.
“I know I wasn’t supposed to be—”
“You did good tonight.”
Ethan blinked. “Wait. What?”
Bobby looked up from behind the desk, gaze steady.
“You were calm. Smart. You didn’t panic, and you didn’t push past your limits. That’s not nothing, especially in a situation like we had tonight.”
Ethan shifted slightly. “I just… did what I could.”
Bobby nodded. “Exactly.”
There was a pause as he leaned back in his chair, hands clasped lightly.
“Do you know what CERT is?”
Ethan blinked. “The Community Emergency… something?”
“Response Team,” Bobby supplied. “CERT volunteers are trained to assist in disasters—earthquakes, structure collapses, mass casualty incidents. They don’t fight fires or go into danger zones, but they support field teams. Triage, logistics, crowd control, basic medical assistance.”
Ethan straightened a little. “So… like what I was doing tonight?”
“Exactly what you were doing tonight,” Bobby confirmed. “The LAFD partners with the program. It’s a two-week training course. If you’re interested, I’d be happy to put in a word.”
Ethan stared at him.
“Volunteering at the station’s still on the table,” Bobby added. “But CERT would give you structure. Credentials. Experience. Not just shadowing. Doing.”
Hen’s words echoed in Ethan’s mind.
It’s not about where you end up. It’s about showing up.
He swallowed, then nodded. “I’d like that.” A smile tugged at the corner of Bobby’s mouth.
“Good. I’ll get the paperwork started.”
Ethan let out a breath he didn’t realize he’d been holding. “Thank you.”
“You earned it,” Bobby said simply. “Now go enjoy the rest of your night off-duty. Clipboard Buck’s got a to-do list waiting for you.”
Ethan grinned. “He already threatened me with a laminated binder.” Bobby chuckled, waving him toward the door. And for the first time all night, Ethan left the office with his shoulders squared and something solid under his feet.
He stepped out of Bobby’s office into the hum of the firehouse—muted now, with the energy settled into a comfortable lull. Chim was halfway through a cup of tea. Hen had her feet propped on the table, flipping through something on her phone. Buck was… reorganizing the condiments in the kitchen.
“Don’t say it,” Buck muttered without looking up.
Ethan smirked and leaned against the wall just outside the rec room, finally fishing his phone from his pocket.
Three unread messages.
He opened the thread.
Maddie: how’s it going at the station?
everything okay?
text me when you get a second
He winced, thumb already flying.
Ethan: sorry—just saw these. all okay. got pulled to a call with hen
helped with triage. bobby offered to recommend me for CERT
A pause.
Typing bubble.
Maddie: you okay?
Ethan: yeah. tired. but it felt right.
Another beat passed.
Maddie: we’ll talk tomorrow
i’m proud of you
Ethan stared at the message for a long moment, thumb hovering above the screen. Then he locked it, slipped the phone into his pocket, and quietly smiled. Buck called from the kitchen, waving something laminated. Ethan sighed—but his smile stayed. And he walked toward it.
The alarm went off again just after midnight—low and steady. Another call, but this one didn’t carry the chaos of the earlier explosion. From what Hen said, it was a minor fender bender out near Silver Lake. Nothing high-risk. Just clean-up and standard checks.
The team suited up quickly, the mood lighter now. Chim half-joked about bribing the universe with baked goods, and Hen tossed Ethan a casual, “Don’t let him reorganize the whole kitchen,” as she passed Buck. Buck raised a hand like he’d been personally attacked.
Then they were gone.
Leaving the station quiet again. Ethan hovered by the edge of the kitchen until Buck waved him in from his perch on a barstool, an ice pack strapped around his ankle.
“Alright,” Buck said, gesturing to the cabinets, “we’re reorganizing. Condiments to the top shelf. Spices left of the stove. Anything older than Jee—trash it.”
Ethan opened the first cabinet and pulled out a bag of rock-solid marshmallows. “These might predate sliced bread.”
“Congratulations,” Buck said. “You just saved someone from a broken tooth.”
They worked in tandem—well, Buck instructed while Ethan moved. Occasionally, Buck pointed with the end of a wooden spoon, acting like it was some kind of scepter of order.
“Leave the bread out,” Buck added after a while. “We’ll make grilled cheese or something when you’re done.”
Ethan glanced over. “Midnight grilled cheese?”
“Late-night firehouse tradition.”
Ethan smiled faintly, organizing the dry goods. After a quiet beat, he said, “I was worried about you. Earlier.” Buck looked up, eyes narrowing slightly with a grin. “You were worried about me?” Ethan rolled his eyes. “I’m allowed to care. You were stuck in a stairwell.” Buck chuckled. “It wasn’t that bad.”
“You came out missing a shoe.”
“Boot.” Buck corrected, pointing the spoon at him again. “And I maintain it was a noble sacrifice.”
Ethan snorted but said nothing more. Just let the silence fall between them again—comfortable, now. Buck’s phone buzzed on the counter. He picked it up. The light from the screen softened the edge of his features. The smile that crossed his face was quiet. Almost sad. He didn’t respond right away. Just read.
Then read it again.
Ethan glanced at him, catching the shift in his posture. The way his shoulders dropped, the way his thumb hovered above the screen like there was something heavy in the message. Buck caught him looking and gave a small, sheepish shrug.
“It’s just a text,” he said.
“From…?”
Buck glanced back down at the screen. “Eddie.”
Ethan waited.
Buck exhaled slowly. “He’s in El Paso. With Chris. Just... checking in.” There was something about the way he said it. Something in the way his eyes didn’t lift from the phone, even after the message had dimmed.
“You miss them,” Ethan said softly.
Buck gave a small nod. “Yeah.”
“That it?”
Buck looked up, offered a tight smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes.
“That’s the story. I miss my best friend. And his awesome kid.”
Ethan didn’t press. But he wasn’t convinced that was all there was. Some truths didn’t come out in a single conversation.
Some took time.
So he just nodded and went back to organizing, letting the silence settle again. And Buck sat there, phone resting on the counter, eyes distant—like he was still holding onto the sound of a voice he hadn’t heard in a while. Ethan closed the cabinet door with a soft click.
“Tell me about them,” he said.
Buck blinked. “What?”
“Eddie and Chris,” Ethan clarified, leaning a hip against the counter. “You always get this… look when you talk about them. So go on. What’re they like?”
Buck was quiet for a moment, as if weighing the request. Then, slowly, a smile ghosted back onto his face—this one more real, softened at the edges with memory.
“Eddie and I met on the job. He transferred into the 118 from Texas. First shift together was a disaster. Didn’t get along at all.” He chuckled. “But then we pulled a live grenade out of a guy’s leg, and—well. You bond fast over that kind of thing.”
Ethan raised his eyebrows. “That’s… not where I thought that story was going.”
“Oh, it gets better.”
Buck leaned forward, propping his elbows on the counter.
“I met Chris not long after. He was seven. Smart, sweet, called me Mr. Buck for all of about five minutes before deciding I was his favorite person. We’ve been inseparable ever since.”
Ethan could hear it in his voice now—the fondness, the ache, the everything wrapped up in that one thread of their history.
“We’ve had a few years,” Buck continued, quieter now. “The tsunami hit LA not long after I met them. Chris and I were together when it happened. We got separated from everyone, and each other, for hours. He was so brave.” A pause. “Eddie got shot, about two years later. Right in front of me. Sniper hit.”
Ethan’s stomach turned slightly, but Buck didn’t pause long enough for sympathy.
“And then there was me,” he added lightly. “Lightning strike. Died for three minutes and seventeen seconds. Or so I’m told.”
Ethan blinked. “Wait—you—”
“Yeah.” Buck gave a small shrug, like it was no big deal. “Came back, obviously.”
Ethan exhaled slowly, shaking his head. “You’re all—just walking trauma magnets.” Buck laughed, full-throated and genuine. “That’s not even the half of it.” His expression dimmed again, just slightly.
“But through it all, the three of us—we were kind of a unit. We got each other through it. Always.”
Ethan watched as Buck toyed absently with the edge of the ice pack strap around his ankle.
“Some stuff happened last year,” Buck said. “Chris went to live with Eddie’s parents in El Paso. Eddie couldn’t take the distance anymore, so he moved out there a couple months ago. Said he needed to reconnect with Chris.”
“And how’s that going?”
Buck’s smile was small, but there was real warmth there. “Seems like it’s going well. They’re taking it slow. One day at a time.”
Ethan nodded.
Buck looked up.
“Why’d you want to know?”
Ethan shrugged. “Because you miss them. And because talking about them makes you light up.” Buck didn’t say anything to that. But the corner of his mouth lifted, just slightly. And this time, he didn’t look so far away.
Buck was perched on one of the barstools, right foot carefully elevated on a second one, an ice pack strapped to his ankle. He was directing Ethan around the kitchen like some kind of grilled cheese general—lightly bossy, definitely smug.
“Careful with that pan,” Buck warned. “It’s the good one. Hen swears she can tell when it’s been scratched.”
Ethan rolled his eyes and flipped the sandwich anyway. They were just settling into the silence when the side door creaked open.
“I swear, if that limp of yours is worse than you said—”
Buck didn’t even look up. His mouth tugged into a grin. “Hi, Athena.” The voice that followed the door belonged to a woman who didn’t need to announce herself. Athena Grant-Nash strode into the kitchen like she’d built it. LAPD jacket half-zipped, badge at her hip, presence larger than the doorway could contain. Her expression was all sharp lines and soft edges—warmth and exasperation balanced in equal measure.
“I heard about the explosion,” she said, already narrowing her eyes at Buck’s ankle. “And I had a feeling you’d downplay it.”
Buck raised both hands, palms out. “Technically, I said I was fine.”
“You were trapped in a stairwell, Evan.”
“I walked out of it—”
“Hobbled,” Ethan muttered helpfully.
Athena shot him a look—but it wasn’t sharp. If anything, she looked... amused.
“And you must be Ethan,” she said, stepping fully inside.
He nodded, a little startled. “Uh—yeah. Hi.”
“I’m Athena. Buck’s firehouse mom.” She crossed the room and offered her hand with the kind of grip that made you feel like she was already evaluating your life choices.
Ethan shook it. “Nice to meet you.”
“She basically adopted me,” Buck added from behind her. “Along with Bobby. I come with joint custody.”
“And a tendency to lie about injuries,” Athena muttered, but her eyes softened as she turned back to Buck. “That ankle looks worse.”
Buck frowned down at it like it had personally betrayed him. “Hen thinks it’s just a sprain.” Athena gave him a look. “And what do you think?”
“I think it hurts.”
“Then sit still,” she said, swatting him lightly on the shoulder before grabbing one of the grilled cheese halves off the cooling rack.
“Hey!” Buck protested.
She ignored him. Took a bite. Chewed. Nodded approvingly.
“Alright,” she said to Ethan. “You’ve got some survival instincts. Good.”
“Thanks,” he said, unsure if it was a compliment or a threat. Maybe both.
Athena settled into a lean against the counter, studying Ethan with the same quiet focus she’d had walking in. “You settling in okay?” He nodded. “Trying. Everyone’s been really kind.”
“That’s because they like you,” she said plainly. “Takes a lot to earn their trust. But once you do… you’ve got it.”
Ethan swallowed. “That means a lot.” Athena gave him one last, long look—one that seemed to reach deeper than just the surface—and then gently tapped her knuckles on the counter.
“Well. Just wanted to lay eyes on this one,” she said, tilting her head toward Buck. “Make sure he wasn’t pulling a ‘Buck classic’ and trying to walk off a sprain.”
“I’m not that predictable,” Buck argued.
“Buck, you once hid a cracked rib because you didn’t want to miss karaoke night.”
Ethan blinked. “Wait, what?”
“Don’t encourage her,” Buck said weakly.
Athena smiled. “Anyway. You two behave. I’ve got patrol 'til 0700.” She turned toward the door but paused before leaving, glancing back at Ethan. “Glad you’re here.” And just like that, she was gone. No drama. No fuss. Just the echo of her presence lingering like a protective pressure in the air. Buck let out a long breath.
“She always like that?” Ethan asked.
Buck smiled around the bite of grilled cheese he finally managed to claim.
“Yeah,” he said. “Thank God.”
Buck had just settled back onto the barstool, grilled cheese in hand and his swollen ankle resting awkwardly on a second stool, when his phone buzzed across the counter.
FaceTime – Eddie Diaz
He stared at it for a second too long.
“You gonna get that?” Ethan asked from the sink.
Buck nodded slowly, like it had taken him a moment to register. “Yeah. Just surprised.”
He swiped to answer.
Eddie’s face came into view first, sun-warmed and framed by an open stretch of sky. Looked like he was out in the backyard.
“Still alive, I see,” Eddie greeted, smirking. “Maddie said you sprained something.”
“Ankle,” Buck replied. “Hen’s already being dramatic about it.”
“I see,” Eddie said, clearly unconvinced. “Because Maddie’s text had ‘entrapment’ and ‘limping like a stubborn idiot’ in it.”
Buck huffed a small laugh. “Sounds like her.” Before Buck could say anything else, Eddie adjusted the angle of the phone. A second voice came in—lower than Buck remembered.
“Hey, Buck.”
Buck blinked.
Chris.
There he was, half-shadowed by the deck awning behind him, curls a little longer, frame a little broader, but it was the voice that really caught Buck off guard. It was deeper. Fuller. Still Chris—but not the kid who’d left. Buck sat up straighter, blinking like he had to recalibrate what he was seeing. “Hey, buddy.” Chris smiled, but it was tentative. A little awkward. “It’s been a while.”
“Yeah,” Buck said softly. “It really has.”
It wasn’t like they hadn’t seen each other at all. Buck had been on a birthday video call last August. Seven months ago. But it had been quick—just long enough to sing happy birthday and wave through the screen. There hadn’t been any one-on-one conversation. No chance to talk. And this—this was already different.
“You sound older,” Buck said. “I mean—your voice.”
Chris grinned, sheepish. “Kinda snuck up on me, too.” Buck let out a breathy laugh. “Makes me feel ancient.”
“Good,” Chris shot back.
Eddie chuckled as he leaned back into frame. “We actually had a reason for the call.” Buck raised an eyebrow. “Besides roasting me?”
“We’re moving back,” Eddie said.
Buck froze.
Chris nodded. “To LA. We’re selling the house in El Paso.”
“We’ve got a few things to fix up first,” Eddie added, “but yeah—we’re coming home.”
Buck blinked, his mouth open just slightly. “You’re serious?”
“As a heart attack,” Chris replied.
Buck didn’t speak for a second. Just sat there, eyes darting between the two faces on the screen. Then he exhaled a shaky breath. “Wow. That’s—”
“We figured you should hear it first,” Eddie said.
“And Maddie said you’d probably cry,” Chris added with a mischievous grin.
Buck gave a snort and wiped subtly under one eye. “Tell her she’s full of it.” They spent a few more minutes talking—light teasing, plans, Chris’s PT schedule, and the heat in El Paso. Buck introduced Ethan briefly, and Chris gave him a polite wave and a curious squint. Eventually, Chris had to sign off for the night. Eddie promised they’d talk again soon.
When the screen finally went dark, Buck let it sit on the counter for a moment, his hand still resting over it like he wasn’t quite ready to let go. Ethan said nothing at first.
Then, gently: “You okay?”
Buck nodded—slowly, like the weight of it was still settling. “Yeah.” He swallowed once, gaze fixed somewhere past the kitchen wall.
“That was the first real conversation we’ve had since he left.”
Ethan stayed quiet, but he didn’t look away. Buck’s voice was quieter now. “I’ve seen him, sure—there was a video call on his birthday last year. But it was quick. Loud. A screen full of people singing. This… this was different.”
“Felt like him again.”
Ethan gave a small, understanding nod.
“And they’re coming back,” Buck added, like he needed to say it out loud again. “They’re really coming home.”
Ethan offered a small smile. “That’s a good day, then.” Buck huffed a quiet laugh, brushing a hand across his face again.
“Yeah,” he said. “Yeah, it is.”
Ethan leaned back against the counter, sipping the last of his water. The kitchen had gone quiet again, but it wasn’t awkward. Just… settled. Still, something lingered in the air. A curiosity he hadn’t quite been able to shake, even since Buck first brought up Eddie and Chris.
“So,” Ethan said, voice low, “are you sure that’s all there is to you and Eddie?”
Buck glanced up from his stool, brows raising—not defensively, just surprised.
“Wow,” he said, sitting back a little. “You’re the second person to ask me that in the past three months.”
Ethan arched a brow. “Only the second?”
“Well—third, if you count Tommy,” Buck replied, chuckling to himself.
“Who's Tommy?”
“That's a complicated question.”
Ethan nodded slowly, letting that go for now. “So?” Buck exhaled through his nose, stretching out his sore leg. “Eddie’s straight.” That was it. Simple. Practiced.
“Everyone who’s asked,” Buck continued, “Maddie, Tommy—you now—has gotten the same answer.”
Ethan didn’t say anything to that. Just nodded. But quietly—mentally—he filed it away. Because Buck hadn’t said no. Hadn’t denied feelings of his own. Only offered a fact about Eddie. That silence said more than anything else could. Buck looked up again, catching Ethan’s expression. “What?”
“Nothing,” Ethan said, neutral.
Buck narrowed his eyes. “You’ve got the Maddie face.”
“I don’t even know what that means.”
Buck grinned. “Means you’re holding onto something you’re not saying.” Ethan offered a lopsided smile and raised both hands. “I plead the fifth.” Buck shook his head, laughing softly.
But the question lingered.
And neither of them quite pushed it away.
Ethan got home a little after midnight. The loft was dark except for the soft ambient light spilling in from Sunset Boulevard, catching faint gold across the polished edges of the glass coffee table. He flicked on one lamp in the corner—warm, low, enough.
He didn’t bother changing, not right away. Just set his keys in the bowl by the door, slipped his shoes off, and crossed to the shelf in the living room. Tucked behind his record collection, just beside the box of old action figures he still couldn’t bring himself to get rid of, was a leather-bound journal.
Black cover. Simple.
He carried it up to the mezzanine, climbed into bed, and opened it to a blank page. He didn’t journal every day. Not anymore. But he still did it enough. It was a habit he’d picked up when he was fifteen. One of his social workers had recommended it—back when he was still bouncing between placements, still getting assigned court-ordered therapy once a week.
The therapist agreed. Told him journaling might help make sense of the things that didn’t always have answers. It wasn’t supposed to fix anything—just give the chaos somewhere to land. And it had helped. It still did. He clicked the pen, stared at the page for a long beat, then began to write.
March 15, 2025
I’m not sure what today was supposed to be.
It started with a run in Venice, and now I’m sitting in a loft I didn’t know belonged to someone I’ve been biologically related to this whole time. I made grilled cheese with my uncle. I watched him FaceTime a kid who isn’t his but clearly belongs to him in every way that matters.
That kid—and his dad—are moving back.
Buck didn’t say it, but I think he’s been holding his breath ever since they left. And now? He looks like he’s finally starting to breathe again.
I asked him if there was something between him and Eddie. He said Eddie’s straight.
But he never said he didn’t feel anything.
I don’t think he realizes he left that part unsaid.
It’s strange. I’ve never been part of something like this—something messy and warm and easy. They bicker, and tease, and care so deeply it’s almost dizzying. It’s loud and it’s soft and it’s honest.
And they’ve let me in.
I don’t know what I expected when I knocked on Maddie’s door. But I don’t think it was this.
This strange, unfolding sense of belonging.
There’s still a lot I don’t know—about them, about myself, about what any of this really means.
But right now, it feels like maybe there’s space for me here.
And that’s more than I’ve had in a long time.
He sat back, capped the pen, and looked down at the words, letting them settle for a moment. Then he closed the journal and reached over to click off the lamp. The loft dipped into quiet shadow, city lights still threading faint patterns against the brick walls. Outside, L.A. buzzed in the way it always did. But inside, for tonight, everything felt still.
Not finished. But… okay.
And maybe—just maybe—that was enough.
Chapter 4: Lone Star
The sky was just starting to brighten, the kind of hazy pink that bled slow and soft over the desert. It was quiet—quieter than Los Angeles ever was—and for once, Eddie didn’t mind. He sat on the porch steps with a mug of coffee balanced in his hands, still too hot to sip. Behind him, the door creaked open.
He didn’t need to look. He already knew the rhythm of those forearm crutches, the deliberate placement of each step. Chris made his way to the edge of the porch and settled beside him without a word, his crutches propped within reach. Still in pajama pants and a hoodie, hair tousled, eyes heavy from sleep. Eddie handed over the second mug.
Chris took it, let the steam warm his face. They sat in silence, breathing in the morning together. The cicadas weren’t quite up yet. The neighbors’ sprinklers hadn’t kicked in. It was the rare kind of stillness Eddie only remembered from childhood—before Shannon, before deployments, before LA. Before the noise of everything. Chris was the one who broke it.
“It’s better, being back,” he said. “But it still doesn’t feel… like home.”
Eddie nodded slowly, not surprised.
“Yeah,” he said, voice low. “I know what you mean.”
Chris leaned his shoulder just slightly into Eddie’s. “Was it weird? Moving back here?” Eddie thought about that for a second. “At first, yeah. But it was worth it. To get you back, it was worth it.”
Chris didn’t answer, but he didn’t need to. Eddie could feel the weight of the truth they were both sitting with. The quiet stretched again, more peaceful this time. Familiar. Eddie glanced toward the street, then back toward the little patch of yard he still hadn’t gotten around to mowing.
“Maybe home isn’t here anymore,” he said quietly.
Chris didn’t respond right away. Then: “You mean LA?” Eddie sipped his coffee. “I mean… maybe. It’s worth thinking about.” He didn’t say it outright, not yet. But the idea had been sitting in the back of his mind for weeks—ever since that moment in Lubbock when Chris had thrown up his anxiety and admitted he just wanted to come home. Eddie remembered the relief in Chris’s eyes when he said, "You're moving back in with me."
Helena had been less than thrilled. She had asked if Eddie was serious. And when she asked why he didn't have Ramon ride back with them, Eddie had shrugged and said, “Didn’t want him to lose his seat on the bus.” It was petty, maybe. But he hadn’t regretted it.
He looked over at Chris now, who was staring out at the street like he was picturing something else. Maybe LA traffic. Maybe that little orange tree in the front yard of their house.
Eddie didn’t push.
He just leaned back against the step behind him, watched the sky turn gold, and thought—for the first time in a long time—that maybe they were heading in the right direction again.
The sky had shifted from pink to gold, casting soft shadows across the yard. The stillness of the morning was beginning to crack—one or two cars passed along the street, and Eddie could hear a lawn sprinkler sputtering to life two houses down. Chris had curled one foot up beneath him, the way he always did when he got comfortable. Eddie took another sip of his coffee, now just cool enough to drink.
“We could go out for breakfast later,” he said. “Maybe that place with the chorizo hash you liked.”
Chris hummed, already picturing the food. “Yeah. Is nine okay?” Eddie chuckled. “That gives me a couple hours to get some more sanding done in the front room.” Chris turned his head toward him, eyebrows lifted. “Didn’t you already patch that wall?”
“Yeah, but I didn’t smooth it out. And I think the trim’s still uneven.”
Chris squinted in mock judgment. “You mean you let something be uneven? I don’t believe it.” Eddie grinned, bumping his shoulder lightly against Chris’s. “Smartass.” Chris smiled into his mug. “You started it.”
They lapsed into silence again, but this one felt different—brighter. There was the buzz of something beginning to stir between them again. Not just comfort, but momentum. A new shape to their days. Something that looked like rebuilding.
Eddie set his mug down beside him on the step. “If we’re serious about LA,” he said casually, “we’ll need to start getting this place ready to list.” Chris nodded, thoughtful. “You think we could be out before school starts?”
“That’s the plan. Mid-July, if we hustle.”
Chris didn’t answer right away. Then, quietly: “Okay.” Not a question. Not a protest. Just… okay.
And that was enough.
Chris shifted beside him, stretching his legs out slowly before reaching for his crutches.
“I think I’m gonna go lie down again,” he said, stifling a yawn. “Too early to be awake.”
Eddie smiled. “Yeah, go ahead. We’ll head out around nine.” Chris stood, adjusting his grip on the handles before starting toward the door. He paused halfway, glancing back at Eddie.
“Should we tell Grandma and Abuelo?”
Eddie shook his head, gently but firm. “Not yet.” He picked his coffee back up, eyes focused on the horizon.
“I want this to be ours for a little bit. No pressure. No guilt trips. Just… let it be ours.”
Chris nodded, like he understood more than he let on. “They’re gonna flip.” Eddie huffed a dry laugh. “Yeah. Probably.” Chris was almost to the door when Eddie caught it—that smile. It wasn’t loud or big, but it was real. The same kind of smile Chris had flashed when they were pulling away from the curb in front of Helena’s house in Lubbock, and Eddie had told him to pick the music. It was the same smile Chris wore when he’d said “Punch it, Dad!”
Eddie didn’t say anything about it. He just watched his son disappear inside, heard the soft click of the door, and leaned back on the step again, coffee warm in his hands. The sun was up now. Birds were starting to stir in the eaves. Somewhere in the distance, a dog barked. The quiet had faded, but Eddie didn’t mind.
For the first time in a long time, it felt like the day ahead was theirs. And maybe—just maybe—the road home wasn’t behind them after all. Once the door shut behind Chris, Eddie let the quiet stretch a little longer before pushing to his feet.
He figured he had maybe an hour, two if he was lucky, before the sun really started to turn brutal. The El Paso heat didn’t mess around, and neither did his to-do list. He ducked inside, rinsed his mug, and changed into a worn pair of basketball shorts and a gray tank that had seen too many repaints and patch jobs to be considered presentable anywhere but home.
Outside, the morning air was already warming. The shadows across the lawn had shortened, and the birds had fully claimed the fence line, chirping to no one in particular. Eddie crouched by the front beds, pulling on a pair of gloves from the porch bin.
He had plans—nothing elaborate, just enough to give the place a little curb appeal. Maybe a sign that someone had cared for it, had built something here worth tending to. That mattered, especially if the For Sale sign was going up by July.
He started with the lavender—soft and fragrant, reliable in dry heat. The lemongrass went in next, a subtle mosquito deterrent and, hopefully, a good companion to the little blueberry bush he nestled into the corner closest to the porch. The soil was rocky in some places, but he worked through it, sweat starting to bead on his brow.
There was something therapeutic about the process. Root systems. Spacing. Thinking in seasons. If all went well, they’d be long gone before any of this bore fruit. But still, he liked the idea of it. That someone—whoever came next—might have something fresh to come home to.
The gloves were damp by the time he moved on to the last section, pressing in the final rosemary sprigs near the walkway. He sat back on his heels and exhaled. It wasn’t much. But it was something. And for Eddie Diaz, that was a start.
The trim job had taken just under an hour—quick work with the right tools and a bit of elbow grease. Eddie had just wiped his hands clean when he heard the shuffle of crutches from the hallway. Chris was up. Right on time.
They got ready quietly, slipping into the kind of rhythm that used to be second nature. Shower, keys, wallet, check. Crutches in the back seat, seatbelt click. Just like old times. The diner near the base hadn’t changed a bit. Still had the old Army patches framed on the walls, the faded booth upholstery, and the smell of bacon and grease that seeped into your clothes. Eddie didn’t mind. They slid into a booth near the window. The waitress came by with menus, though she didn’t need to. Chris already knew what he wanted.
When the food arrived, Eddie’s plate was piled with scrambled eggs, spicy refried beans, sausage, fried potatoes, and buttered toast with a side of salsa. Chris had his usual: chorizo hash with runny eggs and a perfect side of bacon—crispy enough to snap.
They ate in near silence for a few minutes, content in the sound of clinking forks and passing conversation from nearby tables. It was Chris who spoke first.
“I’m not mad anymore.”
Eddie looked up. “What?”
Chris didn’t meet his eyes. “About that day. You and that woman. I’m not mad anymore.” Eddie sat back slowly, unsure how to take it.
“I think… I just needed to be angry,” Chris said. “It was easier than being confused.”
Eddie nodded, waiting.
“I still don’t get it, though,” Chris admitted. “Why her? Why someone who looked like Mom?”
Eddie exhaled, setting his fork down.
“She showed up out of nowhere, Chris. Her name was Kim. And yeah—she looked like your mom. It stopped me in my tracks.”
He looked out the window, thinking.
“I never really got closure with Shannon. You don’t know this, but right before the accident, we thought she might be pregnant. I was going to ask her to come back. I was ready.”
Chris froze, fork halfway to his mouth.
“But she wasn’t. And instead… she asked for a divorce.” Eddie’s jaw tightened. “Two days later, she was gone.”
Chris lowered his fork.
“I didn’t know what to do with that. I buried it. I didn’t talk about it, not really. And then I saw Kim—this woman who looked like your mom, talked like her, had her mannerisms. It messed with me.”
Eddie took a sip of his coffee, then continued.
“She found out. I told her everything. About your mom. About you. About how I hadn’t grieved right. And Kim… she left. But, a few hours later, she showed up at the house dressed like your mom, said I could say all the things I never got to.”
Chris’s brow furrowed. “You let her?” Eddie held his gaze. “I did. And I know how messed up it sounds. But it wasn’t romantic. It wasn’t her. It was like… punching holes in a wall I didn’t even know I’d built.”
Chris looked away.
“And then you and Marisol came home.”
That made Chris flinch.
“You saw it out of context,” Eddie said gently. “But I get why it looked bad. I get why you left.”
Chris’s voice was quiet. “You didn’t try to explain.”
“I didn’t have time. You weren't talking to me. And honestly? I didn’t know how to fix it. I didn’t know if I could.”
Chris pressed the edge of his thumb against the diner table. “I was so angry. But I didn’t know why.”
“You had every right to be,” Eddie said. “You lost your mom. And then you thought you were losing me, too. That’s not something I ever wanted you to feel. That’s why I let you go. That’s why I came after you.”
Chris nodded slowly, swallowing thickly.
“Still feels weird.”
Eddie huffed a dry laugh. “Weird might be an understatement.” A small smile tugged at Chris’s mouth, and for the first time in a long while, it felt like they were on the same page again.
“Thanks for telling me,” Chris said.
“Thanks for asking,” Eddie replied.
They went back to their plates. And though the food was getting cold, the air between them finally felt warm again. Chris took a final bite of his hash and leaned back with a satisfied sigh. Eddie watched him for a moment, then smiled.
“So, what do you want to do today?” he asked.
Chris blinked, caught off guard. “Aren’t you gonna go Uber driving or something?” Eddie chuckled. “I was thinking I’d rather hang out with you. A million times over.” That earned him a grin. “Really?”
“Yeah, really.”
Chris hummed thoughtfully, then perked up. “Movie night.” Eddie raised an eyebrow. “Movie night?”
“Yeah. Like, full movie night. Snacks. Double—no, triple feature. Staying up late. Maybe we could even build a fort in the living room.”
Eddie’s smile grew. “You haven’t asked for that since we first moved to LA.”
“I know. But… it sounds kinda fun.”
“It does.” Eddie nodded. “Alright. Fort, movies, snacks. Consider it done.”
They spent the next few minutes ironing out details. Meats, cheeses, pickles, and crackers—Chris insisted on making their own little charcuterie board, even if it was just for the two of them. Popcorn, of course. Sweets too, though Eddie raised an eyebrow when Chris suggested fondue and bratwurst.
“That’s a little ambitious for a movie night,” Eddie said, laughing. “But maybe later this week. We’ll experiment.”
Chris beamed at that.
By the time they were back in the truck, the sun was climbing higher and the day was starting to bake. They took a detour to avoid the Saturday traffic downtown, and eventually found themselves on the other side of town.
“I don’t think I’ve been to this grocery store before,” Eddie said, pulling into a small parking lot beside a modest-looking supermarket.
Chris shrugged. “Me neither. But it’s close, and we’re hungry.”
“Good enough for me.”
They got out of the truck, Chris retrieving his crutches with practiced ease and taking the extra second to settle his forearms into them before he started toward the store. Eddie checked his phone, mentally running through the list of everything they needed, but mostly thinking about the quiet afternoon ahead—the kind of day he used to dream about having again.
Just the two of them. The way it should be. They made quick work of their grocery list. Snacks, drinks, cheeses, cured meats. A small jar of cornichons that Chris inspected like a science experiment. Eddie raised an eyebrow and Chris shrugged, tossing it into the cart. They turned into the salad aisle next. Chris went straight for the mini pickles.
“You’re gonna get like four different kinds, aren’t you?” Eddie teased.
Chris grinned. “I like variety.” Eddie reached for a small jar near the top shelf. “Well, I like these.” Chris turned—and immediately scrunched his nose. “Green olives? Seriously?”
“Pimento-stuffed,” Eddie said with mock offense. “The good kind.”
Chris wrinkled his nose further. “I like the purple ones. Kalamata olives. Buck puts them in his chicken cacciatore.”
“Oh, so Buck’s olives are gourmet, but mine are gross?”
“They’re just… better.”
Eddie smirked, dropping the jar into the basket. “You’ve never even tried these. Can’t hate them if I haven’t tried them.” He didn't miss the side-eye Chris thew his way. Eddie raised an eyebrow. “I’d bet money you’d like them.” Chris’s mouth twitched. “We’ll just have to see then, won’t we?”
Eddie chuckled and moved ahead down the aisle, eyes scanning the higher shelves until he spotted a tucked-away brand he hadn’t seen since childhood. He grabbed it with a quiet, satisfied, “Yes.”
He turned back toward the cart—only to stop when he heard someone behind him say, quietly but clearly:
“Uncle Eddie?”
Eddie turned.
A young man stood by the stocked shelves, pallet still in hand. Early twenties, maybe. Tall. Freckles. Hair longer than he remembered. And those eyes—green-blue with a hazel burst around the pupil—so achingly familiar, Eddie’s heart stopped for half a beat. The kid stared back, stunned. “I thought that was you.”
Eddie blinked. “Jacob?”
Jacob’s face broke into an uncertain smile. “Hey.” Eddie took a step closer. “You’ve grown.” Jacob gave a soft laugh. “It’s been a while.”
“Last I knew, you were in Charleston.”
“Yeah. I’ve been back a few months. Couch surfing mostly. Trying to save up for a place.”
Eddie’s chest tightened. “You here alone?” Jacob nodded. “For now. It’s... a long story.” Before Eddie could ask more, Chris called from down the aisle.
“Dad? Did you lose the olive war?”
Eddie glanced over his shoulder. “Coming!” Chris appeared moments later, crutches tapping in a practiced rhythm as he approached, pace easy but deliberate through the narrow aisle. Jacob’s gaze shifted, eyes widening slightly. “Is that—?” Eddie offered a quick nod. “Yeah.” Chris gave a polite, if puzzled, smile. “Hi.”
Jacob nodded. “Hey.”
Eddie turned back to him. “You got your phone?” Jacob handed it over without hesitation. Eddie punched in his number and returned it. “Text me. We’ll catch up.”
Jacob nodded. “Will do.”
Eddie gave his shoulder a quick squeeze before stepping away. “Don’t work too hard.” They made it to the front of the store and unloaded their cart, the fluorescent lights humming quietly overhead. Chris glanced up at him, brow furrowed. “So… who was that?” Eddie exhaled, then offered a small smile. “That was Jacob.” Chris tilted his head. “Do I know him?”
“You haven’t seen him in a long time,” Eddie said. “He’s Shannon’s nephew.”
Chris blinked. “Wait—so he’s…”
“Your cousin,” Eddie confirmed, nodding. “Yeah.”
Chris looked back toward the salad aisle, eyebrows raised in quiet surprise. “Huh.” Eddie’s smile lingered, softer now. “It’s been a long time since I saw him, too. Wasn’t expecting to run into him today.”
Chris didn’t say anything more, but he glanced once over his shoulder before they reached the register, curiosity still flickering in his eyes. And Eddie… Eddie couldn’t quite shake the feeling that something had shifted. Something was opening back up—something old, maybe, but not unwelcome.
Just… unexpected.
The living room smelled faintly of popcorn and dryer sheets. Pillows were stacked in a crooked semicircle against the couch, and a quilted blanket draped from the armrest to a dining chair, forming the world’s most uneven—but totally acceptable—movie fort. Chris sat at the base, legs tucked beneath him, a bowl of popcorn balanced in his lap and a soda can within reach. The projector cast soft flickers of color across the ceiling.
Eddie emerged from the kitchen balancing a tray of snacks—sliced salami, cheddar, pickles, olives (both green and purple), and a sleeve of buttery crackers. He set it on the coffee table with a proud little flourish.
“Told you I could pull off a gourmet spread,” he said, grabbing a bottle of water for himself.
Chris gave him a thumbs up, already deep into the opening credits of the movie. “Still not touching the green olives.”
“We’ll see about that,” Eddie replied, dropping onto the couch with a satisfied grunt.
They watched in comfortable silence for a while, the kind that only came from people who knew each other’s rhythms inside and out. Chris laughed at a few familiar lines, tossing a popcorn kernel at Eddie when he quoted along too early. Halfway through the second movie, Eddie’s phone buzzed against the armrest.
He glanced down.
Unknown Number: Hey… it’s Jacob. Just wanted to say it was good seeing you today. Hope it’s okay that I texted.
Eddie smiled faintly, thumb hovering over the keyboard for a second before replying:
Eddie: Of course it’s okay. Good seeing you too. You free tomorrow morning?
A few seconds passed.
Jacob: Yeah. I don’t open ‘til noon.
Eddie: Come by the house. We’ll catch up properly.
Eddie locked the phone and leaned back against the couch. Chris looked over at him. “Who was that?”
“Jacob,” Eddie said simply. “Just checking in.”
Chris gave a small nod. “Cool.” Eddie didn’t elaborate, and Chris didn’t press. The movie kept playing, casting warm light across the living room floor, the soft hum of spring crickets beginning outside the open window. Eventually, though, Chris shifted on the couch, reaching for the remote and pausing the movie mid-scene. Eddie looked over. “You good?” Chris nodded, but there was a flicker of thought behind his eyes. “Yeah. Just… who’s Jacob?” Eddie set his water down and leaned back. “Your mom’s nephew. Her brother, Randy—Jacob’s his son.”
Chris blinked, surprised. “I didn’t know she had a brother.”
“Most people didn’t,” Eddie said. “They weren’t exactly close after a while. But back when we still lived here, Randy and his family were in town too. Jacob was around a lot when you were little.”
Chris tilted his head. “How little?”
“From the time you were born until about four. He was a teenager then—used to come by after school, helped your mom with errands or watched you if she had work. You probably don’t remember it, but you’d crash on him during cartoons like it was a sport.”
Chris smiled faintly. “Sounds like he had a knack for it.”
“He did,” Eddie said, a touch of fondness in his voice. “He was a good kid. Then things shifted. Your mom left, things with Randy got tense, and the next thing I heard, they’d packed up and moved to Charleston. I haven’t seen Jacob since.”
Chris looked back at the TV, processing. “And now he’s back? Just working at a grocery store?”
“Yeah,” Eddie said, nodding. “Said he’s couch-surfing for now. Didn't go into much else.”
Chris was quiet for a second. “You think something happened?” Eddie exhaled slowly. “I don’t know. But you don’t come all the way across the country and end up stocking shelves unless something pushed you to.” Chris stared ahead. “Like Buck.”
Eddie glanced over at him—and there it was, that quiet kind of knowing Chris always seemed to carry. The same thread Eddie had been tugging at all afternoon, spoken aloud like it had always been obvious.
“Yeah,” Eddie said. “Like Buck.”
The TV’s glow flickered across both of their faces. Chris hit play, and the movie resumed—but the room felt warmer somehow. Closer. Eddie reached for his phone, still resting on the arm of the couch. A new message notification lingered there—Jacob’s name on the screen.
They let the movie continue, the volume low and comforting, just the soft flicker of light bouncing across the living room walls. Chris leaned against the cushions, eyes half on the screen, half on nothing in particular. Eddie picked up his phone, thumb hovering for a moment before he tapped out a message.
Eddie: When do you get off shift tonight?
It didn’t take long.
Jacob: Working a double. Off around 10:30. Why?
Eddie thumbed a quick reply.
Eddie: If you’re not too wiped, swing by. I’ll have coffee on. Figured maybe tonight would be better than waiting.
A few seconds passed before the reply came in.
Jacob: Yeah, okay. I’d like that.
There was a pause. Then a thumbs-up emoji. Eddie set the phone aside again, exhaling quietly. He turned back toward the screen, the movie still rolling, the couch still warm with familiarity.
Tonight, then.
No more waiting.
It was just past ten-thirty when Jacob pulled up outside the house. The headlights swept across the driveway before cutting out. Inside, the house was quiet save for the soft hum of the fridge and the click of the coffeepot finishing its cycle.
Eddie glanced down the hall—Chris was still out cold, curled into the couch, one hand tucked beneath his chin. A faint smile tugged at the corners of Eddie’s mouth as he made his way to the front door.
He opened it just as Jacob was stepping up onto the porch, looking a little worn but no worse for wear. The collar of his grocery store hoodie was bunched slightly, and there was a tiredness in his eyes that only a double shift could explain. Jacob looked past him, then grinned. “He passed out mid-movie?”
Eddie nodded, stepping back to let him in. “Didn’t even make it to the halfway mark. I think the snacks did him in.”
“Some things don’t change,” Jacob murmured as he stepped inside, gaze lingering briefly on Chris. Then, he followed Eddie into the kitchen, where the scent of fresh coffee still hung in the air.
Eddie poured two mugs and slid one across the counter. Jacob wrapped his hands around it like he hadn’t held warmth all day. They stood in a silence that wasn’t uncomfortable. Just full.
“How long’s it been?” Eddie asked eventually.
Jacob blinked, then gave a small shake of his head. “Ten years, maybe? I think I was fourteen the last time we saw each other.”
“You were,” Eddie confirmed. “I remember you tried to teach Chris how to whistle that summer.”
Jacob huffed a soft laugh. “And he just spit everywhere.”
“Like a sprinkler,” Eddie agreed, smiling.
Jacob sipped his coffee. “He’s grown up a lot.” Eddie nodded, watching him carefully. “So have you.” Another pause stretched between them, just long enough to feel like the edge of something heavier.
Jacob broke it.
“I graduated valedictorian, you know.”
Eddie raised an eyebrow. “Really?”
“High school,” Jacob clarified, modest. “College, I was still up there. Top five. College of Charleston.”
Eddie whistled under his breath. “Damn. That’s something.” Jacob looked down at his coffee, the smile already starting to fade. “It was. For a while.” Eddie didn’t say anything. He just waited.
Eventually, Jacob said, quieter, “I’m sorry I didn’t come to her funeral. My dad didn’t even tell me until it was already over. Weeks after.” Eddie’s jaw tightened slightly. “That wasn’t on you.”
“I wanted to reach out,” Jacob added. “I really did. But I didn’t have your number. And then… life kept moving.”
Eddie gave a slow nod. “That was a rough time for everyone.” They both took sips from their mugs. The kitchen light buzzed softly overhead. Eddie set his mug down. “What I don’t get is… why you’re here. Why now.”
Jacob’s fingers tightened around the ceramic mug, turning it slowly in his hands even though the coffee inside had barely cooled. His foot tapped once against the leg of the chair, then stilled. Eddie leaned back slightly at the kitchen table, giving Jacob the space he clearly needed to figure out how to start.
“I didn’t plan to end up back here,” Jacob finally said, voice low.
Eddie gave a small nod but didn’t push.
“I was doing good for a while,” Jacob added. “College. Dean’s List. I had a plan.”
“What happened?”
Jacob hesitated. Then—quiet, almost too quiet: “My dad caught me with someone.”
Eddie’s brows pulled slightly.
“It was a guy,” Jacob said, eyes fixed on the table now, his jaw tight. “We weren’t doing anything wild, just—just kissing. But that was enough.”
The silence that followed was heavy with years Jacob hadn’t spoken aloud. Years of holding it in.
“I take it he didn’t take it well?” Eddie asked, gently.
Jacob gave a single, humorless laugh. “You could say that. He cut me off. Told me to find somewhere else to live. So I did.” Eddie was quiet, steady. “Your mom didn’t try to stop him?”
“She looked the other way,” Jacob said flatly. “Didn’t say a word. Not even goodbye.”
Eddie’s stomach turned. He let the quiet stretch a moment longer before speaking again—low, even.
“My best friend—Buck—he’s bi,” he said. “He’s also my kid’s legal guardian if anything ever happens to me. Closest thing Chris has to a second parent.”
Jacob blinked, lifting his eyes just slightly.
“And my teammate Hen,” Eddie continued. “She’s married. To a woman. They’ve got a teenage son. They’re one of the best families I know.”
Jacob’s mouth parted like he wanted to say something, but no words came.
“I’m not saying that to make it about them,” Eddie added. “Just so you know... you’re safe here. With me.”
Jacob let out a breath he’d clearly been holding.
“I wasn’t sure,” he admitted, voice rough around the edges. “I mean, I thought I knew. But you’re a Texan, and I’ve been burned enough to second-guess everything.”
Eddie gave a faint smile. “Yeah, well, I’m not that kind of Texan.” A quiet beat passed between them. Jacob nodded. “Thanks,” he murmured.
“You don’t have to thank me.”
Jacob took a slow sip of coffee, the tension in his shoulders finally starting to ease. Eddie studied him for a moment. “So you’ve just been couch-surfing?”
“Pretty much,” Jacob said. “Sleeping on a friend’s pullout. Trying to scrape together enough for a deposit somewhere.”
“That’s not sustainable.”
“No,” Jacob agreed, shaking his head. “It’s not.”
Eddie took a breath. “You know… I’ve got a spare room. It’s not fancy, but it’s got a bed, working AC, a locking door. If you’re looking for something more stable.”
Jacob looked up, startled.
“There’s a catch,” Eddie added. “You’d have to help me fix this place up. I’m hoping to sell soon—Chris and I are heading back to LA.”
A slow, genuine smile tugged at the corner of Jacob’s mouth. “You serious?”
Eddie nodded. “Completely.”
Jacob didn’t answer right away—but the relief in his posture said enough.
“Then yeah,” he said. “That sounds... really good.”
Eddie stood, refreshed both their mugs, and slid the second one back across the table.
“Welcome home,” he said simply.
Jacob’s hand closed around the mug. “Yeah,” he said, quiet but sure. “Thanks, Uncle Eddie.” It didn’t take long for Jacob to finish his coffee. Eddie followed him out to the curb, the porch light spilling warm light across the cracked driveway. Jacob popped the trunk of his beat-up sedan, revealing a modest collection of belongings—two duffel bags, a laundry basket of clothes, a folded blanket, a laptop case, and a worn denim jacket tucked into the corner.
“This all of it?” Eddie asked.
Jacob gave a tired laugh. “Pretty much.” Eddie didn’t push for more. He just grabbed the heavier duffel and the basket without a word and started back toward the house.
The Diaz home wasn’t much to look at from the outside—low-slung, sun-bleached stucco, with a sagging fence that still needed replacing—but it had four bedrooms and had been affordable for one very good reason: it was a full-on fixer-upper. Eddie had been slowly chipping away at repairs for months. The floors had been refinished, a few rooms repainted, and most of the plumbing updated. Still, there was more to do—enough to keep someone busy for the next several weeks, at least.
Inside, he led Jacob down the hall, past Chris’s room, and stopped at the second of the two spare bedrooms.
“It’s not fancy,” Eddie said, pushing the door open. “But it’s got a bed, clean sheets, a working ceiling fan, and enough space to breathe.”
Jacob stepped in and set his duffel down, scanning the room. A dresser, a small desk, a lamp. It was plain, but it didn’t feel cold. It felt lived in. Like someone had cared enough to make it ready. He stood there for a moment, like he didn’t quite believe he was allowed to stay. Eddie leaned against the doorframe. “You don’t have to keep busting your ass at that grocery store, by the way.” Jacob turned to look at him, brow furrowed. “What?”
“I’m serious,” Eddie said. “There’s more than enough work to go around here. You help with the renovations—painting, repairs, whatever I don’t have time for—you won’t have to worry about rent or bills. It'll take a load off me too.”
Jacob’s face shifted, just slightly. The relief was subtle, but there.
“And listen,” Eddie added, crossing his arms, “if you don’t know what your next step is by the time July rolls around—if you haven’t figured out a plan—you’re coming back to LA with us.”
Jacob blinked. “What?”
“No ifs, ands, or buts,” Eddie said. “You come back with us. There’ll be space.”
There was silence for a beat. Then Jacob nodded, quiet and firm.
“Okay.”
Eddie gave a small nod back. “Then we’ve got a deal.” He turned toward the hallway, but paused at the door.
“Coffee’s at seven. I don’t run a tight ship or anything, but don’t make me start.”
That got a small, crooked smile out of Jacob. “Wouldn’t dream of it.” Eddie left him to get settled, and as he moved down the hallway, he felt something shift deep in his chest—not a burden, exactly, but the weight of another promise made. One he didn’t regret. And for the first time since the move, the house felt full.
It felt right.
The hallway was dim, painted in a slanted glow from the morning sun as Chris made his way down it, crutches tapping softly against the hardwood. As he passed the first guest room, the door hung just slightly ajar.
Inside, he caught a glimpse of a duffel bag slouched beside the dresser. A hoodie—worn, dark green—neatly folded at the foot of the bed. Shoes tucked underneath. He frowned a little but didn’t stop walking.
The kitchen was quiet but warm with the scent of coffee and something toasting. Jacob sat at the counter with a mug between his hands, still in yesterday’s clothes. He looked up with a polite smile.
“Morning.”
Chris nodded back. “Morning.”
He crossed to the fridge and grabbed a water bottle, avoiding any more conversation. Eddie, still at the stove, handed him a plate without comment. Chris murmured a thanks and took it with him, disappearing down the hall again.
The shower helped clear his head. And by the time he came back out, dressed and slightly more awake, Jacob was gone. Only the extra mug on the counter remained, rinsed and turned upside down on the drying mat. Chris padded barefoot into the kitchen. Eddie was cleaning up, moving at a slow, thoughtful pace. Chris leaned on the counter, watching him for a second. “That was Jacob?” Eddie nodded without looking up. “Yeah.” Chris paused, then tilted his head slightly. “I thought he was coming over this morning.”
Eddie glanced over his shoulder. “That was the plan. But I texted him last night and told him he could come by after his shift, if he wanted.” Chris’s brow furrowed. “So he stayed?” Eddie turned off the faucet and dried his hands on a dish towel before meeting Chris’s gaze. “Yeah.”
He didn’t elaborate.
Chris waited a beat, then asked, “Why?” Eddie exhaled slowly. “He… didn’t really have anywhere else to go.” That answer hung heavy in the air. Chris stayed quiet, but his eyes were searching.
Eddie gave a small shrug, softening his voice. “I don’t know everything. But it was enough. I wasn’t about to let him head back out again.” Chris absorbed that for a moment. “Is it something bad?” Eddie didn’t answer directly. “Let’s just say... sometimes people find their way back when they need to.” Chris glanced toward the hallway, toward the room with the duffel and the hoodie.
Then he nodded.
“I get it.”
Eddie offered him a small, grateful smile. “Thanks, kid.” Chris took another sip from his water bottle and smirked faintly. “You’re gonna have to warn him that I wake up early.”
Eddie chuckled. “He’ll learn.”
Eddie leaned back against the counter, glancing at the clock. “I’ve got a few Uber runs this afternoon. Probably just three, maybe four hours, depending on how the traffic is.” Chris gave a slow nod. “Okay.”
“You can head over to Grandma and Abuelo’s, if you want,” Eddie offered, though it was more reflex than anything. “Or… you can stay here.”
Chris raised an eyebrow, catching the edge in his dad’s tone. “Stay here?”
“Yeah,” Eddie said. “Jacob’s gonna be around. He’s actually headed to the store right now—to quit. I told him he doesn’t need to work doubles anymore, not while he’s helping with the house.”
Chris tilted his head slightly, curious. “So he’s really staying, then?”
“For now,” Eddie said. “Until we leave, at least. And if he doesn’t know what comes next by then…” He shrugged. “We’ll figure that out when we get there.”
Chris nodded again, thinking it over.
“I’ll stay,” he said finally. “Get a feel for him.”
Eddie looked over. “You sure?” Chris gave a faint, knowing smile. “It’ll be awkward. But that’s how it is with… well, anyone new. He doesn’t seem like a weirdo or anything.” Eddie snorted. “No, he’s not.” Chris smirked, then grabbed a banana from the fruit bowl and began peeling it. “Cool. I’ll hold down the fort.” Eddie tossed him a set of spare keys from the counter drawer. “Just in case.” Chris caught them one-handed. “Got it.”
Eddie lingered a second longer, watching his son settle into this new phase—this small moment of flexibility, of growth, of trust. Then he nodded once, grabbed his keys, and headed for the door.
Chris settled deeper into the couch, his forearm crutches leaned carefully against the nearby armrest. A controller sat in his lap as the Super Smash Bros. theme music looped quietly from the TV. He wasn’t really focused—just playing out of habit, selecting random characters and letting muscle memory guide him. The door opened with a quiet click.
Chris glanced over his shoulder, thumb pausing on the joystick. Jacob stepped inside, shoulders a little looser than they’d been yesterday. He wore a plain tee and jeans, his hair still damp from a quick shower, probably from cleaning off after the shift. He looked around as he entered, like he was still getting used to the layout.
“Hey,” Jacob said. “Where’s Eddie?”
Chris shrugged, eyes back on the screen. “Uber. He left about an hour ago. Said he’ll be gone for a few.” Jacob nodded, dropping his keys in the dish by the door. “That tracks.” Chris let the silence sit for a moment before asking, “You play?”
Jacob blinked. “Smash?”
“Yeah,” Chris said, tapping the controller against his palm. “I’m mostly killing time until he gets back. But if you wanna jump in…”
Jacob gave a lopsided grin. “I’m a little rusty. But sure.” Chris nodded toward the second controller on the coffee table. Jacob grabbed it and eased onto the other end of the couch.
“What’s your main?” Chris asked, already cycling through characters.
Jacob chuckled. “Back in the day? Kirby. But only because I liked swallowing people and yeeting them off the edge.” Chris gave him a mock-judgmental look. “You’re one of those.”
“Hey,” Jacob said, holding up his hands. “Don’t knock it till you’ve tried it.”
Chris shook his head, but he was smiling. And for the first time since this whole thing started, the tension between them felt like it had softened just enough to let something else in. Not comfort—not yet. But curiosity. Openness. Jacob selected his character—Fox, this time—and they launched into the first round.
They didn’t talk much, not at first. But as the battle progressed and the familiar banter of button-mashing and last-second recoveries took over, something easier settled between them. Not exactly family. But not strangers anymore, either. And maybe that was enough—for now.
A little over an hour had passed, and Jacob had taken a couple of wins—though Chris was quick to point out that one of them only happened because he got distracted by a cramp in his leg. They called a truce after the last round and drifted into the kitchen, still riding the low buzz of half-competitive amusement.
Chris opened the fridge and pulled out an orange. He set it on the counter, grabbed a paring knife, and without hesitation began cutting away the peel with practiced hands. Jacob leaned against the opposite counter, watching. A grin crept across his face. “You still do that.” Chris glanced up, confused. “Do what?” Jacob gestured loosely. “Supreme it. That’s the word, right? The fancy slices without the pith?” Chris paused, looking down at the fruit in his hands. “Yeah. It’s easier this way.”
Jacob nodded, smiling softly. “I used to do that for you. When you were little.”
Chris blinked. “You did?”
“Mm-hm. You were maybe two? Two and a half?” Jacob chuckled. “You’d get so frustrated trying to grab the big slices, much less trying to eat them. You’d try to grab them with your fingers, and they’d squish in your hand or slip right out.”
He shook his head, still smiling. “And then you’d make a face like they were personally offending you.” Jacob leaned forward slightly, resting his arms on the counter. “Your mom was always busy, and your dad was overseas, so I just started doing it that way. Clean slices, in a little bowl. You’d eat them with one of those toddler spoons.” Chris glanced down at the orange again, slowly cutting away another segment. “Huh.”
“I showed your mom how to do it,” Jacob continued. “She must’ve taught your dad. And now you’re here, doing it like it’s second nature.”
Chris dropped the slices into a bowl, grabbed a spoon, and took a bite. “Weird how stuff like that sticks.”
“Not weird,” Jacob said. “Kind of nice, actually.”
Chris pushed the bowl across the counter. “Want some?” Jacob took a piece, popped it into his mouth, and nodded. “Still the best way to eat ‘em.” Chris looked a little smug. “Told you.”
They lapsed into a companionable silence, the quiet hum of the refrigerator filling the space between them. The distance between stranger and something closer had narrowed, just a little more. Jacob leaned back against the counter, still chewing thoughtfully on a slice. “So,” he said, tilting his head toward Chris, “what’s LA like these days?” Chris shrugged, spooning another bite of orange. “Loud. Busy. Kind of always moving.” Jacob smiled. “You like it?”
Chris considered that for a second, then nodded. “Yeah. I mean, we moved there when I was seven. I’ve been there most of my life now. It’s home.”
“Not here?”
Chris didn’t answer right away. “This place has history,” he said eventually. “But LA’s home.” Jacob nodded, understanding in his eyes. “Makes sense. Honestly, I barely recognized anything driving in. Everything feels smaller, somehow.”
“Yeah,” Chris said with a faint smile. “I noticed that too, after a few years in LA. It messes with your perspective.”
Jacob looked around the kitchen, then back to Chris. “So what’s your thing now? Besides being really good at Smash and supreme-ing oranges.” Chris smirked. “I’m starting high school in the fall. Mostly into gaming, computers, music. Stuff like that.”
“Music?”
“More listening than playing,” Chris admitted. “Though I did try learning guitar for like five minutes. Didn’t stick.”
Jacob laughed. “I tried the drums once. My dad hated it so much he ‘accidentally’ left them in the garage during a thunderstorm.” Chris snorted. “That feels targeted.”
“It was,” Jacob said. “Very much so.”
Chris set the bowl aside, resting his elbows on the counter. “What about you?” Jacob raised a brow. “What about me?”
“I mean… you were valedictorian and top five in college, right?” Chris asked, recalling what Eddie had told him. “Now you’re working at a grocery store and couch-surfing. What happened?”
Jacob’s expression shifted slightly—not uncomfortable, but cautious. “A lot. Not all of it’s easy to explain.” Chris nodded. “You don’t have to. I just… wondered.” Jacob glanced at the hallway, where his room now was. “Let’s just say it got hard to stay where I was. And this was the only place that ever felt remotely like it could be okay again.” Chris studied him for a second, then offered a quiet, “Fair.” There was a pause, but not an awkward one. Just the weight of honesty settling between them.
“Do you think you’ll stay?” Chris asked. “Like, in El Paso?”
Jacob gave a noncommittal shrug. “That depends on a few things. But your dad—he offered me a place. Said if I didn’t have a plan by July, I could come back to LA with you two.”
Chris blinked. “Seriously?”
Jacob smiled faintly. “Yeah. He’s kind of a better guy than I remembered. Not that I don't remember him being awesome, anyways.”
Chris laughed. “He’s alright.”
Jacob nudged the orange bowl closer. “Truce?” Chris arched a brow. “I thought we already called one.”
“Okay, then treaty,” Jacob amended. “Official terms of peace. Negotiated over oranges.”
Chris grinned. “Deal.”
They fell into another easy silence, the kind that only comes when two people finally stop feeling like strangers.
The sun had crept higher in the sky, casting warm light across the cracked porch railing as Jacob knelt in the flowerbed, hands deep in the soil. The scent of earth and crushed lavender clung to the air, mixing with the occasional drift of laundry detergent from somewhere down the block.
Chris sat on the bottom step, legs stretched out in front of him, watching Jacob place one of the lemongrass starters with practiced care.
“So,” Chris said after a beat, “is the plan for you to help my dad get the house ready? For when we move back to LA?”
Jacob glanced up, pausing mid-motion. “That’s the gist, yeah.” He sat back on his heels, brushing a streak of dirt on his jeans. “He said there’s still a lot to do—repairs, touch-ups, stuff like that. And I’ve done a fair bit of handiwork. Figured it was a good trade for a place to stay.”
Chris nodded, drawing shapes in the dust on the porch step with the toe of his sneaker. “Makes sense. We want the house sold by July. School starts back up not long after that.” Jacob leaned over to adjust one of the blueberry bushes, then looked back at Chris. “You okay with that? Moving back?” Chris shrugged, casual. “Yeah. I mean… I never really wanted to leave in the first place.”
“Fair enough,” Jacob murmured. “I take it your dad’s excited?”
Chris smirked. “He tries to play it cool, but yeah. I think he’s ready to go home.” Jacob nodded, thoughtful. “Then I guess I’ll do my part to help get you both there.” There was a beat of quiet between them—comfortable, not heavy. Chris tilted his head toward the flowerbed. “Put the lemongrass closer to the porch. It’ll smell good when the wind hits.” Jacob chuckled, shifting the pot. “You’ve got a good eye for this. Wanna trade spots?” Chris laughed. “Nah, I like supervising.”
Jacob grinned, and they settled back into rhythm—planting, spacing, watering. Just enough conversation to keep things moving. Just enough quiet to let it sink in that this—whatever this was—felt like something that might stick. Chris leaned back on his hands, watching as Jacob patted down the soil around the last lemongrass stalk.
“Hey,” he said after a pause, his voice quieter than before. “When was the last time you saw my mom?”
Jacob’s hands stilled.
He didn’t look over right away, just sat back on his heels, brushing the dirt off his fingers. “Uh… probably sometime in 2016. Not long after your dad came back from Afghanistan.” Chris’s brow lifted. “The Silver Star thing?” Jacob nodded slowly. “Yeah. That was around the time.”
He reached for the trowel and tapped it gently against his palm, lost in thought. “I’d babysat you a few times that spring. You were, what—five, maybe? Real into those big plastic blocks, and you hated naptime unless someone read to you first.” Chris gave a half-smile. “Still hate naptime.” Jacob chuckled under his breath. “Some things don’t change.”
He shifted a little, more serious now. “After that… she just wasn’t around anymore. She left in the middle of the night. My dad told me she’d gone out to help Gran. Said she was sick. I figured she’d be back eventually.” Chris tilted his head. “But she didn’t come back.”
“No.” Jacob’s voice dipped. “Gran passed away not long after. And then my dad—he and your mom had it out over the phone. I didn’t hear what was said, just that it ended ugly. Next thing I knew, he was packing us up for Charleston.”
“Cutting ties?” Chris guessed.
Jacob gave a tired shrug. “That’s kind of his specialty.” Chris looked down, absently tugging at a loose thread on his pant leg. “I don’t remember a lot from then. Just… one day she was gone.” Jacob’s face softened. “Yeah. Same.”
A long beat passed.
Then Jacob stood, offering his hand. “Come on. Let’s get the hose going before this stuff wilts. Lavender’s fussy.” Chris accepted the hand, steadying himself with a small grin. “Bossy and a gardener. Impressive.” Jacob laughed as they headed toward the spigot. “Hey, I gotta earn my keep somehow.” And with that, the air between them shifted again—lighter, but not shallow. Roots pushing deeper.
By the time the hose had soaked the last of the flowerbed, the sun had started to stretch longer across the backyard. Jacob shut it off, coiled it back around the holder, and followed Chris toward the back door—only to hear the unmistakable creak of the front screen door opening. Eddie’s voice called out, just as they stepped into the kitchen. “I’m back!”
Chris veered toward the entryway while Jacob wiped his hands on a towel draped over the oven handle. Eddie came into view, arms full of grocery bags.
“Need a hand?” Jacob offered.
“I got it,” Eddie said, bumping the door closed with his hip. “Last trip wasn’t too bad.”
Chris peered into the bags as Eddie set them on the counter. “You go shopping again?”
“Yep,” Eddie said, pulling out a pack of chicken thighs and a jar of tomato paste. “Thought I’d try making Buck’s chicken cacciatore.”
Chris tilted his head, the look on his face clearly skeptical. “You’re gonna cook?” Eddie raised an eyebrow. “I can cook.” Chris exchanged a look with Jacob, who had the decency to smother his smirk behind his hand.
Eddie held up a finger. “Hey. This is different. Buck sent me his very detailed, foolproof, step-by-step recipe. Said even I couldn’t mess it up.” Chris narrowed his eyes playfully. “We’ll see about that.” Jacob grinned and leaned on the counter. “Should we make a backup plan, just in case?”
“Trust the process,” Eddie said, already pulling a cutting board from the cabinet. “Worst-case scenario, we order pizza.”
Chris plopped down at the kitchen table, grabbing a water bottle. “That’s what you said the last time you tried to make shrimp tacos.” Eddie paused. “And those turned out fine.” Chris gave a pointed look. “They were gray, Dad.” Eddie pointed at the chicken. “Well, these won’t be.”
Jacob snorted a quiet laugh and took a seat next to Chris, who had now taken it upon himself to narrate Eddie’s cooking attempts in dramatic fashion.
“If he starts muttering to himself,” Chris said, “that’s when we panic.”
“Trust the process!” Eddie called from the stove, and Jacob couldn’t help but smile—really smile—at the warm rhythm of it all.
For a moment, it felt like a snapshot of something that had always been. And maybe, in some way, it could be again.
The last of the dishes were pushed aside, and Chris let out a satisfied sigh, leaning back in his chair with a hand on his stomach.
“That was actually really good,” he said, blinking at his empty plate like it had surprised him.
Eddie chuckled as he gathered a few plates. “Don’t sound so shocked.” Chris lifted his hands in surrender. “I’m just saying—I was expecting... edible. That was restaurant-level.” Eddie grinned, flicking a dish towel at him. “Buck sent me his exact recipe. Even I couldn’t mess that up.”
Chris laughed, but as he reached for his glass of water, his smile faded into something a little quieter. “I miss him,” he said softly. “We haven’t really talked. Not since I left.”
Eddie stilled, the words catching him in that space between memory and guilt. “I know,” he said, sitting back down across from him. “I think he misses you, too.” Chris looked down at his glass, thumb running along the condensation.
Eddie hesitated, then reached for his phone. “Maddie texted while I was on a ride earlier. Said Buck got stuck on a call. Sprained his ankle, nothing too serious. He’s laid up at the firehouse tonight.” Chris’s brows pinched. “Is he okay?”
“He’s fine,” Eddie assured him. “But I bet he could use a pick-me-up.”
Chris looked up slowly, reading between the lines.
“You think we should call him?”
Eddie shrugged like it was no big deal. “Could be a good time to tell him the news. Might cheer him up.” Chris cracked a small smile, but there was hesitation behind it.
“He’ll be happy,” Eddie said quietly. “I know he will.”
Chris nodded once, then pushed his chair back and went to grab his crutches.
“I’ll set up the call in the living room,” Eddie said, already opening FaceTime on his phone.
Just as he hit the call button, Jacob passed through the kitchen, rinsing out a glass.
“I’ll give you guys some space,” he said with a small wink, disappearing down the hall.
Eddie threw off a quick text to Maddie, letting her know their plan, to which she quickly dished back a cheeky response, in regards to her brother. Chris got settled on the couch beside Eddie, adjusting the throw pillow behind him as the ringing echoed once, twice—
And then Buck’s face appeared on screen.
He looked a little tired—messy hair, flushed skin, and an ankle propped awkwardly on another stool. But he was there, blinking at the camera with something almost like disbelief.
“Still alive, I see,” Eddie teased, settling the phone between them as he and Chris leaned in. “Maddie said you sprained something.”
Buck shifted like he was still adjusting to sitting. “Ankle. Hen’s already being dramatic about it.” Chris watched Buck for a moment, heart tugging with a weird mix of familiarity and distance. He hadn’t seen Buck’s face in real time since last August—his birthday. A quick call surrounded by relatives and noise, the kind of moment that didn’t leave much space for them.
He still remembered the way Buck used to crouch down to his height, listen like every word mattered. The way he used to be there for everything. And now—
“Maddie’s text had 'entrapment' and 'limping like a stubborn idiot' in it,” Eddie said flatly.
Buck huffed a laugh. “Sounds like her.” Chris waited for his dad to shift the phone, and then he leaned into view.
“Hey, Buck.”
He watched Buck’s eyes widen, watched the surprise turn soft and real.
“Hey, buddy,” Buck said, voice lower now, a little thick. “It’s been a while.”
Chris nodded. “Yeah.”
It wasn’t awkward exactly, but it wasn’t smooth either. There was hesitation in the air, like they were both feeling out the edges of something long overdue. Buck tilted his head. “You sound older. I mean—your voice.” Chris offered a sheepish smile. “Kinda snuck up on me, too.”
“Makes me feel ancient.”
“Good,” Chris replied automatically, and that—that—broke the tension just enough to feel like home again.
Eddie smiled as he leaned back into frame. “We actually had a reason for the call.” Buck squinted. “Besides roasting me?”
“We’re moving back,” Eddie said, simply.
Chris added, “To LA. We’re selling the house.” He watched the shock move through Buck like a slow wave. First the stillness, then the subtle tilt of his mouth as he tried to find words.
“You’re serious?”
“As a heart attack,” Chris said, voice soft but sure.
Buck looked between them, eyes glossed with something that Chris recognized—hope, maybe. Or something adjacent. Something harder to name.
“We figured you should hear it first,” Eddie added.
Chris smirked. “And Maddie said you’d probably cry.”
“Tell her she’s full of it,” Buck muttered, but wiped under his eye all the same.
They talked a little after that—plans for the house, Chris’s summer PT schedule, how awful the heat was getting. It was easy. Easier than Chris expected. Like no time had passed at all. Then Buck said, “Actually, there’s someone here you should meet.”
He angled the phone slightly, revealing another young guy sitting at the counter, nursing a grilled cheese sandwich and looking caught somewhere between polite curiosity and sudden stage fright.
“This is Ethan,” Buck said. “He’s—uh—he’s new.”
Chris blinked. “Hi.”
Ethan gave a small wave. “Hi. You must be Chris.” Chris nodded, unsure of what else to say. He glanced at his dad, but Eddie was studying Ethan with a quiet kind of observation.
“He’s cool,” Buck added with a little smile, clearly sensing the awkward.
“Well,” Chris said after a moment, “he has good taste in sandwiches.”
That made Ethan laugh, and Buck raised his hands like see? They’re gonna be fine. Eventually, Chris sat back a bit, rubbing his eye. “I should probably head to bed soon.” Buck’s smile softened. “Yeah, it’s getting late.” Chris didn’t want to say goodbye—not really. Not now that things felt normal again. But he nodded. “I’ll see you soon, right?”
“Soon,” Buck promised. “We’ve got a lot of catching up to do.”
Chris smiled. “Yeah. We do.”
“Night, buddy.”
“Night.”
Chris stood and passed the phone to Eddie before disappearing down the hall. Eddie watched his son go, that careful warmth still flickering behind his eyes. When he turned back to the screen, Buck was watching him.
“Thank you,” Buck said simply.
Eddie gave a quiet nod. “He missed you. I think… this was a good start.”
On both sides.
Eddie remained where he was, leaning his elbows on the table as the call settled into a quieter rhythm. Buck hadn’t moved much either, but something in his shoulders had softened. His ankle was propped up, but he wasn’t grimacing anymore.
“That was good,” Buck said quietly, almost like he was talking to himself. Then, clearer, “Thanks for calling.”
Eddie gave a small nod. “Figured you could use a pick-me-up.” Buck huffed a soft breath. “You weren’t wrong.” There was a beat of silence—comfortable this time. The kind that came from years of knowing each other, from sharing things without having to say them out loud.
“We’ll talk more in the morning,” Eddie said. “Chris’ll probably have more to say, once he’s not half-asleep. But… we wanted you to hear it from us. You deserved that.”
Buck nodded, voice low but steady. “I’m glad you’re coming home.” Eddie smiled. “Yeah. Me too.” Another quiet stretch passed, neither of them in a rush to hang up. But eventually, Buck shifted, lifting his water bottle and gesturing it like a half-toast.
“Get some sleep, Diaz.”
“You too, gimpy.”
Buck rolled his eyes but smiled anyway. “Goodnight, Eddie.”
“Night, Buck.”
Eddie ended the call, setting his phone down on the table. He exhaled slowly, letting the last remnants of tension unwind from his chest. In the other room, Chris had already gone quiet. The house was still. And for the first time in months… it felt a little more like home.
Eddie lingered in the quiet for a few more seconds, then stood and stretched, working the stiffness from his back. He moved down the hallway and tapped gently on Chris’s door before opening it halfway.
Chris was already tucked in, the soft glow from his bedside lamp casting long shadows across the room. His eyes were still open, though, watching the ceiling in thought. Eddie leaned against the doorframe. “Just wanted to say goodnight.” Chris turned his head slightly. “Night, Dad.” Eddie reached for the light switch.
“Wait,” Chris said. “Who was that with Buck?”
Eddie blinked, hand halfway to the switch. “Oh, man.” He rubbed a hand over his face and gave a sheepish chuckle. “I completely forgot to tell you.”
Chris raised a brow.
“That’s Ethan,” Eddie said. “Maddie’s son.”
Chris pushed himself up slightly on his elbows. “Wait—what?”
“Yeah.” Eddie came to lean against the wall inside the room now, arms crossed. “Maddie had a son when she was really young. Long before she came out to LA. Gave him up to keep him safe.”
Chris sat with the info for a beat. “So… he’s Buck’s nephew?” Eddie nodded. “And Jee-Yun’s older brother.”
Chris’s eyes widened. “Whoa.”
Eddie cracked a grin at the look on his son’s face. Chris flopped back against the pillows. “He looks like Buck’s twin.”
“Right?” Eddie chuckled. “Same hair, same eyes—it's a little crazy.”
Chris was still processing, but there was no confusion on his face. Just quiet intrigue. He didn’t press for more, didn’t ask questions Eddie didn’t have answers to. Just nodded slowly and settled back under the blankets. Eddie stepped closer and flipped off the overhead light. “Night, mijo.”
“Night, Dad.”
The door clicked shut behind him, and Eddie exhaled as he stepped back into the hall. The house, now dim and still again, felt full in a different way. Like pieces were slowly falling back into place.
Chapter 5: Light in The Dark
The firehouse always had a kind of background hum. Not loud, not chaotic—just constant. Radios murmuring in the corner, boots moving across tile, someone upstairs shifting furniture that definitely didn’t need moving. And somewhere in the back, Hen telling someone, “That is absolutely not how you wrap a sprain.” Ethan adjusted the fit of his CERT vest and followed Chimney past the engine.
“Okay,” Chim was saying, “today’s drill: post-earthquake triage. You’ve got three victims—one unconscious, one bleeding, one with a fracture. Your job is to prioritize them using START protocol and walk me through why.”
Ethan nodded, already reciting: “Red, yellow, green, black.”
“Look at that,” Chim said with a grin. “A scholar.”
Ethan gave a small smile and crouched next to the first dummy, laminated symptom sheets taped to each chest. He talked his way through the signs, tagged them accordingly, and only hesitated once—briefly—before correcting himself on the fractured limb. Chim didn’t say much. Just observed.
“Not bad,” Chim said when Ethan stood again. “You’re thinking clearly. Adjusting when new info clicks. That’s what matters.”
Ethan exhaled. “Yeah. Still nervous.” Chim tilted his head. “About?”
“Certification,” Ethan admitted. “There’s the written exam, the practicals… I keep thinking I’ll blank. Or freeze. Or tag someone green who’s bleeding out and just—” He broke off. “It’s a lot.”
Chim nodded. “It is. But you signed up with the 118. Which means you’ll be tested by someone who already knows how you work. Hen, Bobby, or me.”
“That’s supposed to be comforting?”
“It is,” said another voice from behind them.
Ethan turned as Hen approached, coffee in hand, patrol vest still half-zipped.
“Because you’ve already shown us what you can do,” she said. “And I mean in the field.”
Ethan blinked. “You mean—?”
“The structure fire. Last week,” Hen said, matter-of-fact. “You were with me that night because I didn’t want to leave you alone at the house. I held down a guy with a dislocated shoulder while you reset it, kept the triage line moving, flagged down a rerouted medic unit and kept your cool when Buck got trapped in the stairwell.”
Ethan shifted. “I don’t know if cool is the right word…” Hen gave him a look. “You didn’t lose it. You didn’t freeze. You focused. That’s what matters.” Chim added, “You were already doing the work. This”—he gestured to the drills—“is just the official stamp.” Hen sipped her coffee. “We’re not asking you to prove you belong. Just to show what you already know.” Ethan was quiet, but some of the tension in his shoulders eased.
“Okay,” he said after a moment. “Thanks.”
Hen grinned. “Now go hydrate. You smell like polyester and overthinking.” That earned a huffed laugh from Ethan. He gave a small wave and turned toward the kitchen. Chim watched him go. “Think he’ll pass?” Hen didn’t hesitate. “He already did. We’re just catching up.”
The side door clicked open, letting in a shaft of late morning sunlight and a rush of warm air. Buck stepped in, sunglasses still perched on his head, curls wind-tossed and damp from his run. He made a beeline toward Chim, already mid-sentence.
“Did you remember to invite Ethan to the BBQ?” Buck asked, barely pausing for breath. “Because Maddie’s going to kill us if we show up without giving him a heads-up.”
Chim blinked. “I was going to—”
“Were you?” Buck teased, slapping him lightly on the shoulder. “Because you forgot to RSVP to your own kid’s birthday party last year.”
“That was one time—”
“Still counts.”
Chim threw up his hands. “Fine. I forgot.” Hen just raised her coffee cup in salute. “I had five bucks riding on that.” Buck turned toward the loft stairs, where Ethan was just stepping down from the kitchen, holding a bottle of water. “Hey,” Buck called. “You free tomorrow?” Ethan hesitated, eyes flicking between them. “Uh… I think so?” Chim sighed. “BBQ at our place. Maddie’s cooking. Jee will be bossing everyone around. You’re invited.”
“Thanks,” Ethan said, shifting his weight. “Should I… bring something?”
“Pie,” Buck said instantly. “Store-bought’s fine. Just take off the label and pretend you baked it.”
Ethan looked horrified. “Absolutely not.”
Buck grinned. “Oh?”
“I’m not showing up to a family dinner with something I didn’t make,” Ethan said, firm. “My dignity has limits.”
Hen chuckled. “That’s the Maddie in him.” Chim nodded sagely. “God help us if he ever gets a Costco membership.” Buck held up his hands. “Alright, alright. No store-bought shortcuts. Just bring yourself and whatever homemade miracle you deem worthy.” Ethan gave a small smile. “Deal.” Buck nodded, pleased. “Good. Maddie’ll be happy. She’s trying to make this one feel like a real spring kickoff.” Hen raised an eyebrow. “And by that, you mean she’s planning enough food to feed thirty people.”
“Twenty-eight,” Buck corrected. “She scaled it back. Forgot the Diaz's weren't in town.”
They all laughed, the sound echoing comfortably in the wide open bay. And for the first time all morning, Ethan didn’t look nervous at all.
The sun was already climbing, high and hot and unwavering, by the time Jacob stepped into the backyard with a toolbox in one hand and a half-rusted wrench tucked under his arm. The Diaz house had a kind of late-morning stillness about it—the kind of quiet that came not from sleep, but from getting things done.
The air smelled like honeysuckle, wood dust, and the faint mineral bite of hard water. A half-repaired lattice leaned against the fence near the back corner, and a row of old, mismatched sprinkler heads sat like fallen soldiers along the patio wall.
Chris was already out there, legs propped on a cinder block, a blueprint sketch of the house spread across his lap like it was second nature. He was studying it with the kind of focus Jacob hadn’t had before his second cup of coffee—pencil tapping rhythmically against the page, his brows slightly furrowed. Jacob gave a short whistle. “You planning a backyard remodel I don’t know about?”
Chris didn’t look up. “Trying to find the original irrigation flow. These lines don’t make sense if you assume the shutoff valve’s still active.” Jacob blinked. “The what now?” Chris finally glanced over, totally unfazed. “You can’t replace anything until you understand how the system failed. And the water damage by the side gate suggests the old valve was rerouted, but the lines weren’t labeled properly.” Jacob walked closer, peering over his shoulder. “Are you actually fourteen or just posing as one?”
Chris smirked. “My IQ’s 126. So, no. This is just kind of how my brain works.” Jacob stared for a second. “You know your IQ?” Chris’s smile turned wry. “Yeah. The school here in El Paso saw the crutches and assumed I needed a bunch of evaluations. Like being disabled meant I couldn’t keep up.”
“And?”
Chris shrugged. “I scored in the gifted range across every section. Blew their assumptions out of the water. They didn’t know what to do with me after that.” Jacob let out a slow breath, eyebrows raised. “Damn. That’s kind of baller.”
Chris grinned. “Thanks.”
Jacob sat beside him on the concrete slab, eyes sweeping the neatly marked diagram. “You ever think about engineering?” Chris tilted his head, thoughtful. “Sometimes. But I like problem-solving more than design. I don’t care about making new systems—I care about making broken ones work again.” Jacob gave a quiet, impressed nod. “Can’t argue with that.”
They worked in silence for a few minutes—Jacob following Chris’s directions as they pried open the corroded control box near the edge of the garden bed. The system was old, tangled, and so far past warranty that Jacob swore it growled when touched. But they made headway, slowly.
The side door creaked open, and Eddie stepped into the yard with a towel slung over his shoulder and two cold Gatorades tucked under his arm. He took one look at them—Chris pointing and gesturing like an architectural foreman, Jacob sweat-drenched and blinking at PVC lines like they were alien tech—and smiled.
“You two good?” he asked, tossing each of them a bottle.
“Define good,” Jacob muttered, catching his with a one-handed snatch.
Chris held up a decapitated sprinkler head. “He murdered a pipe.” Jacob rolled his eyes. “That thing was older than me and twice as stubborn.” Eddie chuckled, leaning against the back fence. “Well, whatever you’re doing, it’s making progress. Place is starting to feel less haunted.” Jacob cracked open his drink. “Feels more like home, too.”
They stood in comfortable quiet for a minute—just the breeze kicking up dust along the fence, the cicadas buzzing lazily from the neighbor’s tree. And then Jacob spoke again, casual but not careless.
“I’ve been thinking about finishing my degree.”
Eddie turned his head, eyebrows lifting just slightly.
“Yeah?”
“Yeah.” Jacob took a swig of Gatorade, not quite meeting his eyes. “Didn’t get to finish, back when… everything with my dad happened. He pulled me out, kicked me to the curb, and kind of made sure that was that.”
Eddie didn’t rush to respond. Just nodded, slow and steady. “What were you studying?”
“Pre-med,” Jacob said. “At first, anyway. I switched to biochemistry after the second year. Thought maybe I’d try for EMT certification instead. Something useful.”
Eddie tilted his head. “Thinking about the EMT path?”
“Maybe,” Jacob said. “I like helping. I like feeling like what I’m doing matters.”
Eddie nodded. “There’s a couple of accelerated programs in town. Could knock them out by the end of summer. Or…” He paused. “If you’re already leaning LA—we could start looking at programs there. Some great options. I’d help, wherever you land.” Jacob looked over, caught off guard. “You’d really do that?”
“Course I would.”
“You don’t have to.”
“I know.”
There was a pause. Not tense—just thoughtful. Jacob looked away for a second, then back. “Why, though?” Eddie didn’t pretend not to understand the question.
“You remind me of Shannon,” he said simply. “That spark. That warmth. Smart as hell, but never really got to finish what she started.”
Jacob’s expression shifted. He didn’t say anything. Didn’t have to. Eddie went on, voice low and even. “You also remind me of some of my people back in LA. People who didn’t always get the help they needed, but showed up anyway. Sometimes, someone just needs a little help. A little love. If I can give that? I will.” Jacob looked at him for a long moment. Then nodded. “Thanks,” he said, quiet but solid. “I mean that.” Eddie clapped him on the shoulder. “Anytime.”
Chris nudged another broken part into the bucket beside them with the back of his wrist and said, “Okay, now that you’ve had your emotional breakthrough, can someone please fix the anti-siphon valve?” Jacob laughed, relieved at the shift in energy. “Yes, foreman, sir.”
Chris smirked. “About time.”
They bent back to work, the breeze rising behind them, and for the first time in weeks, the three of them felt like a team. Like something good was finally starting to take root.
The bell pepper rolled off the cutting board and onto the floor. Maddie sighed. She didn’t even bother picking it up right away. Just leaned both hands against the counter and stared at the cutting board like it had personally wronged her.
The kitchen was quiet. Jee was down for a nap. Chim was on shift. And Maddie, for once, had the whole house to herself—and too many thoughts to sit still with.
The prep for the BBQ was supposed to be grounding. Something familiar. Something she could control. But her thoughts kept drifting. Hovering around the edges of a conversation that hadn’t happened yet, and maybe wouldn’t for a while. She wiped her hands on a dish towel and picked up her phone. Scrolled. Paused. Then tapped Hen.
Hen answered after the second ring. “You trying to distract me from the fact that Mara just Sharpie’d a mustache on Denny’s school photo?” Maddie cracked a tired smile. “You’re kidding.”
“Framed and everything.”
“She’s got commitment.”
“Oh, she’s got something, alright,” Hen muttered, and Maddie could hear her moving around the house. “What’s up?”
Maddie grabbed another pepper from the fridge. “I’m just… checking in.” Hen’s tone shifted immediately. “You okay?”
“Yeah.” Maddie hesitated. “I mean, nothing’s wrong. Not exactly. Ethan’s coming to the BBQ. Buck reminded Chim to formally invite him, which I think helped.”
“That’s great.”
“It is.” Maddie sliced carefully, not looking up from the cutting board. “He’s… polite. Sweet. Considerate. But he’s still hard to read. He doesn’t really reach out first. And when he’s here, he’s… present, but still has one foot out the door, if that makes sense.”
Hen hummed. “Sounds like someone who’s still finding his footing.”
“I know,” Maddie said. “I do. I just—I keep second-guessing everything. Every time I want to text him, I stop. I don’t want to push him.”
“Space isn’t a bad thing,” Hen said gently. “But connection matters, too. You’re doing what you can. That counts.”
“I hope so.”
Hen paused. “Did something happen?”
“No,” Maddie said quickly. “Nothing bad. He was over earlier this week, just for a little while. It was… nice. Quiet.”
But even as she said it, her mind replayed the moment Ethan had glanced at a photo of Jee on the fridge, his expression unreadable. The way he’d smiled a little—soft, almost distant—and asked, Was I anything like her? Maddie hadn’t known how to answer.
Hen’s voice brought her back. “Look, it’s normal to feel unsure. This isn’t a typical reunion. And neither of you have a playbook.”
“I just don’t want to do anything wrong,” Maddie admitted.
“You’re not,” Hen said. “You’re showing up. You’re being steady. That’s what matters most.”
Maddie nodded silently, her chest still tight.
“And if it helps,” Hen added lightly, “if you let Jee pick the playlist for Saturday, you will hear six Disney songs in a row, so plan your sanity accordingly.”
Maddie gave a real laugh at that, even if it was brief. “I’ll be careful.” They hung up a few minutes later, Hen promising to text if Denny’s mustache prank escalated into school-wide chaos. Maddie smiled faintly as the call ended, then placed her phone back on the counter beside the cutting board. The kitchen was quiet again—just the soft hum of the fridge and the rhythmic tap of her knife against wood.
Onion. Zucchini. Red pepper.
Her hands moved on autopilot, but her mind had already drifted. Backward.
Was I anything like her?
That’s what Ethan had asked, half-curious, half-guarded, when he looked at the picture of Jee on the fridge. Maddie hadn’t known how to answer. Not because she didn’t remember him. But because… she’d never let herself think about that version of him for long. Not as a toddler. Not walking. Not talking. She hadn’t allowed herself to imagine what he might have been like.
Because if she had—if she’d lingered on the sound of his laugh, or the shape of his curls, or the way he might’ve clung to her sleeve when he was scared—it would’ve broken her. It nearly had.
So she remembered the basics. Six weeks old. Blue onesie. The warmth of him in her arms. The weight of him on her chest when he fell asleep.
But beyond that?
She’d forced it all down. Locked it away. She had to. Her hand slowed as she sliced. She hadn’t thought about that night in a long time. Not all the way through. Doug had come home late. Alone. She remembered the sound of his keys at the door, the uneven rhythm of his footsteps, the way the front lock had scraped too loudly when he twisted it open.
He’d been drinking. Out with colleagues, he said. Celebrating a case that had gone well—some emergency surgery save he’d been proud of. He smelled like beer and cheap cologne. His smile was too wide. His voice too loud. She’d been in the kitchen. Studying, maybe. Or doing dishes. She didn’t remember that part clearly anymore. Didn’t matter.
What she did remember—what never really left—was how fast it happened. One moment he was laughing, pressing a kiss to her temple, brushing his hands along her arms. The next, he was grabbing at her waist, too rough. She said no. Once. Then again. Tried to push him back.
He didn’t stop.
He didn’t listen.
She remembered the way her wrist ached afterward. How her legs felt shaky, like they couldn’t decide if they wanted to collapse or run. She remembered the silence. The kind that settles over a room when something unspeakable has happened and the walls pretend not to notice. And the morning after—the blood on the sheets. She scrubbed them until her fingers ached. Until the skin peeled. Until she gave up and threw them away. A quiet shiver ran through her.
She’d buried that memory. Or tried to. Told herself she’d misremembered. Minimized it. Rationalized. Over and over. And when the pregnancy test came back positive weeks later, she told herself it wasn’t connected.
But it had been.
She set the knife down gently and pressed the heels of her hands to the counter. She’d never told Ethan how he came to be. Not the full truth. Not yet. She wanted to. She just didn’t know how. How to explain that something violent had happened—and that he wasn’t the violence. He was never the shame. Never the regret. But still… how do you say those words to someone you love? How do you hand them that kind of weight?
Maddie drew in a slow breath and tried to refocus. Zest the lemon. Slice the garlic. Keep going. This wasn’t the moment. Not yet. But she could feel it approaching—like a tide rising, just beyond the door. And when it came, she knew she couldn’t run from it.
Not again.
Eddie sat on the porch steps, coffee cooling in his hand. The sun was sharp on the sidewalk now, glinting off the hood of the truck and heating the wood beneath him. From inside came the distant sounds of Chris giving very specific assembly instructions—confident, precise, and maybe just a little dramatic. Jacob stepped out with a bottle of water and a mock-exhausted expression. “I’ve been benched.”
Eddie looked over, amused.
“Apparently I was ‘compromising the integrity of the frame.’ Chris’s words, not mine.”
Eddie huffed a laugh. “He’s been watching a lot of engineering YouTubers lately. You probably didn’t stand a chance.” Jacob dropped onto the top step beside him. “He’s scary good at this. Knew the dimensions off the top of his head. I didn’t even have the brackets aligned yet, and he was already recalculating the center of gravity.”
“He’s got a mind for systems,” Eddie said, glancing toward the house with fondness. “Always has.”
“Yeah, he told me he has a serious 'mental edge.'” Jacob took a sip. “And then he winked at me.”
Eddie barked a laugh.
Jacob shook his head, still grinning. “He’s a riot.”
“He’s also fourteen,” Eddie said. “Likes Mario Kart, hates folding laundry, and sometimes forgets to charge his tablet even though it’s literally part of his morning routine.”
“I like that about him,” Jacob said. “It’s not all brainy genius stuff. He’s still… Chris.”
They sat in comfortable silence for a while. The breeze tugged at the edge of the welcome mat. Somewhere down the block, a dog barked once and was promptly ignored. Eventually, Jacob said, “I know I said this before, but… you didn’t have to do all this for me.” Eddie nodded once. “I know.”
“So why did you?”
Eddie didn’t answer right away. He took a long sip of his coffee, then said, “A few years ago, I was drowning. Shannon was gone, Chris was young, and I was trying to hold it all together without really knowing how.” He set the mug down beside him on the step.
“Then Buck introduced us to someone. Carla. A home aide—smart, funny, tougher than most people I know. She walked in, took one look around, and just… helped. She didn’t fix everything. But she kept us from falling apart.”
Jacob stayed quiet, listening.
“If we hadn’t had her,” Eddie said, voice low, “I think Chris and I would’ve ended up back in El Paso a lot sooner. But someone showed up for us. No judgment. Just care.”
He looked over at Jacob.
“So now, I’m just trying to be that person for someone else. You didn’t even have to ask.”
Jacob’s jaw flexed, like he wasn’t sure how to respond at first. “I didn’t think I’d get that kind of offer again.”
“You did this time.”
From inside, Chris’s voice rang out: “I’m giving you thirty more seconds before I start docking your paycheck! I need backup, like, now.” Jacob stood with a mock groan. “See what I mean? Tyrant.” Eddie smirked. “Better get in there before he starts unionizing.” Jacob turned back at the door. “Thanks, Eddie. For the porch talks. For everything.”
Eddie just nodded. “Anytime.”
And Jacob believed him.
The screen door clicked shut behind Jacob. Eddie stayed seated on the porch, watching a cloudless stretch of blue sky drift overhead. His coffee was mostly cold now, but he didn’t mind. He reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone. Tapped into the pinned thread.
Buck.
He hit the call icon and leaned back against the railing, the wood warm at his shoulders. It rang twice before Buck picked up.
“Hey,” came Buck’s familiar voice, a little breathless. “Good timing. I just got back from the store.”
“Let me guess,” Eddie said. “You bought enough food for twelve people when you’re only feeding three?”
“No, actually,” Buck corrected. “Ethan’s still coming to the BBQ. Chim’s finally remembered to invite him.”
Eddie smiled faintly. “He better bring a pie.”
“Oh, I tried to tell him he could do store-bought,” Buck said, amused. “He shot it down immediately.”
They both chuckled, and for a moment, silence settled—easy, warm. Then Eddie asked, “How’s he doing?”
“Ethan?” Buck shifted, and Eddie could hear the sound of a fridge door opening. “He’s good. Still quiet. Still watching the room before stepping into it. But I think it’s starting to feel like he’s… choosing to step in. That’s new.”
Eddie nodded to himself. “He’s getting there.”
“He is,” Buck agreed. “Hen’s been great with him. Maddie’s trying her best, too. But it’s a lot. I can tell he’s still carrying something heavy.”
Eddie hummed in quiet understanding. “Yeah. It’s not easy unpacking that kind of silence.” Buck let that settle before asking, “How about you guys?” Eddie’s gaze drifted to the front window, where he could just make out Chris’s silhouette moving across the living room in a steady crutch-tap rhythm. “Jacob’s helping with some repairs. He’s good with Chris. Quick to learn. Still figuring out where he wants to go from here.” Buck’s voice softened. “He reminds you of Shannon?”
“Yeah. Every day, in little ways,” Eddie said. “And of you, sometimes.”
There was a pause, like Buck wasn’t quite sure what to say to that.
“He’s got the heart for it,” Eddie added. “He just needs someone to believe in him.”
“Sounds familiar,” Buck said quietly.
Eddie smiled. “That’s what I told him.” On the other end of the line, Buck exhaled slowly. “It’s weird, isn’t it?”
“What is?”
“You. Me. These kids. Like we blinked, and now we’re the ones giving out wisdom and second chances.”
Eddie chuckled. “Speak for yourself. I’m just handing out screwdrivers and hoping for the best.”
Buck laughed. “Still counts.”
Another moment passed. This one heavier, but not in a bad way.
“I miss this,” Buck said finally.
Eddie’s voice was soft. “Yeah. Me too.”
“Soon, though,” Buck added. “We’ll be back. All of us. Feels like we’re getting there.”
“Feels that way here, too.”
There was a comfortable beat of silence. The sound of Buck shifting again, maybe leaning against the counter. Then: “You call me if Jacob needs anything, alright?”
“And same goes for Ethan.”
“Deal.”
Eddie glanced at the front door again as Chris’s laughter rang out, sharp and genuine.
“Alright,” he said. “I should get back inside. I think Jacob’s about to lose a negotiation with a teenager.”
Buck laughed. “Better him than me.” They hung up with a quiet later, and Eddie tucked the phone into his back pocket. Inside, the house hummed with the sound of family—not always neat, not always easy, but real. And out here, the silence didn’t feel so heavy.
The knock came just as Ethan was elbow-deep in flour. Three quick raps. A beat of silence. Then: “Don’t shoot, it’s just me.” Ethan padded over and opened the door. Buck stood there, arms full of grocery bags and a cocky little smile barely contained.
“I thought you were meal-prepping at your place?” Ethan said.
“I was,” Buck replied, breezing in without waiting for an invitation. “I am. My fridge is now an airtight Tetris puzzle of tomorrow’s BBQ sides. But I still have more I want to make, and no space to do it. So here I am.”
He dropped the bags on Ethan’s counter and stretched his back with a theatrical sigh. “Also, I figured you could use a break from staring down your anxiety pies.” Ethan arched a brow. “You’re calling them what now?” Buck grinned, already unpacking. “Just saying. Five pies is a cry for help, my guy.”
“They’re not all for me,” Ethan defended. “I just thought variety would be nice. Apple, lemon curd, triple berry, cherry, and key lime.”
Buck paused. “You’ve named five.” Ethan gave a flat look. “Hence, five pies.” Buck laughed softly, shaking his head. “God, you’re one of those party guests.”
“I just don’t want to show up empty-handed,” Ethan muttered.
“You wouldn’t be. You’re family.”
The word sat heavy in the air—not in a bad way, just… weighted. Buck didn’t linger on it. He passed Ethan a bag of limes. “Here. Let’s start with something zesty.” Ethan took them, fingers brushing Buck’s. “So. You decided to crash my kitchen just for fridge space?”
Buck shrugged. “What can I say? It’s not like I knew your nerves were shot and you’ve been stuck in your own head for the past two days.” Ethan gave him a dry look. Buck held up his hands, innocent. “Total coincidence.”
They worked in companionable silence for a while—Buck marinating chicken thighs with smoked paprika and honey, Ethan zesting citrus like it might save his life. The loft smelled like spice and sugar and quiet effort. Eventually, Buck glanced up from his prep. “So… it’s not just the CERT stuff, is it?” Ethan didn’t answer at first. Just kept zesting, slower now.
“It’s a lot of things,” he said finally. “I mean, things have been good. Weirdly good. Maddie’s trying. You’ve been—helpful.”
Buck gave him a side-eyed smirk. “Don’t get sentimental.”
“I won’t,” Ethan said, smirking back before sobering. “It’s just… when you’re used to things falling apart, it’s hard not to brace for it.”
Buck didn’t argue. Didn’t try to spin it into something comforting. He just said, “Yeah. I know that feeling.” They didn’t need to say much more. They just kept moving—dough rolling, chicken seasoning, one pie at a time—quietly building something that looked a lot like trust.
“Alright,” Ethan said, exhaling as he examined the latticework he'd just mangled on the cherry pie. “This is starting to feel personal.”
Buck walked over, wiping his hands on a towel and eyeing the top crust. “You tried to do the whole crisscross pattern, didn’t you?”
“I thought I could swing it.”
Buck squinted. “Looks more like abstract art. Like, aggressively abstract.” Ethan huffed a laugh and stepped aside. “You do it, Picasso. I’m better with a thermometer than a rolling pin anyway.”
“Fair enough,” Buck said, taking his place at the counter. “Here—go taste-test the marinade. I think I’m close, but it might be missing something.”
Ethan wandered over to the other prep station and dipped a spoon into the shallow glass bowl. He closed his eyes thoughtfully as the flavor hit.
“Okay,” he said, grabbing the spice rack. “You need a touch of acid. And something cooling to round out the paprika.”
He reached for the lemon juice, then the tub of Greek yogurt. “And trust me—just a little dill.” Buck gave a skeptical look as Ethan stirred it in, then tasted. His eyes widened slightly. “Okay, chef. That’s good.” Ethan allowed a faint smirk. “Multitudes, remember?” Buck nodded, turning back to the pie crust. “I’m never doubting your seasoning instincts again.”
He pressed the lattice into place, hands steady as he sealed the edges and pinched them with two fingers. The crust was rustic—slightly uneven—but it worked. Looked homemade in the best way.
Ethan watched him for a second. Then leaned against the counter, quieter now. “You ever just… stop expecting things to fall apart?” Buck didn’t answer right away. He kept working, brushing a light egg wash over the crust.
Then, still focused on the pie, he said, “I used to feel like that all the time. Like I couldn’t get too comfortable, because something would come along and wreck it.” He glanced up, eyes meeting Ethan’s. “That feeling doesn’t just vanish overnight. But over time… the distance between the bad stuff—it gets longer. And when the shoe does drop, you’ve got people around to help you pick it up.” Ethan didn’t say anything. But his shoulders eased. Just a little.
“I’m not saying nothing bad ever happens,” Buck added, sliding the pie into the oven. “It’s just that not everything is a lead-up to a disaster. Sometimes good things are just… good.”
Ethan’s throat worked. “That sounds nice.”
“It is nice,” Buck said, brushing flour from his hands. “And I think you’re allowed to want it.”
They stood there in silence for a beat—just the soft hum of the oven kicking on, the scents of citrus and paprika curling in the air around them. Ethan opened his mouth to say something, then closed it again.
Buck didn’t push.
He just smiled, a little crooked, and asked, “You wanna do the egg wash on the next one? Or should I keep flexing my artistry?” Ethan grabbed the brush without hesitation. “Give me the next pie. I’ve got something to prove.” Buck chuckled, stepping back. “Now that’s the spirit.”
And just like that, the quiet moment folded itself back into motion—simple, steady, warm. One pie after another. One moment at a time. Sometimes, the shoe didn’t drop. Sometimes, you just got a clean counter, a good marinade, and someone to remind you that you didn’t have to brace for impact every time you exhaled.
The oven had long since cooled. The final pie rested on the counter beside a row of foil-covered containers, each neatly labeled with a sticky note. The kitchen was clean, quiet—still holding onto the faint scent of cinnamon, garlic, and something that had started to feel like calm.
Buck stretched his arms overhead with a faint groan, rubbing the back of his neck. “Alright. I should head out. Gotta be up early, and I’m pretty sure I’m half-covered in flour.” Ethan glanced up from where he was organizing the fridge. “You sure you don’t want to crash here? Couch’s free.”
Buck smiled, soft and grateful. “Tempting. But I didn’t bring clothes, and I’m not about to roll into the BBQ in day-old jeans and pie crust dust.”
“You could borrow something,” Ethan offered with a smirk.
“I think we’d both be emotionally scarred by that wardrobe swap,” Buck said. “I’ll suffer through the drive across town. Besides, this is your sanctuary. I’m not here to take over the whole damn loft.”
Ethan huffed a quiet laugh, then shut the fridge. “Well, thanks for the help. The pies look way less tragic with your handiwork.” Buck grinned. “And your marinade skills have officially raised the bar.”
He stepped toward the door, keys in hand. “I’ll swing by early tomorrow. Grab some of the food. We can carpool if you want.” Ethan leaned against the island, arms folded loosely. “Seeing as how I still don’t have a car? Yeah. I’ll take you up on that.”
“Then I’ll be here at nine,” Buck said. “Don’t make me knock five times like a sitcom character.”
“No promises.”
They stood there for a beat longer, just a little reluctant to break the rhythm of the evening.
“Night, Buck.”
“Night, Ethan.”
Buck slipped out, the loft door clicking quietly behind him. Ethan exhaled, slow and even, the silence settling back around him. The city buzzed faintly beyond the windows. But inside, for the first time in a while, things felt still.
And enough.
The ride over was quieter than Ethan expected—not awkward, just calm. Buck hummed along to something on the radio, fingers tapping the steering wheel in a relaxed rhythm. The backseat was packed with Tupperware, foil trays, and a bakery box filled with Ethan’s hard-won collection of pies, cushioned by Buck’s gym towels to keep everything from shifting.
Ethan stared out the window as they wound through Mar Vista, watching as the houses turned familiar. He recognized the street. The wide, leafy one with the cracked sidewalk. The one that led straight to Maddie’s house. His pulse kicked up a notch.
“You’re not gonna pass out on me, right?” Buck said lightly, eyes still on the road.
“I’m good.”
“You sure?”
Ethan hesitated. Then nodded once. “Just… haven’t done a big group thing with them yet. Not like this.” Buck turned into the driveway and parked. “It’s not a thing. It’s a backyard, a grill, and a couple of kids probably making a mess in the sprinkler. You’ll be fine.”
“I brought five pies.”
“That’s five more than anyone asked for,” Buck said with a grin. “So congratulations, you’re already the favorite.”
They stepped out into the warm late-morning sun, the kind that promised a scorcher by afternoon. Voices drifted from the backyard—Maddie’s laugh, Chim’s louder reply, and the unmistakable squeal of a child. Somewhere, a sprinkler hissed to life. Ethan followed Buck around the side gate, arms full of dessert.
The yard was already full of motion. Jee-Yun tore barefoot across the grass, a popsicle in one hand, pink water shoes in the other. Hen stood near the grill with Chim, playfully arguing about charcoal technique. Bobby was setting out folding chairs near the patio table. May, dressed for the heat in a tank and cutoff shorts, was refilling a cooler with soda cans.
Maddie looked up first.
She smiled instantly—bright, a little nervous—but it reached her eyes.
“Hey, there you are,” she said, brushing her hands on a dish towel and coming over. “Need help?”
“I’ve got it,” Ethan said, adjusting the box. “Mostly.”
“You brought pies?” May asked, peeking over his shoulder.
“Five,” Buck said proudly. “Ask him about the lemon curd one.”
May gave Ethan a once-over, nodding in approval. “Ambitious. I respect it.” Hen wandered over next. “You’re already more useful than half the people here,” she said, taking a tray from Buck. “Glad you made it, Ethan.”
“Me too,” he said. And mostly, it felt true.
They set the food out, rotating dishes to make space. Maddie hovered nearby—close, but not too close—like she was still gauging the right distance between affection and hesitation.
“You sleep okay?” she asked quietly.
Ethan nodded. “Yeah. Buck helped with the prep. Didn’t burn anything.”
“He’s good for that,” she said with a faint smile. “Helping.”
Before Ethan could answer, Jee zoomed past, yelling something about watermelon. Maddie turned instinctively, half-laughing, half-calling after her. The moment passed. By noon, the yard was full of easy chatter and sizzling food. Chim had taken full command of the grill, barking orders like it was a fire scene. Jee-Yun and Denny were engaged in a chaotic water balloon truce that seemed to involve more shouting than strategy. Mara was curled in the shade with a graphic novel, earbuds in, but smiling occasionally at the chaos.
Ethan leaned against the edge of the patio railing, a cup of lemonade in hand. Watching. He was still figuring out where he fit in the moving parts of this place—when to speak, when to just… be. But so far, no one had made him feel like he didn’t belong. Buck sidled up beside him, sipping from a bottle of Mexican Coke. “Not too overwhelming?” Ethan shook his head. “Just enough chaos to keep it interesting.”
“Welcome to family.”
Ethan glanced over. “Is it always this loud?”
“Only on the good days.”
The sprinkler hissed again. Laughter carried across the yard. And for a brief, flickering moment, Ethan let himself lean into the noise. Let himself believe he had a place in it. The backyard buzzed with the steady rise and fall of spring conversation, the kind that blurred together in waves of laughter, clinking ice, and the distant squeal of sprinklers. The grill hissed behind Chimney, Buck darted in and out of the kitchen ferrying dishes, and somewhere near the tree swing, Jee-Yun was deep in a popsicle-fueled sugar rush.
Ethan hovered near the patio, still half in observation mode, lemonade cup in hand. He hadn’t fully settled in, but he hadn’t bolted either, and that felt like progress. Athena caught his eye and approached with a knowing smile, sunglasses pushed onto her head. “You’re still vertical,” she noted. “Good sign.” Ethan gave a small huff of amusement. “Trying to pace myself.”
“I’d recommend it,” she said, gesturing behind her. “There’s still a solid three hours of grilling, chaos, and child negotiations ahead of you.”
May followed a moment later, soda in hand, her expression curious but friendly.
“You two haven’t met properly, have you?” Athena asked.
Ethan shook his head. “Not officially.”
“May Grant,” she said, offering a hand with easy confidence. “Nice to meet you.”
“Ethan Bennett,” he replied. “I think I might’ve seen you on campus last week? I was finishing up some admissions paperwork.”
May tilted her head thoughtfully. “Probably. I’m there most days, even during the summer. Pre-law. I help with some of the orientation and student support stuff—first-gen programs, that kind of thing.”
Ethan nodded. “That tracks.”
“You starting in the fall?”
“Most likely. Just finishing the transfer requirements. It’s kind of a weird timeline.”
May grinned. “Welcome to the club.” A beat passed, and then she gave him an approving once-over. “You’ve got a good read on the room. That’s rare around here.”
“I’ve had practice,” Ethan said simply.
From across the yard, Mara tore past, hair in a frizzy ponytail, water gun in hand and yelling something at Denny about battle alliances being sacred. She skid to a halt nearby, aiming at Jee-Yun with mock menace before noticing Ethan.
“Who’s the new guy?” she asked, skeptical but curious.
“Mara,” Hen called from the porch with a warning note.
“I’m Ethan,” he offered, crouching slightly to her level. “Brought five pies.”
Mara blinked. “Five?”
“Yeah. Apple, lemon curd, triple berry, cherry, and key lime.”
She considered. “Okay, you can stay.” Athena chuckled. “Twelve going on committee chair.”
“Who does she get that from?” Ethan asked.
Karen, passing by with a tray of drinks, grinned. “Oh, that’s all Hen.” Denny joined them a minute later, nodding toward Ethan. “You play any games?”
“Video games or strategy games?”
“Both.”
“I’m decent,” Ethan said.
“Cool. You can help me convince Mara to stop overthinking every move in water-gun battles.”
“I make no promises.”
It surprised Ethan how quickly the rhythm settled. There were still nerves under the surface—he didn’t know these people, not really—but they’d taken him in like a missing puzzle piece they already knew where to place. Not with big declarations or over-the-top welcomes. Just… inclusion.
And as the afternoon stretched on and the sunlight slanted gold across the table, he realized that no one was expecting anything of him except to show up. To exist in the space. To be present.
He could do that.
He was doing that.
Buck nudged him gently as he returned from a run to the kitchen. “You’re doing good.”
“I’m standing in a yard.”
“Exactly,” Buck said. “Like I said—killing it.”
Ethan let the warmth of it settle across his shoulders like the sun. He was on his way back from the cooler—two lemon sodas in hand—when he nearly collided with Karen, who’d just finished pulling a tray of grilled vegetables from the side table.
“Sorry,” Ethan said quickly, stepping aside.
Karen smiled warmly. “No harm. But I will take one of those sodas if you’re handing them out.” He passed her the top can with a faint grin. “One lemon soda, as requested.”
“Ah, so you do take bribes,” she teased.
“Only if they come in citrus,” he said. “I don’t know how else I’m supposed to make friends around here.”
Karen gave a knowing hum and took a sip. “You’re doing just fine, kid. It’s hard to earn the trust of this crew, but you’re already well on your way.” He looked down, sheepish, but the compliment settled nicely.
“Karen Wilson,” she added, offering her hand properly this time. “Hen’s better half. Though she likes to say I’m the better one.”
“Ethan Bennett,” he replied, shaking her hand. “But I think I’ve heard just enough stories to believe her.”
Karen laughed, and just then, Bobby stepped into their orbit, a glass of sweet tea in hand and his usual measured calm already in place.
“Hope he’s not causing trouble,” Bobby said with a gentle smirk.
“Not unless being overly polite counts,” Karen said.
“Still early in the day,” Ethan added, dryly.
Bobby clapped a hand lightly on Ethan’s shoulder. “I’ve been meaning to catch up with you—how’s the CERT training going?” Ethan’s posture straightened just a little. “It’s going well. I’ve got the written part coming up soon. Hen’s been drilling me on medical protocols. Chim’s been working me through equipment checklists.”
“Hen said you’ve been sharp about it,” Karen noted. “Real fast learner.”
“He is,” Bobby said without hesitation. “Honestly, if you weren’t already locked into pre-med, I’d probably be trying to talk you into the academy.”
Ethan flushed a little at that. “I think I’m still better with charts than I am with ladders.”
“Trust me,” Bobby said, “half the job is reading people and staying calm under pressure. You’ve already shown you’ve got that instinct.”
Ethan ducked his head, clearly trying to play it off—but there was a spark of pride in his eyes that hadn’t been there a few weeks ago. Karen caught it too. “You ever want a second career path,” she said, tipping her soda toward him, “you’ve already got a few votes of confidence.”
“I’ll keep that in my back pocket,” Ethan said, his smile small but real.
They stood there a little longer, sipping their drinks while the laughter and low crackle of the grill filled in the background. No pressure, no spotlight—just conversation.
Just belonging.
The house was still, the kind of comfortable quiet that settled in late in the day. Eddie moved from the kitchen into the living room, towel slung over one shoulder, just as Jacob shifted slightly on the couch, laptop open, brow furrowed in thought.
“You’ve been glued to that screen for the last hour,” Eddie said, settling onto the arm of the couch. “What’s got your gears turning now?”
Jacob hesitated a beat before tilting the laptop so Eddie could see. A UCLA program guide was open in one tab—but tucked just behind it was something else: LAFD EMT Academy – Info Session Dates. Eddie let out a small hum. “Bit of a change of direction.”
“Kind of,” Jacob said, shrugging. “I still want to finish my degree. But I’ve been thinking about what comes after.”
“Biochem’s not exactly overflowing with job listings, huh?”
Jacob shook his head, a tired smile pulling at his mouth. “Not unless I magically land a research grant or start a PhD. Which—I don’t have time or money for right now. Someday, maybe. But not now.” Eddie nodded. He knew what it meant to shift gears out of necessity, to make peace with not now.
“So I’m looking at options,” Jacob went on. “Realistic ones. Once we’re in LA, I’ll need work. And paramedicine’s starting to feel like the best bet. I mean, I’ve already got most of the science background. Bio, micro, anatomy and physiology. Took CPR and first aid when I was lifeguarding in high school.”
“Wouldn’t be your first time doing hands-on care,” Eddie said, thoughtful.
“Exactly. It doesn’t feel like starting from scratch. Just… picking the pieces back up.”
Eddie was quiet for a moment, absorbing that. “It’s a good field. And it’s not just about the work—it gives you a foundation. Life experience. Adaptability.” Jacob gave a small nod. “Yeah. That’s what I’m thinking.” A pause stretched out between them. Jacob closed his laptop, resting his arms on his knees.
“I’ve been looking at LA programs,” he added quietly. “For EMT certs. And… I don’t know, man. I think that’s where I want to be. Long-term.”
Eddie raised his eyebrows. “Really?”
“There’s nothing left for me here,” Jacob said simply. “And like you told me earlier—sometimes people just need help. And love. I think I’ve found that here. With you. With Chris.”
Eddie exhaled, soft around the edges. He stood up slowly, hand tapping Jacob’s shoulder on his way past.
“Then we’ll figure it out,” he said. “Get you set up with a program that works. You’ve already done the hard part—showing up.”
Jacob’s smile was small, but steady.
“Now,” Eddie added, already heading for the kitchen, “you’re on tortilla duty. And if you burn them this time, I’m calling the foreman to give you a talking to.”
“No pressure or anything,” Jacob called after him, grabbing the spatula.
Eddie grinned as he stirred the pot, the rhythm of home clicking into place behind him. Eddie leaned over the stove, giving the stew one last stir, and then glanced toward Jacob with a thoughtful look.
“Sounds like I’m finally gonna have to finish the bedroom above the garage,” he said. “Been dragging my feet on it long enough.”
Jacob looked up from the cutting board, mid-flip on a tortilla. “Thought Buck was staying at your place?”
“He is,” Eddie said. “Set up shop a while ago. Made it easy, knowing the house wouldn’t sit empty while Chris and I were gone.”
Jacob frowned, flipping another tortilla. “So if you’re moving back, and I’m moving with you… that house’s gonna be packed.” Eddie hummed in agreement. “Yeah. You’re not wrong.”
A pause.
Then Jacob offered, cautiously, “What about Buck’s nephew? You mentioned he’s got a loft?”
“Ethan,” Eddie said, nodding. “Yeah, place used to be Buck’s, actually. Big space—mezzanine up top, open layout on the main floor.”
Jacob reached for a dish towel, wiping his hands. “You think he might be looking for a roommate?” Eddie considered it. “Could be. If nothing else, maybe he’d be open to converting the downstairs into a second bedroom. It's open enough to make it work, especially for Buck, or you.”
“Long as someone doesn’t mind giving up the privacy,” Jacob said.
“True,” Eddie admitted. “But we’ve still got some time before it becomes a problem. We don’t need to figure it all out tonight.”
Jacob gave a small grin. “Yeah. One crisis at a time.”
“I’ll talk to Buck,” Eddie added. “See where his head’s at, what Ethan’s plans are. We’ll make it work.”
There was something steady in the way he said it—like he meant it. Like no matter how tight the fit, he was already making room. Jacob nodded, returning to the stove. The tortillas were browning just right now, edges crisp, center soft. They moved in sync for a few minutes longer, passing plates and seasoning without needing to talk much.
Dinner came together easily.
It didn’t solve everything.
But it settled something.
And that was enough, for tonight.
The backyard was quieter now. Dinner had faded into dessert, and most of the guests had moved inside or migrated toward the fire pit. Ethan slipped out the sliding door without drawing attention, soda can still in hand, eyes flicking to the shadows cast by the string lights overhead. They swayed gently in the breeze, soft golden loops of light stitched between the posts.
He didn’t have a destination—just needed a little space to breathe. Past the steps, the garden path curved softly around the side of the house. At the far edge of the veranda, mostly obscured by a veil of flowering vines, he caught sight of two familiar shapes standing close together, their heads slightly bowed.
Maddie and Chimney.
He didn’t mean to eavesdrop. He wasn’t even trying to listen. But when her voice rose just slightly—strained, uncertain—it hooked something in his chest.
“I don’t know how to do this, Howie,” Maddie murmured. “He’s here. He’s right here in our lives now, and I haven’t even told him the worst part of it.”
Chim’s reply was gentle. “You will. When you’re ready.”
“I thought I was ready,” she said, her voice cracking just faintly. “I told him the easy stuff already. The things I could say without… without having to relive it. But this?” Her hand came up to press against her temple. “How do I look my son in the eye and tell him that’s how he came into the world?”
Ethan’s body went still.
He hadn’t meant to stop walking. But something inside him—like an instinct, like fear—locked him in place just out of their view. Chim didn’t speak right away.
Then softly, “Maddie…”
“He deserves the truth,” she said. “But how do I explain that I didn’t even realize I was pregnant until almost six weeks after it happened?”
Chim stepped closer to her. “Start at the beginning. If you tell him, tell him the truth. All of it. But not all at once. You don’t owe him a timeline. You just owe him honesty.”
“I’ve tried not to think about that night for years,” she said. “Tried to bury it so deep it couldn’t touch me anymore. But it’s all I can think about lately.”
Her next words were quieter. Raw.
“Doug came home drunk. Alone. I think he’d been out with coworkers—something about a big surgical save. I was in the kitchen. Studying. Or cooking. Or maybe both. It’s blurry now.”
She paused.
“I tried to push him off. But he was too strong.”
Ethan’s breath caught.
Maddie didn’t stop.
“I remember the blood in the sheets. Scrubbing them for hours the next morning, until I gave up and threw them away.”
A sound rose in Ethan’s throat and died just behind his teeth. His ears rang. His fingers tightened around the soda can until the metal creaked. He took a shaky step back, half-blind—intent on leaving, on disappearing—but the side of his foot clipped the corner of a decorative planter. The watering can beside it teetered once, then clattered loudly to the ground. The watering can clattered to the stone with a metallic rattle that echoed too loud in the quiet night.
Maddie’s voice caught mid-sentence.
Footsteps scraped over brick.
“Ethan?” she called, voice tight with alarm. She stepped into view from behind the trailing vines, Chim just behind her.
But Ethan had already backed away.
Too far. Too close.
He didn’t want to see the look on her face. Didn’t want to hear another word. The ache in his chest was building into something sharp and hot. Something desperate. Maddie saw him fully now, her face blanching as her hand rose instinctively toward him.
“Ethan—wait, I can explain—”
He took another step back.
“No,” he rasped. “Don’t.”
“Please,” she said, frantic now. “You weren’t meant to hear that, I just—I was trying to figure out how to tell you, and I didn’t know how—”
But Ethan was already turning. His legs carried him down the back steps before he could think twice. Onto the path. Around the side yard. Out through the narrow gate that creaked with rust but didn’t slow him down. He reached the front lawn in seconds. Then the sidewalk. Then the dark curve of the neighborhood street. His breath burned as he ran, feet pounding the pavement. He didn’t know where he was going. Just that he couldn’t stay. Behind him, the front door slammed open.
Chimney appeared on the porch, scanning the shadows, calling his name.
“Ethan!”
But Ethan didn’t stop. Didn’t turn. By the time Chim reached the sidewalk, Ethan was already gone—vanished into the deeper dark where streetlights thinned, and the curve of the block cut him from view. Chim stood there for a second, hands on his hips, breath tight. Then he let out a deep sigh. Quiet. Frustrated. Helpless. He turned and walked back through the open gate, back toward the veranda.
Maddie was still standing there—arms folded against herself, her breathing uneven. She hadn’t moved. Chim didn’t say anything at first. Just stepped close and wrapped an arm gently around her.
“He’s gone, isn’t he?” she asked, barely above a whisper.
Chim didn’t lie. “Yeah.”
Maddie’s shoulders hunched.
“I’ve lost him again.”
The porch light flickered faintly above them, casting pale arcs onto the street. The shattered planter still lay in pieces near the steps, soil scattered like an echo of the chaos that had just erupted. Maddie hadn’t moved since Chim returned from the sidewalk, her arms wrapped tightly around herself. Her gaze was fixed on the gate, now swinging gently in the breeze.
“He’s gone,” Chim said again, breath coming faster. “I called his name. He didn’t even turn.”
Maddie sank onto the bench, her voice barely audible. “I thought we were alone. I didn’t know he was out here.”
“He shouldn’t have had to hear it like that,” Chim said, crouching beside her.
Buck stepped out of the house just then, his face shifting from casual curiosity to concern at the sight of them both. “What happened?” Maddie looked up, stricken. Her mouth opened, but the words caught. Chim turned slightly toward Buck, trying to ease the weight of it.
“Ethan overheard something,” he said quietly. “He stepped outside and heard Maddie and me talking about… the past.”
Buck frowned, confused. “What about it?” Maddie’s voice was strained. “I was trying to tell Chim… I’ve never talked about it out loud. Not with anyone. But the first time I tried to leave Doug, back in 2004—it wasn’t just about being afraid. It was because of what he did to me.”
Buck froze.
He stared at her.
She didn’t say it outright.
But he understood.
The air went still.
“He heard?” Buck asked, voice low.
She nodded once, sharply. “I didn’t see him until it was too late. I didn’t even get to explain—I barely said anything—and then he ran.” Buck’s eyes narrowed, not with anger, but with an intensity that bordered on protective. “Which direction?”
“Down the block. Chim went after him, but—” Maddie shook her head. “He’s fast.”
“I’m getting the truck,” Chim said, rising. “Hen and I’ll start driving the streets.”
“I’ll stay,” Karen said softly from behind them. “Maddie shouldn’t be alone right now.”
Hen came out of the house, keys already in hand. She nodded once at Buck, then followed Chim to the driveway. Buck lingered a second longer on the porch, his fingers curling around his phone. He moved to the edge of the steps, dialed. No answer. Again. Again. Forty-five minutes later. Fourth try.
Click.
“Please stop calling me, Buck. I really can't do this right now.”
Ethan’s voice—tight, brittle.
Buck’s chest tightened. “Ethan. Just—just tell me you’re safe.” A pause. And then, “I’m fine. I just… I need to think.” And in the background—faint, but unmistakable—came the sound of rolling waves, arcade bells, the mechanical clack of an old coaster starting its loop, and seagulls crying overhead.
The call dropped.
Buck stared at the phone, then turned, already heading for the car. “I know where he is.” He didn’t wait for Maddie to respond. He just moved—fast and steady—like he’d done a thousand times before. Because this? This he understood. And he wasn’t going to let Ethan face it alone. Maddie caught up to him just as he reached the front sidewalk. Her arms were wrapped around her torso, fingers white-knuckled against her sleeves, eyes wide and shimmering.
“I’m coming with you.”
Buck turned, already shaking his head.
“Maddie—no.”
“I need to see him—Buck, please—”
“That’s the last thing he needs right now.”
She faltered, mid-step.
Buck’s voice wasn’t unkind. Just steady. Firm. Certain in a way that cut straight through panic and into purpose.
“He’s not thinking clearly. You showing up right now? It’s only going to make it worse.”
Maddie blinked hard. Her lips parted, like she wanted to argue—but the words didn’t come. Buck took a step closer, voice softening as he met her gaze.
“I’ve been where he is. That headspace? The shame, the spiral… the way everything suddenly feels too big to carry.” He swallowed. “I’ve lived there, Maddie. I know the map. And I know how to get him out.”
Maddie’s shoulders crumpled slightly. She didn’t speak—just nodded, tearfully.
“I’ll text you when I’ve got him,” Buck said gently. “Okay?”
She nodded again, this time more firmly. Buck squeezed her arm once—quick, grounding—and then turned without another word. He jogged down the sidewalk to his truck, yanked the door open, and slid behind the wheel. The engine roared to life.
And with a squeal of tires against curbside gravel, he peeled onto the street, the headlights cutting through the dark like a promise. He was going to find Ethan. And he was going to bring him home.
The streets of Los Angeles blurred past in hazy streaks of neon and shadow, the engine humming beneath Buck’s hands like a second heartbeat. Traffic was light, the city settling into its late-evening lull. Ethan wasn’t far, but the silence in the cab pressed in tight. Buck reached for the center console, tapped the screen, and brought up his favorites. Eddie’s name was already at the top. It rang twice before he picked up.
“Hey,” came the familiar voice—rough-edged with fatigue, but alert. “Everything okay?”
Buck exhaled through his nose. “Define okay.”
A pause. “What happened?”
Buck switched the phone to speaker, resting it in the cradle beside the wheel. “Ethan overheard something he shouldn’t have. Maddie was telling Chim about… how he came to be. Doug.” Eddie didn’t answer right away.
“He ran,” Buck continued. “Just took off. Wouldn’t answer calls. I got him on the fourth try—only for a second—but I heard the background noise. Ocean. Seagulls. Arcade bells. I know where he is.”
“Santa Monica,” Eddie murmured.
Buck nodded, even though Eddie couldn’t see it. “Exactly.”
Another quiet pause.
“You going after him?”
“Already en route.”
“Good,” Eddie said. Then added, “You know what to say?”
“That’s the thing,” Buck said with a small, bitter laugh. “I don’t. I don’t know what the right thing is. I’ve been spinning it in my head since I got off the phone.”
“Well,” Eddie said slowly, “what would you have wanted to hear? Back when you felt like that?”
Buck didn’t answer at first. The city lights blurred past the windshield, the taste of memory rising unbidden—hospital beds, guilt-soaked nights, the weight of a thousand what-ifs.
“I would’ve wanted someone to tell me I wasn’t a mistake,” Buck said quietly. “That I wasn’t just some… product of something horrible.”
Eddie hummed, low and thoughtful. Buck glanced down at the screen. “You still there?”
“Yeah,” Eddie said. “Just thinking.”
“About?”
“You remember what I said, back when I told you about Chris?” Eddie asked. “About how he wasn’t planned?”
Buck smiled faintly. “Yeah.”
“Didn’t mean we didn’t want him. Didn’t mean we didn’t love the hell out of him.” A pause. “Still do. Every damn day.”
Buck’s voice was quieter now. “Chris wasn’t the other shoe dropping.”
“No,” Eddie agreed. “He was the parachute.”
They let the silence sit for a second. Not heavy—just full.
“Maybe you start there,” Eddie said.
Buck nodded slowly. “Maybe I will.” He took a right off Lincoln, the faint glow of the Pacific flickering at the edge of the windshield.
“I’ll text you when I’ve got him,” Buck said.
“Yeah. Do that.”
The call ended.
And as Buck rolled down the windows and let the salt air fill the truck, he found his grip on the wheel easing—just slightly. He still didn’t know exactly what he’d say. But he had a place to start.
The sand was cool beneath Ethan’s legs, but he barely felt it. His arms were looped around his knees, forehead resting against them, the faint crash of the tide rolling in and out like white noise pressed against the chaos in his head.
Somewhere behind him, seagulls cried beneath the glow of the pier. The air was tinged with salt, the grease of boardwalk vendors, and the faint ozone bite of a dying spring day. He didn’t know how long he’d been sitting there.
Didn’t care.
Footsteps shifted the sand behind him—uneven, a little fast.
He didn’t look up.
“Hey,” Buck said, soft and tentative. “Mind if I sit?”
Ethan didn’t respond.
Didn’t tell him to leave, either. Buck took it as permission and lowered himself into the sand beside him, a couple feet away. Close enough to anchor him. Far enough to give him space. They sat in silence. The night stretched long and quiet between them. Finally, Ethan said, without lifting his head, “How did you find me?”
Buck exhaled through his nose. “Heard the West Coaster. The arcade. The gulls. Thought about where I’d go, if I were you. Didn’t take long.” Ethan gave a faint nod. That tracked. Another pause, longer this time.
“The other shoe dropped,” he murmured, almost to himself.
Buck didn’t answer. Just breathed out softly.
Because yeah—hadn’t it?
“I didn’t mean to hear it,” Ethan said. “I just stepped outside. And there it was.”
Buck stayed quiet. Let him talk.
“I’m just another thing that happened to her,” Ethan said, and this time his voice cracked. “Not someone she wanted. Just… the aftermath.”
Buck’s chest ached. He turned slightly, eyes on the younger man beside him—shoulders rigid, jaw tight, like he was holding back something massive.
“That’s not true.”
“You weren’t there,” Ethan said. “You didn’t hear how she said it. Like she was ashamed to even tell Chimney.”
“She wasn’t ashamed of you,” Buck said, gently but firmly. “She was ashamed of what happened. Of what Doug did. And how long she’s been carrying it by herself.”
Ethan’s silence sharpened.
“I know it’s not exactly the same,” Buck added, “but... I want to tell you something. Something Maddie probably hasn’t had the chance to.”
Ethan shifted slightly, just enough to show he was listening.
“There was a brother before me,” Buck said. “His name was Daniel. He got sick—leukemia. My parents decided to have another baby... not because they wanted one. But because they needed a donor. Bone marrow. Cord blood. Something to save him.”
Ethan turned, eyes searching.
“But it didn’t work,” Buck said. “Daniel died. And I grew up never knowing why I felt so... extra. Like I didn’t belong. Turns out, I was a savior sibling. Conceived for a purpose. And discarded when that purpose didn’t pan out.”
“Jesus,” Ethan muttered.
Buck gave a small shrug. “For a long time, I thought I was a fluke. That I was a mistake who never should’ve existed.” He met Ethan’s gaze fully now.
“But I’ve learned... just because you weren’t brought into the world the way you wish you were... doesn’t mean you’re not worth being in it.”
Ethan looked down. His hands fisted in the hem of his hoodie, knuckles white.
“I keep thinking… if I’m the result of what Doug did, how could Maddie not hate me, even just a little? How could she not feel like she has to be in my life out of guilt?”
Buck shook his head. “That’s not what this is. She didn’t just accept you, Ethan. She loved you. Chose you. Even when it broke her.” Ethan stayed quiet, but his breathing faltered.
“I think,” Buck said, “you and I both grew up with this idea that we were burdens. Reminders. But that doesn’t make it true.”
He waited a beat, then added softly:
“You are not the worst thing that ever happened to Maddie.”
Ethan’s breath hitched again. His face turned slightly toward the water, like it would steady him.
“You know,” Buck said, after a beat, “you’re a lot like her. The way you carry things. Quiet, but not soft.”
Ethan huffed, barely a sound. “Is that supposed to be a compliment?”
“Absolutely.”
The quiet stretched again. But this time it wasn’t hollow.
It was shared.
Ethan drew his knees closer, but his voice was steadier when he asked, “Does the feeling ever go away? That… waiting for everything to collapse?”
Buck was quiet for a long beat. Then:
“It gets quieter. The more you build around it, the smaller it gets. Eventually, it’s just… noise. Not thunder. Not something that knocks the floor out from under you. Just a sound you stop flinching at.”
Ethan didn’t reply. But he nodded.
And that meant something.
He plucked at a loose thread in his sleeve, gaze still on the ocean. “It just… hurts. Because for a minute, I thought maybe things were going okay. That I wasn’t a mistake. And then—”
He stopped himself.
Buck filled the space. “And then the lie you’ve told yourself your whole life felt like it got confirmed.” Ethan blinked. The words hit too close. Too real.
“Yeah,” he said quietly.
They sat like that for a little while longer—Ethan letting the words settle, Buck letting them breathe. Eventually, Buck said, softer now, “I’ve talked with Maddie. About that time. When she was in New Haven. About the pregnancy.” Ethan stiffened but didn’t stop him.
“She told me she was angry. At Doug. At everything. She felt trapped. The pregnancy didn’t feel like a miracle—it felt like more chains.”
Ethan swallowed hard.
“But then you were born. And all of that cracked open. Because you weren’t a reminder of him anymore. You were you. You were a baby—her baby. Breathing, crying, warm and real. And nothing about you was his. Not your voice, not your smile, not the way you slept on her chest and made these little snuffling sounds.”
Ethan looked at him, startled.
“She told me that,” Buck said with a small smile. “Said you sounded like a baby bear.”
A breath escaped Ethan, almost a laugh. Buck leaned forward, elbows to his knees again. “She doesn’t regret you. Not for a second. You’re the one good thing that came out of all that trauma. Her light in the dark.” Ethan blinked fast. Then nodded, once.
“She still thinks that,” Buck added.
Ethan didn’t speak. But the air around him felt less sharp.
“I’m gonna take you back to Maddie’s,” Buck said after a quiet stretch.
Ethan hesitated. But this time, there wasn’t panic in it. Just a breath of reluctance.
Then: “Okay.”
Buck stood first, brushing sand from his jeans. He reached out—not pushing, just steady.
Ethan let him.
Once he was upright, Buck placed his hands gently on Ethan’s shoulders. Just enough pressure to ground him. To say I’m here.
“You good?”
Ethan nodded, even if it wasn’t fully true. Buck gave a quiet squeeze, then guided him slowly up the beach, toward the sidewalk.
No rush.
Just presence.
And when they reached the truck, Buck opened the door and waited.
Ethan climbed in.
And the night moved forward—with both of them inside it.
The sound of the front door clicking open was so quiet Maddie almost missed it. She was pacing the living room for the twelfth time—barefoot now, wine forgotten on the coffee table, her hands tugging at the hem of her sweatshirt as if it might hold her together. Karen had long since moved to the kitchen, giving her space while Jee-Yun slept in the back room, mercifully undisturbed by the chaos of the evening.
Chimney and Hen were still out in the truck. Searching. Maddie turned, heart leaping, as the door opened the rest of the way.
It was Buck.
And—behind him—Ethan.
He looked exhausted. Pale in the hallway light. His shoulders curled slightly inward, his hands shoved in the pocket of his hoodie. But he was there. He’d come back. Maddie’s breath caught in her throat. Ethan’s eyes flicked up to her, then quickly down again. Buck stepped in first, nudging the door shut behind them. “He’s okay,” he said softly. “He just needed air.” Maddie nodded, too quickly. “Okay. Yeah. Okay.” She looked to Ethan, her voice trembling as she said, “Can I—can we talk?” Ethan hesitated. Then gave a slow, almost imperceptible nod.
“I’ll be in the kitchen,” Buck said, already stepping away to give them space. “Text Chim and Hen, let ’em know he’s back.”
Maddie waited until Ethan fully stepped into the room, then gestured toward the couch. “You don’t have to sit, but—just... whatever’s comfortable for you.” Ethan hovered for a beat. Then lowered himself onto the edge of the sofa, hands clasped loosely between his knees. Maddie sat beside him—careful to give him a cushion’s worth of space. Ethan sank down, slow and stiff, like whatever was holding him upright was finally giving way. Maddie sat too—but left space between them. She didn’t reach for him. Not yet.
The silence sat heavy between them. Not angry. Just... careful.
Ethan broke it first.
“I know why you left,” he said. “I understand it. I’ve had time to... process it.”
Maddie waited. She could hear the but before he said it.
“But part of me still wonders... if there’s some piece of you that still hates me. Or resents me. Even just a little.”
Her breath caught. “Ethan—”
“I know it wasn’t my fault,” he said quickly. “I do. But I’m still the result of something horrible. Of someone horrible. And I just—” He exhaled. “I don’t know how someone looks at that and doesn’t feel something ugly.”
“I don’t,” Maddie said, voice firm. “Not for a second.”
He looked at her, wary.
“I hated Doug,” she continued. “I still do. But never you. Never anything about you.”
When he didn’t answer, she shifted forward and reached beneath the coffee table, pulling out the small white box she’d brought out earlier in the evening. She set it gently on the cushion between them.
“I’ve kept this for twenty years,” she said softly. “It’s all I had of you.”
Ethan looked at the box, hesitant. She lifted the lid, fingers shaking only slightly, and pulled out the first photo.
“You were six weeks old here,” she murmured, handing it to him. “That little blue hat—I left it with you. I always hoped someone kept it.”
Ethan took the photo with both hands. Stared at it for a long beat. Then: “I’ve never seen pictures of me this young before.” His voice cracked slightly at the end.
“The earliest ones I have are from kindergarten,” he added, quieter. “That was my first good placement. Before that... I don’t think anyone ever took any.”
Maddie blinked rapidly, the ache blooming in her chest. She reached into the box again. “This was your first bath at home. You screamed bloody murder until I figured out you hated the temperature. You liked it warmer.” Ethan gave a tiny huff—almost a laugh, though there was no humor in it. He stared at the photos, transfixed.
She kept going—pulling out each one slowly. The little onesie with the firetruck and dalmatian. The grainy photo from the old disposable camera she’d used to document the things she thought she might forget.
“You always looked at me like you knew me,” she whispered. “Like you saw me. Even then. You’d calm down whenever I held you. There was this sound you’d make, when you were drifting off on my chest—like this tiny little snuffle. Like a bear cub.”
Ethan swallowed hard. His thumb brushed over the corner of the photo, gently.
“I never wanted to let you go,” Maddie said. “But I had to. Because if I didn’t... I didn’t think either of us would survive.”
Ethan didn’t look up. But the way he held the photo—carefully, almost reverently—said enough.
“I don’t hate you,” Maddie said again. Firmer now. “Not even a little bit. You are not a regret. You’re not a scar.”
Finally, Ethan turned his head toward her.
“You’re my son,” she said, voice barely above a whisper. “You always have been.”
The words landed like a soft strike to the chest. Something that hurt and healed all at once. Ethan blinked a few times, then nodded—slow, but sure. A few minutes passed in quiet. Ethan was still holding the photo, his fingers soft on the edges, his eyes tracing every detail like it might disappear. Maddie had settled back, watching him, not pushing for anything more. The veranda door creaked open again.
Buck stepped in, eyes sweeping over them. He lingered on the sight of Ethan with the baby box and gave Maddie a small nod. Her eyes said thank you. His said always. He cleared his throat gently. “Alright,” he said. “We should get going.”
Ethan looked up, blinking like he’d only just remembered there was a world outside the living room. “I can just head back to my place. I’m fine.” Buck didn’t flinch. “No, you’re not.” Ethan bristled, almost out of habit. “I’m not gonna do anything, Buck. I just—”
Buck cut him off with a quiet, steady voice. “You ran off tonight, didn’t answer your phone, scared the hell out of everyone, and you’re barely standing upright right now.” Ethan opened his mouth, some reflexive rebuttal ready.
But Buck didn’t stop.
“I know that headspace. I’ve lived in it. When everything’s too loud and too quiet at the same time, and you’re convinced you need to be alone—but really, that’s the last thing you need.”
Ethan hesitated.
Buck softened, but stayed firm. “You’re staying with me tonight. Chris’s room’s open. You can shut the door, not talk, not do anything. But you’re not going back to that loft by yourself.” Ethan deflated slightly, like someone had let the air out of whatever argument he was building.
“…You sure?” he asked, quieter now.
“Positive.”
Ethan looked down at the box in his hands. “I don’t have anything with me.” Buck didn’t miss a beat. “I’m sure you will survive, kiddo.” The corner of Ethan’s mouth twitched—just slightly—but it was something. A breath that almost became a laugh. He nodded, quiet but compliant. Buck stepped forward and placed a hand lightly on Ethan’s shoulder. “Come on.”
Ethan turned to Maddie. She was watching him with eyes still red-rimmed, but steadier now—like she could finally breathe again. There was no pressure in her face, no demand. Just love. And maybe a little fear, still, but it didn’t outweigh the rest.
“Goodnight, sweetheart,” she said, voice soft.
Ethan gave a small nod. “'Night.” Then he followed Buck out the door, the baby box tucked carefully under one arm. He didn’t say anything as they stepped onto the porch, and Buck didn’t push. The air was cooler now, quieter. And as they made their way to the truck, there was a stillness in Ethan’s steps—exhausted, yes, but not aimless anymore. It wasn’t over. But it was a place to rest.
The smell of dinner still lingered in the air—faint hints of garlic and simmered tomatoes softening into the walls of the house. The overhead lights were dimmed, leaving the living room and kitchen bathed in a warm, lived-in glow.
At the kitchen table, Chris and Jacob sat across from each other, a chessboard set neatly between them. The pieces had been arranged and rearranged enough times tonight that the game no longer resembled its starting position. Chris nudged a bishop forward without hesitation. Jacob stared at the move for a second, then leaned back with a groan. “You’re seriously good at this.” Chris shrugged, half-smiling. “I was in the chess club.”
“Yeah, your dad mentioned. Didn’t know it made you a little grandmaster.”
Chris gave a sheepish shrug. “I didn’t enjoy it for a while. Felt like too much pressure. But now that I’m just doing it for fun… it’s kinda nice. I’m remembering why I liked it in the first place.” Jacob nodded, impressed. “No pressure makes all the difference.”
Eddie stepped into the room then, fresh from a call out on the porch, his phone slipping into his back pocket. He watched them for a second—smiling at the rhythm they’d found—before speaking.
“That was Buck,” he said, slipping the phone into his back pocket. “He found Ethan. He’s alright.”
Chris looked up quickly. “He is?”
“Yeah. He ran off for a while—Buck tracked him down at the pier. They talked.” Eddie’s voice softened. “It’s been a rough night for him.”
Chris nodded, quiet for a moment. “I heard… he thought he was a mistake.” Jacob glanced over at him, but said nothing. Chris shifted in his chair, fingers idly brushing one of the captured pawns. “I get it. Kind of. I mean… I wasn’t exactly planned either. When you and Mom found out, it was a surprise.” Eddie blinked—caught off guard by the clarity of it, but not thrown. “Yeah,” he said. “You were.”
“But you still wanted me,” Chris said. “Even if I did come out of nowhere.”
Eddie stepped closer to the table, crouching slightly so he could meet Chris’s eyes. “The second we knew you were coming… you were everything. That didn’t change. Not once.” Chris nodded. “I think Ethan needed to hear something like that.” Jacob shifted, the silence stretching with meaning.
“I’ve had moments like that too,” he said finally. “Where you wonder if you’re just another thing someone had to survive.”
Chris looked at him, quietly.
“But then,” Jacob continued, “you end up here. Across a chessboard, getting your butt handed to you by your cousin.”
Chris smirked. “You’re not that bad.” Jacob grinned. “You’re just being nice.” Eddie stood, giving Jacob a playful nudge on the shoulder. “You’re not wrong, though.” Jacob looked up. “About being bad at chess?”
“No,” Eddie said. “About parenting. I’m figuring it out. But I’m glad you’re here. Both of you.”
Chris offered a small smile. “We’re glad, too.” Jacob nodded, then turned back to the board. “Alright. I’m going to win this next one.” Chris raised a brow. “You’ve said that three games in a row.”
“I’m just building suspense.”
They reset the pieces, the rhythm of movement easy now—just background to something more important. Eddie watched them for another moment, heart lighter than it had been all evening. And this—he thought—this was what healing looked like.
The house had fallen into a hush again. Karen was gone. Buck and Ethan too. Chim was in the back room, finally trying to get some sleep after hours of adrenaline and worry. Jee-Yun’s white noise machine hummed softly through the baby monitor, the signal glowing faintly blue on the coffee table.
Maddie stood in the middle of the living room, arms crossed loosely over her chest, unsure whether to sit, lie down, or just keep standing. Her eyes were dry, but her heart still beat with the ghost of everything that had happened. She turned toward the couch—and saw it.
The baby box.
Still sitting there, half-open. The photos and keepsakes inside just slightly jostled from where she and Ethan had gone through them earlier. She moved toward it slowly. Sat down beside it, letting her hand rest on the edge before lifting the lid again. The photos were just as she remembered them. Just as she’d kept them for years.
The one of him in the firetruck onesie. The one where he was lying on her chest, swaddled and pink-cheeked, both of them half-asleep in the hospital bed. The grainy mirror selfie she’d taken in the New Haven apartment, wearing a wrap sling and cradling a sleeping infant against her heart. Her fingers brushed each one, reverent.
Then she paused.
The photo of him in the blue hat—the one she’d shown Ethan first—was gone. Maddie blinked. Rifled gently through the others to be sure.
It wasn’t there.
She let out a soft breath of surprise—then smiled. He must’ve taken it. Slipped it into his pocket without thinking, or maybe without even meaning to. But he’d held it like it was something sacred. Like it was proof of a history he hadn’t dared believe he was allowed to claim.
Let him keep it, she thought. He deserves to have something from before.
Her hand drifted to her stomach, resting over the small but steady curve there. And then—soft and unmistakable—she felt it.
A kick.
Maddie stilled, breath catching in her throat. It wasn’t the first time. Not even the first time today. But somehow, this one landed differently. She sat back against the cushions, cradling her belly gently, as the baby shifted again—faint but real. Moving. Alive.
She closed her eyes.
Twenty years ago, she had felt this same flutter. This same life moving beneath her skin.
And now—again.
The ache in her chest didn’t vanish, but something else rose to meet it. Something warmer.
Hope.
For the son who had come back. For the child who hadn’t yet arrived. For the family that was, somehow, becoming whole again—however unexpectedly, however imperfectly. She looked back down at the box. Smoothed her hand over the worn cardboard lid. Then set it gently on the side table, within reach but no longer clutched tight to her chest. There was still a lot to mend.
But she could feel it, even now—something shifting. Something steady. She sat in the quiet, one hand on her stomach, the other resting on the couch beside her.
And she breathed.
The house was quiet. Afternoon sun filtered in through the living room blinds, casting angled stripes across the floor. Eddie sat at the dining table with his laptop open, a half-drunk mug of coffee at his elbow. Chris and Jacob were out back, the occasional echo of laughter drifting through the screen door. Eddie’s fingers hovered over the keyboard for a moment before he finally started to type.
Subject: Inquiry Regarding Re-enrollment for Christopher Diaz
To: Administration – Durand School
Hello,
My name is Eddie Diaz. My son, Christopher, previously attended Durand School before our temporary relocation to El Paso. He was always happy there—felt supported, seen, and encouraged. With our family planning to return to Los Angeles in the near future, I wanted to reach out and ask what the process would be like for re-enrolling him this fall.
Chris has been continuing his education here in Texas and would be re-entering as a rising freshman. I’d be happy to provide transcripts, IEP documentation, and anything else needed.
Please let me know if you’d be open to a conversation, and thank you in advance for your time and consideration.
Best regards,
Eddie Diaz
He sat back for a moment after sending it. A long breath out. The school had been such a good fit for Chris—one of the first places that didn’t make him feel like his needs were a burden. The faculty had been kind, patient, but never condescending. They’d pushed him when he needed it, but knew when to offer grace. It had taken a lot to leave.
But maybe now… they could come back to something familiar. Something that felt like home. Outside, Chris’s voice rang out again, this time followed by Jacob’s easy laugh. Eddie glanced toward the sound, a small smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. Yeah. It was time to go home.
Eddie stepped away from the laptop and moved toward the back door, drawn by the voices outside. He leaned against the frame for a moment, watching the scene unfold in the yard.
Chris sat at the patio table, eyes locked on the chessboard, his face the picture of focus. Across from him, Jacob let out a long groan as he moved his knight—only to immediately realize he’d fallen into a trap.
“No,” he muttered. “Wait—wait, I didn’t see that.”
Chris smirked and moved his queen. “Checkmate.”
“Again?” Jacob threw his head back with a theatrical sigh. “That’s five in a row. You’re a menace.”
Chris laughed, and Eddie couldn’t help smiling.
“Maybe stop walking right into his openings,” Eddie said, stepping out onto the patio.
Jacob held up both hands. “I’m trying to keep it interesting.” Chris shot him a skeptical look, then turned to his dad. “What were you working on?” Eddie walked over and dropped into the open chair beside them. “Sent an email to Durand. Figured I’d check in about getting you re-enrolled for the fall.”
Chris lit up. “Really?”
Eddie nodded. “Yeah. You always felt at home there. Thought we’d get ahead of things, see if they’ll hold your spot.”
“I miss that place,” Chris said. “And my friends. I didn’t think I’d say that when we first left, but…”
Eddie ruffled his hair lightly. “Yeah, I get it.” Jacob shifted in his seat. “I sent off my transcript this morning. College of Charleston to UCLA. All my credits should transfer.” Chris perked up. “So you’re definitely coming with us?” Jacob gave a small smile. “That’s the idea.” Eddie glanced over at him. “Any word on scholarships?”
“Some might carry over. The admissions office said they’ll get back to me in a couple weeks.” He paused, then added, “Feels good, actually. Taking steps forward.”
Eddie nodded, settling into the chair beside them. “We’re making good time. It’s only mid-March. At this rate, the house’ll be ready for sale by early July.” Chris leaned forward, elbows on the table. “Then we’re outta here?”
“That’s the plan,” Eddie said. “Back to LA. New schools. New routines.”
“Same people,” Chris said.
Jacob looked over at him and smiled. “Best part.” Eddie let himself relax into the chair, listening to their voices carry into the early evening. The house still had repairs to go. There were logistics to manage, lists to finish, things to let go of. But for the first time in a long while, he wasn’t doing it alone. And LA wasn’t just a goal on a timeline anymore. It was a home waiting for them.
Ethan stirred beneath the quilt, the sunlight already slipping low across the blinds. For a moment, he stayed still—tucked into the familiar quiet of Chris’s room, trying to orient himself. The house was calm. The faint sound of laundry tumbling. A drawer opening, somewhere in the kitchen. The clink of a mug. Then came the soft knock. Then Buck’s voice, gentle through the wood: “You decent?” Ethan blinked. “Uh—yeah. Come in.”
The door swung open, and Buck stepped in holding two mugs. He offered one out. “Figured you’d want something warm. It’s decaf—I’m not trying to spike your anxiety or anything.” Ethan gave a small huff and took the mug. “Thanks.”
“Cream’s already in there,” Buck said, plopping down into the armchair across from him. “Didn’t know how much sugar you liked, so I guessed.”
Ethan took a sip. Just right.
“You guessed correctly.”
Buck leaned against the doorframe, sipping from his own mug. “You slept hard.”
“Guess I needed it.”
Buck nodded. He didn’t pry, didn’t push—just gave Ethan the space to come back to himself at his own pace.
“Eddie and I were talking last night. We’re planning to FaceTime later while we each make dinner. Kind of a long-distance thing. Chris and Jacob will be there on his end.”
Ethan raised an eyebrow, intrigued. “Like… cooking together?”
“Exactly,” Buck said. “Kind of a tradition we started when he moved. Helps the distance suck less.” He took another sip, then added, “I figured… if you’re around tonight, maybe you’d want to join. Make a thing out of it. It’d be nice.”
Ethan blinked, surprised by the offer. Not by the invitation, necessarily—Buck was always kind—but by how natural it sounded. Like it wasn’t a big deal. Like he was already expected. He hesitated, but only for a moment.
“Yeah,” he said softly. “Okay. That sounds nice.”
Buck nodded, satisfied. “Good. Chris’ll be excited. He’s been asking about you.” That tugged a small smile out of Ethan. “He barely knows me.”
“He thinks you’re cool,” Buck said with a shrug. “That’s all it takes at that age.”
Ethan chuckled under his breath. Then quieted again, watching the steam curl from the top of his mug. He looked around the room again—Chris’s room—and then back at Buck.
“Yeah,” he said, voice soft but certain. “Okay. I’d like that.”
Buck smiled, the kind of quiet expression that meant more than words.
“Cool,” he said, pushing off the doorframe. “We’ll start around five. I’m thinking grilled flatbreads and roasted veggies. Unless you’ve got something you’re craving?”
Ethan shook his head. “That sounds good.” And just like that, he left Ethan to the slow quiet of the room, the soft hum of a house that, for now, was beginning to feel a little bit like home. After Buck’s footsteps faded down the hall, Ethan swung his legs off the bed and let the mug warm his hands for a few seconds longer before standing.
The house was quiet, save for the low, rhythmic hum of the dryer. He padded down the hall barefoot, familiar enough with the layout by now not to need to linger at any of the doorways. The bathroom door creaked softly as he closed it behind him.
The shower was hot. Steaming, even. It helped shake off the last of the sleep, and the tension that had been clinging to him since the night before. He let the water hit the back of his neck for longer than necessary, one hand braced against the tile. When he finally turned off the spray, he stood there for a beat, eyes closed. Then came a soft knock. Gentle. No voice.
He cracked the door open, steam curling into the hallway. Folded neatly on the floor: a gray hoodie and a pair of navy LAFD sweatpants. A small tag on the hoodie’s collar read DIAZ. Eddie’s, clearly. Buck must’ve figured they’d be a better fit—leaner cut, closer to Ethan’s own build.
Ethan’s chest tightened, just a little—but in that complicated, grateful sort of way. He scooped the clothes up and shut the door again. Back in Chris’s room, the light had shifted again—sun filtering in at an angle now, warm and lazy across the floor. He dropped the hoodie and sweatpants onto the edge of the bed, then reached for his phone on the nightstand.
One new message.
Maddie:
You can keep the photo. It’s yours.
He stared at it for a second. Then, thumbed a response.
Ethan:
Thanks. I didn’t mean to take it. I didn’t even realize I had.
But… thank you.
He set the phone down and opened his wallet—sure enough, the baby photo was tucked between the leather folds. A little creased now, but still intact. Still… him. Ethan stared at it for a long moment. The little blue hat. The soft, round face. Eyes barely open, arms curled into himself like the world was still too big to unfold into. He didn’t look anything like the version of himself he usually pictured when he thought of the past. But somehow, he still recognized that baby.
And slowly—quietly—he felt the corners of his mouth tug upward.
Not a grin.
Just something small.
Something real.
The porch was quiet in the late afternoon warmth, the air thick with the soft buzz of distant lawnmowers and the occasional bark from the neighbor’s golden retriever. The wind chimes on Maddie’s eaves twinkled faintly with every passing breeze.
Buck sat on the top step, Jee-Yun balanced on his knee, her small backpack slung over one shoulder. She was busy rearranging the tiny army of plush toys she’d insisted on bringing for the sleepover—each one being placed with great care inside the little tote Buck had brought along. Bunny, then Dino, then Cat-Cat. Maddie hovered behind them for a minute, arms crossed loosely over her belly.
“She’s excited,” she said, offering a small smile.
Buck glanced over his shoulder and grinned. “I think we’re both gonna be asleep by eight.”
“Parenthood,” Maddie deadpanned, easing herself down onto the step beside him.
They sat there quietly for a moment, watching Jee-Yun’s meticulous sorting. Then Maddie exhaled slowly, the smile slipping away.
“I really thought I lost him.”
Buck didn’t ask who she meant. He didn’t have to. Maddie’s eyes were distant now, trained on the driveway. “When Chim said he’d run—I didn’t even think. I just... spiraled. All I could see was that night. The station. Leaving him there. And this time, it wasn’t going to be my choice.” Buck shifted slightly, enough to face her more fully.
“But it didn’t happen that way,” he said gently. “You didn’t lose him.”
Maddie blinked, looking down at her hands. “I might’ve.”
“But you didn’t,” Buck said, more firmly now. “He came back.”
She looked at him, finally. Her eyes were tired, rimmed faintly red, but steady.
“He took a photo,” she said after a pause. “From the baby box. One of the ones I thought he’d leave behind.”
Buck raised a brow. “And?”
“And I’m glad,” Maddie said. “He should have one. He deserves more than just a couple stuffy school photos, or some from a foster placement he's long forgotten.”
Buck reached over and gently bumped her knee with his. “You’ve got time to give him more. That’s the whole point, right?” She nodded, her jaw tightening briefly before she exhaled again.
“I keep thinking I’ll get used to this,” she admitted. “To being his mom. But it still feels like it could all fall apart. Like he might wake up one day and decide it’s too late.”
Buck’s voice was soft when he answered. “He won’t.” Maddie gave him a skeptical look.
“He won’t,” Buck repeated. “You know how I know? Because he’s just like you. Overthinks everything. Doubts everything. But he still shows up.”
She gave a quiet laugh through her nose, shaking her head. “That a compliment?”
“The highest form,” Buck said, nudging her with his shoulder.
They fell into silence again, the kind that didn’t require filling. Jee-Yun stood, clutching her backpack triumphantly, clearly satisfied with her packing.
“Ready?” Buck asked, hoisting her gently up with one arm.
“Yup!” she chirped, then patted his shoulder like a seasoned traveler.
Maddie rose too, slower than usual, pressing a hand to her side where the baby had just shifted.
“You’ll text me?” she asked, watching as Buck settled Jee into the carseat.
“Of course,” Buck said, slinging the bag over his shoulder.
Maddie hesitated—then stepped forward and pulled him into a quick, tight hug.
“Thanks,” she said into his shoulder. “For going after him. For knowing how to bring him back.”
Buck hugged her back just as tight. “Always.” She stepped back, clearing her throat. Buck opened the car door and looked back one more time. “He’s okay, Maddie. You’re doing good.” And then he was gone, the car humming to life, backing out into the street with a wave from Jee-Yun through the window. Maddie stood on the porch for a moment longer. And, for the first time in hours, she let herself breathe.
The sun was only just beginning to dip, casting warm amber light across the ocean and giving the waves a soft, golden sheen. El Segundo Beach was quieter than Santa Monica—less polished, less crowded, more local. The hum of the city felt far away here. The air smelled like salt and warm sand, not funnel cake and engine grease.
Ethan sat cross-legged on a towel, journal propped open against one bent knee, pen tapping lightly in his hand. His sneakers and socks were beside him, the cuffs of his jeans rolled up past his ankles. He’d given up trying to keep dry after the second splash.
Jee-Yun was currently charging at a small flock of seagulls, shrieking with laughter as they scattered in all directions. Her shorts were soaked. Her ponytail had mostly come undone. She was radiating pure, chaotic joy—and Ethan had been given one very clear instruction: make sure she doesn’t drown or bully too many seagulls. So far, it was going okay.
He glanced up toward the boardwalk. Buck had jogged off in search of ice cream ten minutes ago, leaving him with a six-year-old who had no sense of fear and a surprisingly solid throwing arm when it came to wet sand. Jee paused now, feet planted at the shoreline, letting the next wave roll over her toes. She turned and grinned at him, eyes bright.
“You’re not even watching!” she called.
“I’m absolutely watching,” Ethan replied. “Very closely. I’m just writing down all your crimes so I can report them to your dad later.”
She stuck out her tongue, then turned to chase another gull, arms flailing. Ethan huffed a laugh and looked back down at the page. After a moment, he clicked the pen and started to write.
March 16, 2025
I don’t know what this is supposed to be.
Maybe just… processing.
Maybe something to remember the good moments by.
Last night was heavy. Everything cracked open.
But today—today is quiet.
The ocean’s calmer here. The light’s softer. There’s less expectation hanging in the air.
And I keep thinking: maybe this isn’t the other shoe.
Maybe this is what it feels like when things hold.
When someone catches you instead of letting you fall.
Maybe it’s okay that I don’t know what comes next.
Maybe what I have, right now, is enough.
A shout drew his attention up again. Jee was hopping from one foot to the other, clearly reenacting some dramatic battle with a very uninterested seagull. He shook his head and smiled.
She was something else.
And maybe—just maybe—so was he. He capped the pen, tucked it into the spine of the journal, and leaned back on his hands. The tide had crept a little closer. The breeze carried the sound of music from somewhere up the beach—guitar strings and a woman’s voice, distant but mellow. Ethan let his shoulders relax. For the first time in days, he wasn’t waiting for something to go wrong.
He was just here.
Buck reappeared from up the beach, shoes in one hand, three cups of ice cream balanced precariously in the other. His hair was wind-tousled, and there was a streak of what looked like napkin lint clinging to his forearm, but he was grinning like a man who had successfully negotiated with a very stubborn vendor.
“Alright,” he announced as he approached. “One rocky road for me, one strawberry-vanilla swirl for the seagull wrangler—” he handed it to Jee, who cheered, “—and one chocolate cheesecake for our resident philosopher.”
Ethan blinked. “You got my order right.”
“I know everything,” Buck said matter-of-factly, flopping down onto the towel beside him. “Also, you muttered it in the car when we passed the Cold Stone last week.”
Ethan huffed a quiet laugh. “Still.” Jee plopped herself between them, already halfway into her swirl. Her chin was pink and sticky, and Ethan passed her a napkin without needing to be asked.
The three of them sat in a loose, relaxed triangle, legs stretched toward the water. The sun was lower now, dipping just enough to cast everything in amber and peach tones. It made the sand glow, like it had stored up sunlight for this exact moment. Jee nudged Ethan with her knee. “Do you think that bird remembers me?”
Ethan followed her gaze to a seagull standing at what it clearly considered a safe distance. It was eyeing her with suspicious precision. She said, mid-bite. “That’s the same one.” Ethan followed her finger. “Pretty sure that’s a different one.”
“No,” she insisted. “That’s the one from earlier. He was mean.”
Buck leaned back on one arm. “What’d he do?”
“He looked at me weird,” Jee said, frowning like this was a federal offense. “And he tried to steal my chips.”
“You threw them at him,” Ethan pointed out, amused.
“That’s because he was being rude.”
Ethan, deadpan: “I think he’s planning revenge.” Jee gasped—full, open-mouth gasp—and clutched her ice cream like it might shield her.
“No! He better not! I gave him, like, three chips!”
Buck was shaking with laughter now, trying not to spill his ice cream. Jee looked between them, face pinched. “That’s not fair. I was nice.” Ethan shrugged. “Maybe you gave them to his enemy.” Jee stared at the bird, then turned back to them with all the seriousness a six-year-old could muster.
“I’m gonna be extra nice now,” she declared. “So he knows I’m good.”
Buck reached over and ruffled her hair. “Sounds like a solid plan, kiddo.” She grinned and got back to eating, feet kicking through the sand. They sat in silence after that, letting the music and the ocean fill the space. It was the kind of quiet that didn’t feel empty. Just easy. The kind that made you feel like the world had finally taken a breath. Buck leaned over to Ethan, keeping his voice low. “Pretty good view, huh?”
Ethan nodded, eyes on Jee, who was now trying to bribe a different seagull with the tiniest bite of her ice cream. “Yeah,” he said. “It really is.”
The kitchen in Eddie’s El Paso house was alive with motion—steam rising off the stove, the scent of simmering tomato sauce filling the air. The windows were cracked open to let the breeze in, and the late afternoon light spilled gold across the counters. Lasagna prep was in full swing: Eddie stirring the ricotta mixture, Chris carefully laying out the pasta sheets on wax paper, and Jacob chopping vegetables at a steady rhythm, sleeves pushed to his elbows, knife rocking in a practiced arc.
It felt… good. Domestic. Like something solid was finally forming beneath his feet. Eddie stood barefoot, sleeves rolled up, stirring with one hand and nudging Chris gently back from the burner with the other.
“Careful, buddy,” he said, even though Chris had done this before. “That’s hot.”
“I know,” Chris said, but grinned anyway, retreating with his crutch to the other side of the kitchen island. “You act like I haven’t been helping you cook since forever.”
“You used to burn toast.”
“I was seven.”
“Still counts.”
Jacob snorted from his place at the cutting board, where he was slicing fresh mozzarella. “Gonna be like this all night?”
Eddie glanced up. “Absolutely.”
The three of them had settled into a rhythm lately—an easy flow in the house that reminded Eddie more and more of what life used to feel like, back when it was just him and Chris and Buck, and the air didn’t carry quite as much weight. It felt lighter now. Hopeful. Even the heat in El Paso didn’t feel quite so oppressive tonight.
He set the knife down, wiped his hands on a towel, and reached for the laptop perched on the end of the counter. Buck was supposed to be calling any minute, and Eddie had asked him to get the setup going while he checked on the sauce.
A few seconds after Jacob propped open the screen and adjusted the camera, the call connected. Buck’s familiar grin filled the frame—along with a small blur of motion that resolved into Jee-Yun climbing onto a barstool beside him. And—someone else. A guy Jacob hadn’t seen before, leaning against the kitchen island with a cautious, curious posture.
“Hey!” Buck grinned. “Diaz crew in full force?”
“All present and accounted for,” Eddie said, stepping in beside Jacob.
Chris leaned closer to the screen. “Hi, Jee!” Jee’s eyes lit up. “Chris! Oh my gosh—I saw the biggest seagull today, and he tried to steal Ethan’s fries but I told him no way, and then Buck bought me ice cream, and we made pizza, except he calls it flatbread, which is silly, and I think seagulls are plotting against me again but this time I’m ready.” Chris laughed. “That’s a lot of updates.”
“You missed a lot of things!”
“I can tell.”
Jacob leaned against the counter, watching with quiet amusement. There was something grounding in the way Jee talked to Chris—excited, open, like she’d been waiting days just to tell him everything. Buck turned the screen slightly. “By the way—this is my nephew. Ethan, meet Jacob.” Ethan glanced up and gave a small, polite nod. And—yeah, okay. Jacob noticed.
Not in any over-the-top way. Just… registered it. The sharp lines softened by his sleep-rumpled hoodie, the way his mouth tugged a little awkwardly when he smiled. He was cute. Definitely. Jacob covered it well, offering a wave and a “Hey, man,” casual as anything.
“Hey,” Ethan replied, voice quiet but not unfriendly.
The camera on Buck’s side shifted to show their kitchen—flatbreads half-assembled, toppings spread across the counter in colorful chaos.
“We’re doing pizza night,” Buck said.
“Flatbread,” Ethan corrected, with a twitch of a smile.
Jacob chuckled. “Fancy name for pizza.”
“We’re branding it,” Buck replied, deadpan.
Chris moved across the kitchen, setting out another row of noodles on the counter while Eddie spooned sauce into a tray. It smelled incredible.
“How’s prep going?” Buck asked.
“On schedule,” Eddie said. “Maybe even ahead. We’re aiming to be back in LA by early July.”
Chris nodded. “I already started packing.”
“He has three boxes,” Jacob added dryly. “All Percy Jackson.”
“I like them,” Chris said unapologetically.
Jee leaned into the screen, whispering, “I have two books!” Buck snorted. “One of them is about llamas.” Jacob was only half-listening now. His eyes flicked briefly to Ethan, who had drifted closer to the screen, watching Chris and Jee talk like he wasn’t quite sure how to join in, but still wanted to be part of it. There was something familiar in the way he lingered at the edges of conversation.
Something Jacob understood.
It was a good moment—quiet, easy, shared. And Jacob let it settle in his chest, soft and steady. Maybe this was what the start of something felt like. They continued working in tandem—ricotta being spread, mozzarella layered, sauce ladled over sheets of pasta. On the other screen, Ethan sprinkled arugula over one of the flatbreads while Jee chattered away beside him about beach shells and how she was going to open a lemonade stand with her “best friend, who she hadn’t met yet, but would definitely know when she did.”
The video call settled into a casual rhythm, both kitchens echoing with warmth and clatter.
“So,” Buck said, wiping tomato sauce from the corner of his hand, “how’s the repairs going, then?”
“Solid,” Eddie replied. “The bathroom’s finished, the roof patch held up during the last storm, and we’re about halfway through the staging.”
“Impressive,” Buck said. “You’re actually ahead of schedule?”
Eddie grinned. “Don’t sound so surprised.” Jacob leaned in slightly. “Chris has been doing recon with the neighborhood kids—gauging sidewalk bikeability and which house has the best Halloween decorations.” Chris shrugged. “It’s called research.”
“Scholar in the making,” Buck teased.
“We’ve also been looking ahead,” Eddie added, tone softening. “I reached out to Durand. Hoping to get Chris re-enrolled.”
Buck’s expression brightened. “That’s awesome.” Chris looked shyly proud. “I miss my friends there.”
“And Jacob?” Buck asked, tilting his head.
“I just sent over my transcripts,” Jacob said. “From College of Charleston to UCLA. Most of my credits should carry.”
Across the screen, Ethan perked up. “Wait—you’re gonna be at UCLA?”
“That’s the plan.”
“I’m transferring in from Yale,” Ethan said casually, like he was still getting used to the words. His fingers tapped once on the counter, more out of habit than nerves. “So… yeah. I’ll be the new kid.”
Jacob blinked once. “Same. Starting fresh.” Their eyes met across the screen—brief, unassuming. Ethan’s smile was a little crooked, a little shy. He had the kind of presence that didn’t try too hard. Just was. And okay, yeah. Jacob, once again, noticed. He wasn’t made of stone. But it was just that—noticing. A flicker. A thought that caught him off guard and didn’t quite leave.
“What’s your major?” Ethan asked.
“Biochem,” Jacob replied quickly, posture straightening a bit. “Took a break last year. Just about done, though.”
Ethan nodded, interest sparking in his expression. “I’m Biology. Pre-med track.”
“Oh. Cool.” Jacob gave a lopsided smile. “So you’re, like... smart-smart.”
Ethan let out a soft laugh. “That’s what they tell me.”
“Oh, same,” Jacob deadpanned, tossing a bit of chopped basil onto the cutting board like he hadn’t just had a full mental short-circuit.
Eddie shot him a look—subtle, amused. Jacob meant to leave it there, but something—maybe the way Ethan’s smile lingered—made his next words come out just a hair too quickly.
“Guess we’ll be seeing a lot of each other.”
Buck raised an eyebrow at that, while Eddie gave Jacob a brief, amused glance over the edge of the mixing bowl. Jacob cleared his throat. “I mean—campus-wise. You know. Same major area, sort of. Probably. Maybe.”
“Yeah,” Ethan said, lips twitching like he was trying not to grin. “Probably.”
Eddie stepped in like a pro. “Jacob’s got the science stuff down. Just don’t let him near a microwave.” Jacob groaned. “One time I forgot to add water to the ramen.”
“It caught fire,” Chris chimed in helpfully.
Ethan laughed—quiet but genuine. “Duly noted.” On the screen, Jee was now enthusiastically monologuing to Chris about her future lemonade stand, a complicated plan involving glitter cups, friendship bracelets, and an aggressive marketing strategy. Chris nodded seriously, completely engaged. “You should draft a business plan.”
“I am,” Jee said, very seriously. “On construction paper.”
“You’re gonna be unstoppable,” Buck muttered, under his breath.
Ethan grinned and shook his head slightly, stealing a glance toward the screen where Chris was now offering Jee a trade deal involving three stickers and a mini flashlight. Across the screen, Buck raised a slice of finished flatbread in mock toast. “To beach days, clubs with snacks, and two college transfers finding their people.” Eddie raised a spatula in return. “And to the lasagna not falling apart when we plate it.”
“Low bar,” Jacob said, but he smiled when Chris elbowed him gently.
And somewhere, tucked between the banter and the scent of tomato and basil and wood-fired crusts, Jacob let the moment settle. Not a turning point. Not yet. But maybe the start of something worth turning toward.
The kitchen smelled incredible.
With the final layer of mozzarella laid and the sauce bubbling softly on the stovetop, Eddie carefully slid the lasagna into the oven. He shut the door with a soft thud and set the timer, wiping his hands on a towel tucked into his waistband.
On the laptop screen, Buck was corralling Jee-Yun, who had already started licking stray sauce off her spoon. Ethan was reaching for the power button, but not before offering a quick, polite wave.
“Alright,” Buck said, “we’re gonna eat before she ends up covered in cheese.”
“Too late!” Jee chirped.
“Say bye to Chris,” Ethan said, nudging her gently.
“Bye, Chris! Bye Jacob! Bye Uncle Eddie! Bye lasagna!”
Chris grinned. “See you guys soon!” Ethan offered a parting smile, just a little soft at the corners. “Nice meeting you, Jacob.”
“Yeah,” Jacob replied, hand lifting automatically in a wave. “You too.”
The screen winked to black. A beat of quiet fell in the kitchen as the final bits of prep wrapped up. The noise of the earlier hustle gave way to something calmer, more settled. Eddie turned to Chris. “Go set the table, mijo. Dinner’ll be ready in a few.”
“On it!” Chris said, grabbing his crutches and heading off toward the dining room.
Jacob turned to follow—until Eddie’s voice stopped him in his tracks.
“So,” Eddie said, eyebrows raised, a smile just barely threatening at the corners of his mouth, “we’re not gonna talk about whatever that was?”
Jacob blinked, halfway to playing dumb.
“Whatever what was?”
Eddie just looked at him, clearly not buying it for a second. Jacob scratched the back of his neck, suddenly very interested in the basil leaves still scattered on the cutting board. “I was just being friendly.”
“Mmhmm,” Eddie said, crossing his arms. “Friendly with extra smiles and a couple awkward compliments I had to save you from?”
Jacob groaned, ducking his head. “Oh my god.” Eddie laughed, clapping a hand to Jacob’s shoulder with a warmth that took any edge off the teasing.
“It’s okay,” he said, voice dropping just slightly. “It’s good to see you smiling.”
Jacob gave a sheepish shrug, but he didn’t deny it. He didn’t really want to. Eddie squeezed his shoulder once more, then nudged him gently toward the dining room.
“Come on, Casanova. Let’s eat.”
Jacob huffed a laugh and followed. Behind them, the oven ticked softly. The house smelled like tomato and garlic and something like home. And in a few weeks, they’d all be back in LA.
Together.
The kitchen had gone mostly quiet. Jee-Yun was curled up on the couch, knocked out cold beneath a soft yellow throw blanket, one sock half-hanging off her foot. A Disney movie played low on the screen, long past her bedtime, but neither of them had the heart to turn it off.
Buck rinsed out the last mixing bowl while Ethan dried off a cutting board beside him, both of them working in easy rhythm. The flatbreads had been a hit—flour still dusted the countertop and one rogue basil leaf clung to the fridge handle.
“She really crashed hard,” Buck said, glancing toward the living room.
“She was a menace with the arugula,” Ethan replied, soft amusement in his voice.
Buck grinned. “You should see her on a sugar high.”
“I think I did,” Ethan deadpanned.
They fell quiet again—comfortable, no tension lingering from the week’s events. Just the hush of nighttime settling in. Buck leaned back against the counter, drying his hands. “You doing okay?” Ethan nodded, though it came with a pause. “Yeah. Today helped.” Buck tilted his head. “Yeah?”
“It was… normal,” Ethan said, eyes on the drying rack. “In a way I didn’t think I’d get to feel for a while.”
Buck offered a quiet smile. “That’s the goal. Normal where we can find it.” Another silence stretched, this one thoughtful. Then Ethan added, “Eddie's nephew—Jacob. He seems nice.” Buck arched a brow. “Yeah?” Ethan shrugged, a little too casual. “Good energy.” Buck’s mouth tugged at the corner. He didn’t comment—didn’t tease. Just let it sit. Ethan cleared his throat and changed the subject without really changing it. “He said he’s finishing his degree at UCLA?”
“Biochem,” Buck confirmed. “You two might cross paths.”
Ethan gave a small nod, not quite looking up. “Guess we’ll see.” Buck smiled faintly. “Small world.”
They didn’t push it.
Buck moved past Ethan to check on Jee, gently tucking the blanket higher over her shoulder. He paused there a moment, hand resting on the back of the couch.
“She’s lucky,” Ethan said softly.
Buck looked over. “How do you mean?”
“To have this. You. A safe place to land.”
Buck’s expression flickered, softened. “We all deserve that.” He stepped back into the kitchen and nudged Ethan’s shoulder lightly as he passed.
“You included.”
Ethan didn’t reply right away. But the quiet way his eyes tracked Buck said enough. They stood there a moment longer, the house still and warm around them.
Outside, the city hummed.
Inside, things held.
Chapter 6: Time To Pretend
It was too quiet in the house. Jacob sat at the kitchen table with a glass of water he hadn’t touched, his phone face-down next to him. The ceiling fan overhead whirred in lazy circles, doing little to cut the weight of spring heat pressing in from outside. He could hear Chris in the other room—controller clicks, muffled laughter, some video game character shouting about cover fire.
Then there was the sound of footsteps. Steady. Intentional. Eddie walked in with something folded in his hand. Not a bill, not a napkin, not a piece of junk mail. He set it down gently on the table between them. A printed itinerary. A boarding pass.
Jacob blinked. “Seriously?”
Eddie nodded, easing into the chair across from him. “LAX. Friday morning. Buck’s picking you up.” Jacob stared at the paper. His name was on it. Roundtrip. Just a few days. Long enough to feel real—too long to call it nothing.
“I thought we were moving next month,” he said.
“We are,” Eddie said, calm. “But I figured you should get a look at the place before it becomes home. Walk the campus. Sit in it. Make sure it’s what you actually want.”
Jacob leaned back in his chair, arms crossed loosely over his chest. “That’s... not nothing.”
“No,” Eddie agreed. “It’s not.”
There was a beat of silence between them. Jacob’s eyes dropped to the flight info again.
“Chris know?”
“He picked the return date. Said you’re not allowed to miss Mario Kart rematch night.”
Jacob cracked a smile at that. Still, he hesitated. “You sure Buck’s okay with me crashing there?” Eddie’s reply was immediate. “He’s not just okay with it. He’s already changed the sheets in Chris’s room. Ethan’s around too. I told them both.” Jacob nodded slowly. The hesitation hadn’t been about permission—it had been about belonging. And that… was still murky. Still new.
“You’re not going alone,” Eddie said again, softer now. “You’ve got people there.”
Jacob looked down at the paper one last time before reaching for his phone. He unlocked it, thumb hovering over his browser. Then he opened a new tab.
UCLA campus map.
Weather in Los Angeles next week.
What to pack for a four-day trip to Southern California.
Does LA public transit suck?
He wasn’t sure what he was looking for exactly—confirmation, maybe. Some sign he was doing the right thing. But mostly, it just felt good to be preparing for something again. He was deep in a student-run blog post titled “Surviving UCLA Without Losing Your Soul” when the sound of soft footsteps padded into the kitchen. Chris appeared in the doorway, notebook in hand, socked feet quiet on the tile.
“You’re going?” he asked, not looking up as he flipped open the front cover.
Jacob nodded. “Looks like it.”
“Cool.” Chris pulled out the chair next to him and sat, setting the small notebook between them with deliberate care. “I made this.”
Jacob blinked. “You—what?”
“I figured you’d want a jumpstart,” Chris said, casually, like he hadn’t just upstaged every guidance counselor in Texas. “It’s mostly stuff about campus, transit routes, and a few places that look fun.”
Jacob leaned in, thumbing through the pages. Chris’s handwriting was neat, slightly angled, and annotated with stars and margin notes. UCLA facts. Tour tips. Restaurant suggestions. A tiny hand-drawn map with a question mark near the Getty.
“You really thought of everything,” Jacob said, genuinely impressed.
Chris gave a one-shoulder shrug like it was no big deal. “Dad says we’re a planning household now.”
Jacob snorted. “That’s horrifying.”
“Yeah, well. He makes spreadsheets now.”
Jacob raised an eyebrow. “You’re kidding.” Chris just smiled. Then he tapped the third page in the notebook. “Also—check out Malibu. It’s really cool. The beach is huge and the cliffs look like something out of a movie.”
Jacob flipped to the page—a screenshot of Malibu’s coastline, circled in blue ink, with a note underneath: might be good to see the ocean from a real beach. He stared at it for a moment. “...You seriously put this together just for me?”
Chris shrugged again, a little less casual this time. “You’re gonna get out there before me. Figured I’d help since I’m still an LA local.” There was a pause. Jacob didn’t say thank you—not because he didn’t want to, but because it didn’t feel like enough. He set the notebook down gently. “Alright, coastal adventure added to the list.” Chris gave a satisfied nod. “Just don’t come back tanner than me.”
Jacob grinned. “No promises.”
Jacob glanced at his phone. The screen lit up with the time—7:42 p.m.—and just under it, the date.
Wednesday.
His eyes widened a little.
“Shit,” he muttered, sitting up straighter. “My flight’s Friday morning.”
Chris blinked. “Yeah. I know.”
“I don’t have anything packed.”
Chris tilted his head. “You’ve been wearing the same five hoodies all month.”
“That’s not comforting.”
Chris grinned. “It’s informational.”
Jacob stood up and started pacing toward his room. “Okay. Okay. I’ve got like… what? A day and a half?” Chris held up three fingers. “Technically you’ve got tonight, tomorrow, and the part of Friday before the sun comes up.” Jacob groaned dramatically. “You’re the worst.”
“Time management is your enemy,” Chris called after him, deadpan. “I’m just the messenger.”
In his room, Jacob flicked on the light and pulled open his closet.
He stared.
It stared back.
Most of it felt... wrong. Not in the wrong-size sense—though some of the jeans looked like they belonged to a shorter, angrier version of himself—but wrong in the I’m not that kid anymore sense. These were shirts he’d worn to court dates and bad Thanksgivings. Hoodies that had seen too many bus rides and not enough good days. A pair of sneakers he didn’t even like, but had kept because they were technically new.
His fingers skimmed across the hangers. He stopped at a wrinkled band tee, then let it fall back. None of it felt worthy of a trip that might, possibly, mean something.
“God,” he muttered under his breath. “I can’t wear any of this.”
A pause.
“Not in Los Angeles.”
He stepped out into the hallway where Chris was still seated at the kitchen table, scribbling something else into his notebook.
“Hey,” Jacob said, scratching the back of his neck. “You up for a late night Target run?”
Chris looked up, immediately alert. “Wait—seriously?” Jacob nodded solemnly. “I need... an outfit. Maybe six.” Chris snapped the notebook shut like a mission had been assigned. “Grab your wallet. I’ve got a gift card.”
The car ride was quiet for a few blocks, headlights sweeping across dim sidewalks and shuttered storefronts. The AC was just loud enough to drown out the low hum of the engine, and the windows were rolled halfway down to let in the desert night.
Jacob drove with one hand on the wheel and the other fiddling with the radio dial, flipping between static-heavy stations before settling on something low and wordless. Chris sat in the passenger seat, cross-legged, clutching his notebook and a mostly-empty water bottle.
“I was only joking,” Chris said eventually, staring out the window.
Jacob glanced at him. “About what?”
“The hoodies.”
Jacob huffed a laugh. “I know.” Chris turned to look at him. “They’re not that bad.”
“No,” Jacob said, tapping the turn signal. “But you’re not wrong either.”
He pulled into the parking lot—mostly empty at this hour except for a few tired cars and an over-lit entrance that gave the store the feel of a late-night beacon. The red Target bullseye glowed faintly in the warm air. Jacob parked, shut off the engine, and leaned back in his seat for a second.
“I think I got stuck,” he said finally. “You know? Like… time moved forward, but I didn’t. Same clothes, same playlists, same excuses.”
Chris was quiet for a second. “That happens.” Jacob looked over at him.
“But it’s not permanent,” Chris added with a shrug. “Not unless you want it to be.”
Jacob smiled a little at that.
“Let’s see what the clearance rack thinks of my emotional growth.”
Chris grinned and grabbed the door handle. “Only if you promise to buy something that isn’t gray.” Inside, the store was quiet in that eerie, too-clean way that only existed after 9 p.m.—like even the mannequins were winding down for the night. They made a beeline for menswear, Jacob trailing a cart while Chris wandered ahead like a one-kid personal shopper.
“Okay,” Chris said, already grabbing things off a rack. “Basic tees first. No more black-on-black unless you’re actively fighting crime.”
Jacob snorted. “Rude.”
Chris tossed him a moss green henley. “Try that on.” For the next thirty minutes, they circled the clothing section with increasing efficiency—Chris flipping through hangers, Jacob checking price tags, muttering about inflation like someone twice his age.
He tried on a mix of clothes he wouldn’t have given a second look at a month ago—slim-fit jeans, a button-up he could maybe wear with the sleeves rolled, a soft hoodie that wasn’t charcoal gray.
By the end of it, they had a full stack balanced in the cart: neutral-toned tees, two solid pairs of jeans, a dark flannel, a simple denim jacket, and three clean hoodies that Chris had aggressively approved. It was a little much. Maybe even a lot.
At checkout, Jacob winced at the total. Even with Chris’s gift card—which Chris swiped from his own wallet with a grin and no room for protest—it wasn’t cheap. But as the bags were handed over, full and folded, something in his chest loosened a little.
Eight outfits.
Not a full reinvention. But enough to start over in a city where no one really knew who he’d been. They pushed the cart out into the night, plastic handles digging into their fingers, the hum of the automatic doors behind them like a quiet exhale.
“Think you’re ready for LA now?” Chris asked as they reached the car.
Jacob didn’t answer right away. He looked down at the bags in his hand, then at the sky above—clear, wide, full of things he still didn’t know.
“Getting there,” he said softly.
LAX was loud, humid, and full of people pretending not to be lost. Ethan stood by the base of the escalators outside Arrivals, hands in his pockets, watching travelers trickle down with blank stares and tangled headphones. The concrete radiated late-afternoon heat. A shuttle bus hissed as it pulled away from the curb.
Buck checked his phone and gave a small nod. “He just texted. Coming down now—beige striped shirt, gray duffel. Still insisting you know he doesn’t bite.” Ethan gave a quiet huff. “Good to know.”
Then he spotted him.
Jacob was a few steps from the top of the escalator, one hand on the rail, the other gripping the strap of his duffel. He wasn’t tall—maybe 5’8”—but he moved like someone used to navigating crowds without drawing attention. Beige rugby shirt with a thick white stripe, light-wash jorts, off-white Converse that had clearly seen pavement. The duffel hung heavy across one shoulder, but he didn’t shift it.
His eyes scanned the pickup zone until they landed on Buck. Then—briefly—on Ethan. When he reached the bottom, Buck stepped forward.
“You Jacob?”
“Yeah,” Jacob said, shaking his hand. “Thanks for coming.”
“No problem. Truck’s just over this way.”
Jacob nodded and fell into step, glancing sideways as he reached Ethan.
“Hey,” he said, not stiff exactly—just like he hadn’t figured out the rhythm yet.
Ethan pushed off the pillar and walked with him. “Hey. Welcome to LA.” Jacob gave a slight nod, then added, “You look taller in person.” Ethan raised an eyebrow. “I am taller in person.”
Jacob smirked. “Okay, fair.”
“You look like someone who owns exactly three shirts.”
“Two now. This one’s too warm.”
They reached the truck. Ethan opened the back door; Jacob tossed his bag inside with practiced ease. Ethan leaned lightly against the side panel. “You’re quieter than you were on FaceTime.” Jacob scratched the side of his neck, with a sheepish smile. “Still adjusting.” Ethan shrugged. “We’ve got time.”
For a beat, they just stood there, the sound of engines and rolling suitcases filling the silence around them. Then Jacob gave a small, real smile and circled to the passenger side door. It wasn’t perfectly comfortable. But it wasn’t awkward anymore either.
The truck’s AC kicked in with a low hum as Buck merged onto the freeway. The windows stayed up, the air cool and quiet. Ethan stretched out in the back seat, comfortably slouched. Jacob sat up front, a little more upright, watching the city unfold in shades of asphalt and stucco. After a beat, Buck spoke, easy and measured.
“Alright, just so you’re not walking in blind—here’s the plan for the next few days.”
Jacob turned slightly, giving him half his attention.
“You’re here through Wednesday. So this weekend, we’ll keep it simple. You’ll meet Maddie, Chim, and Jee—she’s already calling dibs on your attention span, by the way.”
Ethan added from the back, “Don’t let the pigtails fool you. She’s intense.” Buck smirked. “If Hen’s around, I’ll introduce you then. If not, we’ll catch her Monday when we stop by the firehouse.”
Jacob nodded slowly.
“And it won’t just be Hen,” Buck added. “You’ll meet the rest of the team too—Bobby, Ravi, maybe the rest of the crew if they’re floating around. I figured it’s good for you to have a few familiar faces when you’re out here full-time.”
“Right,” Jacob murmured. “The extended family.”
“Exactly.”
“And after that?” he asked.
“Monday, I’m back on shift,” Buck said. “So Ethan gets to play tour guide. You two can take the metro up to UCLA, explore campus, wander around the city a bit.”
Ethan added, “We’ll get lost with purpose.” Jacob glanced at him, eyebrow raised. “That a promise?” Ethan smirked. “More of a suggestion.” The road unspooled ahead of them. Palm trees and distant hills. Strip malls and sun-bleached signs.
Jacob leaned back in his seat, voice a little softer now. “I haven’t been to LA since I was a kid. We came once, when my Gran—Janet—was still alive. I think I was six? Too young to remember anything useful. Just hospital lighting. One of the nurses wore this awful perfume that gave me a headache.” Ethan didn’t say anything for a second. Then, quietly, “Well. You deserve better memories than that.” Jacob looked out the window, let a breath out through his nose.
“Yeah,” he said. “I’m hoping to make some.”
The house felt lived-in the second Jacob stepped through the front door. Not cluttered—but real. A pair of sneakers just inside the threshold. A stack of neatly folded towels on the hall table. The smell of something clean and warm in the air—maybe detergent, maybe just the way this place always smelled. Ethan kicked the door closed behind them, then motioned toward the hallway.
“Your room’s down the hall, first door on the right.”
“Well—Chris’s room,” Buck clarified, setting his keys on the sideboard in the dining room. “But it’s yours for the weekend.”
Jacob passed the living room, eyes briefly catching on the deep navy couch, the framed photos on the mantle, the sunlight spilling across the rug. Down the hallway, he reached the door with the slightly worn Avengers sticker on it and stepped inside.
It was clearly a teenager’s space—well-kept, but full of personality. Twin bed against the far wall, blue-and-white striped comforter smoothed tight. Posters and art tacked above the desk. A few LEGO builds lined up neatly on a shelf next to some robotics trophies. On the desk, a sleek dual-monitor setup quietly pulsed with a galaxy screensaver.
Jacob let out a soft breath and walked the room slowly, brushing his fingers along the edge of the desk. Everything had a sense of presence—like Chris had just stepped out and left the room behind, waiting. There was something comforting in that.
He dropped his duffel onto the foot of the bed and sat for a moment, letting the room settle around him. Then he pulled out his phone, scrolled, and hit Chris’s name. The FaceTime screen opened after a few rings. Chris answered from what looked like Eddie’s kitchen, half a granola bar in his mouth.
“What?”
Jacob angled the camera to give a sweeping shot of the room. “Nice setup. Mind if I borrow it for a few days?” Chris narrowed his eyes. “You didn’t touch the PC, did you?” Jacob turned the camera to show the desk again. “Only to run updates. You’re welcome.”
“Jacob.”
“I didn’t delete anything.”
“I swear, if you touched my mods—”
“I didn’t touch your mods,” Jacob said. “I just added a few better ones.”
Chris groaned. “You’re insufferable.”
“And yet, you miss me already.”
“Whatever. Just don’t mess up my load order. I have it dialed in.”
Jacob grinned. “You act like I don’t know what I’m doing.”
“You don’t.”
“Wow. Brutal honesty from a child. That’s what this family’s built on, huh?”
Chris just shook his head and took another bite of granola. “I’m hanging up before you make it worse.” Jacob laughed, even after the screen went dark. He tossed the phone onto the bed beside him and leaned back, arms bracing on either side. It felt weird being here.
Not bad. Just new.
But the room? It didn’t feel unfamiliar. Not in the way he’d expected. Jacob was still smiling to himself when he heard the soft snort from the hallway.
He turned.
Ethan leaned casually in the doorway, arms crossed, one shoulder against the frame. His mouth was curved into a small, amused grin.
“Picking battles with a child,” Ethan said. “Incredible.”
Jacob felt a flush creep up the back of his neck. “Okay, to be fair, he started it.” Ethan raised an eyebrow. “You hacked into his PC and mocked his load order.”
“I didn’t hack anything,” Jacob muttered, looking down as he nudged the side of the mattress with his knee. “And I did not mock. I... lightly critiqued.”
“Mm-hm.”
Jacob shook his head, the smile tugging again despite himself. “You really haven’t met Chris, have you?”
“Not properly,” Ethan admitted, stepping into the room now, eyes drifting toward the desk setup. “Only seen him in FaceTime calls. Heard some stories.”
“Well, he’s wicked smart,” Jacob said. “And I don’t mean, like, kid smart. I mean... throw-you-into-a-debate-about-space-law smart. He’ll wipe the floor with you and quote at least three sources while doing it.”
“So it’s like talking to a small adult?”
Jacob pointed at him. “Exactly that.” Ethan laughed under his breath, leaning his hands on the back of the desk chair. “Sounds exhausting.”
“It is,” Jacob said, softer now. “But it’s good. He’s good.”
There was a pause.
Jacob looked around the room again, taking in the posters, the folded flannel on the back of the chair, the little stack of books by the nightstand. His hands came to rest loosely in his lap.
“I wasn’t around for a big part of his life,” he said. “And now I’m... here. Crashing in his room. Talking to him like he’s my little brother instead of this cousin who didn't know I existed until not long ago.”
Ethan didn’t say anything, but he didn’t move either. Jacob glanced up. “It’s weird, right?”
“No,” Ethan said, shaking his head. “Sometimes stuff just... clicks.”
“Yeah,” Jacob said, eyes drifting across the room again. “Sometimes it does.”
The quiet stretched—not uncomfortable. Just... settled. Jacob picked at a loose thread on the duvet, then glanced back up. “Anyway, sorry you had to witness that.” Ethan grinned. “Oh, I’m not sorry. It was deeply entertaining.” Jacob rolled his eyes, but he was smiling again. Ethan lingered a second longer, then tipped his chin toward the hallway.
“Anyway—came to let you know Buck’s putting in an order for takeout. Late lunch. Shouldn’t be too long.”
Jacob nodded, still half perched on the edge of the bed. “Cool. I’ll probably hit the shower before then.”
“Yeah?” Ethan said.
Jacob shrugged, rubbing at the back of his neck. “It’s not as hot as El Paso, but that little bump in humidity? Brutal. My shirt already hates me.” Ethan huffed a short laugh. “Welcome to coastal misery. Spare towels are in the hall closet, top shelf.”
“Got it. Thanks.”
Ethan nodded once, then turned and stepped back into the hall. His footsteps faded a moment later—soft against the worn wood. Jacob sat there for another beat, staring at the shut door. Then he reached for his phone again, unlocking it with his thumb.
Jacob: Hey. Just got to the house. Everything’s good. Getting settled in now.
He hovered for a second, then hit send. The message went out, a little blue bubble blinking back at him. Jacob stood and stretched, feeling the pull of travel in his shoulders. He grabbed his duffel, unzipped it just enough to pull out a clean t-shirt and his toiletry bag, then headed down the hall toward the bathroom. The house creaked a little as he walked—just enough to let him know he wasn’t alone. And somehow, that was comforting.
By the time Jacob finally disappeared into Chris’s room for a nap, Ethan could see the sleep dragging at his edges—eyes half-lidded, words trailing off, posture sagging like the air around him had gotten heavier by the minute. Buck had barely finished clearing the takeout boxes before the house dipped into a soft hush.
Ethan didn’t mind the quiet. The kind of quiet that came with filtered sunlight and the distant hum of traffic outside. He moved through it like he belonged here—because, in a way, he kind of did. Even if the house technically belonged to Eddie. Even if the layout still felt like someone else’s life was suspended in every room.
He’d grown used to the rhythm of the place. Used to Buck’s weird habit of folding dish towels into thirds, the squeaky hinge on the cabinet above the microwave, the exact setting on the AC that didn’t piss it off.
Now, with the kitchen reset and time to kill, Ethan leaned against the counter, sipping from a glass of water, watching Buck chop vegetables with easy focus.
“You think he’s nervous?” Ethan asked, finally breaking the stillness.
Buck didn’t look up. “Probably. He wouldn’t say so, though.”
“Yeah,” Ethan murmured. “I’ve noticed he jokes when he doesn’t know what else to do.”
Buck gave a short, knowing smile. “Eddie said the same. Kid keeps his cards close. Always has.” Ethan nodded, turning that over in his head. He knew the type. People who spent a lot of time calculating reactions before they spoke. Who used sarcasm to keep the conversation just far enough away from anything real.
“He’s doing alright, though,” Buck added. “He’s paying attention. You can tell.”
“Yeah,” Ethan said. “He’s watching everything.”
Footsteps echoed faintly down the hall, bare feet against the wood. A moment later, Jacob reappeared—hair mussed from sleep, sleeves pushed up, hoodie collar uneven. He paused in the doorway like he wasn’t quite sure if it was okay to walk in on a conversation.
“Hey,” Buck greeted, easy. “You’re alive.”
“Debatable,” Jacob said, voice still hoarse. “What day is it?”
“Still Friday.”
“Damn,” Jacob muttered. “Hoped I’d at least time-traveled a little.”
Ethan smiled faintly. There it was—deflection through humor. Right on cue. Buck stepped aside. “Dinner’s in an hour. Maddie, Chim, and Jee are coming by.” Jacob blinked. “Oh. Uh... here?”
“Here,” Ethan confirmed. “Figured we’d let you meet everyone slowly. On home turf.”
Jacob nodded, rubbing the back of his neck. “Appreciated. I’ll try to make myself look slightly less like I just came out of cryo-freeze.” He gave a two-finger salute and disappeared again.
Ethan watched him go.
Buck turned to him after a second. “Think he’s doing okay?”
“He’s cautious,” Ethan said. “But yeah. He’s trying.”
Buck gave a slow nod. “You’re like that too, you know.” Ethan glanced over, eyebrows raised slightly. “Me?”
“Yeah.” Buck didn’t say it like a critique—just fact. “You hang back. Watch things before you move. Take your time feeling a place out.”
Ethan looked down at the counter, tapping the edge with his knuckles once. “Is that a bad thing?”
“No,” Buck said, without hesitation. “Just means you pay attention. Doesn’t hurt, having two people in the house who know how to read a room.”
Ethan hummed quietly. “I guess not.” They stood there for a second, the kitchen filling with the sound of the ticking wall clock and the faint creak of the house settling around them.
Buck finally pushed off the counter, stretching his arms overhead. “Alright. You wanna finish chopping those peppers before Chim gets here and tries to judge our knife skills?” Ethan rolled his eyes. “Only if we hide the store-bought dessert so Maddie doesn’t get that look.” Buck grinned. “Already buried it behind the leftover enchiladas.” The knock came just as Ethan was rinsing off the last of the bell pepper seeds. Buck glanced at the clock and then toward the front door. “That’s them.”
Ethan wiped his hands on a dish towel, tossing it onto the counter before heading for the entryway. He got there just as Buck was opening the door.
Jee barreled in first.
“I brought markers!” she announced, holding up a handful of capped Crayolas like a bouquet. “And Daddy said I could help make the salad!”
Behind her, Chimney gave an apologetic shrug, followed by a helpless smile. “She was very persuasive.” Maddie stepped in last, her eyes already sweeping the house, her voice soft but amused. “Wow. You really kept everything the same, Buck.” Ethan stepped aside to let them in, and Buck closed the door behind them.
“Hey, come on in,” Ethan said. “Jacob’s still getting ready. He crashed after lunch, long flight.”
“Totally fair,” Chim said. “I get wiped flying to Vegas.”
“You get wiped flying home from Vegas,” Maddie corrected.
Buck chuckled and headed toward the kitchen. “Dinner’s not far off. You want drinks?” Chim and Maddie peeled off toward the dining area, but Jee remained rooted in place, squinting toward the hallway.
“Is he nice?” she asked Ethan, not shy in the slightest.
Ethan blinked, then smiled. “You met him on FaceTime. You tell me.” Jee frowned. “Yeah, but... is he nice in real life?” Ethan bit back a laugh. “So far, yeah. Still nice. Still sarcastic.”
Jee considered that like she was checking items off a list. Then she leaned in, whispering conspiratorially, “Do you think he’ll let me braid his hair?”
“I think if you ask nicely, there’s a seventy-percent chance.”
She grinned like that was more than enough odds, then bolted toward the kitchen.
“I’m making fancy salad!”
Chim’s voice followed from the dining area: “By ‘fancy’ she means she’s adding croutons with flair.” Ethan turned to follow her, but Maddie hung back for a second, her eyes flicking toward the hallway.
“He’s doing okay?” she asked.
Ethan nodded. “Yeah. Just getting his footing.” Maddie gave a quiet, grateful smile and stepped past him into the kitchen. Ethan lingered another moment, glancing toward the closed door at the end of the hall.
Still quiet.
Yeah. He figured Jacob was either fixing his hair... or giving himself a pep talk in the mirror.
Probably both.
Dinner was nearly ready by the time she heard the soft creak of the hallway door opening. Footsteps followed—quiet, even. Maddie glanced up just as Jacob stepped into the living room, looking freshly showered and a little more grounded than he had earlier. His hair was still damp, pushed back casually. He’d changed clothes—simple green shirt, darker jeans—and moved with the kind of measured pace that said he was still gauging the space he was walking into.
Jee noticed him first.
“There you are!” she called from the table, pointing her carrot stick at him like it was a remote. “You missed the salad show!”
Jacob blinked. “That sounds serious.”
“She made the croutons dance,” Chim added with mock solemnity.
Ethan, seated at the far end of the table, looked up and gave Jacob a once-over. “Guess you decided the jorts weren’t formal enough for dinner?” Jacob deadpanned, “I figured if I wasn’t gonna bring wine, the least I could do was wear pants.” Buck snorted as he set down a pitcher of water. “Honestly, either would’ve been acceptable.”
Jacob smiled faintly, then turned to Maddie. His posture adjusted just slightly—still relaxed, but there was a certain precision in how he approached her. Like he didn’t want to get this part wrong.
“Hi,” he said. “Jacob. It’s good to meet you.”
Maddie returned the smile warmly. “It’s good to meet you, too. We’ve been looking forward to having you in town.”
“Thanks for letting me join,” he said. “I wasn’t sure if this was one of those ‘small dinner’ invitations or a covert test.”
“It’s both,” Maddie said. “We just don’t tell you which ahead of time.”
Jacob’s smile twitched wider—genuine, if still a little cautious. Ethan nudged the empty chair beside him. “C’mon. If you don’t sit down soon, Jee’s going to steal all the bread and offer it back as currency.”
“I will,” Jee said proudly.
Maddie watched as Jacob took the seat and settled in with surprising ease. He didn’t demand attention. He didn’t shrink. He just... found the space between everyone else and filled it like he’d been doing it for years.
And as the laughter started to build, soft and overlapping—Chim laughing at something dumb, Jee scolding Buck for forgetting the salad tongs, Ethan muttering something to Jacob that made both of them grin—Maddie felt her heart stutter.
Not because of Jacob.
But because of Ethan.
Because here he was, finally with someone. His age. His rhythm. His sense of humor. And it looked so effortless. Like something he’d been waiting for without realizing he’d been waiting. She didn’t say anything. Just smoothed her napkin again and let the moment sit in her chest like something soft and quietly overwhelming. Dinner had slipped into that easy, low murmur of full plates and half-finished stories.
Chim and Buck were arguing about who’d once ruined a batch of chili during a Super Bowl shift. Ethan was chewing methodically, eyeing them both like he was taking mental notes. And Jee—without ceremony or warning—had scooted her chair directly behind Jacob and begun gathering tiny sections of his damp hair between her fingers. Maddie noticed it first. Her fork paused midair.
Jacob, for his part, didn’t flinch. He simply went still, his spine straightening slightly as if uncertain whether resisting would make it worse.
“She’s braiding your hair,” Maddie said.
“I’m aware,” Jacob replied evenly.
“Is that okay?”
“I’ve decided it’s safest not to interrupt the process.”
Ethan chuckled under his breath. “Told you.” Jee, tongue poked out in concentration, hummed softly as she twisted what couldn’t have been more than an inch of hair into a vaguely looped braid that immediately began to unspool.
“It’s... ambitious,” Jacob said diplomatically.
“You have to hold still if you want it to stay,” Jee informed him.
“I admire your confidence,” he replied.
Maddie smiled into her glass before setting it down gently and turning her attention toward Jacob again, this time with something quieter behind her eyes.
“So,” she said, voice softening over the sound of chairs shifting and utensils clinking, “Eddie said you’re looking at UCLA?”
Jacob nodded, still sitting carefully upright to preserve what little braid Jee was managing to assemble. “That’s the plan, yeah. Going to finish my biochem degree.”
“Nice,” Maddie said. “Do you know what you want to do with it yet?”
Jacob hesitated—not in a lost way, but like someone used to having to justify it. “Maybe EMT certification, short-term. Get some field experience. Make some money. I know it’s not forever, but…”
“But it’s something,” she offered.
He nodded. “It buys me time to figure out what I actually want, and the space to afford something beyond just a bachelor’s.” Maddie nodded slowly. There was no defensiveness in his tone, but she could tell it had been met with doubt before—maybe not in words, but in looks.
“Well,” she said, “we could always use more good people in the field. And starting with biochem means you’re already halfway to intimidating.”
That earned a quiet smile from him.
“I’ll take that as a compliment.”
“You should.”
Behind them, Jee huffed in frustration as another mini braid unraveled against gravity and short layers.
“I need clips,” she muttered.
“You need longer hair,” Jacob said, sounding almost fond.
Maddie leaned back, watching the three of them—her daughter, her son, and this new, thoughtful boy with tired eyes and a dry sense of humor who had somehow fit into their rhythm without even trying. She didn’t say anything else for a while. Just folded her hands in her lap and let herself feel, quietly, the shape of something new beginning to take hold.
It didn’t take long for Jee’s attention to shift. After a few more fruitless attempts at braiding what little she could of Jacob’s hair, she sighed dramatically, patted his shoulder in defeat, and slid off her chair.
“Don’t go too far,” Jacob called after her, not turning his head. “You might get drafted into the dessert committee.”
“I’m doing something important,” she called back, already padding down the hallway.
Chim raised an eyebrow. “That’s never a good sign.” Buck snorted. “You say that like you didn’t hand her a salad spinner once and call it a science experiment.” Jee returned moments later, triumphant, holding a Rubik’s cube—already fully solved and already being twisted into disorder again. Jacob spotted it and let out a laugh. “Oh no.”
Maddie looked up. “What?”
“That was solved,” Jacob said, watching Jee rotate the cube with zero hesitation. “Chris is not gonna be thrilled when he finds it scrambled.”
“Or,” Buck said, leaning back slightly in his chair, “he’ll take it as a challenge.”
“Yeah?” Jacob asked.
Buck nodded. “He’s like that. Can’t leave something unfinished. Especially if he knows he’s solved it before. He’ll re-do it faster, just to prove he can.” Jacob smiled, soft and a little fond. “Sounds right.”
“Doesn’t like loose ends,” Buck added, quieter. “Never has.”
Jee didn’t even look up, already muttering something about “scrambling the corners first.” And then—without warning—the table broke into a completely different rhythm. Chim said something about high school science fairs, prompting Buck to launch into a story about a volcano experiment gone wrong. Jacob asked a perfectly timed question about baking soda ratios that veered into whether or not Buck had unintentionally invented mustard gas. Ethan groaned and accused them all of over-embellishing, which only made Chim double down.
Somewhere in the back-and-forth, Jacob said the proportions sounded like “either a felony or a very specific YouTube channel,” and Buck nearly choked laughing. Maddie leaned back and let herself take it in. Her brother, wild-handed and laughing.
Her husband, grinning so hard he looked like a cartoon. Her son, deadpan and sharp, slipping jokes in under his breath. And Jacob—new, careful, still settling—but keeping pace. Not forced. Not fishing. Just in it. No one was trying. That was the thing. They were just being. All of them. And for the first time in a long time, Maddie let herself feel something quietly, deeply good.
The air had shifted.
The kind of shift that only came at the start of a real spring—when the heat lost its bite just enough to make the evening feel forgiving. The kind of shift that let you breathe again after too many hours inside.
They’d left the others inside after dinner, slipped out through the back door without ceremony. No one had stopped them. No one had needed to. The string lights stretched from the porch railing to the tallest tree in the back corner of the yard, their glow casting gentle halos over the grass and chairs. It wasn’t a big yard, but the light made it feel like a pocket of something else—outside without being away.
Ethan leaned back in the weathered Adirondack chair, one ankle hooked over the other, the neck of his beer sweating against his palm. Across from him, Jacob nursed his own bottle in thoughtful silence, elbow resting on the armrest, eyes scanning the soft dark like he was trying to memorize it. Neither of them said much for a while.
Until Jacob gasped.
Not loud. Just sharp enough to cut the quiet. Ethan sat up slightly. “What?” Jacob pointed—eyes wide, hand still half-raised, like he was afraid too much motion would scare it off.
There it was.
A firefly hovered near the far side of the yard, blinking gently like it had nowhere better to be.
“No way,” Jacob said, voice barely above a whisper. “No way.”
He stood, moving slow, tracking it with his eyes like it might vanish any second.
“We don’t get these in Texas,” he said, almost to himself. “Too hot. Too dry. I haven’t seen one since... God. Since Charleston.”
He reached out a hand—didn’t catch it, didn’t need to—just let it float near his fingertips before it blinked once more and drifted upward. Ethan watched him the whole time. Not just the firefly—but Jacob. The way he stood there, caught in the moment, soft-edged and still.
That joy—pure, childlike, unguarded—hadn’t shown up all day. Not on the plane, not at lunch, not even at dinner. But here it was now. In the quiet. Jacob turned, grinning like he’d just touched a memory. “I forgot they even looked like that.”
“I forgot how simple they are,” he said. “Just light. No rush, no noise. Like they’re not trying to be anything.”
Ethan didn’t answer.
Because he was too busy looking at him. The lights overhead cast a soft gold glow across Jacob’s face, but it was his eyes that stopped Ethan cold. Blue-green, mostly. But with a burst of brown radiating from the center—like sunlight bleeding through colored glass. It wasn’t just the color, it was the way it moved with him. How the gold from the string lights caught in it and made it shimmer.
And for a moment, Ethan wasn’t in the backyard. He was standing in Chris’s room again. That photo on the desk—the woman Buck had called Shannon. He’d looked at it once and thought: those eyes. That color. Like turquoise jewelry. Or the Caribbean on a clear day. That was what Jacob’s eyes looked like now. But Ethan didn’t think of Shannon for long. Because these weren’t her eyes. Not anymore.
They were Jacob’s.
And suddenly, it felt like Ethan had never really seen them until now. He barely registered that his chest had gone tight.
“Everything okay?” Jacob asked, voice lower now. Less joking.
Ethan blinked. “Yeah. Yeah, just…” He hesitated, the words coming slower than usual. “Your eyes. They’re... really something.” Jacob gave a skeptical look. “That’s vague.”
“I mean it in a good way,” Ethan said, smiling despite himself. “They’ve got that... color. Like turquoise stone. Or the ocean right before a storm. That kind of wild, clear.”
Jacob blinked once. Looked away, maybe surprised. Maybe flustered. Ethan took another slow sip of his beer, grounding himself in the motion. There was quiet for a while—just the hum of the neighborhood, the low rustle of trees, the soft glow of the lights stretching between the branches and the porch. And Ethan let it sit. Let it stay unspoken. But deep in his chest, something had shifted.
The kind of shift you only noticed later, when you looked back and realized you’d already started to fall. Jacob looked away, clearly trying to process the compliment—or at least not make a thing out of it.
Then, without missing a beat, he deadpanned:
“Man, I wish they worked on command. Would’ve been real helpful during finals. Just blink at my TA until she bumps me half a grade.”
Ethan barked a laugh—sharp, genuine, and just what the moment needed. Jacob grinned at the sound, clearly pleased with himself.
“Jesus,” Ethan muttered, shaking his head.
Jacob raised his bottle. “To bioluminescence and shameless grade inflation.” Ethan lifted his own and clinked it gently against Jacob’s. They sipped in sync, then both leaned back into their chairs, eyes flicking toward the sky. Another firefly blinked a few feet from the string lights, slow and unfazed by their presence.
“You know,” Jacob said after a moment, “bioluminescence was one of my favorite units in class.”
“Yeah?”
He nodded. “It’s weirdly poetic. Living things that literally make their own light. Like—no batteries, no trick. Just... glow.” Ethan tilted his head toward him. “Makes sense. You’re kind of a science romantic.”
Jacob shrugged. “I mean, it is cool. Fireflies are like walking, blinking proof that we don’t need magic when biology’s out here showing off.” Ethan smiled into the rim of his bottle. “You’re gonna lose your mind when you see the plankton.” Jacob turned to him, eyes lighting up. “Wait. The bioluminescent stuff at the beach?”
Ethan nodded. “Yep. Happens a couple times a year. You walk the sand and your footprints light up behind you. Sometimes the waves do it too.” Jacob looked genuinely stunned. “Okay, that I need to see.” Ethan smirked. “Saving that party trick for when you’re in town for good.” Jacob looked over, a small smile twitching at his lips. “Deal.”
They sat there a while longer. Just watching the fireflies. Not trying to fill the silence. Letting it be. And in the spaces between glances, between words, Ethan felt it again.
That slow-blooming shift.
Quiet. Steady.
Undeniable.
The weekend had gone by fast. Not in a blur, exactly—Jacob could still remember all of it. The steady rhythm of introductions, the sunburnt ache from walking too long in the wrong shoes, the fish tacos that Buck swore were “life-changing.” Everything had been easy. Thoughtfully paced. Buck hadn’t dragged him anywhere too intense, and nobody had tried too hard. That made it easier to breathe.
He’d met Maddie and Chimney, gotten roped into a dinner that turned out a lot more fun than it had any right to be, and had somehow survived a six-year-old attempting to braid his hair. Hen had dropped by the firehouse briefly the next day, shaking his hand with an amused “I hear you’re the other nephew,” which Buck had cackled over for longer than strictly necessary.
Ethan, for his part, had stayed chill the whole time. Witty, a little reserved, observant in a way Jacob wasn’t used to. Smart, too. Not in a pretentious way. Just... quietly dialed in. They were still figuring each other out, but something about it felt natural.
Now it was Monday.
Buck had gone in early for his shift, and Jacob was trailing behind him through the open bay doors of the 118, backpack slung over one shoulder, coffee in hand. The engine gleamed under the overhead lights. Someone was mopping in the back.
“Hen’s around here somewhere,” Buck said, waving off a playful jab from Chim. “And Ethan said he’s about five minutes out.”
Jacob glanced around, the smell of coffee and soap and grease faint in the air. The place had a rhythm—people moving with a kind of ease that only came from knowing you belonged. He didn’t feel like an outsider exactly, but he knew he wasn’t part of the rhythm yet. The front door buzzed and slid open. Ethan stepped in, bus pass sticking out of his jacket pocket, hair wind-ruffled from the ride.
“You made it,” Buck called.
Ethan lifted a hand in greeting, eyes flicking to Jacob. “Told you I would.” Jacob smirked. “We were about to send a search party.”
“Nah, I would’ve seen the granola bar signal in the sky.”
Buck groaned. “I packed one extra for emergencies—”
“That’s what they all say,” Ethan said.
Before Jacob could throw in a quip of his own, a voice rang out from the kitchen.
“Hey! Nephew One!”
Hen rounded the corner, towel over one shoulder, mug in hand, already wearing a knowing smirk.
Ethan blinked. “Hi?”
She pulled him into a quick, one-armed hug, then turned to Jacob, eyebrows raised as she gave him a once-over.
“And this must be Nephew Two.”
Jacob glanced between them, caught off guard. “Wait—how is that already a thing?” Hen didn’t miss a beat. She pointed at Ethan. “Buck’s nephew.” Then to Jacob. “Eddie’s nephew.” Jacob held up both hands. “Okay, yeah, that’s... technically accurate.” Buck grinned, clearly proud of himself. “Told you they’d be welcoming.”
“I don’t know, man,” Ethan said, glancing sideways at Jacob. “You sure there’s room for two?”
Jacob raised his coffee like a white flag. “I’ll do my best not to encroach on your territory.” Hen chuckled, already moving past them. “If a third one shows up, we’re gonna need a group name.”
Buck reappeared a few minutes later, dressed for shift and looking half like a firefighter, half like a dad sending his kids off to summer camp.
“Alright,” he said, adjusting the strap on his watch as he came up beside them. “You two ready to go make highly questionable choices and justify it with ‘campus culture’?”
Jacob raised an eyebrow. “Is that not what college is?” Ethan nodded solemnly. “He’s got a point.” Buck shook his head, already unlocking his phone. “Okay, listen—I know I can’t actually follow you around all day... so I’m making a group chat.” Jacob snorted. “Of course you are.”
“You need a digital leash or something?” Ethan asked.
“No,” Buck said, thumbs flying. “This is purely for informational and emotional support.”
Their phones buzzed at nearly the same time.
Group Name:
🧭 Campus Misadventures
Buck: send updates
photos
and zero dumb decisions unless i get to vote first
Ethan: define dumb
Jacob: define decisions
Buck groaned, loudly and dramatically. “I already regret this.” Hen walked past with a coffee, smirking. “They’ll survive. Can’t say the same for the metro.” Buck turned to Ethan first, wrapping him into a quick hug, arm tight around his shoulders. “Have fun, alright?” Ethan nodded, giving him a solid back-pat in return. “We got it.” Then Buck turned to Jacob, reaching out to clasp a hand to his shoulder—brief, firm, but grounding.
“You’ll be fine,” he said, tone softer than his usual quips. “Just enjoy it.”
Jacob nodded. “I will.”
“Go easy on him, E,” Buck added over his shoulder as he stepped back.
“I make no promises,” Ethan said.
With that, they slipped out into the bright morning, the city already alive with sound and motion. The firehouse faded behind them. And for the first time all weekend, it was just the two of them—no one else filling the space. No buffer. Just a sidewalk, a metro pass, and the beginning of something that didn’t feel as uncertain as it had before. They had only made it about half a block when the sirens went off behind them.
Jacob turned in time to see the firehouse bay doors yawning open, the engine and ambulance rolling out in near unison, lights already flashing. The vehicles swung onto the road with purpose—part choreography, part instinct—and for a second, Jacob just watched the city make room.
As they passed, Buck leaned forward in the passenger cabin of the engine, spotted them on the sidewalk, and pointed two fingers at his eyes... then at them. Ethan barked a laugh. “Did he just—?”
“Yup.”
“Like, actively threatened to supervise us from a moving fire truck?”
Jacob tilted his head, watching the taillights fade. “I think it was more of a spiritual supervision.”
“Ah, the worst kind.”
They walked in easy step for a few moments, the sirens gradually dissolving into the background hum of traffic and city life.
“So,” Ethan said, glancing sideways, “any idea where you want to start?”
Jacob shrugged, the strap of his backpack shifting on his shoulder. “South end of campus sounds promising. Might be less crowded. At least at first.”
Ethan nodded. “Smart.”
Jacob looked at him. “What about you? Any insider tips?” Ethan hesitated. “I mean... I’ve only been to the Office of Admissions and a couple of the science buildings.”
“That’s it?”
“Yeah,” he said, not even pretending to hide it. “Kinda winging the rest.”
Jacob stopped at the crosswalk, narrowed his eyes. “Oh my god. It’s the blind leading the blind.”
“I never said I was a qualified tour guide,” Ethan offered.
“Oh, this is worse than a lack of qualifications,” Jacob said. “This is an intentional misrepresentation of authority.”
“Alright, calm down, FBI.”
Jacob grinned, stepping off the curb as the light changed. “Just saying, I trusted you.” Ethan matched his pace. “Well, that’s your first mistake.” They crossed the street, still trading quips, neither one in a rush. The sidewalk curved toward the metro station just ahead, a metal bench sitting empty under the glass shelter. It was already warm—sun glinting off parked cars, the air buzzing faintly with late-morning energy—but it wasn’t uncomfortable.
Not with this.
Not with them.
It took about forty minutes on the metro. Long enough for Jacob to watch an entire crowd shift around them—people getting on, getting off, earbuds in, eyes half-lidded from the heat. The air was dry but manageable, and every once in a while, the right tunnel gave them a breeze that didn’t feel recycled. They didn’t talk much during the ride. Not out of awkwardness, just... comfort. Mutual understanding that some moments didn’t need to be filled.
When they stepped off at the Westwood stop and started the short walk up toward the southern edge of campus, Jacob let himself take it in. The buildings were a mix of old brick and newer glass, the sidewalks shaded by broad trees that had probably been here since before either of them were born. The noise was softer than the city blocks they’d left behind—less traffic, more footfalls and the occasional click of a skateboard wheel on concrete. They started near the science buildings—Ethan’s request.
“Figured we’d start somewhere I actually recognize,” he said as they stepped inside the first building.
Jacob appreciated that. The structure was cool, both in temperature and tone—metal doors, long halls, classroom windows that looked into labs rather than lecture spaces. As they passed the large wall-length panes, Jacob peered in. Some of the labs were empty. Others, active.
Students in lab coats moved between counters, examining slides, tweaking equipment. A few were seated at clusters of desks, poring over open textbooks or collaborative digital notes. In one room, a group gathered around a whiteboard covered in physics equations that looked less like math and more like a desperate attempt to map the cosmos.
“Summer session?” Jacob asked, keeping his voice low.
Ethan nodded. “Some classes, yeah. But a lot of these are research labs. Undergrad assistants. Grad students doing their thing.” In another lab, a student in blue gloves carefully injected something into a sample slide while a partner adjusted the microscope beside her. The adjacent room had charts up on the windows—color-coded heat maps and growth pattern projections that looked distinctly biological. Jacob stopped walking for a second.
It wasn’t just the space—it was the motion. The quiet sense of focus. Everyone inside those rooms wanted to be here. They weren’t dragging themselves to class; they were doing something.
“Looks like you found your people,” Ethan said, standing beside him, arms crossed as he glanced inside.
Jacob huffed a breath. “Feels like a different world.”
“In a good way?”
Jacob nodded. “Yeah. In a good way.” They kept walking, the tile floor echoing lightly beneath their feet. Past the labs, past a few upper-level lecture halls, until the corridor let out onto a shaded footpath that cut across the edge of campus. The energy shifted again—less sterile, more lived-in. Students sat on benches with open laptops. One guy napped with his hoodie pulled over his eyes. A girl with a stack of art supplies balanced on one hip waved off a bee with the other.
Ethan pointed toward the next building. “Wanna check out the library?” Jacob nodded, adjusting the strap of his backpack. “Do I look like someone who wouldn’t?” Inside, it was blissfully cool. High ceilings, old wood shelves, more windows than Jacob expected. The deeper they went, the quieter it got—until they found themselves in a corner alcove where the light fell just right across a row of books someone had definitely forgotten to reshelve. Jacob ran a hand along one of the spines.
Ethan leaned in slightly. “Bet you’re the kind of guy who’s already ranked his favorite study environments.”
“Absolutely not,” Jacob said. Then, a beat later: “...But yes.”
Ethan grinned and led the way out, back into the heat. They stopped next at Kerckhoff Hall. Ethan insisted they had to get boba there—something about it being the only place that ever got the ice-to-tea ratio right. Jacob wasn’t about to argue. He picked a lychee black tea, Ethan went with matcha. They sat on a shaded bench while people passed, sipping from plastic cups covered in condensation, tapioca pearls tapping the lids with every movement.
Afterward, they cut through campus toward the botanical gardens. It was quieter there—tucked between buildings like a secret. Shaded walking paths, raised beds lined with wooden signs, and a little koi pond tucked in near the southeast edge. The sounds were different, too. Leaves brushing. Water trickling. A few birds calling out like they had opinions. Ethan paused at a bench under a canopy of palms. “This part’s always kind of unreal.”
“Yeah,” Jacob said, scanning the trees. “It doesn’t feel like it should exist here. Not this close to the city.”
“Exactly.”
They stayed there a minute. Let it breathe. Eventually, they made their way uphill toward the Reagan Medical Center. Even from outside, Jacob could feel the energy shift again—this time into something tighter. Controlled chaos. Ambulances. White coats. Scrubs. Clipboards and coffee cups in equal numbers. They only lingered near the entrance, watching from behind the glass.
Jacob watched as a resident leaned over a desk and scrawled something fast into a file, another rushing past with a tablet open, frowning at whatever they were reading. Ethan nodded toward the entrance. “I don’t know how they do it.”
“Me neither,” Jacob said. “But it’s kinda amazing.”
“Yeah.”
They stepped back from the doors. Ethan stretched slightly, cracking his neck before they looped back down toward campus.
“Honestly,” he said, “I’m glad this place isn’t too far from my loft. It'll make going to class a lot easier once fall hits.”
Jacob glanced over. “Where do you live again?”
“Sunset Strip,” Ethan said. “Just up West Sunset, past The Flats.”
Jacob tried to picture it. “So like… a straight shot down into the city?”
“Basically. Just have to survive the traffic.”
Jacob chuckled under his breath, eyes scanning the people around them—sun hats, sandals, laptops balanced on knees. His phone buzzed in his pocket.
Buck: you guys good?
not in jail yet, right?
Jacob snorted and showed Ethan the screen. Ethan raised his eyebrows. “That man has too much free time.” Before Jacob could reply, Ethan stepped a little closer, shoulder brushing his as he pulled out his own phone.
“C’mon,” he said, leaning in. “If we don’t send a selfie, he’s gonna assume the worst.”
Jacob blinked—but nodded.
Ethan held the phone up. Jacob angled himself slightly toward the frame, feeling the warmth of Ethan’s arm barely against his. Close, but not quite touching.
Snap.
Ethan fired it off with a one-handed flourish. Jacob watched the message go, then glanced at the screen again—at the photo. Both of them sunlit and squinting, half-laughing, the edge of campus in the background. His heart thudded once, quiet and pointed.
He didn’t say anything.
But the brush of Ethan’s shoulder lingered longer than it should have. They looped back toward the library, cutting through Dickinson Court, where the shade of the sycamores didn’t quite reach the sidewalks. A few campus clubs had set up folding tables along the main path—flyers weighed down with pens, posters curling at the edges, volunteers trying their best not to look bored. It felt like orientation preview week. Parents trailed behind wide-eyed teens, all clutching pamphlets like lifelines.
Jacob scanned the row of tables without much interest, sipping the last of his lychee tea, when Ethan slowed beside him.
“Hey,” Ethan said quietly, nodding across the courtyard. “I know her.”
Jacob followed his line of sight. A girl had just wrapped up a conversation at one of the tables, tucking a paper into her tote bag. Her hair was up, dark curls catching the light, and she moved like someone who knew exactly where she was going even when she wasn’t in a hurry. She turned—and spotted them. Her face lit up immediately.
“Ethan?”
“May!”
She crossed the court in a few quick strides and pulled him into a one-armed hug before stepping back, brow lifted.
“You didn’t tell me you were touring campus.”
Ethan glanced at Jacob, then back at her. “Kind of a spontaneous thing. I’m showing Jacob around.” She turned to Jacob, eyes narrowing in amused recognition. “You’re Jacob?”
“That’s me,” he said.
“Bobby mentioned you were in town. Said Eddie’s nephew was coming to stay with Buck for a bit.”
Jacob blinked. “Didn’t realize I was already a topic of conversation.” May smiled. “If it involves Buck and the 118, trust me—you’re already canon.” Ethan made a face. “Please don’t say canon.” She ignored him. “Wait—you’re giving him the tour?” Jacob tried to hold back a grin. Ethan sighed. “Why is that everyone’s reaction?” May looked at him like he’d offered to fly a plane with no lessons. “Ethan. You don’t even go here yet.” Jacob helpfully added, “He’s been to Admissions. And two science buildings.” May blinked, then laughed. “So very qualified.”
“I never said I was a professional,” Ethan muttered.
“You’re not even an amateur.”
Jacob took another sip, struggling to keep a straight face. “I mean, it’s been entertaining.”
“Entertaining and informative are not the same thing.”
Ethan shot her a dry look. “Are you done?” May turned to Jacob. “I had plans once I wrapped up here, but... I’ll ditch them. You clearly need a real tour guide.”
“You sure?” Jacob asked.
“Completely.” She smiled. “I’ve got time. And honestly? You two are more fun than anything I had on my list.”
Ethan exhaled. “I’m being ousted.”
“You’re being upgraded,” May said, already slipping into step beside Jacob. “I’ve got shortcuts. Real ones. Not the kind that end at a locked staff door.”
Jacob looked at Ethan. “That happen before?” Ethan huffed. “I’ve never been here before. I literally start in the fall.”
“Oh,” Jacob said, mock-serious. “Then this is worse than I thought.”
May grinned. “Don’t worry. I’ve got you.” And just like that, the trio moved forward—two newcomers, and one seasoned local—blending into the slow, sun-warmed rhythm of campus life.
May’s version of the tour covered more ground in forty minutes than Ethan and Jacob had managed in two hours. She led them through quiet back corridors, pointed out the best hidden study spots, detoured them through Kerckhoff’s student lounge for a refill on tea, and even made them pause in the Sculpture Garden “for ambiance.”
“I promise it hits different during finals week,” she said, hands in her back pockets as she guided them along. “Just enough peace to panic in.”
Jacob muttered, “Can’t wait.”
They walked past brick walls overgrown with ivy, across breezeways that filtered sunlight into shifting patterns on the pavement, past buildings with names neither of the boys could pronounce without her help. And when they reached the medical school, May didn’t say anything right away. She just stopped walking, looked over her shoulder, and raised an eyebrow at Ethan.
He blinked. “What?”
“You said medicine, right? Eventually?”
He shrugged. “Yeah. Long way off still.” May nodded toward the modern glass doors a few steps ahead, etched with the insignia for the David Geffen School of Medicine.
“Then welcome to the dream.”
Ethan let out a breath. “It’s a little surreal.” Jacob stood beside him, quietly taking it in. The weight of it. The implication of it. They’d started the day walking halls and labs and leafy courtyards—and now here they were, ending in front of something that looked like a beginning. May held up her phone. “Okay, before this starts getting too sentimental—” She leaned in and snapped a photo before either of them had time to react.
Click.
Jacob blinked. “You didn’t even give us time to smile.”
“It’s better this way,” May said, grinning. “Captures the raw uncertainty.”
Ethan gave her a look. “Is this going to be used against us?”
“Almost definitely.”
She glanced at the picture, then looked at them—Jacob first, then Ethan. Tilted her head. Eyes narrowed just slightly, like she was evaluating a painting in a gallery. Neither of them said anything. Then she nodded, like she'd reached some internal verdict.
“You know what?” she said, clearly enjoying herself. “You pass.”
“Pass what?” Ethan asked.
“The vibe check.”
Jacob raised an eyebrow. “Was that even on the table?”
“It’s always on the table,” May said matter-of-factly. “Now give me your numbers.”
Ethan blinked. “Why?”
“Because,” she said, already unlocking her phone again, “you’re being added to the smol 118.”
Jacob opened his mouth to question it—but his phone buzzed seconds after handing it over. Ethan’s followed.
Group Chat:
the smol 118
At the top: the photo May had just taken. She was throwing a peace sign. Jacob was mid-squint. Ethan looked like someone had surprised him with a flashbang and a compliment at the same time.
Then, a new message.
Chris: oh god may
please tell me you didn’t
May: 😇 i did
Jacob: hi?
Ethan: we come in peace
Harry: define peace
Denny: do they meme tho
Mara: we’ll see
Jacob stared at the thread, then at May.
“This feels like an initiation.”
May tucked her phone back into her back pocket, already walking ahead. “It is.” They crossed through a shaded walkway, the noise of campus dimming behind them. May led the way with an easy stride, like she hadn’t just casually pulled them into a whole other layer of the 118’s ecosystem. Ethan glanced sideways at her. “Okay, so... you gonna explain what we just got roped into?” May smirked. “The smol 118?”
Jacob nodded. “Yeah. That.”
She looked over her shoulder at them, thoughtful. “It’s a group chat. Just for the kids of the 118—well, the ones old enough to text and not eat the charger.” Ethan raised an eyebrow. “So it’s a thing?”
“Oh, yeah,” May said. “Started a couple years ago. Back when everything kept going to hell.”
Jacob tilted his head. “What do you mean?” May’s tone softened, not somber exactly, but grounded. “Stuff like the well rescue. Or the freeway collapse. Or when Eddie got shot.” That last one hit a little harder.
She kept walking, voice steady. “Back then, sometimes the adults wouldn’t—or couldn’t—say much. Things were moving fast, or still up in the air. So we started swapping what we knew. Checking in. Making sure no one felt left in the dark.” Ethan nodded slowly. “Makes sense.”
“It got quieter for a while after that,” May said, “but then someone started dropping memes. I think Chris posted a photo of Buck asleep with an ice pack on his face. And it just… turned into a real group chat after that.”
Jacob huffed a quiet laugh. “Functional and chaotic.”
“Exactly.”
Ethan looked down at the phone still in his hand. The chat was open, Christopher’s message still sitting at the top.
oh god may
please tell me you didn’t
Jacob leaned over, reading it again. “How bad’s the hazing?” May grinned. “Light. Unless you try to give bad movie recommendations.”
Ethan smirked. “Noted.”
“Welcome to the club,” she said, bumping her shoulder lightly into Ethan’s as she walked ahead.
Jacob watched them for a moment—watched May command the rhythm of the conversation without forcing it, watched Ethan fall into step without needing to try—and then caught up again, smiling quietly.
It was weird, maybe.
But it didn’t feel temporary. They veered off toward a shaded walkway beside the law building, the noise of campus softening to a background hum. Jacob was still smiling faintly at his phone, scrolling past messages in the group chat May had just added them to. Ethan nudged his shoulder. “What?” Jacob glanced up. “Just thinking.”
“Dangerous.”
Jacob huffed. “You wanna talk dangerous, we’re still letting you run unsupervised.”
“Excuse you,” May said, clearly having heard the tail end. “I’m the adult supervision, thank you.”
Jacob snorted—and then, almost absently, opened his messages and tapped open the group chat with Ethan and Buck.
“She should be in here too,” he said, mostly to himself, as he typed in May’s number.
Seconds later, her phone buzzed. May looked down, then up again, eyebrows lifted. Jacob nodded toward the screen. “Figured we should make it mutual. You’re stuck with us now.” May grinned and, without hesitation, dropped the selfie from earlier into the chat. Jacob watched the little image pop up—the three of them, mid-squint, mid-smile. It was somehow already starting to feel like a memory.
The reply came fast.
Buck: thank god
those two halves of a brain cell have a responsible adult with them
May: you’re welcome
i charge hourly
Ethan: wait, are we the two halves?
Jacob: there’s no third option, man
Buck heart-reacted the selfie, followed by:
Buck: proud of you guys
now don’t burn the campus down
pls
Ethan smiled at the screen, then pocketed his phone. May looked at Jacob. “You know he’s gonna ask for, like, hourly updates now.” Jacob shrugged. “Guess we better keep doing impressive things.” Ethan scoffed. “Or at least mildly competent ones.” May started walking again. “Let’s aim for not getting kicked out of anywhere.” Jacob fell into step between them, and for a beat, it felt like they’d done this a hundred times before.
Two hours later, they’d officially run out of campus. They’d walked the same circles twice—sometimes three times—looping past buildings that now felt familiar and nodding at trees like old friends. The initial thrill of discovery had mellowed into something slower, easier. The kind of rhythm that didn’t need direction. By the time they passed the library again, nobody suggested another detour.
They cut across a shaded quad toward the metro stop, still chatting—but more lazily now, with the edge of the sun hanging lower in the sky. A vending machine near the station caught May’s eye, and she detoured toward it with purpose.
“Snacks?” she asked, already fishing coins from her bag.
“I won’t say no,” Ethan said, slumping onto a bench.
Jacob joined him with a soft groan. “My feet officially hate me.” May returned with a crinkly paper bag of assorted vending machine nonsense—chips, crackers, a suspiciously over-preserved brownie—and dropped it onto the bench between them like a peace offering. They passed a bag of chips back and forth, no one bothering to keep track of whose turn it was.
As Jacob tilted the bag to check how many crumbs remained, Ethan leaned his head back against the bench and let out a groan.
“I need a car.”
May glanced sideways. “Your bus pass giving up on you already?” Ethan exhaled slowly. “It’s fine, just... not sustainable. Not long-term.” Jacob wiped chip dust from his fingers. “You said your place isn’t that far from campus.”
“It’s not,” Ethan said. “But between lectures, labs, errands—it adds up. Especially once class starts.”
May didn’t say anything at first. Then Jacob saw it—the tiny flicker behind her eyes. A shift. That spark.
“Why don’t we do that, then?” she asked, too casually.
Ethan blinked. “Do what?”
“Get you a car.”
He gave her a look. “You mean right now?”
“Sure. Why not?”
Jacob raised an eyebrow. “Is that how this works?” May shrugged, all bright ease. “There’s a stretch of dealerships not far from here. Couple stops off the line.” Ethan looked between them, clearly torn between logic and momentum. Then he tipped his head back again and muttered, “Screw it.”
May grinned.
“I already set aside some of my scholarship budget for a down payment,” Ethan added. “Was just waiting for the right time.”
Jacob finished the chips and dusted off his hands. “I guess that’s now?”
“Apparently,” Ethan said, standing with a stretch. “Let’s go impulse-buy some transportation.”
May laughed, grabbing her bag. “Now that’s the spirit.” The metro bus arrived with a familiar mechanical sigh and a low hydraulic hiss as it settled against the curb. They climbed aboard, snagged a row of seats near the back, and let the rhythm of the city take over again. Jacob pressed his shoulder to the cool window and watched buildings blur past as they pulled away from campus. A few minutes in, he glanced over at Ethan. “You sure about impulse-buying a car?” Ethan didn’t hesitate. “Wouldn’t be the first time I impulse-bought something.”
May raised an eyebrow. “Define something.”
“The day I got the loft?” Ethan said, deadpan. “Walked into IKEA. Blacked out. Woke up with a fully-furnished living room.”
Jacob stared at him. “You need a handler.” Ethan smirked. “Why do you think I went and found Buck?” May made a face like it physically pained her. “Oh, sweet God.” Ethan tilted his head, mock-hurt. “What?”
“You chose Buck as your financial grounding point?”
Jacob snorted. “That’s like handing a raccoon a credit card and hoping for the best.”
“Okay, rude,” Ethan said, but he was laughing now. “For the record, Buck did try to talk me out of at least two coffee tables, in the time since.”
May shook her head with mock solemnity. “Well, you’re in luck. You’ve got two new handlers now.” She pointed at herself. Then at Jacob. Jacob leaned back in his seat, arms crossed. “We accept payment in snacks and the occasional texted photo of whatever disaster you're about to buy.” Ethan grinned, eyes on the passing city. “Deal.”
The bus rolled forward, and outside, the buildings began to change—retail strips giving way to wide-lot dealerships, banners flapping in the afternoon breeze. Jacob leaned forward slightly to get a better look.
“You got a dream car in mind?” he asked.
Ethan shrugged. “Something sturdy. Safe. Big enough for friends. Maybe something that won’t immediately give off ‘new driver’ energy.” May muttered, “So, not a Prius.”
Ethan laughed. “Probably not.”
Jacob raised an eyebrow. “You sure you’re ready to commit to that kind of responsibility?” Ethan gave a slow, almost theatrical sigh. “Let’s find out.”
They stepped off the bus into a mess of fluttering banners and overzealous signage. Dealership row wasn’t so much a street as it was a full-sensory event—flags snapping overhead, inflated balloon men flailing in the wind, bright neon window paint shouting phrases like DEALS TOO GOOD TO BE LEGAL! and STUDENT FINANCING AVAILABLE. May paused at the curb, sunglasses sliding down her nose. “Welcome to the gauntlet.” Jacob stared across the lot at the lineup of SUVs and sedans. “Do they all come with free stress?”
“Only if you buy today,” May quipped, then looked at Ethan. “Alright, lead the way, impulsive one.”
Ethan hesitated. For half a second, he considered turning around. But then he squared his shoulders and walked forward. If he was doing this, he was doing it. The first dealership greeted them with a too-bright showroom and a man named Dean who wore a Bluetooth earpiece like it had been surgically attached.
They test drove a compact SUV that May described as “a soccer mom starter pack.” Jacob nodded solemnly from the back seat. “I feel like I should be holding orange slices.” The second car had all the bells and whistles—heated seats, panoramic sunroof, adaptive cruise control—but the moment Ethan took a corner, it squeaked. Audibly.
“Is that a feature?” Jacob asked, deadpan.
Ethan cracked a smile. “Built-in moral compass. It cries when you make poor choices.” May leaned between the seats. “It’s weeping already.” They tried a third vehicle that was technically in budget but felt like driving a plastic box with wheels. May flat-out refused to test it. “It’s giving corporate intern energy,” she said. “You can’t drive this to a trauma rotation and expect to be taken seriously.” By the time they reached the fourth lot, Ethan was starting to think maybe he was being ridiculous. Maybe this wasn’t the right time.
Maybe he should just wait. He leaned against a sun-warmed hood while May circled yet another mid-size crossover and Jacob poked through a glove compartment. Ethan exhaled slowly, eyes scanning the row behind them. And then he saw it.
Tucked near the back of the lot, partly shaded by a line of newer models with flashy marketing wraps, sat a dark metallic gray 2025 Toyota Land Cruiser. No paint gimmicks. No blaring decals. Just clean lines and weight—like it didn’t need to convince anyone of anything.
It looked solid. Reliable. Big enough to handle whatever L.A. threw at him, whether it was a freeway detour or hauling furniture up a too-narrow apartment staircase. Ethan found himself walking toward it before he even realized he’d moved.
May glanced up. “Ooh.”
Jacob squinted. “That’s a survivalist vehicle.” May circled around it once, slowly. “That’s an L.A. vehicle.” Ethan pulled the driver’s side door open, slid into the seat, and let his hands rest on the steering wheel. The seats were a dark brown leather, smooth and plush, the kind of finish that looked like it had opinions about how you treated your groceries. A subtle contrast against the interior’s matte finishes. Not overdesigned. Just clean.
“Damn,” May muttered, peeking in from the passenger side. “These seats are plush. Like... executive-plush.”
Ethan ran his fingers along the edge of the armrest, the stitching tight and warm under his touch. Jacob leaned in behind him. “This thing looks like it should have its own zip code.” May dropped into the passenger seat, letting out a low, appreciative whistle. “It smells expensive in here.”
Ethan chuckled quietly and slid into the driver’s seat. He adjusted it automatically—like the car already knew what he needed. Then came the click of the ignition. The engine hummed to life—quiet, firm, no drama. The salesman appeared, timing it just right. “Want to take it for a spin?” Ethan didn’t hesitate. “Yeah. Let’s do it.”
The drive was smooth. Confident. Every turn felt controlled. Every acceleration effortless. Jacob muttered something about how it handled like a tank, and May said it had “serious grown-up energy.” Ethan barely heard them. He was focused. Present. By the time they rolled back into the lot, he was already halfway to deciding. Standing outside the driver’s door, Jacob looked at the window sticker. “Sixty-two thousand dollars?”
Ethan exhaled, nodded.
“Dude,” Jacob said, tone softening, “are you sure?”
Ethan looked at the car again—really looked at it. Not with panic or hesitation. With a sense of anchoring. He’d saved. He’d planned. He was doing this on his terms.
“I’ve got about twenty grand set aside for a down payment,” he said. “The rest... yeah, it’s a big monthly bill. But with the scholarship overage every semester, and the Connecticut supplemental grant on top of that, I should be fine. Might have to actually budget for once in my life, but... it’s doable.”
May crossed her arms, nodding slowly. “Big decision.” Ethan gave a small smile. “Feels like the right one.” She looked at Jacob. “And to think, two hours ago he was calling this an impulse-buy.” Jacob shook his head, grinning. “Man doesn’t impulse-buy. He commits.” The paperwork didn’t take long.
Ethan signed the forms without stalling—initials here, signature there—his name stacking up on the pages like quiet proof that he was doing something for himself, by himself. No parental co-signer. No second pair of eyes reading over his shoulder. He added the fitted WeatherTech mats last minute. And when the finance guy asked about tint, he said, “Yeah. Do it.” He didn’t need it to be flashy. He just wanted it to feel his.
When they stepped outside again, the Land Cruiser had already been pulled up front, parked under the dealership’s overhang like a prize on a game show. The tinted windows gave it just the right edge. The sun glinted faintly off the fresh polish, the interior looking even sharper now that it belonged to him. Jacob let out a low whistle. “Looks even bigger out here.” Ethan gave the keys a small toss in his palm, then unlocked it with a satisfying chirp.
May opened the passenger door like she’d been doing it her whole life. “Shotgun. Sorry, Jacob.” Jacob laughed, rounding to the back seat. “You’re not sorry.”
“Not even a little.”
They piled in.
The AC kicked on with a low hum. The dash lit up with soft white icons. Everything still smelled like leather and possibility. Ethan rested both hands on the wheel for a second. Just sat there. Taking it in. Then he glanced at the rearview mirror. Jacob caught his eyes in the reflection. “So… what now?” May twisted around in her seat, that familiar spark already in her smile.
“Now,” she said, “we go baptize this thing.”
Ethan raised an eyebrow. “Define baptize.” May grinned wider. “That depends—how do you feel about sunset drives and very irresponsible detours?” Jacob leaned forward between the seats. “I vote yes.” Ethan chuckled under his breath. “Well then... guess we break it in.”
And with that, he pulled off the lot, the Land Cruiser rolling forward like it was always meant to be theirs for the day.
They stopped at a gas station just off the PCH, the kind of roadside spot that sold everything from live bait to souvenir keychains. May grabbed a pack of beach towels and a fistful of snack bags. Jacob found a case of beer in the cooler and held it up wordlessly. Ethan glanced at the label, shrugged. “It’ll do.”
Fifteen minutes later, the Land Cruiser rolled off the pavement and onto the compacted edge of Big Dume Beach. The tires crunched over gravel, then sand, the sun stretching long across the sky as Ethan backed the car up just enough to kiss the shoreline—rear hatch open, music low, ocean breeze cutting the heat like a blessing. They laid out the towels, kicked off shoes, tore open bags of chips and cracked open beers.
The horizon burned orange.
Jacob took a deep breath, the kind that felt like it might finally fill his lungs all the way. And then, without warning, he stood up, stripped off his rugby shirt, kicked off his shoes, and jogged straight for the water in his jorts.
“Jacob!” May called, half-laughing. “You madman.”
He only grinned over his shoulder—hair whipping in the wind, jorts already soaked to the thigh—and dove headfirst into the waves. Ethan and May exchanged a look. Then Ethan kicked off his sandals. “Screw it.” May followed, shouting something half-serious about not having a change of clothes as she sprinted down the slope after them.
The three of them hit the water like a team that hadn’t planned anything but somehow planned it perfectly. They splashed. Tackled. Laughed so hard Jacob choked on saltwater at one point. May buried Ethan in a half-assed mound of sand, and Jacob sculpted a seashell tiara that she wore without complaint. Time didn’t so much pass as dissolve.
They climbed into the open trunk, legs swinging over the back bumper, damp clothes clinging and sand still stuck to their calves. The sun had dropped into its orange phase, bleeding across the waves in a color so vivid it looked fake.
A light breeze passed through, and Jacob leaned back against the folded seats, muscles loose and heavy in that post-ocean way. His heart felt full in a way that didn’t demand explanation.
His phone buzzed.
Incoming FaceTime: Buck
Ethan scooped it up from the center console and accepted the call, angling the screen back so all three of them were in frame. Buck’s face filled the screen, backlit by the interior lights of the firehouse.
“Officially halfway through my shift,” he said. “Just checking in. You guys still alive?”
“Barely,” May said, leaning in with a peace sign. “Sun, salt, and sabotage.”
“Things couldn’t be better,” Jacob added, grin lazy and content.
Buck squinted at the screen, leaning closer.
“What... where are you?”
Ethan lifted the phone slightly, panning around to show the open tailgate, the sand, and the streak of surf still catching firelight behind them.
“The trunk of my car.”
There was a pause. A very deliberate one.
“You’re in your what.”
“My car,” Ethan repeated, all innocent.
Buck’s eyebrows lifted. “You bought a car?”
“Sure did.”
Another beat of silence.
Then Buck’s gaze swung to May.
“You were supposed to be the responsible one.”
May held up her hands. “I was. I made sure he bought something reliable.” Jacob nodded sagely. “Leather seats and everything.”
“It’s got WeatherTech mats,” Ethan added, like that settled it.
Buck dropped his forehead into his hand, shaking his head. “You know what? I don’t even have the energy.” May laughed. “That’s what happens when you leave the chaos unsupervised.” Buck looked back up at the camera. “If the three of you come home with matching tattoos, I’m calling Bobby.”
“You’re the one who added us to a group chat, to supervise,” Jacob pointed out.
Buck gave the camera one last look—half proud, half exasperated.
“Alright, just... don’t drown. Don’t crash. And don’t drink too much in a car you just financed.”
Ethan offered a mock salute. “No promises.” Buck groaned. “Children. I’m surrounded by children.” The call ended with a muted beep, and for a moment, the only sound was the tide rolling in. The sky darkened another shade. May leaned her head back against the window. Jacob smiled softly to himself. Ethan shifted in place, taking a sip of his beer and letting his shoulder rest against the frame of the hatch. The day had been long.
Spontaneous.
Unplanned in all the best ways. And it wasn’t quite over yet.
By the time the sun vanished beyond the horizon, casting the beach in deep violet and shadow, the breeze had cooled just enough to make their soaked clothes feel heavier. They lingered until full dark.
Sand clung stubbornly to their ankles. Towels hung across the edge of the trunk. May’s phone played something mellow and indistinct while they watched the last hints of orange fade from the sky. Eventually, Ethan stepped a few feet away from the car and called his building manager.
The loft complex had limited guest parking, but he’d learned that with enough heads-up, they’d reserve a street spot. The call was short—familiar voices, quick confirmation, a quiet sort of convenience that made his life feel surprisingly adult.
When he returned, Jacob was leaning against the rear bumper, brushing sand off his arms. May was still sitting in the trunk, lazily peeling a label off a water bottle.
“They’re holding a space,” Ethan said, pocketing his phone. “We’re good.”
They packed up quietly. Towels shaken out. Sand brushed from the floor mats. The leftover beer cans sealed back in the cooler and tucked safely in the back seat for later disposal. No mess. No trace.
The drive back was quiet in a contented kind of way—windows cracked, cool night air spilling in as the coastline blurred past in streaks of light and dark. By the time they made it back to West Hollywood, the streets were alive with Friday night energy: patio lights glowing, laughter bouncing off sidewalk concrete, neon buzzing faintly against store glass.
Ethan turned onto his block and spotted the orange cone reserving the curbside space. He eased into it with no fuss. Jacob stepped out first, stretching, then glanced up at the building’s façade.
“This your place?”
“Fourth floor,” Ethan said, locking the car behind them.
May tilted her head as she took in the layout. “Nice spot.” Ethan nodded, already moving toward the front entrance. “Wait ‘til you see the inside.” They fell in step behind him, three sets of sandy sneakers thumping lightly on the stairs. The moment he opened the door, the loft felt different. Not in a big way. Not loud. But… fuller.
The late evening breeze moved through the partially cracked balcony doors, stirring one of the lightweight curtains. The place smelled faintly like sandalwood and the last pot of coffee he’d brewed that morning. They kicked their shoes off near the entry, leaving behind a small trail of sand that no one really cared enough to sweep up yet.
Jacob walked the perimeter slowly, taking in the mezzanine bedroom above, the slanted skylight, the open floor plan. He stopped in front of the record shelf and gave a low whistle. “You weren’t kidding. You really did furnish the hell out of this place.” Ethan shrugged, stepping past him to drop the keys on the counter. “I had a budget and a vision.”
May dropped the towels on the back of the couch and flopped down after them. “It’s got big ‘former Airbnb now accidentally personal’ energy. I love it.”
They settled in quickly.
Ethan queued up one of his records—an old Blue Nile album he played on quiet nights—and let the crackle of vinyl fill the room. May rifled through the cabinets until she found the mismatched glassware. Jacob dug out the bottle of whiskey Ethan kept in the freezer for “occasional emergencies,” and poured out just enough to justify the game May was already setting up on the coffee table.
“Quarters?” Ethan asked, raising an eyebrow.
May smirked. “What, scared?”
“No. Just didn’t know I was hanging out with college freshmen tonight.”
Jacob spun a quarter on the table, watching it wobble. “If the shoe fits.” The game lasted longer than it should have—mostly because May kept changing the rules halfway through and Jacob, somehow, kept winning. Ethan ended up taking two penalty sips after accidentally bouncing a quarter off the rim and directly into his own glass.
They laughed. A lot.
Later, they moved out onto the balcony. The three of them stood shoulder to shoulder, leaning on the railing. The city sprawled in every direction below—lights stretching to the horizon, the pulse of L.A. humming in quiet rhythm with the wind. Jacob had a half-empty glass in hand. May was nursing a beer, barefoot, her hair pulled into a loose bun. Ethan just stood between them, listening. Watching. The balcony light caught on their faces. It softened everything. It wasn’t loud or extraordinary.
It was just… good.
Back inside, the night had shifted into that kind of sleepy, slightly tipsy stillness—music still playing, lights low, air just cool enough to keep the windows cracked. Jacob was leaning against the kitchen island, sipping from a glass of water, when he glanced out across the open living room and said, mostly to himself, “You could totally turn that into a second bedroom.” Ethan blinked from the couch. “What?”
Jacob gestured broadly. “That space under the mezzanine. Throw up some partitions, move the couch forward a little... boom. Instant crash pad.” May, curled up in the corner of the sectional with a pillow under her arm, let out a skeptical snort. “Okay. That’s a stretch.”
“I didn’t say it’d be good,” Jacob said. “But technically? It’s viable.”
Ethan looked around as if seeing the space differently for the first time. “You mean like one of those fake studio dividers?”
“Exactly,” Jacob said, suddenly animated. “Like, those solid room panels. Not curtains. You give it boundaries. Respect. Dignity.”
May raised a brow. “Dignity? In a fake bedroom next to someone’s vinyl collection?” Jacob grinned. “Listen, I’ve lived in worse.” Ethan tilted his head, pretending to consider it. “So what I’m hearing is... we become loftmates.” Jacob pointed at him. “College loftmates. It’s got a ring to it.”
“Terrible ring,” May muttered, amused.
That was all the permission they needed.
Ten minutes later, Ethan had dug out a measuring tape he forgot he owned. Jacob was stretching it across the floor, rattling off made-up dimensions, while Ethan knelt by the arm of the couch with his beer perched dangerously on the corner.
“Bed here,” Jacob said. “Desk there. We build a wall of cube shelves along the outer edge. We’re golden.”
“You’re gonna block my turntable,” Ethan said, frowning in mock betrayal.
“We’ll pivot it,” Jacob replied. “Let the vibes flow.”
May shook her head, half-laughing, half-concerned. “You two are literally planning a domestic partnership with beer breath and no blueprint.” Ethan gestured toward the kitchen. “You don’t see the vision.”
“No,” she said, grabbing her phone. “But I do see my Uber text.”
She stood, pulling her shoes from under the coffee table.
“Wait,” Ethan said. “You actually called one?”
May smirked. “By ‘Uber,’ I mean Harry. He owes me a pickup.” Jacob was now mock-sketching floorplans in the air. “Make sure he knows this place is zoned for two.” May rolled her eyes as she slung her bag over her shoulder. “Please text me in the morning. I want to know how many tape outlines I’ll be tripping over next time I visit.” Ethan followed her to the door, a hand braced on the frame.
“Thanks for coming out.”
May smiled, soft and tired and entirely herself. “Wouldn’t have missed it.”
“You driving him crazy yet?” she asked, nodding toward Jacob.
Ethan smirked. “Ask me again in the morning.” She grinned, then turned back toward the hallway. “Text me when you’re alive.” And then she was gone. The loft settled into something quieter—but not heavy. Just... a little less full. Ethan shut the door, turned back to the absurd measuring tape still stretched across his living room, and found Jacob looking back at him, half-grinning.
“Don’t worry,” Jacob said. “You’ll get used to having a roommate.”
Ethan laughed, tossing a pillow at him. “Shut up.”
May’s absence left behind a quiet kind of echo. Not silence, exactly—just the sort of stillness that settled after the sun went down and the ring leader left the circus. The record still spun in the background. Ethan hadn’t bothered to change it. The needle popped faintly every so often, like the room needed to remind them it was still alive.
Jacob hadn’t moved far from where he’d flopped down after she left. He was flat on his back in the middle of the living room, head turned toward the wall under the mezzanine, the tape measure still draped across his chest like a seatbelt.
“You know,” Jacob said, squinting toward the ceiling, “I think we could make the twin bed work if we put it longways along that far wall.”
Ethan sat cross-legged on the rug nearby, sipping slowly from a half-full glass. “Are you seriously still planning this?” Jacob lifted his head a little, smirked. “We started strong. Don’t lose momentum on me now.” Ethan rolled his eyes, but the smile on his face gave him away.
They kept going—more out of amusement than intent. Jacob walked the length of the space barefoot, dramatically measuring floor space as if preparing for an inspection. Ethan pulled a notepad off the kitchen counter and started sketching what could generously be called a floorplan, labeling things like Potential Wardrobe Wall and Bed, maybe (lol). There were beers left. They didn’t count how many. At one point, Jacob balanced two throw pillows upright and declared them “temporary load-bearing.”
They laughed so hard Ethan had to sit down again. Eventually, things started to slow. The silliness softened into something quieter, without needing to say it aloud. Ethan found himself sitting on the floor again, back against the couch, the edge of the empty tape measure still clutched in one hand.
Jacob stretched out a few feet away, head tipped back against the folded-up futon cushion. His hair was still damp from the ocean. His jorts were now dry, but still had faint saltwater stains on the hem.
“You know,” Jacob said eventually, his voice low and loose with exhaustion, “this started as a joke.”
Ethan hummed, eyes half-lidded. “Still is.” Jacob nodded slowly. “Yeah. But like… not the worst one I’ve ever made.” Ethan looked over at him. And for just a second, neither of them smiled. Not in a bad way. Just... not joking. Then Jacob blinked, rubbed a hand across his face, and let his head fall back again with a sigh.
“God, I’m gonna feel gross in the morning.”
Ethan smirked. “There’s water in the fridge.”
“Too far.”
Ethan turned the now-empty glass slowly in his hands, watching the condensation drag lazy arcs across the surface. He glanced back toward the wall beneath the mezzanine, where their imaginary partitions still existed in half-drunk possibility. Then he said it—quiet, almost absent.
“…I mean, maybe we could.”
Jacob didn’t move, but his brows lifted just a little, as if he were listening through a haze. Ethan continued, voice even. “Just... when you’re back in town. For real. Depending on how things shake out.” He didn’t elaborate. Didn’t need to.
Jacob and the Diaz boys wouldn’t be gone forever. Eddie hadn’t locked down a move-back date, but it was on the horizon—maybe not immediate, but not far off, either. Everything between now and then was temporary. But maybe, just maybe, this wasn’t. Ethan’s eyes traced the frame of the mezzanine above, already doing the math. Space, airflow, privacy. A shared fridge. Maybe noise-cancelling headphones. Jacob’s voice came softly from where he’d sprawled, eyes still closed.
“This conversation can wait ‘til we’re sober.”
Ethan let out a quiet laugh.
“Yeah,” he said, leaning his head back against the couch. “It can.”
The room was dim and warm and humming around them. Somewhere on the record, the final track clicked into silence. Neither of them moved to flip it. They just... stayed there. Breathing in the stillness like the end of a day well-lived. They didn’t say much after that.
The apartment dimmed around them in that natural way it does when a day finally settles, like the space itself had started exhaling. Jacob stood first, stretching carefully, his hand braced against the wall to keep his balance. “Alright. I should probably crash before I start nesting in the tape measure.”
Ethan pushed himself to his feet, rubbing the back of his neck. “Couch folds out. Sheets are in the cabinet under the TV.” Jacob glanced up the stairs toward the mezzanine. Ethan followed his gaze, then shrugged. “Or you can take the bed.” Jacob hesitated—just a beat. Then nodded, slow. “Yeah. That’s... thanks.”
“No problem,” Ethan said. “You’ll be more comfortable up there.”
Jacob headed for the stairs, his steps dragging just slightly. Halfway up, he paused, turning to glance back over the railing.
“This was one of the best days I’ve had in a long time.”
Ethan looked up at him—half backlit, half shadowed in the low light—and felt something soft settle in his chest.
“Yeah,” he said, voice easy, honest. “Me too.”
Jacob gave a small nod and disappeared over the edge of the loft, out of view. Ethan stood there for another few seconds, alone in the middle of his own apartment, which didn’t feel quite as much like just his anymore.
He made his way to the kitchen, flicked off the overhead lights, and padded toward the couch. Pulled the blanket from the back, draped it over himself without unfolding it. Let the weight of the day start to settle properly. Before he could close his eyes, he grabbed his phone off the coffee table and fired off a text.
Ethan: made it home. he’s crashing here tonight.
we didn’t build the wall. yet.
Buck replied thirty seconds later.
Buck: proud of you.
no drywall before wednesday.
Ethan smiled at the screen, just a little. Then he turned it face-down on the table, leaned back into the couch, and let the last of the day fade into something still.
Tuesday morning hit like a whisper instead of a train, which was somehow worse. Jacob blinked awake on the mezzanine, stomach unsettled and head full of static, the gray light creeping through the skylight above. He didn’t remember falling asleep, but the blanket was pulled up over his chest, and someone—probably Ethan—had left a glass of water and two aspirin on the nightstand. The floor was cold under his feet when he swung his legs down. His brain felt wrapped in cotton.
Still, they managed. Barely.
Downstairs, Ethan looked just as wrecked, his hoodie drawn tight around his face as if it could shield him from the responsibilities of the day. They moved like sleepwalkers—slow teeth brushing, slow coffee making, slow dressing in yesterday’s clothes because effort was overrated. It was almost 10:30 by the time they left the loft.
They stopped at a breakfast spot Ethan liked, grabbed burritos and greasy hashbrowns to go, and drove down the coast in near silence, save for the occasional grunt of agreement when one of them changed the music. The beach looked different this morning. Overcast. Still.
No fire in the sky. No orange or gold. Just the soft gray blanket of marine layer hugging the waves in quiet rhythm. Ethan backed the Land Cruiser onto the sand like he’d done it a hundred times, popped the hatch, and they climbed into the trunk with their paper bags and hot coffee. The smell alone made Jacob feel 3% more human. They didn’t speak for a few minutes.
The ocean moved, the kind of movement that felt steadying—like it didn’t care what time it was or how much whiskey they’d had the night before. Jacob took a bite of his burrito, stared out at the water, then said it without looking over.
“I don’t really wanna go back.”
Ethan sipped from his coffee. Didn’t respond right away. Then: “You’ll be back before you know it.” Jacob didn’t answer. Just chewed, slowly. Ethan bumped his shoulder gently. “You’re not gonna miss anything. We’ve got a whole group chat full of chaos and questionable memes now.” That got the smallest smile out of Jacob.
“And when you’re back,” Ethan said, “we’ll pick up right where we left off. Same seats, same view.”
Jacob looked over, and for a second—just a second—Ethan was already watching him. Not in any loaded way. Just... watching.
Their eyes met. Held.
Then Ethan looked away, pulled his burrito back out of the bag. Jacob turned his gaze back toward the water. Nothing was said. Nothing needed to be. But the air was heavier now. Not bad. Just full of something else.
Their phones buzzed at almost the same time, muffled beneath discarded napkins and waxed breakfast wrappers. Ethan fished his out first, screen lighting up with a new notification. Jacob’s followed a second later.
New Group Chat: May, Ethan, Jacob
May: are u alive???
Jacob snorted, his mood already lifting. “She’s really committed to the whole ‘handler’ thing, huh?” Ethan, still chewing, offered a sound that was somewhere between a grunt and a laugh. Jacob opened the camera, angled it carefully.
Ethan looked up just as he clicked—mid-bite, mid-laugh, one brow arched as if caught between suspicion and amusement. It was candid and unfiltered and stupid, and exactly what the moment needed. Jacob sent it with zero hesitation.
Jacob: proof of life.
Ethan leaned over to see the photo, still chewing, then snorted through his nose. “Delete that immediately.”
Jacob grinned, already typing.
Jacob: no takebacks.
May’s typing bubble appeared right away.
May: amazing
i’m framing it
your first loftmate pic
Ethan groaned dramatically and shoved the last of his burrito into his mouth to avoid further commentary. Jacob leaned back into the trunk wall, feeling the salt stick to his skin again. But this time, it felt clean. Light. The breeze shifted slightly, pulling at the loose ends of their hair. Whatever had hovered between them earlier—unsaid, undefined—wasn’t gone exactly. But for now, it didn’t need to be anything more than what it was.
The airport drop-off was quiet. Not the terminal itself, which buzzed with business travelers and kids in Mickey Mouse hoodies and the usual chaos of people coming and going. But in the car—inside the soft hush of the Land Cruiser—it was calm. A little sleepy. A little reluctant.
Buck had offered to drive, citing the fact that it was his house Jacob had stayed in and therefore his farewell to supervise. But Ethan suspected he also just wanted to keep an eye on them—his kids, as he put it more often than not.
The ride had been easy. A bit of teasing, a few half-hearted reminders from Buck about not making a habit out of joyriding down the coast with beer and beach towels. Ethan had nodded dutifully, Jacob had grinned, and they’d promised—together—to be less impulsive. Someday. Now they stood at the curb, Jacob’s bag slung over one shoulder, boarding pass folded in his hoodie pocket.
“Flight’s at 11:05,” Buck said, checking the departures board just inside the window. “You’re good on time.”
Jacob nodded. “Appreciate the ride.” Buck gave him a pat on the shoulder. “Next time, maybe no ocean dip in denim.”
“No promises,” Jacob said.
They laughed.
But the moment had started to thin out now—air thinning, time slipping. Ethan stepped forward, hands in his pockets.
“You got everything?” he asked.
“Yeah,” Jacob said, adjusting the strap on his duffel. “Just... everything I brought.”
Their eyes met—casual, but longer than a glance should’ve lasted.
There was something there.
Neither of them had a name for it. Not yet. But Buck, standing a few feet off, watched the exchange with narrowed eyes and a curious little furrow in his brow.
Ethan cleared his throat.
“I’ll let you know when we take the wall measurements seriously.”
Jacob huffed out a soft laugh. “I expect schematics by next month.” Then, softer, “Thanks. For everything.” Ethan’s mouth curved—tired, warm. “Yeah. Of course.” Jacob turned, finally heading for the terminal entrance. He didn’t look back, but he raised a hand briefly as he walked. Buck watched him disappear into the crowd. Ethan shifted on his feet.
“You good?” Buck asked, lightly.
Ethan nodded. “Yeah. Just... already miss the fun.” Buck hummed. “He’s got good timing. And weird energy.” Ethan smiled to himself. “You’re not wrong.”
The flight back was short and uneventful. He slept through most of it—hoodie pulled up, earbuds in, the softness of the loft and the sound of waves still lingering in his mind like a dream he hadn’t fully shaken. When he landed in El Paso, the heat was already waiting. Chris waved from the cell phone lot, grinning from the backseat as Eddie pulled up curbside.
Jacob tossed his bag into the trunk and climbed in. Eddie glanced back at him as they pulled away from the terminal.
“So? How was it?”
Jacob looked out the window, sunlight cutting across the dashboard, and smiled without needing to think.
“Better than I could’ve imagined.”
Chapter 7: Contagion
The first buzz didn’t wake him fully. It was the second—short and sharp, rattling against the side of the couch—that pulled Ethan from sleep. He opened his eyes without moving, blinking at the stretch of sun across the exposed ceiling beams above him. For a moment, his brain lagged behind his body, unsure of where he was in time, only that the light had shifted and something had changed. The third vibration coaxed him upright.
He sat up slowly, dragging a hand over his face, and fumbled around the couch cushions until his fingers curled around the cord of his phone. The screen lit up as he brought it closer. Not a text. Not a call.
A push alert.
LAFD Dispatch – 07:53
Structure Fire: SoCal Tech Biomedical – Active Response, 118 on scene
He stared at it.
The name meant little to him—just another lab in a city full of them—but the “118” caught hard in his throat. LAFD stations weren’t usually listed by number in public alerts. Not unless the response was notable. Or already escalating. He tapped the alert and read the header again, this time slower.
SoCal Tech Biomedical.
His mind began cycling through half-remembered addresses. Wasn’t that near Olympic and Sawtelle? Near the Whole Foods, maybe a block past the UCLA medical overflow campus? It wasn’t far. Ten, fifteen minutes tops if he caught the Metro in time. He swallowed and looked around the loft. Quiet. Still. The same way it always was in the morning. No clatter of someone else making coffee. No overhead TV. Just the faint hum of traffic four stories down and the orange glow of LA already heating up.
The sunlight felt wrong today. Too harsh. Too early. He swiped to his messages and tapped open Maddie’s contact. The last thing she’d sent was a forwarded voicemail from her supervisor, some scheduling reshuffle from earlier in the week.
Ethan: You at dispatch yet?
He hit send, then waited. Nothing. No typing bubbles. He set the phone down on the arm of the couch, staring at it for another beat longer than necessary. It wasn’t that Maddie didn’t answer sometimes. She had one of the most chaotic jobs in the city—he understood that better than anyone. But something about the quiet this morning, the way that sunlight crept too slowly across the floorboards, made his nerves flicker.
He reached for his CERT gear out of habit. The black pack sat where he’d left it two days ago, zipped but not latched, with the ID badge still clipped near the front pouch. His shirt was balled on the back of the chair by the kitchen counter. He tugged it on and caught his reflection briefly in the narrow mirror above the coat rack. Hair sticking up at odd angles. Eyes a little too tired. He didn’t fix it. Didn’t care.
Instead, he pulled up another contact and stared at the name: Buck. They hadn’t spoken much directly in the last few days. Nothing meaningful. Mostly logistical back-and-forth about Jacob’s paperwork for UCLA. Ethan had almost forgotten the last message Buck had sent was a TikTok link about campus parking. He tapped out a new message, then paused.
Ethan: Hey—are you on the SoCal Tech call?
It didn’t feel like enough, but he hit send anyway. The message stayed delivered. Not read. His thumb hovered for a second longer. The air in the loft felt thicker now, like the morning had shifted into something more brittle, more fragile. He glanced back at the push alert still sitting on his lock screen.
Developing: Hazmat Crews Dispatched.
His breath caught.
He hadn’t realized he’d been holding it until the exhale came out slow, quiet. Hazmat meant chemicals. This wasn’t just a fire.
This wasn’t routine.
Ethan grabbed the pack, adjusted the strap, and swung open the front door. The metal hinges creaked just slightly as they always did, but today the sound felt sharper—like something final. The hallway was empty. The morning sun was too bright. The city, already awake, buzzed beneath him, unaware that something terrible had just begun. He locked the door behind him without looking back.
The elevator was sluggish that morning, stopping at every other floor on the way down. Ethan stood rigid against the wall, fingers drumming absently against the strap of his CERT bag. He checked his phone again—still no read receipts. Still no texts back.
Outside, the city hummed beneath the early heat. The sky was too blue. The sidewalks too clean. The kind of ordinary that made you feel like the world was about to break open. He didn’t head for the Metro station—not right away.
The fire was close, but not close enough to go in blind. He didn’t want to show up at a barricade just to be told to wait, or worse, turned away. He needed context. A briefing. A path forward that wasn’t just instinct and dread. So instead of veering toward the Gold Line, he cut left—toward the station.
Firehouse 118 was less than 15 minutes away, tucked between a half-renovated laundromat and a local bakery that always smelled better than it actually was. Ethan had been there a few times for ride-alongs, CERT coordination drills, and holiday meals when Buck insisted. But this morning, it felt unfamiliar.
Too quiet.
The main bay door was partially open, the lights low inside. There was no sign of the full team. No trucks rolling out. Just one engine parked and idling low, like it had been left behind. Ethan stepped inside, adjusting the strap of his bag.
The overhead lights flickered on one side of the bay. A few voices carried from the back—soft, tired. One belonged to Riley, a paramedic he recognized from A-Shift. The other belonged to Byrd, one of the more seasoned firefighters who floated between shifts and picked up coverage when the department was stretched. They looked up as Ethan entered.
“CERT,” Byrd said, lifting a brow. “Didn’t expect to see you here.”
“Morning,” Ethan said. “Got the alert on SoCal Tech. Thought I’d check in before heading that way.”
Riley lifted her chin slightly in greeting but didn’t smile. “You here for a briefing?” she asked.
“If you’ve got one.”
Byrd rubbed a hand over his jaw. “Initial call came in around 7:30. Reports of a fire in one of the research wings—west building, I think. Multiple injured, internal evac started before fire crews arrived. Cap took the team in. Hazmat was flagged immediately.” Ethan’s brow furrowed. “Why Hazmat?”
Riley nodded toward a clipboard on the table. “The lab handles viral research. Not your standard blood samples either—CCHF is confirmed, along with a dozen others. The whole place is under federal scrutiny already. Nobody’s saying what burned, just that it’s bad enough to trigger protocol.” Ethan felt his pulse skip a beat. “CCHF as in Crimean-Congo?”
“Yeah,” Byrd said. “It’s not airborne… unless someone fucked with it. Nobody’s using the word outbreak yet, but the suits are already showing up. Feds, military advisors, private contractors. It’s tense.”
That explained the lockdown alerts. And the sudden mobilization of CERT.
“Dispatch sent out a call for all available CERT volunteers a few minutes ago,” Riley added. “They’re setting up triage in the lab parking lot.”
Ethan nodded, already shifting his weight toward the bay door again. “I’ll head there now.”
“You taking the Metro?” Byrd asked, squinting toward the street.
“Was going to,” Ethan said.
“Don’t. I’ve got the utility truck out back. I was just grabbing gloves and running caffeine. I’ll drop you.”
Ethan blinked, surprised. “You sure?”
“Yeah, kid. You’re not going to want to wait for a transfer when half the lines are getting diverted. Come on.”
Ethan followed him without another word. Riley gave him a short, sympathetic look as he passed.
“You see them,” she said, quieter now, “tell Cap to hold the line.”
He nodded. “I will.”
The utility truck wove through detours and barricades at a crawl. Even with the flashers cutting traffic and the badge hanging visibly from Ethan’s collar, it still took them thirty-five minutes to reach the edge of the quarantine zone. LAPD had cordoned off six square blocks. Civilian foot traffic was already being pushed back to Olympic, and aerial units circled overhead like vultures tracing heat. Inside the cab, nobody spoke. Riley leaned forward from the backseat, squinting at the perimeter. “It’s tighter than I expected.”
Byrd grunted in agreement, turning the wheel. “They’re expecting it to get worse.” The closer they got, the more surreal it became. Not in the Hollywood sense—not disaster-movie chaos—but quiet, efficient displacement. Hazmat tents had gone up like a military pop-up camp. Media vans lined the far end of the block. Police officers stood with arms crossed, but their eyes moved too much. No one seemed to know what was coming. Byrd slowed to a stop near the north gate, where CERT volunteers were already assembling.
Riley unbuckled. “You sure you’re cleared for this?” Ethan was already reaching for his bag. “I’m on the roster.” She glanced at him, something tight in her expression—not doubt, exactly. Just the look of someone who knew too well what a biohazard response could become.
“Keep your mask on,” she said. “And don’t linger where you’re not assigned.”
“I won’t.”
Byrd nodded toward the tents. “Stay sharp. We’ll circle back if we hear anything.” Ethan closed the truck door behind him. The rumble of the engine faded as it turned back toward the barricade. Within seconds, he was alone in a crowd.
Not the good kind of crowd.
Everyone around him moved with purpose, but their expressions betrayed something else—confusion underlined with dread. No shouting. No panic. Just that eerie almost quiet that came with structured crisis. He adjusted the strap of his CERT bag, stepped into the flow of responders, and scanned the perimeter.
Then he saw her.
Athena.
She was standing near a mobile command post, flanked by a pair of National Guard officers and a biohazard supervisor in a clean white Tyvek suit. Her arms were folded, but her posture was taut, like she was barely restraining motion. Her head turned sharply at something someone said, and for a split second, Ethan hesitated—then raised his voice.
“Athena!”
She turned. Her eyes landed on him instantly.
“Ethan?” A flicker of surprise crossed her face, then focus. “Come here.”
He moved toward her quickly, weaving through knots of responders. Her gaze flicked over his gear, her brow furrowing.
“You get called in?”
“Station said CERT was being dispatched. I came straight here.”
Athena nodded once. “Good. We need the hands.”
“What’s the sit-rep?” he asked.
“Still active fire response inside. The lab’s mostly evacuated, but some staff are unaccounted for. 118 is in the building now. As of twenty minutes ago, they were still mobile.”
“Biohazard confirmed?”
Athena’s jaw set. “There’s no official word. But they’re acting like it is.” She gestured past the tents toward the far end of the parking lot, where folding tables, cots, and diagnostic stations were being rapidly assembled.
“Triage is west lot. See the green flags? Head that way. Register in with Supervising Medic Mendez. He’ll put you on vitals or evac if they start pulling patients.”
Ethan nodded. “Understood.”
He started toward the west lot, boots crunching gravel, but something on the edge of the lot made him pause. A new wave of vehicles was rolling in—black SUVs, government plates. A pair of matte-gray Humvees peeled off toward the service entrance, their tires skidding slightly as they turned. Men in unmarked tactical gear fanned out from the doors. One of them carried a sealed Pelican case in both hands like it held the crown jewels. It hit Ethan harder than it should’ve. Not the trucks. Not the gear. But the presence.
This wasn’t just a fire. He tightened his grip on the strap and started walking again, faster now. Ethan crossed into the triage zone just as a gust of acrid wind swept through the parking lot, carrying with it the chemical undertone of scorched plastic and sterilized air. Even the shade from the pop-up canopies did little to relieve the weight of the heat—or the pressure thrumming just beneath the surface of everyone’s movements.
There were rows of patients already laid out on emergency cots—most of them wrapped in space blankets, oxygen masks clutched to their faces. Most wore the same thing: white lab coats streaked with soot and ash, their badges half-melted or cracked. Mendez found him before Ethan could even announce himself.
“CERT?” the older medic asked, barely glancing up from a tablet.
“Yessir. Ethan Bennett.”
“Good. You’re on smoke triage. We’ve got a lot of minor cases, but we’re watching for viral symptoms just in case—fever spikes, headaches, disorientation. Vitals every fifteen. If they turn, flag me or Vasquez. Got it?”
Ethan nodded. “Yes, sir.”
Mendez scrolled down on his tablet, then gestured toward the end of the row. “Start with Allen Reid. Found unconscious by the rescue team. Head wound, low O2 sat, might’ve taken in smoke before collapse.”
“Was he in the blast zone?”
“We’re not sure if there was a blast yet,” Mendez said. “But he was in one of the restricted sublabs. He’s been fading in and out since they got him out. You’ll need to keep him awake if you can.”
Ethan turned without another word. Allen Reid wasn’t hard to spot. He was one of the only patients whose cot had both an IV line and an EKG lead set. His arms were streaked with soot. His lab coat had been cut away. There was a white gauze wrap around his head, blood already soaking through the side above his temple. His skin had that clammy look that walked the edge between dehydration and something worse.
Ethan knelt beside him, running quick diagnostics. Pulse thready, shallow breaths. Pupils reactive, but sluggish. He glanced up at the clipboard hooked to the side rail. Allen Reid – Microbiologist – Sublevel 3 clearance.
That deep?
“Hey,” Ethan said, voice low. “Allen. My name’s Ethan. I’m a CERT medic. You’re safe now. Can you hear me?”
There was no response at first. Just the rise and fall of breath. Then—barely—a flutter behind the man’s eyelids.
“Allen,” Ethan repeated, a little louder this time. “I need you to stay with me, alright? Can you squeeze my hand?”
Nothing.
Ethan checked the IV line again, made a quick note on the vitals chart, and looked up to flag one of the nurses. That’s when he heard it.
Barely audible. A whisper rasped out through a mouth that hadn’t moved in nearly a minute. Just one word, slurred and slumping into the quiet between monitors:
“…Moira…”
Ethan froze, then leaned in, close enough to smell the burned fibers clinging to the man’s hair.
“Allen? What was that? Did you say—Moira?”
The man didn’t respond. His eyelids fluttered again, but the light behind them was already receding. Whatever fragment had surfaced, it had already sunk back beneath the haze of injury and smoke. Ethan sat back, pulse ticking faster now.
Moira.
He didn’t know the name. But the way it had scraped out of Allen’s throat—like a warning, or a plea—it landed wrong.
It meant something.
And in a place like this, at a time like this, meaning could be dangerous. Ethan tugged on a fresh pair of gloves, the latex snapping faintly in the low murmur of the tent.
Allen’s laceration wasn’t superficial. Just above his ear, tucked behind the temporal ridge, a ragged split in the skin was still sluggishly weeping blood. The gauze wrap applied earlier had already soaked through; some of it clung where hair and coagulation had started to mat together.
Ethan gently peeled it away, wincing at the extent of the wound now that it was fully visible. It wasn’t clean—no glass or blade would’ve done that. No, this was blunt force. Something heavy. Dense. A fall, maybe. Or someone had hit him.
“Alright, Allen,” Ethan murmured, more for his own grounding than any conscious audience. “I’m gonna clean this up now. You’re doing okay—just hang in there.”
He opened a sterile irrigation kit and began methodically rinsing the area, careful not to let runoff track down toward Allen’s neck or shoulder. The water pooled pink into the absorbent pad beneath the cot. Allen flinched once—barely more than a twitch—but didn’t wake.
The wound itself was jagged at one edge. Not quite deep enough to expose bone, but deep enough to warrant internal sutures when the main ER team had time to get to him.
Ethan dried the area gently, then prepped a clean dressing—padding it with a stack of gauze layers and securing it with adhesive tape that anchored just behind the man's jawline. Throughout the process, he kept half an eye on Allen’s vitals. Pulse still fast but holding. Breathing shallow but rhythmic. Oxygen levels hovered in the low 90s—better than before, but far from stable.
As he pressed the last strip of tape into place, he glanced again at the older man’s face. There was a flicker there. Nothing dramatic—just the tightening of the brow, the way a dreamer winces before waking.
“…Moira…”
The name surfaced again—this time just loud enough that Ethan didn’t have to imagine it. Allen’s lips barely moved, but his voice carried something sharper than before: fear. Ethan sat back on his heels, staring for a moment. He looked around the tent, searching for someone he could flag, but everyone was busy—Mendez halfway across the aisle checking a lab tech who’d begun coughing up blood, Vasquez elbow-deep in splints. He looked back at Allen.
“Moira who?” he asked, low and steady, trying to reach through the fog.
No answer. Allen’s eyes fluttered beneath closed lids, but the voice was gone. Ethan sat there for a moment longer, gauze still in hand. Something about the wound, the whisper, the fact that no one else had even mentioned a Moira—it set his gut off.
He made a quiet note on the clipboard beside the cot, logging the name in shorthand beneath the vitals. Just in case. And then he moved on, aware for the first time that this wasn’t just a medical response. Something was wrong inside that lab.
By 9:20, the triage tent had developed a heartbeat. Not steady. Not calm. But organized. Rows of evacuees lay across folding cots and padded mats, each tagged with basic triage tape—green for stable, yellow for monitoring, red for immediate. Most of them were technicians or lab support personnel—coughing, disoriented, but lucid. A few were curled into themselves, bloodied sleeves clutched against their sides or paper masks damp from coughing fits. Scorched ID badges and singed scrub tops identified some of them as deeper-lab personnel.
Ethan moved cot to cot, checking vitals and updating tags. He slipped easily into muscle memory—cuff, pulse ox, oxygen rate, pupil response—each action grounding him more than the last. The med tent was chaos, but it was familiar chaos. Structured. Predictable. It had rules.
Still, something was off.
Too many of the patients couldn’t say where they’d come from in the lab. Too many couldn’t remember whether they’d passed through containment checkpoints. And more than a few were showing early symptoms not entirely consistent with smoke inhalation.
Ethan bent beside a patient in yellow-tag condition—a woman in her fifties with graying hair and cracked glasses, who clutched a tissue in one hand like it was a lifeline.
“Ma’am, can you tell me your name?”
“Dr. Essien,” she croaked. “Aminat Essien.”
He nodded. “Dr. Essien, can you tell me what part of the lab you were in when the evacuation started?”
“Hall B… viral compound staging. I think—I think it reached the fridges. They weren’t supposed to be powered during the drills.”
Ethan blinked. “What kind of fridges?”
“Cryogenic. Strain vaults.”
That hit harder than he wanted to show. He gave her a small nod, tapped the corner of her ID tag, and flagged Mendez over without a word. Elsewhere in the tent, someone started coughing violently—a gut-deep sound that rasped against the silence like it was wrong. Two medics moved toward the sound immediately. Mendez appeared at Ethan’s side. “What’ve you got?”
“She was in the staging corridor. Claims the freezers were compromised.”
“Shit.” Mendez didn’t even pause. “Add a heat flag to her tag. Pull her to the isolation row.”
Ethan gave a short nod and helped move the cot. They were halfway across the aisle when something shifted in the air outside. Not visibly. Not audibly. But perceptibly.
A pause in conversation.
A tremble in the metal scaffolding of the tent.
Then—
A low boom. Muffled. Distant, but deep. Not like a gas line.
Not like a backdraft.
A shockwave of compressed air rolled under the canvas flooring.
The triage tent shuddered.
Ethan turned toward the sound just in time to see a plume of gray-white smoke rise from the west wing of the lab building, curling unnaturally as if something inside had ignited wrong. Radios crackled across the lot—static-laced shouts in clipped code. Medical staff froze mid-step. The noise wasn’t violent, but final. Like a door slamming shut between them and whatever was inside. Mendez’s voice snapped out a moment later, grim and immediate.
“That was an internal detonation.”
Across the lot, Athena was already moving toward the cordon. And Ethan’s first thought—stupid, ridiculous—was of Buck. Because if the 118 was inside… they were in it now. The triage tent erupted into motion the moment the plume crested the building. Ethan didn’t wait for orders. He dropped the clipboard mid-step and sprinted out into the open air.
The sound was sharper now—sirens stacking, radios blaring. A sharp ozone bite had crept into the wind, mingling with the smoke that curled upward in ghostly tendrils from the lab’s west wing. Somewhere off to the side, someone was yelling for a respirator. Another responder fumbled with a hazmat case, knocking over a collapsible gurney in the process. Ethan shoved through the line of onlookers gathering near the security fence, scanning the upper levels of the lab’s exterior.
“Athena!” he called out, voice sharp with panic.
He spotted her near the forward perimeter—already arguing with someone in a suit. Tall, graying, in a gray suit that told Ethan he was of importance. Athena turned at the sound of her name, her expression flashing from grim focus to alarmed recognition.
“Ethan—stay back.”
He didn’t.
“Is it the 118?” he asked, closing the distance. “Buck—he’s in there, isn’t he?”
The man in the suit scowled. “And who the hell is this?” Athena snapped, “A CERT responder. And you still haven’t answered my question, Banting.” Francis Banting, Director of Operations, lifted his chin with the sort of practiced superiority that made Ethan’s stomach twist.
“There’s been a security-triggered lockdown,” Banting said, calm but clipped. “A containment breach triggered Level Four protocols.”
Athena squared her shoulders. “Containment of what, exactly?”
“Crimean-Congo. Possibly more. We don’t know yet.”
“You don’t know?”
“We’ve lost remote access to the sublevel systems. It’s locked from the inside. Standard protocol requires a ten-hour external quarantine in the event of a biological breach. The virus could've aersolized.”
Ethan stared at him. “Ten hours?”
“They might not have ten minutes,” Athena growled.
That’s when the door to the second-story bridge swung open. A cluster of hazmat personnel spilled out, guiding a staggered figure between them. Behind them, a woman in a soot-streaked lab coat—eyes wide, breath ragged. And in the middle of it—
“Hey! Hey!”
Ethan’s chest nearly caved in.
It was Buck.
Pale, drenched in sweat, face streaked with soot and panic, waving his arms from behind the hazmat escorts.
“Athena!” Buck’s voice cracked as he lurched to the rail. “They—they’re trapped inside! Bobby, Hen, Chim, Ravi—I—I can’t get inside!”
Ethan moved to step forward, but Athena held out a hand, stopping him cold. The hazmat team immediately crowded Buck, pushing him toward the mobile decontamination unit.
“You need to be decontaminated before further contact,” one of them barked.
“We need to get them out!” Buck shouted, twisting in their grip.
Athena’s voice broke—low but firm. “We can’t!”
Buck blinked, stunned. “What?”
Her voice cracked a second time. “Just—do what they say.” There was nothing else to say. The hazmat team pulled Buck back toward the decon corridor, shouting instructions in curt, clinical tones. The woman beside him stumbled along after them.
Ethan stood frozen.
Heart racing. Breath shallow. The world had tilted—from procedural emergency to personal nightmare in less than ten seconds.
They were in there.
Trapped.
Bobby. Hen. Chim. Ravi.
And this time… there wasn’t a damn thing they could do to reach them.
The minutes dragged.
Decontamination took time—more than it should have, Ethan thought bitterly. He stood near the cordon, fingers flexing restlessly against his vest, barely noticing the medics rushing past behind him or the security personnel shouting into radios. Finally, the decon tent flap opened.
Buck emerged first—hair soaked, face pale and raw-looking, sleeves rolled up to his elbows and chest heaving like he’d run a mile uphill. His eyes scanned the scene blindly, shellshocked and searching.
Ethan didn’t hesitate.
He pushed through the yellow tape and closed the space between them in three quick strides. Before Buck could even react, Ethan threw his arms around him and held tight. Buck tensed at first, startled—but then sagged into it, shoulders collapsing like scaffolding under pressure.
“Jesus,” Ethan breathed. “You’re okay. You’re okay—you’re okay.”
Buck didn’t answer. His breaths were short. Quick. Gasping.
“Hey, look at me,” Ethan said, pulling back just enough to see his face. “Buck—are you hurt? What happened in there? Where are they?”
Buck’s mouth moved, but no sound came out. His eyes were glassy. Hands trembling.
Shit.
Ethan steadied him by the shoulders. “Okay. No problem. You’re panicking. It’s alright. Just do what I say, alright?” Buck nodded, but barely seemed to register it. “Four-four-four,” Ethan said gently. “You've done this before. Ready?” Another nod. Fragile. Ethan raised one hand, voice calm and quiet beneath the noise of the triage tent and military shuffle.
“Inhale—one, two, three, four…”
Buck followed. Unsteady, but trying.
“Hold—two, three, four…”
The air seemed to thicken around them, like the moment was wrapped in gauze.
“Exhale—two, three, four…”
Buck’s chest dropped with the breath. Still fast. But not wild.
“Again.”
One more round. Then another. And by the third cycle, Buck’s eyes had focused again—still wide, still wet—but present. Ethan let his hand fall back down. “You good?” Buck nodded slowly. Swallowed. “Y-Yeah. Yeah, I… I think so.”
“You’re out. You’re safe now.”
“Yeah,” Buck echoed, barely above a whisper. “But they’re not.”
His eyes lifted again, back toward the building—toward the sterile, windowless shell that had swallowed the rest of the 118 whole.
Ethan said nothing.
Because he didn’t feel safe either.
Ethan guided Buck along the outer triage line until they reached the western end—just beyond the noise and medical chaos—where a mobile isolation bubble had been assembled. The isolation enclosure buzzed faintly with filtered air. Inside sat Roz McLeod—alert, if visibly rattled. A blanket was draped over her shoulders, and a field monitor at her elbow blinked steadily. She wasn’t infected, but no one was taking chances.
Athena stood outside the clear vinyl wall, arms crossed tightly. Director Francis Banting hovered just behind her, fidgeting with a tablet he wasn’t really using.
“She was scheduled,” Roz was saying. “Moira always took the overnight shifts. Said she liked working without distractions.”
“She was still there when you left?” Athena asked.
Roz nodded. “Just past ten. I saw her in the corridor near the vaults. She was focused—too focused.”
“She came to my office this morning,” Banting interjected, voice clipped. “Around 7:10. Said she’d finalized the antiviral protocol for the Crimean-Congo strain.”
Athena’s expression didn’t shift. “That should’ve been a breakthrough.”
“It should’ve been,” Banting said bitterly. “But she admitted that she modified the pathogen to speed up its incubation. Claimed it was the only way to ‘properly assess field response timing.’”
Roz’s face twisted in disgust. “She engineered a faster virus.”
“She called it a real-world simulation,” Banting muttered. “Said it was the future of virology. I terminated her on the spot. Had her badge revoked immediately.”
Athena’s gaze hardened. “And twenty minutes later, there’s a fire in the same lab.”
“We don’t have direct evidence—”
“But Allen was found unconscious,” Roz cut in. “Near the vault corridor. With blunt-force trauma.”
Athena looked between them. “You think she assaulted him?”
“I don’t know,” Roz admitted. “But it wouldn’t be the first time she bypassed protocol. She hated Allen. Blamed him for the oversight complaints.”
Ethan felt his throat go dry. Allen—the man he’d stabilized just over an hour ago—was still in and out of lucidity. He hadn’t been able to say much. Just one word.
Moira.
“She was erratic,” Banting added. “And reckless. I let it slide for too long.”
Roz nodded grimly. “And now there’s a modified hemorrhagic fever virus potentially aerosolized in a locked-down facility, with four first responders still trapped inside.” The silence that followed felt heavier than any explosion.
No one spoke the next thought aloud, but it hovered between them like static:
What if this wasn’t just an accident?
Ethan lingered just outside the isolation bubble, the sharp antiseptic tang of the triage tent still biting at the back of his throat. The buzz of voices and distant sirens barely registered—his focus had narrowed to the edge of the parking lot, where Athena was approaching a freshly arrived convoy of federal vehicles.
Buck stood beside her, still visibly shaken from decontamination. His shoulders stiffened as a tall, uniformed figure stepped out of the lead Humvee—Colonel Hartman, by the insignia. Even from a distance, Ethan could see Athena’s posture shift from strained calm to sharp defense. The conversation started civil. But it didn’t stay that way.
Athena gestured firmly toward the lab. Hartman shook his head. Buck said something—too quiet to catch—but the Colonel’s response made him flinch like he’d been slapped. Athena stepped forward, tone raised now. Hartman’s face hardened. Buck’s arms flew up in frustration before Athena placed a hand on his shoulder, steering him back toward the tents.
Ethan met him halfway.
Buck’s jaw was tight, mouth pulled into a grim line. “They’re not lifting the lockdown.” Ethan blinked. “What? But—Hen’s in there. Bobby. Chim. Ravi—”
“I know,” Buck snapped, then immediately winced. “Sorry. I just—” He dragged a hand through his damp curls. “Hartman says it’s too risky. ‘A pandemic in a bottle,’ that’s what he called it. If they open those doors and there’s even a trace of aerosolized virus left…”
He didn’t finish.
Ethan didn’t need him to. A moment passed in taut silence. Then Vasquez came jogging up from the east side of the lot, breathless, an open radio in her hand. “Update from inside—we just got word. Wilson collapsed. They think it’s her lung. Nash is trying to stabilize her.”
Buck went sheet white.
Ethan’s stomach dropped.
“They don’t have many surgical supplies,” Vasquez added. “They’re doing what they can with field gear.”
Buck turned away, bracing his hands on his knees, trying to breathe. Ethan hovered, not knowing whether to comfort or to get out of the way. Then another voice cut through—the radio on Mendez’s belt flaring to life.
“Confirmed report—Han is febrile. Symptoms progressing.”
Buck didn’t crumple. He just… went still. Like a man trying to hold up a crumbling wall with his bare hands. Ethan stepped up, quietly, placing a hand between Buck’s shoulder blades. They stood like that for several moments—neither speaking—until the sun broke through the haze, sharp and blinding. Too bright for a day so dark.
Ethan stood at the edge of the command tent, heart pounding in sync with the flickering surveillance feed. He’d stopped checking his phone after the fifth unanswered message to Maddie. Still nothing. The silence made his chest feel tighter than any mask. From her isolation enclosure, Roz McLeod spoke with steady clarity. “She finished it. Moira. Around six-thirty this morning.” Buck turned sharply. “The antiviral?”
Roz nodded. “Yes. She was alone—pushed everyone out of the clean room. Wouldn’t let Allen near it. When I came in just after seven, she was sealing the vial into the centrifuge in Room 14B. I watched her do it.”
“Then there’s still a chance,” Ethan said, voice barely above a whisper.
Roz didn’t answer. Her silence said enough. On-screen, Ravi crept into view—suited head to toe in hazmat, navigating the lower corridor through banks of soot and debris. His movements were cautious, deliberate, like someone threading through a minefield. He reached the heavy vault door and entered the code Roz had given.
The mechanism clicked.
Ravi stepped forward—
—and collapsed hard against the frame.
“He’s out of oxygen,” Roz said immediately.
In the next instant, Bobby was there. No hesitation. He crossed the scorched lab floor and yanked one of the lab’s emergency oxygen lines from a wall unit. The regulator hissed to life as he connected it to Ravi’s suit. Moments later, Ravi’s shoulders sagged with relief, and he offered a weak thumbs-up. Then came the voice over the comm line. Sharp. Unyielding.
“Captain Nash, this is Colonel Hartman, of the United States Military. You are hereby ordered to cease operations at Vault 14B. That unit is classified and must remain sealed. This is not a suggestion.”
Buck muttered something under his breath. Ethan stepped closer to the screen, breath shallow.
“Any attempt to open that centrifuge will be considered a breach of federal containment protocol. You and your teammate will face prosecution.”
On-screen, Ravi hesitated.
Bobby looked at him. Just nodded.
Ravi opened the centrifuge.
The camera feed focused on the unit.
Empty.
The containment slot was there—lined, ready—but the vial?
Gone.
Roz’s voice broke. “No. No, no—she put it in there.” Buck’s jaw clenched. Ethan’s pulse roared in his ears.
“I saw her,” Roz whispered. “Moira. She placed the vial herself. Just before she left for Banting’s office. It was there.”
Now, it wasn’t.
The realization settled over them like a shroud. Not only had she modified the virus.
She’d taken the cure.
The report came in over triage comms like a frayed thread of hope.
“Hen’s stable,” Mendez said, stepping out of the tent. “Collapsed lung was touch-and-go, but Bobby managed to decompress it with an angiocath and suction line. She's conscious now.”
The relief that moved through the gathered responders was nearly palpable. Roz exhaled behind her isolation barrier, eyes closing briefly. But Mendez didn’t stop there.
“Howard’s deteriorating. Fever’s rising. Cardiac rhythms are irregular. If we don’t get that antiviral soon…”
She didn’t finish the sentence. Buck looked away, hands knotted in his sleeves. Athena stormed up from the perimeter, jaw locked. “Hartman just barred me from looking for Moira. Told me I’m a liability. Said I’d ‘compromise containment protocols’ if I so much as made a phone call outside the chain of command.” Roz muttered something about political cowardice. No one disagreed. Buck edged closer to Athena, voice hushed. “So what now?” Athena glanced sidelong at him. “Now? We stop asking permission.”
They moved subtly—Buck tilting his body to block their retreat as they slipped into the operations tent, then out the far side, away from the direct line of sight. Ethan watched them go, heart thudding. It wasn’t hard to guess what they were planning. And it wasn’t waiting. He took a breath, grounding himself. And that’s when his gaze dropped to his phone. No new notifications. No messages. He opened the chat with Maddie again, hoping to see something—anything.
Still nothing.
The last message he’d sent sat unanswered, timestamped nearly three hours ago. His thumb hovered, then dropped.
You good? Dispatch said you were working today.
Still no response. Not even delivered. Something twisted in his chest.
This wasn’t like her.
Not even during her worst shifts. And suddenly, just standing here—watching Buck and Athena disappear into the city—felt wrong. Ethan turned away from the monitors, away from the tents, away from the spinning dread of everyone still trapped inside. He flagged down Mendez, gave her a tight nod.
“I'm heading to Metro Center.”
She blinked. “You sure?”
Ethan just said, “Yeah,” and turned toward the road without waiting for backup. He had to find her.
Now.
The Metro Center lobby was too quiet for a building working overtime. The sterile lighting and polished tile only made Ethan feel more out of place, pacing in front of the downstairs security desk.
“I’m not trying to be difficult,” he said, keeping his tone even. “I just need to know she’s okay.”
The receptionist gave him a neutral smile. “And you said your name was…?”
“Ethan. Bennett.” He hesitated, awkwardly adjusting the strap of his CERT bag. “I’m… I’m family. She’s—”
He cut himself off, brow tightening. Saying she’s my mom still felt strange. Unpracticed. He hadn’t even said it aloud to her yet.
“She’s important to me,” he finished instead. “Maddie Buckley. I know she’s working today. I’ve been trying to get in touch.”
The woman behind the counter gave a small, tired sigh. “Dispatch is locked down. You know the situation.”
“I do. I was at the triage site earlier,” he said, pulling out his ID and CERT credentials. “Please. I just need to know she’s okay.”
A pause. Then, with a little more empathy, the receptionist picked up the phone and dialed upstairs.
A minute passed.
Then the elevator pinged open, and out stepped a red-haired woman in business-casual layers, headset slung around her neck and a Bluetooth still clipped to her collar. She gave off an air of calm command—someone who’d stood in the eye of every storm and kept breathing. She scanned the lobby once, then nodded when her eyes landed on Ethan.
“Sue Blevins,” she said simply. “You’re Ethan?”
“Yeah,” he said, surprised she knew. “That’s me.”
“I’m Maddie’s boss,” she added, motioning for him to follow. “Come on, let’s get you upstairs. It’s secure, but you’ll be with me.”
The elevator ride was short, but the silence inside it carried a current. Sue didn’t ask many questions. Frankly, she didn’t need to. She seemed to know exactly who he was—and why he was here.
“She’s alright,” Sue said as the doors opened. “Been glued to her desk since the minute they made contact with the team inside. Probably hasn’t even looked at her phone.”
They stepped onto the quiet dispatch floor. A soft hum filled the space—operators on headsets, screens glowing like windows into crisis. The coordination was seamless, intense. Sue gestured toward the front row.
And there she was.
Maddie sat hunched forward, headset in place, eyes locked on her terminal. Her voice—low and steady—carried softly across the floor.
“Copy that, Captain Nash. Sending the vitals to Dr. Ramirez now… just hang in there, okay?”
Ethan felt the breath catch in his throat.
She was here.
He hadn’t realized how tightly he’d been bracing until that moment. Sue leaned in beside him. “She’s been their lifeline all day. Even when things got bad.” Ethan didn’t respond. Just watched. And for now, that was enough.
Ethan lingered at the glass rail, watching his mother’s profile—the taut set of her jaw, the calm cadence of her voice as it traveled across wires and airwaves. Maddie looked composed, focused, the weight of the crisis threaded through every word she spoke. But Ethan could see the tension in her shoulders, the way her free hand clenched slightly beneath the desk between transmissions. He drew a breath, then turned to Sue. “Would it be okay… if I went down there?”
Sue studied him. The request was rare. Normally, she wouldn’t have even entertained the idea. But this wasn’t a normal day. And Ethan wasn’t a stranger to the voices echoing through this floor.
Sue’s voice dropped, quiet and understanding. “Technically, no. But technically,” she added, with a faint twist of a smile, “Chimney is your stepdad. And your mom’s down there, trying to keep him alive.” Ethan looked away briefly, eyes stinging.
“She’s also carrying your baby brother,” Sue finished gently. “So if you need to be here—for her, for them—I’ll look the other way.”
A beat passed. Then Ethan gave a slow, grateful nod.
“Thank you.”
Sue gestured toward the stairs. “Go.” Ethan descended quietly, weaving through desks and terminals until he reached her console. For a moment, he stood a few paces behind her, reluctant to interrupt—but Maddie must’ve sensed something. She turned, eyes widening slightly in surprise when she saw him. “Ethan?” He gave her a sheepish, apologetic smile. “Hey.”
“You’re supposed to be at triage,” she said, a little breathlessly.
“I was.” He stepped closer. “I needed to see you.”
She stared at him for a moment—then let out a breath she’d clearly been holding for hours. Her hand found his without hesitation, squeezing hard. It wasn’t theatrical. It wasn’t a breakdown. It was just grounding—solid and real in a moment that felt anything but.
She didn’t cry. Neither did he. But when she turned back to her headset, her voice was a little stronger. Her spine a little straighter. Ethan stayed beside her, silent and still, letting her anchor herself to his presence while she kept holding the line for the people still inside.
And that was enough.
For now.
Maddie didn’t let go of his hand for a long moment. Then, wordlessly, she reached into her drawer, grabbed an extra earpiece, and slid it toward him.
“You want to listen in?” she asked quietly.
Ethan nodded, already fitting it over his ear. A soft click, and then—
“…you still with me, Chim?” Maddie’s voice, now live in both his headset and hers.
There was a delay, then a weak reply: “Barely.” His voice was rough, every word labored—wet with fever and effort—but alive. Maddie’s fingers hovered over her keyboard, poised to signal vitals to the medical team. Then, after a beat, she glanced sideways at Ethan.
“I’m putting someone on the line. Just… trust me.”
There was no confirmation from Chim, but she toggled the mic anyway and tilted it toward Ethan. He hesitated only a second.
“Hey,” Ethan said softly, leaning close. “Heard you caught a pretty nasty bug in there.”
There was a beat of stunned silence on the other end. Then Chimney’s voice, hoarse and faint, broke through with a laugh-cough. “Well… Bennett, huh? That you?” Ethan smiled—relieved at even that small flicker of recognition.
“Yeah, it’s me. Saw the headlines, figured I’d stop by triage. Didn’t know you were throwing a biohazard party without me.”
Chim wheezed out something approximating a groan. “Next time, I’ll save you a seat in the hot zone.” Maddie’s shoulders relaxed beside him, if only slightly. Ethan kept going, gentle but engaged. “How’s everyone holding up in there? Hen’s lung still cooperating?”
“She’s breathing,” Chim said. “Mad at me for bleeding near her, though.”
“That tracks.”
“What about Ravi?” Ethan asked, tone lighter than his concern.
“Had a little nap mid-recon,” Chimney muttered. “But Bobby got him oxygen. He’s back up, looking guilty.”
Ethan caught Maddie’s micro-expression—half-pained, half-relieved.
“And Bobby?” Ethan asked. “Did he get knocked around in the explosion?”
“Scrapes,” Chim said, quieter now. “Won’t sit still. Keeps wiping Hen’s forehead like she’s his kid.”
Ethan’s breath caught—at the image, at the ache behind it—but he pushed forward.
“Sounds like you’ve got a whole team of stubborn idiots,” he said gently.
“Yeah,” Chim murmured. “My team.”
He sounded proud, even now. Even like this. Ethan glanced at Maddie. Her eyes shimmered, but she didn’t blink. Didn’t break. She just gave Ethan a tiny nod.
Keep him talking.
So he did.
“Let me guess,” Ethan said. “You still haven’t let anyone give you an IV?”
“Needles are for cowards,” Chimney slurred.
“Spoken like a man running a 103-degree fever,” Ethan shot back, tone somewhere between playful and painfully worried.
The laugh that came through was shallow—but real. And for a few more minutes, that was all they needed. Ethan kept Chim grounded, minute by minute, joke by joke, until the line started to crackle again with the chaos of the search beyond. And Maddie—through all of it—held the lifeline tight. The next few hours unfolded in a haze of urgency and stillness, a strange tension that wound tighter with every update.
Maddie stayed anchored to her headset, voice steady as she checked in with Bobby, Hen, and Ravi—her words softening whenever she spoke to Chimney, who was fading, but still holding on. Ethan remained at her side, ear tuned to the line, hand occasionally tightening on the desk when the signal cracked or the room’s energy dipped. Sue passed them periodic updates on folded slips of paper, like dispatch missives from some invisible war room.
Moira tracked to pharma building.
Athena and Buck have Moira.
Each one passed between Ethan and Maddie like a lifeline. Then came a moment when no paper was needed. The television mounted on the far wall, muted all afternoon, suddenly captured the attention of the entire dispatch floor. Ethan’s eyes snapped up at the motion—news footage, shaky and grainy, but unmistakable. A red LAFD helicopter cutting through the sky.
Behind it, federal choppers.
It wasn’t just a report—it was a live chase. He stepped closer to the screen as the chopper slowed and descended, spotlighted against the open sprawl of Los Angeles Memorial Stadium. The camera zoomed in as the helicopter doors opened. Three figures stepped out—flanked immediately by uniformed officers. One was Buck, disheveled and flushed with adrenaline. The second was a woman with sharp features and red hair twisted into a messy bun—Moira, Ethan guessed. The third made Ethan’s heart stutter briefly.
A man with dark, cropped hair and a guarded posture—Tommy Kinard. Ethan had seen him only in pictures, the ones Buck hadn’t deleted from his phone just yet. Maddie stood next to him, lips parted in disbelief as the footage rolled on.
The camera followed the trio as they were marched into custody, surrounded by FBI agents and military escorts. Moira looked furious. Buck looked tired. Tommy looked unreadable. Then Ethan’s phone buzzed in his pocket.
Karen: Got the antiviral. Athena’s with me. En route to the lab now.
The timing wasn’t just lucky—it was orchestrated. Ethan stared at the message, the pieces slotting into place like a puzzle snapping shut. The stadium landing, the televised chase—it had been a diversion. All smoke and spectacle to pull eyes and feds away from the real extraction. Athena had slipped out with the cure while the cameras chased Buck and Moira. He turned his phone to show Maddie, who blinked fast at the message, jaw tightening with sudden hope.
Ethan leaned down, kissed the side of her head, and whispered, “I’ll meet them at the lab.” Maddie didn’t argue. She just nodded, gave his hand a squeeze, and turned back to her console. Ethan was already halfway to the stairs before the second news anchor even started narrating the footage.
The second the bus doors hissed open, Ethan hit the pavement running. He kept his head down and shoulders tight as he maneuvered through the crowded sidewalk, slowing only when the military checkpoint came into view—a makeshift barrier of barricades, Humvees, and grim-faced soldiers in full gear. He pulled his CERT badge from his pocket and flashed it without breaking stride.
“Bennett, Los Angeles CERT!” he called, breath already short from the sprint. “I’m on file!”
A soldier stepped forward to intercept, clearly skeptical—until another one, stationed at the security desk nearby, confirmed his clearance. The first soldier gave a curt nod. “You’re clear. Stay west of the hot zone and don’t get in the way.” Ethan didn’t wait for a second warning.
He was through the checkpoint, boots pounding pavement again as the inner perimeter swallowed him up. The outer chaos thinned the closer he got to the parking lot triage zone, replaced by a quieter, heavier stillness—like the air itself had learned to brace. He arrived just in time to see the Humvees pulling in, tires crunching slowly across the broken asphalt. Three doors opened in near-synchronized motion.
From the first, Buck stepped down, his shoulders squared with that familiar, bone-deep weariness Ethan recognized from too many disaster scenes. He looked scraped, flushed, and stiff in the joints—like he’d wrestled a hurricane in a suit of armor. From the second vehicle, Moira Blake was led out.
Gone was the brash, calculating fire from earlier reports. Her hands were cuffed, her hair unbound and tangled. But more than that—her entire expression had shifted. Wide, glassy eyes scanned the compound. She didn’t look angry. She looked shocked. Like she hadn’t expected this many people. This level of response. This degree of devastation.
She turned, slowly, taking it all in—the smoking wreckage of the lab’s upper level, the endless line of stretchers, the military presence that had overtaken the site. Her lips moved silently. All this…?
It wasn’t triumph in her face. It was awe. And regret. Like she had only ever meant to set a fire. Not… all this. From the third Humvee, Tommy Kinard stepped out. His hands weren’t bound, but his posture was tight and unreadable. He didn’t look around, didn’t speak. Ethan caught only a quick glimpse of his profile before agents guided all three toward the large federal staging tent pitched just beyond the hot zone line.
Ethan stood frozen for a moment, hand still gripping the strap of his CERT vest, watching as Buck was steered inside. They were back. Moira was in custody. Buck was safe. But something was still missing.
The antiviral.
His eyes swept across the triage zone, then the staging area—no sign of Athena, no indication that the SUV carrying the only vial of hope had arrived before the convoy. Maybe they didn’t make it in time. Maybe the feds had beaten them to the punch.
Maybe—
A flicker of movement caught his eye at the edge of the crowd.
Karen.
She stood at the outer perimeter, her stance tight, shoulders set in that familiar I-just-drove-like-hell posture. No one was speaking to her. No one was stopping her. She wasn’t trying to get through. She had already done what she came to do. Ethan turned, pulse skipping, and looked up—past the staging area, to the high bridge that overlooked the upper level of the lab.
And there she was.
Athena.
Dressed head to toe in hazmat, stepping out of the building with a posture that radiated grim, quiet determination. She paused near the guardrail, speaking into her comms, her body framed by the scorched facade behind her. Ethan let out a long breath.
They made it.
The antiviral was inside.
Ethan didn’t linger.
The moment he saw Athena on the bridge—alive, upright, there—he turned on his heel and slipped back through the lanes of barricades, winding past staging and back toward the triage tent. The air still hung thick with tension, but something in it had changed. There was a current of motion now. A shift beneath the surface. The stillness had cracked.
He ducked into the tent’s threshold, scanning for familiar faces, and spotted Mendez across the divider wall. She looked up the moment he approached. There was no smile, no greeting—just a quick, professional tilt of her head that said come here. Ethan stepped in beside her.
“Talk to me,” he said.
“They nearly lost Han,” Mendez told him, low and fast, eyes flicking to the clipboard in her hands. “He crashed hard. Vitals bottomed out. For a minute, we thought—” She shook her head. “But Sergeant Grant got the antiviral inside. It was administered less than ten minutes ago.”
Ethan exhaled, his fingers tightening briefly at his sides.
“Chimney?”
“Stabilizing. His BP’s up, respiration’s stronger. Stats are improving across the board.”
He leaned against the wall, just for a second—just to let the news sink in.
“They’re prepping to lift the lockdown,” Mendez added. “Command says they’ll extract the rest of the 118 once the cleanroom is confirmed clear and pressure-stable. Should be soon.”
Ethan nodded, swallowing against the rush of something that hit hard and fast in his chest. Not quite relief. Not yet.
But it was something.
He glanced toward the direction of the lab building—still ringed in containment, but no longer sealed in the same ominous silence as before.
“They’re coming out,” he said under his breath.
And this time, he believed it.
The triage tent was already in motion behind him, murmurs rising in tempo as medics prepared for the incoming stretchers, but Ethan moved in the opposite direction—toward the epicenter of it all.
The federal command tent stood like a bunker at the edge of the site, flanked by armored vehicles and ringed with portable barriers. Soldiers, agents, and lab personnel filtered in and out, their faces tight with urgency. Ethan kept his head down and his stride purposeful. No one stopped him.
As he rounded the final barricade, he saw them—Athena and Colonel Hartman—locked in a heated exchange near the tent entrance. She stood with her hands planted firmly on her hips, still clad in hazmat but with the hood peeled back, her expression thunderous. Hartman’s mouth moved fast, voice sharp and clipped, gesturing toward the chaos behind them.
Whatever he was saying, she wasn’t having it. Ethan couldn’t hear the words from this distance, but the look on Athena’s face said everything. Don’t you dare try to spin this on me.
She rolled her eyes mid-sentence, muttered something low and searing, and if Ethan had to guess—really guess—he’d wager she was suggesting precisely where the Colonel could stick his entire operation. A commotion pulled his attention back toward the building. The containment door hissed open.
A wave of personnel moved forward, clearing space as three figures emerged from the lab—two stretchers flanked by a group of medics, with a third figure walking unsteadily between them. Hen, pale but conscious, was strapped to the first gurney. Ravi followed next, upright but clearly running on fumes, his oxygen mask askew. Chimney was last, semi-lucid, his lips moving as though he were still talking—to himself, or to the people who got him out, Ethan couldn’t be sure. None of them looked good. But they were alive.
Athena turned at the sound of the procession and stepped toward them. Ethan followed, watching as the three were taken quickly toward decontamination and medical staging. Still no sign of Buck. Still no sign of Bobby.
Athena slowed as the gurneys passed, her posture dipping slightly for the first time all day. She rubbed a hand over her face and exhaled.
“I didn’t think we’d even get this far,” she muttered.
Ethan moved up beside her.
“They’re okay,” he said. “For now.”
“Yeah.” A beat. “But not all of them are out.”
She didn’t need to say his name. The thought lingered between them like smoke.
Then—
“Athena, you need to get in here. Quickly.”
Buck’s voice crackled over the comms—strained, tight. Urgent. Athena’s whole posture snapped back to attention. Her hand flew to the earpiece, eyes already narrowing toward the building.
Something was wrong.
And it was happening now. Athena was already moving—fast. Ethan didn’t hesitate. He chased after her, boots pounding over the concrete until they reached the staging platform by the bridge. A decon unit was in place, hazmat gear already prepped for re-entry. She reached for the suit, snapping into motion like muscle memory.
“I’ve got it,” Ethan said, stepping in to help.
She didn’t protest. Not this time. He moved quickly—mask, hood, seals—checking every clasp and strap with sharp, practiced hands. There wasn’t time for hesitation. They both knew it. Athena adjusted the mouthpiece as he finished. Her eyes flicked to him through the shield—tight with focus, but not fear. Not yet. Ethan gave her a nod. Just one.
“Go.”
She didn’t say a word. She turned and stepped through the first seal, the plastic doorway folding behind her like a curtain of glass. Then the second door. Then she was gone—disappearing into the belly of the building. Ethan stood there for a heartbeat, chest still rising and falling faster than he wanted to admit. Then he pivoted hard and headed back toward the federal command tent.
If something had gone wrong—if something happened to Buck or Bobby—someone inside that tent would know. They’d have eyes. They’d have cameras. He ducked under the tape, cut around the last vehicle, and stepped back into the ring of officials and monitors that made up the brainstem of this entire operation. And this time, no one stopped him.
He scanned for the feeds. For Buck. For any sign of what was happening on the other side of those sealed lab doors.
He needed to see.
The inside of the command tent was lit in a wash of cold fluorescents, buzzing quietly beneath the low hum of overlapping radio chatter. Military personnel and emergency operations staff hovered around the long table of monitors, speaking in clipped tones, pointing at grainy screens.
Ethan stepped in—his presence barely registering—eyes sweeping the spread of live feeds until his gaze snagged on a small monitor toward the left.
A hallway cam.
A firefighter lay collapsed in the middle of the corridor, curled onto one side, his entire frame trembling. Even through the distortion, Ethan knew that shape. That gear. That posture.
Buck.
A spike of panic surged up Ethan’s spine. His throat tightened. Jaw locked. He could hear his own pulse in his ears, loud and unforgiving.
Come on. Come on, Buck. Move.
But Buck didn’t rise.
Ethan blinked hard, dragging his eyes to the larger screen mounted in the center. A secondary angle. The lab itself. And there—Athena, suited up, stood at the interior edge of the lockdown chamber. Just inside the lowered wall. The rest of the room was sealed off. On the other side: Bobby.
No mask. Pale. Unsteady.
A thin smear of blood traced from his nose to his upper lip.
Ethan stopped breathing.
He didn't need a medical degree to understand what he was seeing. No protective gear. No backup antiviral. Blood at the nostrils.
Bobby was infected.
There was only one dose.
And it was gone.
No one said anything in the tent. No one had to. The footage played out in silence, and Ethan watched, helpless, as Athena stepped forward—to the glass. As she raised her hand, fingers splayed. Bobby mirrored her on the other side. His hand larger. Slower. They were speaking—he could tell—but the feed had no audio. Athena’s mask moved quickly. Desperately. Bobby, steadier. Then Bobby took a step back. Turned away. Moved to the heavy steel table at the center of the chamber.
And knelt.
Ethan felt the breath leave his body. He watched as Bobby folded his hands, lips moving in silent prayer. He bowed his head to the table—rested it there, pressed between his arms.
And didn’t move again.
Not even once.
Athena crumpled on the other side, falling to her knees, her whole body trembling beneath the hazmat suit. She stayed there, just beyond the glass, unable to reach him. Her sobs—unheard on the monitor—spoke louder than anything Ethan had heard all day.
He stood there in the tent, unmoving, as it sank in:
Bobby was gone.
And there was nothing left to save. Ethan turned from the monitors and pushed out of the command tent with a force that nearly tore the flap from its tether. The air outside hit him like a wall—too hot, too heavy. His vision swam, lungs fighting for rhythm. His boots found the scrub grass just off the sidewalk, and he didn’t stop until he’d stumbled to the edge of the perimeter, past a row of stanchions and temporary fencing. Then he doubled over a low bush and vomited.
There wasn’t much—his stomach was mostly empty—but it felt like everything inside him was trying to claw its way out. Heat prickled up his spine. His hands shook as they braced against his knees. He could still see Bobby’s body, still and reverent on the metal table.
Still feel the soundless collapse of Athena on the other side of the glass. Tears blurred his vision before he could blink them back. He heard footsteps before he saw them—felt their presence more than anything.
Ravi. Karen.
The way Ravi sank down next to him made it clear he’d already heard the news. Karen said nothing, but her hand found Ethan’s back, fingers steadying. And that was when Ethan cried.
Not in sharp sobs or choking grief—but the kind of tears that built and built until they spilled over without permission. Silent. Constant. Raw. Then Ethan took a long, shaky breath.
“There’s one more still inside,” he said. His voice was barely above a whisper. “Buck. I saw him. On the monitors. He’s collapsed in a hallway just outside the lab.”
Ravi blinked. “What?”
“He’s still in there. And no one’s going in for him.”
Karen looked to Ravi, startled. “You didn’t know?” Ravi shook his head, slowly. “Last I saw him, he was being led to decon. I didn’t realize—” He cut off, then immediately began shrugging out of his turnout coat. “Take mine.”
Ethan blinked.
“You’re serious?” he asked.
Ravi held the coat out, jaw clenched. “Yeah. You said he’s in the hallway, right? That’s not far past the main stairwell. You might be able to reach him.”
“He won’t be able to walk alone,” Ethan murmured.
“Then you carry him.”
Ravi grabbed his own oxygen mask and pushed it into Ethan’s hands. “Use it. People still think I’m the only one who’d go back in. You might be able to slip through.” Karen gently placed her hand on Ethan’s shoulder. “Just get him home.” Ethan nodded, eyes stinging. “Thanks.”
He pulled on the coat, adjusted the straps, and fixed the mask into place. No one stopped him as he crossed back through the staging zone and stepped into the skeletal remains of the lab building. If anything, a few soldiers waved him through, assuming he was Ravi on follow-up.
Down the stairwell—two flights, then three. His boots echoed on the cracked tile, the lights flickering overhead like ghosts. He turned the last corner—
—and there was Buck.
Slumped against the wall. One leg stretched out, the other bent. His mask had slipped off entirely. Ethan dropped to his knees. “Buck.” Buck stirred, eyes glassy. “Ethan?”
“Yeah. I got you.”
Ethan adjusted the mask. Hooked Buck’s arm around his shoulder. Hoisted him up, muscle and memory driving every motion. Together, they staggered toward the exit. Ethan didn’t look back down the hallway. Not toward the lab. Not toward the sealed room holding the reason for everything.
He couldn’t—not yet.
All that mattered now was getting Buck out.
Ethan led Buck out through the last set of doors and into the open night. The floodlights in the parking lot threw everything into harsh, artificial daylight, but the world still felt dim. Distant. Too quiet, considering what they’d just left behind.
They found a patch of concrete along the western edge of the lot, where the triage tents were thinning out and the press hadn’t reached. Buck sank down heavily against the wall, pulling his knees up, arms draped loosely over them. His breath rattled slightly—exhaustion, grief, shock—but it was steady. Ethan slid down beside him. Neither of them spoke.
They didn’t need to.
Minutes passed. A breeze stirred the air, and the faint smell of smoke still lingered, just enough to sting.
Then Ethan caught movement.
He looked up.
Athena was emerging from the building. Her gait was steady, but only just. Her shoulders tight. Her eyes red. She walked like someone who hadn’t quite decided whether to scream or crumble. She crossed the lot without looking at anyone. Not yet. Ethan watched her disappear behind the next line of tents. Buck turned his head slowly, eyes following her until she was gone. More figures followed—hazmat suits. A second team.
They went in.
Ethan’s stomach twisted. He already knew. They came out ten minutes later. The body bag was clean, sealed, reverent. But it didn’t matter. The shape inside was unmistakable. He felt Buck shift beside him—heard the shudder of breath that wasn't fully a sob, but wasn’t not one either. Ethan reached over, steadying him again, arm around his shoulders. Buck leaned into it, just slightly. It was all either of them could manage.
Eventually, Ethan blinked, and the haze around the moment began to lift. Just enough to let one thought cut through:
Someone has to tell them.
He stood slowly, nudging Buck’s knee. “I’ll be right back.” Buck didn’t say anything, but he nodded. Ethan walked across the lot, finding a quieter spot where the lights dimmed toward the end of the perimeter fence. He fished his phone from his pocket with hands that weren’t quite steady, and pressed the screen. The phone rang once. Twice. A groggy voice picked up on the third ring. “Hello?”
“Eddie,” Ethan said, and his voice cracked on the name. “I—It’s Ethan.”
A pause.
“…What’s wrong?”
Ethan swallowed hard, trying to find the words.
“Something happened.”
Chapter 8: In The Wake
The low buzz of his phone dragged Eddie out of sleep. At first, it barely registered—just part of the background noise of the Texas night. The ceiling fan creaked above him. The distant hum of a car passing on the street. But the vibration persisted, insistent. He cracked open an eye, blinking at the faint glow coming from the nightstand.
Incoming call: Ethan Bennett.
Eddie frowned. It was late. Too late. He sat up, already reaching, already answering.
“Hello?”
There was a pause on the other end, and then the soft sound of someone trying to steady their breath.
“Eddie. I—It’s Ethan.”
The hair on Eddie’s arms stood up. Ethan sounded like he’d been crying. Or like he still was.
“What’s wrong?”
A beat of silence.
“Something happened. There was a fire. At a lab in LA. Some kind of biohazard.”
“What kind of biohazard?” Eddie asked, heart picking up speed.
“Crimean-Congo Hemorrhagic Fever. There was a breach.”
“Jesus Christ.” He stood from the bed without thinking, moving through the room on autopilot, needing motion. “Are you okay?”
“Yeah. I’m okay.”
A breath.
“Buck’s okay. Chimney—he was exposed. Hen got hurt. They were trapped for hours. Military sealed the place down.”
Eddie moved into the hallway, footsteps soft against the tile. He glanced at Chris’s door. Still shut. Still safe. His voice dropped. “What happened, Ethan?” The line went quiet again. Just for a moment.
Then, softly:
“Bobby didn’t make it.”
Eddie stopped walking.
“They only had one dose of the antiviral. It was stolen. Athena managed to get it back, just in time for Chim. But Bobby… He was infected too.”
Eddie stared at the wall. Blinked, but didn’t see it.
“By the time they realized, it was already too late. He… he locked himself in the lab. Said goodbye to Athena. And he—he prayed.”
Ethan’s voice cracked.
“He just… laid down. And that was it.”
Eddie gripped the wall to steady himself. His knees wanted to give.
Bobby.
Gone.
“What about Buck?” he asked, barely above a whisper.
“I found him. He’d collapsed from exhaustion, probably grief too. I got him out.”
Eddie closed his eyes, drew in a shaky breath. “Where are you now?”
“Still on-site. Buck’s getting looked at. Athena’s out. Ravi and Karen… they know. I just—” A pause. “I didn’t know who else to call.”
Eddie swallowed. His voice was rough when he answered.
“You did the right thing.”
“I thought Chris should hear it from you.”
He nodded, even though Ethan couldn’t see it. “Yeah. I’ll… I’ll take care of it.”
“Okay.”
A pause hung between them.
Then:
“I’m so sorry, Eddie.”
Eddie breathed out, a broken exhale that sounded too much like a sob.
“…Yeah.”
Eddie didn’t remember hanging up. He just knew the silence that followed was unbearable. The phone slipped from his hand, landing somewhere on the mattress, screen still glowing faintly in the dark. He collapsed back onto the bed like something inside him had broken loose—like whatever was holding him upright had finally given way.
He clamped a hand over his mouth, desperate to muffle the sound that ripped out of him. A sob cracked through his ribs, and then another, sharp and sudden. He curled inward, arm clutched to his chest like it might hold his heart together.
Bobby was gone.
The thought struck him like a physical blow. He gasped around it, trying to breathe, trying not to believe it—but the image of Bobby’s quiet strength, his steady voice, the way he always knew what to say… it only made the grief worse. Made it real.
He buried his face into the bend of his elbow, shaking with the weight of it. All of it. The guilt, the distance, the fact that he hadn’t been there. That Bobby had died on the other side of the country. Alone, except for a locked door and a steel table. A war drum pounded behind his ribs.
He didn’t know how long he lay there, trembling, wrecked by soundless sobs in the dark. Long enough for the tears to soak the inside of his shirt. Long enough for the ache to settle deep into the marrow of his bones.
Bobby was gone.
And he hadn’t even said goodbye. The silence was broken by a buzz against the sheets. Eddie blinked through the blur of tears, reaching blindly for his phone. The screen lit up with a new message.
Jacob: Everything okay? I heard you on the phone and then… nothing.
Eddie stared at the words for a moment. His throat tightened all over again. He wiped the back of his hand across his face, trying to steady his breathing. Tried to force the grief back down, just enough to function. He couldn’t do this from across the house. Jacob deserved to hear it from him—face to face. His fingers trembled as he typed out a response.
Eddie: Meet me in the kitchen.
He sat up slowly, pressing the heels of his hands to his eyes before sliding off the bed. His legs felt unsteady, like the grief had seeped into his bones, but he pushed through it. There were things that needed to be said. Things that hurt—but couldn’t wait.
He crossed the room and stepped into the hallway, the weight of what was coming hanging like a storm in the air. Eddie moved through the dark house like a shadow, padding softly into the kitchen. He flicked on the light over the stove—low, warm, not enough to hurt his eyes. The silence hung heavy, a constant pressure in the air. Grief made everything feel muffled, distant, like the world had shifted just slightly off its axis.
He busied himself with the coffee maker, filling the reservoir, scooping grounds with methodical movements. His hands were steadier than they had any right to be. Maybe it was shock. Maybe muscle memory. Either way, he knew he wouldn’t be getting back to sleep. Caffeine was more of a formality at this point. Footsteps padded down the hall.
Jacob appeared in the doorway a moment later, dressed in an old t-shirt and sweats, hair messy from sleep. He hovered there for a beat, brow creased with concern.
“I heard you,” Jacob said quietly, stepping into the kitchen. “Through the wall. You were on the phone, and then it just… stopped. I heard a thump.”
Eddie didn’t respond at first. He could only guess Jacob had heard the moment his knees hit the floor.
“I just got some bad news,” Eddie said after a long pause, his voice low and rough. “From LA.”
Jacob took a cautious step closer. “Bad?” Eddie nodded, setting the mug down a little too carefully.
“Bobby,” he said. “Captain Nash. The 118’s captain. You met him once or twice, when you visited.”
Jacob’s expression shifted—softening immediately. “Yeah, I remember him,” he said. “Super nice guy. Offered to help me get a few things in order with the Academy, if that's what I chose to do.” Eddie huffed a dry breath that could’ve been a laugh, could’ve been a sob.
“He died tonight,” he said. “On a call.”
Jacob didn’t hesitate. He crossed the kitchen and pulled Eddie into a tight hug, arms wrapping around him without a word. Eddie let himself lean into it. Just for a second.
“Is there anything I can do?” Jacob asked softly.
Eddie pulled back just enough to look at him.
“I think I’m gonna have to go out there,” he said. “Probably in a week. Maybe two. And I’ll need to stay for at least that long.”
Jacob nodded slowly.
“I don’t know if I want to put Chris through all of that,” Eddie continued. “The funeral. Seeing everyone wrecked. I don’t even know where they’re holding it yet. So I may do it solo. Which means…”
“You want me to stay here with Chris,” Jacob finished for him.
“If that’s something you’re okay with.”
Jacob nodded without hesitation. “Yeah. Of course. Whatever you need.” Eddie met his eyes and nodded once, grateful. The coffee pot beeped, breaking the silence between them. Eddie turned to pour himself a cup. He didn’t know what tomorrow was going to look like. But tonight, at least, he didn’t have to carry the weight alone.
Jacob’s eyes drifted past Eddie, toward the hallway—toward the soft glow of a nightlight peeking out from beneath Christopher’s closed door.
“When are you gonna tell him?” he asked gently.
Eddie followed his gaze. His face shifted, something tired and tight drawing across it.
“In the morning,” he said. “No use waking him up now. One of us deserves a good night’s sleep.”
Jacob nodded, but there was a quiet sadness behind it. They both knew Chris would take this hard.
“You want me to be there when you do?”
Eddie sipped his coffee, staring down into the dark liquid for a long moment. Then, quietly: “Yeah. I think I will.” Jacob leaned back against the counter, arms folded loosely. The silence stretched between them again—companionable, this time. Heavy with unspoken things, but not unbearable.
“Thanks for coming out,” Eddie said, glancing sideways.
Jacob offered a soft shrug. “You would’ve done the same.” Eddie didn’t argue. He just nodded once, slowly. The clock over the stove ticked on, marking the hours they wouldn’t get back. In the stillness of the house, the hum of grief settled around them like a second skin. And still, down the hall, Christopher slept—blissfully unaware that, come morning, his world was going to tilt just a little more.
The sky was still pale when Eddie knocked softly on Christopher’s door—just past sunrise, the kind of quiet hour where even the birds hadn’t fully committed to their morning songs. A muffled groan came from inside. “It’s so early,” Chris grumbled, voice thick with sleep. “Why are you—?”
He stopped short when he caught sight of Eddie standing there in the doorway. His eyes, still half-lidded from sleep, sharpened at once—taking in the way his father’s shoulders hung heavy, the exhaustion on his face, the red-rimmed eyes that hadn’t seen rest all night. Chris sat up straighter, voice thick with sleep but laced with rising panic. “Did something happen? Is it Buck?”
Eddie immediately shook his head. “No. No, mijo, he’s okay.” He stepped inside just enough to keep his voice low. “But… something did happen. And we did lose someone.” He watched the way Chris straightened, tension locking into his spine like armor. The way he bit the inside of his cheek and blinked hard. Already bracing.
“Come on,” Eddie said gently, nodding toward the hallway. “Let’s go sit on the porch.”
Chris didn’t argue. He knew how his son worked—how being outside, where the world still moved around him, helped him keep himself grounded. Let him hold it together just long enough to hear hard truths, even if the tears came later.
They stepped out into the morning air, the wooden planks of the porch still cool beneath their feet. The scent of lavender and lemongrass from the back garden along the porch hung heavy in the breeze. Dew clung to every leaf, catching the light like little shards of glass. Chris eased down onto the steps, hands loosely clasped. “Who was it?” Eddie took a breath. Held it. Let it go. “It was Bobby.”
Chris froze. He didn’t cry—not right away. Just blinked several times, hard and fast, like he was trying to clear a fog from his eyes. He gave the smallest of nods and drew a long, steadying breath through his nose. Eddie watched him, and something in his chest cracked clean open.
Bobby.
The man who’d helped raise his son when Eddie couldn’t. Who’d stayed when Eddie tried to push everyone away. Who’d helped him navigate the impossible weight of Shannon’s death, who never judged the moments when Eddie had nearly collapsed under it. The one who always, always made time for Christopher—even when it wasn’t easy, even when it wasn’t his responsibility.
He was the grandfather Chris didn’t get from Shannon’s side. The one he should have had from Eddie’s own parents. The one who stepped in without question, without expectation. Eddie swallowed back the fresh burn behind his eyes. He reached over, wrapped an arm around Chris’s shoulders, and gently pulled him in. Chris didn’t resist—just leaned into him, head tucked beneath Eddie’s chin.
They sat there in silence for a long time, listening to the distant hum of waking birds, watching the light change by degrees, and letting the grief settle between them. Not gone. Never gone. But carried. Together.
After a long stretch of quiet, with dew still dripping from the eaves above them and the world just beginning to stir awake, Chris finally spoke again—his voice barely above a whisper.
“How… how did it happen?”
Eddie let out a slow breath, like it would help steady the knot in his chest. He looked out at the yard, watching as the rising sun painted gold across the grass.
“There was a fire,” he said softly. “In a lab, somewhere in LA. It was housing all kinds of dangerous viruses. One of them got released—Crimean-Congo Hemorrhagic Fever.” He glanced at Chris, then back toward the street. “Part of the lab exploded, which put the virus in the air. That’s how they got exposed.”
Chris didn’t say anything. He didn’t have to. Eddie could feel the tension coiling beside him.
“Chimney and Bobby were both infected,” Eddie went on. “But Chim got hit hard, fast. And Bobby… Bobby didn’t say anything. He knew Chim was worse off, and there was only one dose of the cure. So he… he gave it up. Made sure Chim had a chance.”
Chris blinked a few times, tears tracking silently down his cheeks. “So he chose to die.” Eddie’s throat closed up. He nodded, his voice thick. “Yeah. He chose to give Chim the best chance he could.” Chris wiped at his face, though more tears came to take their place. “Is Chim okay now?”
“Yeah. As far as I know, he's stable. Hen, too. She had a collapsed lung, but they got her through it. Everyone else made it out.”
Chris pulled his legs up a little tighter to his chest, eyes still glistening. “When are we going to LA?” Eddie hesitated, running a hand through his hair. “I don’t know if that’s something you need to go to, mijo.” Chris’s head snapped up. “What?”
“It’s just…” Eddie sighed, pressing his palm against the back of his neck. “It’s gonna be a lot. Emotionally. The funeral, all the people, the grief. It’s gonna be… heavy. And I don’t want you to feel like you have to carry that, too.”
“But I want to be there,” Chris said, voice cracking. “He was important to me too.”
“I know,” Eddie said gently. “And I’m not saying you won’t go. I’m saying I might need to go first. Be there for a while. Help out, see what Buck needs… see what everyone needs.”
Chris didn’t answer right away. His jaw was clenched, and he looked away, blinking hard again. Eddie reached out and touched his shoulder.
“After the funeral, we’ll talk about you flying out. If it feels right, we’ll make it happen. I promise.”
Chris nodded once, reluctantly. “Who’s gonna stay with me?”
“Jacob said he’d stick around,” Eddie said. “Make sure you’re not alone. I wouldn’t go if I didn’t think you’d be in good hands.”
That earned a small exhale from Chris—halfway between a sigh and a resigned laugh. He was still upset, still hurting, but Eddie saw the understanding settle behind his eyes. Chris leaned into him again, and Eddie wrapped an arm around his son’s back, holding on. The sun rose higher, warming the wood beneath them, but neither of them moved. Not yet.
A soft knock echoed from the back door’s frame. Eddie looked up, and Chris turned his head. There, standing just outside the screen door, was Jacob. He wasn’t his usual relaxed self—his posture was careful, unsure. But his voice was gentle.
“Hey. I, uh… I saw you both were already up.” He gave a faint smile, something close to sheepish. “I got breakfast started. Figured it might help.”
The offer hung there, warm and well-meaning. Eddie’s first instinct was to politely decline—his chest still ached, and food was the last thing on his mind. But then his stomach gave a low, audible growl, and beside him, Chris’s did the same. Jacob gave a subtle nod, almost like he’d expected that. “No pressure. Just… thought I’d try.” Eddie exchanged a glance with Chris, who gave a tiny shrug, his expression tired but appreciative.
“Thanks, Jacob,” Eddie said quietly, rising to his feet and brushing dew from the back of his jeans. He extended a hand to Chris, who took it after gathering his crutches close, using Eddie’s grip for balance rather than being pulled upright.
They followed Jacob inside through the back door, stepping into the familiar scent of coffee, warm tortillas, and eggs. Nothing fancy—just something grounding. And maybe that was enough.
The morning air in El Paso was already warming, rising off the sidewalks in visible waves despite the early hour. Eddie stood in the kitchen, coffee cooling in his hand, watching as Chris rinsed out his cereal bowl at the sink. The kitchen felt too quiet, like the house itself was still bracing for news that had already come.
Eddie glanced toward the clock, then toward Chris’s backpack sitting near the door. “You want to stay home today?” he asked gently, not pushing either way. Chris didn’t answer right away. He dried his hands on a towel, staring at the floor like it might hold the answer. “I’m not sure.”
Eddie kept his tone light. “It’s up to you. I’ll call the school if you want. No one would blame you for needing a day.” Chris hesitated, but then said, “It’s one of the program days, right? Tuesday?”
“Yeah,” Eddie nodded. “Tuesday, Thursday, and Friday.”
Chris rubbed at his temple and gave a small nod. “Then I think I’ll go.”
Eddie arched an eyebrow.
Chris clarified, “It’ll keep my brain busy. Better than just… sitting around thinking about it all.”
That made sense. The after-school enrichment program at Chris’s school was something they’d signed up for on a whim back in the fall—mostly project-based learning, hands-on problem-solving, group activities tailored to students who thrived on curiosity more than competition. It wasn’t a full school day, just half-days three times a week, but Chris had taken to it quickly. He’d made a few acquaintances. He liked the independence. It gave him a place to go, until El Paso was in the rearview.
“Alright,” Eddie said, offering a small smile. “Let’s get you there.”
The drive was mostly quiet. The kind of silence that didn’t feel strained, just shared. Outside the car window, the spring sun had baked the landscape into something muted and golden. Chris broke the silence about halfway to the school. “Did you talk to anyone else? Like… Buck?”
Eddie’s hands shifted slightly on the steering wheel. “Just Ethan,” he said. “When he called. Real early. I haven’t spoken to anyone else yet.” Chris turned his head toward him. “Are you gonna call Buck?”
Eddie’s jaw tightened, just for a second. “I don’t know what I’d say,” he admitted, eyes on the road. “I don’t think I’ve figured it out yet.” Chris didn’t press, just nodded slowly.
Before either of them could speak again, the school came into view, a low tan building trimmed in navy blue. A few early arrivals were already climbing out of cars, their backpacks slung low and shoulders slumped with sleepy reluctance. Eddie pulled into the roundabout, shifting the truck into park.
Chris reached for the door handle but paused, knuckles tightening just slightly around the grip. He stared through the windshield at the school—its low, familiar silhouette washed in soft morning sun—then turned back toward Eddie. Without a word, he leaned across the console and hugged him.
Eddie reacted instinctively, startled at first but quick to respond. He wrapped an arm around Chris’s back, anchoring him in the quiet way only a father could.
“I love you,” Chris said softly, his voice low and tight.
Eddie's throat constricted. He managed a breath, then whispered back, “I love you too.” Chris gave him a watery smile before pulling away and stepping out of the car. He adjusted his backpack, took a breath, and walked toward the building. Eddie watched him go—watched the slight hunch of his shoulders, the way he paused before opening the glass side door, the way he finally disappeared inside.
Still, Eddie didn’t move.
The Prius idled quietly, its cabin filled only with the sound of the A/C kicking on and the distant bustle of morning traffic. Eddie remained parked at the curb, fingers wrapped loosely around the steering wheel, staring blankly ahead. Eventually, he reached for his phone. His thumb hovered above the screen as he scrolled slowly through his contacts.
Chimney.
Off the table. There was no universe in which Eddie could ask how he was doing without unearthing the man’s guilt or trauma, not so soon. Not when Chim had nearly died and had barely begun healing.
Hen.
Also off the table. She’d had to be cut open in the field—collapsed lung, reinflation under pressure, likely intubated afterward. There was no way she wasn’t still in the hospital. Possibly unconscious. Possibly in pain. Definitely in recovery. Calling Hen right now would be cruel. Eddie’s finger paused on Buck, but moved on just as quickly. He still didn’t know what he’d say. Still didn’t know how to say anything at all.
Which left… two.
Maddie and Karen.
Maddie was—undoubtedly—navigating her own storm. Chimney had almost died. Their daughter was still a toddler, and another baby on the way. And even though part of Eddie desperately wanted her steadiness, her insight, her voice, he knew better than to ask it of her right now. She didn’t need another weight to carry.
Which left Karen.
She had likely been there, or near. She always was. And even if she was with Hen right now, Karen had a level head. She’d be honest. Compassionate. She wouldn’t crumble if he started to. Eddie hovered a second longer—then tapped her name. The phone rang. Once. Twice. Three times. On the fourth ring, she picked up, her voice sharp with alarm.
“Eddie?” Karen’s voice was quick, breathless, already halfway to panic. “God, I—okay, I was going to call you, I just didn’t know if—if you knew yet, or if it should come from me, or from Buck, or—Eddie, I’m so sorry—”
“I know,” Eddie said softly, cutting her off before she spiraled. “Ethan called. Early this morning.”
Karen exhaled, all at once. A beat of silence followed. “Okay. Okay, good.” Another pause. “How are you holding up?”
“I should be asking you that,” Eddie said. “You’ve been in it.”
“Yeah, well,” Karen replied gently, “you know what I mean. It’s different. For you.”
Eddie didn’t argue. He just let the silence stretch a few seconds before answering.
“I’m… still trying to wrap my head around it,” he admitted. “It hasn’t really sunk in yet. I don’t think I’ve even let myself cry.”
His voice cracked slightly at the edge of that last word, but he pressed on. “You’re the first one I’ve talked to since Ethan. I haven’t… reached out to anyone else yet.” Karen’s voice softened. “I’m glad you called.” Eddie nodded, though she couldn’t see it. He let her fill the next pause with her voice.
“Everyone’s stable,” she said, shifting to what she could offer him—clarity. “Hen’s in the hospital. They had to do a field reinflation on her lung, but she’s okay now. Strong. Awake. She’ll be discharged in a few days.”
Eddie closed his eyes, soaking it in.
“Chim’s still admitted too,” Karen continued. “They were worried at first—exposure, fever—but the tests came back clean. Both of them were isolated for a few hours while the lab ran panels. But they’re clear.”
“And Buck?” Eddie asked, more carefully than he meant to.
“He’s home. With Ethan, at Buck’s place,” Karen said. “They left the hospital sometime after sunrise. I haven’t heard from either of them today, but I imagine it’s quiet. Or loud. One or the other.”
Eddie huffed softly—more breath than humor, but close. Karen’s tone softened. “May’s checked in. She’s…holding it together, I think. She’s been checking on Athena for me—giving her space, mostly. Just enough contact to know she’s not totally shutting down.” Eddie nodded again, even though she couldn’t see it. The ache in his chest was heavier now. More real. He swallowed. “Thank you. For telling me.”
“Of course,” Karen replied. “Any time.”
There was a brief rustle on the other end of the line—background movement, clipped voices just out of range. Karen’s voice returned, slightly muffled. “Sorry—one of Hen’s doctors just came in. Wants to talk through her charts.” Eddie straightened slightly in the driver’s seat. “Yeah, of course. Go. I’m glad she’s okay.”
“I’ll call you later,” Karen said. “Maybe Hen will be up to talk by then. If not, I’ll still check in.”
“Thanks,” Eddie said, voice softer now. “Really.”
They said their goodbyes and the line clicked quiet. Eddie sat for a second longer, then unlocked his phone again.
He opened a message to Maddie and typed out a simple line:
Eddie: Heard the news. Ethan called early. Hope you and the kids are okay. Keep me in the loop on Chim, when you can.
He read it twice before hitting send. Short. Not invasive. Just enough. Then his thumb hovered uncertainly over the thread marked Buck. Nothing new. Just a blank input field.
No words came.
Not yet.
He sighed, switching over to his older message threads. Scrolled until he found the one marked Bobby.
Opened it.
The last exchange was from a few weeks ago. He'd texted Bobby about a crockpot of all things. About the time that he was cooking dinner for his parents and Chris, the very same week as Chris's tournament in Lubbock.
Eddie: you ever see those crockpots at Target on clearance? thinking about picking one up.
Bobby: I saw a few. Hamilton Beach isn’t bad. Or Instant Pot, if you want something more versatile.
Eddie stared at it. His eyes burned—subtle at first, then sharper. He blinked a few times, quickly. No tears fell, but they welled, prickling along his lower lash line. A shallow breath stuttered out of him—one of those big ones you take when you’re trying not to cry. He closed the app. Set the phone face-down in the cupholder.
Then he finally pulled the car into gear and eased out of the school lot, merging into the slow rhythm of morning traffic.
Jacob moved through the house with quiet, methodical intent. The TV in the living room was off. The windows were cracked just slightly to let the cross-breeze through. And in the sink, a few forgotten breakfast dishes waited—so he started there. It wasn’t much. But it was something. Something helpful. Something useful.
Eddie didn’t need words. He didn’t need platitudes. What he needed, Jacob figured, was to not come home to clutter. So Jacob rinsed, scrubbed, and wiped things down as the morning sun crept higher into the sky. By the time the front door opened, he had a laundry basket tucked under one arm and the broom leaning against the wall. Eddie stepped inside, moving like someone held together by fraying string.
“I’m gonna crash for a bit,” he mumbled. His voice was gravel—worn out and dulled at the edges. “Been up since the call.”
Jacob nodded. “Go. I’ve got things covered out here.” Eddie managed a grateful glance before shuffling toward his room and quietly shutting the door.
Jacob waited until he heard the muffled creak of bedsprings before he set down the laundry and grabbed his phone. He thumbed through his contacts and tapped one near the top: Ethan.
It rang only once.
Ethan answered in a whisper. “Hey.” Jacob leaned against the counter, keeping his own voice low. “Hey. You sound like you’re trying not to wake someone.”
“I am,” Ethan murmured. “Buck finally crashed a little while ago.”
Jacob didn’t need to ask for details—Ethan offered them anyway.
“He’s been… everywhere. Zoned out. Snapping. Trying to take care of everyone but himself. Anytime he started drifting off, he’d jerk awake like he couldn’t breathe. Got to the point I had to sit near the couch just so he’d believe he wasn’t alone.”
Jacob winced slightly. “Jesus.”
“Yeah.” Ethan sighed. “I’m giving him the morning. Letting him rest, even if it’s shallow.”
There was a pause before Jacob gently asked, “And how are you holding up?” Ethan let out a quiet exhale. “I was just getting close with Bobby. With all of them. It wasn’t just that he was the captain. He made me feel like I belonged. Like I wasn’t just some… stray Buck dragged in.” Jacob nodded, though Ethan couldn’t see him.
“It hurts,” Ethan continued, voice low. “But it hurts more seeing everyone else carry it. I can’t fix it. I can’t fix any of it.”
Jacob swallowed. “I know.”
Another pause, and then Ethan asked, “How’s Eddie?”
“He just went to bed,” Jacob said. “Hasn’t slept since your call.”
Ethan was quiet a moment. “I didn’t want to wake him. I almost waited. But I just… I didn’t want him to hear it from someone else.”
“You did the right thing,” Jacob assured him, firm but kind. “He’d want it to come from someone he trusts. You’re that.”
Ethan didn’t respond right away, but Jacob could hear the way the tension loosened on the other end of the line.
“Thanks,” Ethan finally whispered.
Jacob shifted his weight, leaning harder into the kitchen counter, the phone balanced between his shoulder and cheek. “Eddie’s planning to fly out to LA in the next week or two,” he said, voice low. “He didn’t say it directly, but… I think Chris and I won’t be far behind.”
On the other end, Ethan was silent for a moment—long enough that Jacob might’ve thought he’d fallen asleep sitting up. But then his voice came through, soft and frayed at the edges. “Yeah. That makes sense. They’ll need to be close. All of them.”
“They already do,” Jacob murmured. “This just… rips off the distance.”
There was a faint exhale, the tired kind meant more for grounding than agreement.
“The house is almost ready,” Jacob continued. “We got a lot done this past couple weeks. Eddie’s gonna have to sell a little lower than he hoped, but it’ll go. It’s solid. Clean. Good neighborhood.”
“Doesn’t matter what he gets for it,” Ethan mumbled. “He’s not staying.”
“No,” Jacob agreed. “He isn’t.”
There was another long pause, the kind that didn’t beg to be filled. Then, Ethan’s voice returned, quieter but laced with a faint edge of warmth.
“So… what I’m hearing is our ‘roommate situation’ is sounding more and more like a done deal.”
Jacob huffed softly—just enough breath to count as a laugh. “At this point, I’m starting to think we’re gonna need a lease.”
“Custom welcome mat,” Ethan offered faintly, clearly reaching for something light. “Loft Rules: No dying. No brooding. Take out the trash on Wednesdays.”
Jacob’s smile came slow, but it stayed. “Rule #4: If one of us impulse-buys another rug, we get to vote on whether it stays.”
“Hey—first of all,” Ethan said, half-yawn, half-protest, “I needed that rug.”
“You needed that rug the way Buck needed a third grill.”
A beat passed, and then Ethan let out a real laugh—quiet, tired, but genuine. “Okay. Fair.” Their voices faded for a moment, replaced by stillness. Shared weight across the miles.
“We’ll figure it out,” Ethan said finally, barely above a whisper.
Jacob nodded into the phone. “Yeah. We will.” The silence that settled between them now wasn’t awkward—it was worn in. Familiar. The kind of silence that followed the weight of too many truths and too little rest.
Jacob let out a slow breath, glancing toward the hallway where Eddie’s door remained closed. “You take care of them, alright? Buck. May. Maddie. All of ‘em. I know they’ve got people, but…” His voice dipped, softened. “You’re there.” Ethan was quiet for a second, and when he replied, it was with that same softness. “Yeah. I will. I am.”
There was something in the way he said it—an almost unconscious emphasis. Like the promise wasn’t just about duty, but something personal. Ethan cleared his throat, just barely. “You do the same, alright? With Chris. And Eddie. You’re kinda the glue over there.” Jacob’s voice was quieter now. “Funny… I always thought you were the glue.”
“Well,” Ethan said, tired and warm, “maybe we take turns.”
Jacob smiled at that, eyes falling shut briefly as he leaned against the counter. “We’ll keep tabs. Through each other. Until we’re all back in LA.” There was a heartbeat of pause, and then Ethan replied, lower now, a little rougher around the edges: “Yeah. Let’s do that.” Another stretch of quiet, full of everything neither of them could name just yet. Jacob almost said I miss you. But instead, he said, “Get some sleep, Bennett.” Ethan chuckled—low, a little shy. “Only if you promise to, too. At some point.”
“Eventually,” Jacob said, like a promise and a challenge all in one.
“Bye, Jacob.”
“Later, Ethan.”
Jacob held the phone a moment longer than necessary before ending the call. When the screen went dark, the kitchen felt a little quieter than before—but not empty. He slid the phone back into his pocket and exhaled, letting the silence wrap around him like something worn and familiar.
It had been two days. Forty-eight slow, aching hours since the phone call. Since Ethan’s voice cracked across the line. Since the kitchen filled with coffee and silence. Since the porch felt like the only place to breathe.
Grief hung over the house like humidity—dense and ever-present. It had settled in the corners, in the quiet clicks of the air vents, in the way no one turned on the TV. Everything functioned. But nothing moved.
That night, Chris sat alone at the dining table. The overhead light was on, but dimmed, casting long shadows across the tabletop. A piece of lined paper sat in front of him, already partially filled. His pen hovered for a second before it touched down again.
He didn’t tell Eddie what he was doing. Didn’t need to. His dad was in the shower, and Jacob was somewhere folding laundry. This felt… private. The letter was addressed to Harry—but it was for both him and May. Maybe even for himself.
He wrote slowly, carefully. His handwriting wasn’t perfect, but it was readable. Every few words, he paused—not to think, but to remember.
Hey Harry,
I know things probably don’t make a lot of sense right now. It’s weird how quiet everything feels after something big like this happens. And I know it’s not fair. None of it is.
I wanted to write because… I don’t know exactly what you’re feeling, but I know what it’s like to lose a parent. I lost my mom when I was eight. And even though I don’t remember everything about that day, I remember how everything changed. I remember feeling like something that made the world make sense had just… disappeared.
Bobby was one of those people. For all of us. And especially for you.
Chris paused, swallowed around the tightness in his throat. The pen trembled slightly in his grip.
He continued, slower now.
He always looked out for me when I was at the firehouse. He used to joke that I had more common sense than most grown firefighters. He never talked down to me. Never made me feel like a kid just tagging along.
I remember him giving me his chair once, in the firehouse office. He told me, “You’re the captain now, Diaz.” I asked what that meant, and he said, “It means everyone listens when you speak.” I never forgot that.
Sometimes I think about what it’d be like if I lost my dad. Or… Buck. I don’t know what I’d do. Just thinking about it makes my chest hurt.
His breath hitched. He blinked hard. The words on the page blurred for a second. He wiped at his eyes and kept writing.
So I can’t pretend to know exactly how you feel. But I want you to know that you’re not alone.
You don’t have to have it all figured out right now. None of us do. And if you ever want to talk, even just about stupid stuff—like movies or baseball—I’m here.
He loved you, Harry. I hope you know that.
-Chris
He stared at the letter for a while once it was finished. Didn’t fold it. Didn’t touch it. Somewhere behind him, the bathroom door opened with a creak. Then soft footsteps padded down the hall.
Eddie didn’t say anything at first—he just stood in the doorway, hair still damp, a towel slung around his neck. He saw the paper on the table, the tight lines of his son’s shoulders, the subtle tremble in his hands.
“You okay, kid?” he asked gently.
Chris shook his head once. “No.” Eddie stepped forward, crouching beside him. “Wanna talk?” Chris didn’t answer—but after a few seconds, he leaned over and wrapped his arms around his dad’s neck. Eddie held him close, one hand smoothing over his back. And for a long while, they stayed like that—no words, just breath and grief and the weight of what they’d lost.
Eddie didn’t rush him.
He just knelt there, arms around his son, letting the silence stretch until Chris was the one to break it.
“I was writing a letter,” Chris murmured, voice muffled against Eddie’s shoulder. “For Harry. For you to take. To LA.”
Eddie drew back slightly, just enough to look him in the eyes. “That’s a really kind thing to do.” Chris shrugged, looking down at his hands. “I just… I thought maybe it would help. You know? Since… I know what it’s like to lose a parent.” Eddie’s expression softened. He nodded, resting a hand gently on Chris’s shoulder.
“I was trying to remember stuff,” Chris went on, voice trembling now. “About Bobby. From when I was little. He was always there, you know? And I started writing about this time he let me sit in his captain’s chair… and then I started thinking about other things. And they weren’t gone, but they were fuzzy. Like I could see them, but not all the way.”
Eddie stayed quiet, his throat tight.
“It just hit me,” Chris said. “That it’s only been two days, and some of it’s already slipping. And if it’s like that now…” He shook his head. “What if I forget the sound of his voice? What if I forget how he laughed? Or the way he always said hi with my name like it mattered?”
Eddie swallowed around the lump rising in his own chest. “You won’t forget him, mijo.” Chris looked at him, eyes glassy. “But I forgot things about Mom. And I try to remember, but it gets harder.”
Eddie cupped the back of his head gently. “You were seven. And that kind of grief… it’s too big for a kid to carry alone. But this?” He squeezed Chris’s shoulder. “You’re not alone this time. Not with this.” Chris nodded shakily, tears finally slipping down his cheeks.
“We’ll remember him,” Eddie said, voice soft but certain. “Together. Me, you, Buck… everyone. We’ll tell the stories, even when they hurt. That’s how we hold on.”
Chris leaned into him again, smaller than usual, like grief had made him fold in on himself. And Eddie just held him, like he always would. They stayed in that quiet embrace for a while, the room hushed except for the low hum of the refrigerator and the occasional rustle of wind through the windows.
Eddie shifted just slightly, just enough to ease back and look at his son. “Hey… you remember when Abuelita broke her hip?” Chris blinked at the sudden shift but nodded. “Yeah.”
“You were what—seven?”
“Almost eight,” Chris murmured, voice still a little thick.
“You spent the whole day with A-Shift, the day after that,” Eddie said, a soft smile beginning to form. “Rode in the engine with us.”
Chris let out a small, breathy laugh. “You guys brought me on every call that day. I felt like an honorary firefighter.” Eddie’s smile grew, just a little. “Bobby made sure you had the best seat in the house.”
Chris’s eyes lit faintly behind the lingering red. “There was that one wreck? That sedan with the smashed-in door. I got to watch you use the jaws of life. Bobby kept me a safe distance back, but he stayed with me the whole time.” He paused, as if playing the memory back in real time.
“He propped me up on the engine step and explained everything,” Chris said, a small grin slipping through. “How the hydraulics worked, what the pressure did. He said you got to use tools that opened up steel like a tin can. That you used them to save people when they couldn’t save themselves.”
Eddie swallowed, his chest tight in a way that wasn’t just grief—it was pride. It was love. “You remember that pretty clearly.” Chris looked down at his hands. “Yeah. I do.”
Eddie reached out, placed a steadying hand on Chris’s back. “See? The little details might get fuzzy sometimes. But the stuff that mattered? The stuff that meant something to you? That stays.” Chris’s lower lip trembled, just for a second. But then he nodded—slow, deliberate. Eddie’s voice dropped softer. “You’re never going to forget him, mijo. Not really. Not the parts that count.”
Chris didn’t speak, but leaned forward again, wrapping his arms around his dad’s shoulders and holding on tight. Eddie let his eyes close. Let himself stay there with him, for as long as Chris needed. And maybe for a little longer than that.
Down the hallway, just beyond the kitchen, Jacob stood still in the open doorway of the laundry room. A half-folded towel hung forgotten in his hands. He hadn’t meant to listen in—not really. He’d just paused when he heard Chris’s voice lift, trembling and raw, followed by Eddie’s softer reply.
Now, he watched in silence as father and son sat wrapped around each other in the low light of the dining room. The letter still sat on the table beside them, slightly wrinkled from where Chris had pushed it away. Neither of them seemed in any rush to move.
Jacob didn’t step forward. Didn’t say anything. He just stood there for a moment longer, heart heavy but warmed by the quiet strength in the room. And then, wordless and careful, he turned back into the hall—letting them have this moment, uninterrupted.
The house had gone still hours ago. Chris had fallen asleep not long after the breakdown at the table, curled under extra blankets, his breathing finally even. Eddie had retreated to his room shortly after, the weight of the day folding him in.
Jacob stayed up, lights dimmed, curled on the living room couch with his phone resting in his lap. The letter Chris had written was still on his mind. So was the sound of Eddie’s voice when he knelt beside his son. He unlocked his phone. Opened Ethan’s thread. Typed.
Jacob: Chris had a rough night. Not sure how to help.
The reply came quicker than expected.
Ethan: He’s lucky to have you.
Jacob breathed out slowly. That didn’t make it easier—but it made it feel a little less like he was failing.
Jacob: How are things over there?
A pause. Then:
Ethan: Buck finally ate something. Just a little.
Still not saying much. Not yet.
Ethan: I think he’s building the wall back up. Prepping the mask.
Said Bobby told him everyone was gonna need him.
Jacob frowned at the screen.
Jacob: And in Buck-speak, that means: take care of everyone else first. Himself last.
Ethan: Exactly.
I’m trying to keep him grounded. Not push too hard.
There was a longer pause this time before the next message appeared.
Ethan: But he’s not okay. Not really.
None of us are, but... he’s hiding it better than he should.
Jacob: You being there probably helps more than he’ll ever say.
Ethan: He hasn’t asked me to leave.
Jacob smiled faintly at that.
Jacob: Then you’re exactly where you need to be.
He set the phone down on his chest for a moment, staring at the ceiling, letting the silence swell between text tones. This was what holding steady looked like. Even when none of them felt steady at all. The messages paused for a moment—long enough that Jacob figured Ethan had shifted, maybe checked something in the room, or just taken a second to breathe. Then the next message lit up the screen.
Ethan: Hen got discharged today.
They’ve still got her on pain management, and she’s moving slow, but she’s home.
Jacob let out a quiet breath through his nose, relief threading into the weight still sitting in his chest.
Ethan: Chim’s doing better too. They’re saying he might be out before the weekend.
Ethan: The Feds are still being a pain, though. Trying to hold onto Bobby’s body for ‘review’ or something.
Athena’s livid
May’s doing her best to keep things from escalating.
Jacob frowned at the screen, jaw tightening. He could only imagine the hell it was taking for May to stand between her mother’s fury and a system built to stall.
Jacob: That’s cruel. After everything they’ve all been through.
Ethan: Yeah. Maddie’s been trying to help too, but… it’s messy.
Ethan: I’ve babysat Jee a few nights this week. Maddie’s been taking Buck to visit Chim at the hospital. Figured someone should stay back with Jee.
Jacob smiled faintly at the image of Ethan navigating toddler life in the middle of crisis.
Jacob: You deserve a medal for that.
Ethan: She likes stacking things. A lot. It’s like tiny furniture Tetris.
Honestly, it’s helped. Gives me something to focus on.
Jacob’s expression softened.
Ethan: I’ve been inviting May over too. When things get… too heavy with her mom.
She just sits and does homework or talks. We don’t really do anything. Just… let it breathe.
Jacob read those lines twice. Let them settle.
Jacob: Sounds like you’re doing more than you think.
Holding space. That counts.
A pause. Then:
Ethan: It’s the worst of it right now.
But every day’s a little better. Not good. Not yet. But better.
Jacob let the words linger, thumb hovering before typing back.
Jacob: Same here.
Jacob: Not much else on my end. Not yet.
Chris tonight was the first real wave. But… I think there’ll be more.
A few seconds passed.
Ethan: I'll get the first message when it happens. I’m sure of it.
Jacob smiled faintly, tired but warm, the glow of the phone the only light left in the room.
Jacob: Yeah. Probably.
The typing bubble appeared again, paused, then vanished. The silence after felt full—not heavy, but steady. Like a rope pulled taut across distance, tying one home to another. Jacob set the phone on the arm of the couch and leaned his head back against the cushion. The house around him stayed quiet. But somehow, it didn’t feel lonely.
The sun hadn’t quite breached the horizon when Jacob locked the front door behind him. The sky was still that pre-dawn shade of dusty gray-blue, the kind of morning that hummed with stillness before the desert heat took hold. Chris walked beside him down the driveway, quiet but awake, a half-full water bottle in one hand and his bag slung over his shoulder.
“I didn’t mean to overhear last night,” Jacob said gently, opening the car door for him. “Just… wanted to make sure you were okay.”
Chris settled into the passenger seat and clicked his seatbelt. “I am. I think I am.” Jacob glanced over. “That letter really pulled a lot out of you.”
“Yeah,” Chris admitted. “I didn’t expect it to. I was writing it for Harry, but halfway through it started to feel like I was writing it for me.”
Jacob nodded slowly. “Makes sense.” They didn’t talk much more after that. Just soft music on the drive. Chris tapped his fingers against his knee in rhythm, then fell quiet again until they pulled into the near-empty school lot. A few cars were parked near the main office—staff arrivals, likely. A custodian moving cones. Before he climbed out, Chris hesitated. “Can you keep an eye on my dad today?” Jacob turned to meet his eyes. There wasn’t fear there—but worry, carefully held behind his usual composure.
“I will,” Jacob said. “Promise.”
Chris nodded, gave him a half-smile, and stepped out of the car. Jacob got back to the house a little before 7:00. The sky had lightened, but the air still held the brief illusion of coolness. It wouldn’t last.
He traded his sneakers for old work boots, rolled up his sleeves, and spent the next hour or so pulling weeds from the side yard and sweeping dust from the back patio. The motion helped. Gave his hands something to do. By 9:00, the sun was already climbing with purpose. He peeled off his gloves, grabbed a bottle of water, and stepped inside. The house was quiet. Still.
Too still.
Jacob passed through the hall, heading toward the kitchen—and stopped. Eddie was standing by the counter, phone in hand, eyes distant and unfocused as he scrolled through something. He hadn’t touched the coffee mug in front of him. Jacob recognized the look before he even saw the screen. Bobby’s name sat at the top of the message thread. Eddie didn’t hear him come in.
“Hey,” Jacob said softly.
Eddie jolted—just slightly—and turned to look at him. He quickly flipped his phone face-down on the counter, like he’d been caught doing something wrong.
“Didn’t mean to startle you,” Jacob added, stepping fully into the room.
Eddie ran a hand over his face. “Nah, you’re good. I just… lost track of time.” Jacob didn’t press right away. Just nodded toward the mug. “You want something hot? I was about to get breakfast going.” Eddie didn’t answer immediately. His eyes dropped back to the table. His voice, when it came, was low.
“I keep thinking… if I’d been there… maybe it would’ve gone differently.”
Jacob leaned against the opposite counter, arms crossed loosely. “Different how?”
“I don’t know,” Eddie admitted. “Maybe I could’ve helped. Maybe I would’ve seen something. Gotten to Bobby earlier. Maybe—” He exhaled, jaw tight. “Maybe he wouldn’t have had to make that choice.”
Jacob was quiet a moment. Then he said, carefully, “Or maybe you’d have been in there too.”
Eddie looked up sharply.
“You might’ve been trapped. Might’ve gotten infected,” Jacob continued, voice even but not cold. “Chris might’ve lost his dad. Buck might’ve lost you. Maybe not. Maybe things would have been different. But…”
He let the sentence trail off. Eddie stared at him, eyes narrowed—not angry, but fraying.
“That’s a pretty harsh truth.”
“It is,” Jacob agreed. “But it’s still the truth.”
He crossed the space between them and set a hand on Eddie’s shoulder.
“You’ll never know what would’ve happened. And trying to figure it out is just gonna drive you in circles.”
Eddie didn’t answer, but something in his posture slumped—like the pressure valve had just barely released. Jacob gave the shoulder a light pat, then stepped back toward the stove.
“Let me make something,” he said. “You’re overdue for food that isn’t coffee.”
Eddie moved toward the fridge to grab a few eggs while Jacob prepped the griddle. They worked in silence for a moment—familiar and unspoken teamwork—Eddie cracking the eggs into a bowl, Jacob layering bacon in a pan. Eddie reached for the whisk, just beginning to stir, when his phone buzzed from its place on the counter. He glanced at it absently, expecting a reminder or text.
Instead, his hand stilled.
His face shifted—shoulders tensing, jaw locking. Slowly, he turned the phone around to show Jacob the screen.
Buck. Incoming call.
Jacob paused, meeting Eddie’s eyes. He didn’t say anything, just gave a small nod and gestured for him to take it. “Go. I’ve got this.” Eddie hesitated a second longer before answering. “Hey.” Jacob couldn’t hear the other end, but he watched as Eddie’s expression twitched—eyebrows drawn, one hand sliding into his pocket.
“I’ll head outside,” Eddie said quickly. He took the call out onto the back porch, door clicking quietly behind him.
Jacob stood over the stove, flipping bacon, cracking a few more eggs into a second bowl. The smell of browning butter and peppered hashbrowns filled the space. The sun had fully crested by now, casting streaks of gold across the floor. Fifteen minutes later, the door opened again. Eddie stepped inside, face unreadable but worn. Jacob plated the last few strips of bacon and slid the full plate across the counter. “How’s he doing?” Eddie sat down slowly. “He’s trying to be fine. Which means he’s absolutely not.” Jacob pushed a fork toward him.
“He’s already putting the mask up,” Eddie said, picking at the edge of a hashbrown. “Told me he’s got a handle on things. That he’s gonna keep everyone steady.”
“And when’s he supposed to deal with any of it himself?” Jacob asked, gently.
Eddie shook his head. “He won’t. Not unless someone calls him out.”
“You gonna do that?”
“I’m gonna call him more,” Eddie murmured. “Stay close.”
Jacob watched him for a moment, then returned to his seat with his own plate. They ate in a few quiet bites before Jacob spoke again.
“What’re you thinking? About LA?”
Eddie exhaled through his nose. “Soon as the funeral’s set… I’ll need to get out there.” Jacob nodded. “We talked about that. But we didn’t really talk about what happens after.”
Eddie looked over.
Jacob continued. “How long are you staying? Are Chris and I supposed to follow you out later? Are you coming back at all? What about the house? If you two go early, do you stay with Buck? And where does that leave me?” Eddie held up a hand, stopping him with calm but firmness. “Okay. Slow down.” Jacob pressed his lips together but nodded, breathing through the question that had tumbled out like a dam breaking.
Eddie leaned forward, elbows on the counter. “I don’t have all the answers yet. But I know a few things.” He held up a finger. “One—I'm probably flying out in ten days, funeral or not.” Another. “Two—I don’t know how long I’ll be gone. Could be a couple weeks. Could be longer.” Jacob kept listening, jaw clenched but quiet.
“Three—if Chris ends up being too much to juggle, my parents will be more than happy to keep him. They’ve been asking.”
Jacob tilted his head but said nothing.
“And four,” Eddie added, “the house isn’t perfect, but even as-is, we’ll get a decent price. And as far as where that puts you?”
He raised an eyebrow.
“You and Ethan get along. I think that living situation you joked about is more real than either of you are admitting. If it came to it, something could be worked out. You wouldn’t be left behind.”
Jacob finally let his shoulders drop a bit, the tension easing just slightly. Eddie softened. “I mean it. We’ll figure this out. Just… not all at once.” Jacob looked down at his plate. “Right. One thing at a time.” Eddie gave him a light nudge with his fork. “Starting with finishing breakfast.”
The days that followed blurred together, soft-edged and heavy with the kind of stillness that didn’t settle on the house—it sank into it. No one said they were grieving out loud. But it was there.
In the way Chris quietly tied his shoes each morning without needing a reminder. In the way Eddie sat outside longer than necessary with his coffee, staring at the same patch of sky like it might give him answers he couldn’t ask for. In the way Jacob moved through the space between them—gentle, present, never invasive.
Chris had gone quiet.
Not shut down. Just… careful. Guarded. He’d offer a smile when asked about his day, nod when reminded to eat something, and sometimes sit at the table long after his plate was clean, pencil in hand, but his homework untouched. And Eddie? Eddie spoke even less.
He did things—mowed the lawn, cleaned the gutters, sorted the mail like something in it might reset the clock—but he moved like a man who was thinking through concrete. Slowed down, heavy with thought, grief edging into his every action. He hadn’t mentioned LA again, not yet. But Jacob could feel it pulsing in the quiet spaces, waiting to be voiced. Jacob didn’t push either of them.
He noticed everything—but he didn’t try to fix it. When Chris came home from the program, Jacob had a snack waiting. When Eddie slipped out to run errands that weren’t urgent, Jacob made sure the coffee was fresh for when he returned.
When the three of them sat in the living room, Jacob didn’t reach for conversation. He let the quiet sit, breathing beside them like a fourth person. Sometimes he read. Sometimes he folded laundry without asking. Sometimes he simply sat, a steady weight between the father and son who hadn’t quite found their rhythm again. The silence wasn’t cold. It wasn’t hostile.
It just was.
And Jacob knew enough not to fill it—only to keep it from turning into loneliness.
It was just after dinner—quiet, like most evenings lately. Eddie had gone out for a few evening Uber runs, and Jacob had taken to rinsing dishes while Chris lingered at the kitchen table, arms folded, chin resting against them. Jacob glanced over his shoulder. “You okay over there?” Chris shrugged but didn’t lift his head.
Jacob turned off the tap, drying his hands before leaning against the counter across from him. “You’ve been thinking about something. You’ve looked like you’re thinking about something for the last couple days.” Chris didn’t deny it. Just shifted slightly, eyes down.
“It’s Buck,” he said finally.
Jacob stayed quiet, giving him room. Chris straightened a little. “I don’t know what to say to him. Or how to say it.” Jacob tilted his head. “You mean about Bobby?” Chris shook his head. “No—I mean… everything.”
He rubbed his wrist. “After I left LA… I kind of stopped talking to him. I mean, not completely. But I didn’t really reach out. I was upset about everything. About Dad, about the move, about being stuck here when I didn’t ask for any of it.” Jacob nodded slowly, encouraging him to keep going.
“I didn’t mean to push Buck away,” Chris added. “But I think I did. And now that Bobby’s gone…” His voice tightened. “It just feels worse. Like I wasted all this time not talking to someone who wanted to talk to me. Who loved me.”
Jacob crossed the space and sat beside him at the table, voice low. “Chris, I don’t think Buck ever stopped caring about you. Or thought for a second that you didn’t care about him.” Chris didn’t answer right away. Jacob continued, “It sounds to me like Buck was giving you space. Letting you come to him when you were ready.”
“But what if I waited too long?” Chris asked, the words a little raw now. “What if I can’t fix it?”
Jacob looked him in the eye. “Then maybe you don’t fix it. Maybe you just… start where you are.” Chris exhaled shakily, looking down again. “I don’t even know what I’d say.” Jacob gave a small smile. “Start with that.”
Chris stared down at his hands, fingers threaded tightly together. “I just… don’t want it to feel forced. Like I’m only reaching out now because something awful happened.” Jacob didn’t answer right away. Instead, he glanced out toward the hallway, like he was weighing whether or not to share something. Eventually, he turned back to Chris, voice quieter now.
“You know I stayed at Buck’s while I was out there, right?”
Chris nodded. “Yeah. You mentioned it. Said my old room was nice.” Jacob gave a soft smile. “That was still your room.”
Chris looked up, blinking.
“Buck never changed it,” Jacob said. “I don’t just mean the furniture. I mean nothing. The posters. The shelves. The stupid lava lamp in the corner. All of it. Exactly the way you left it.”
Chris was quiet, processing that. Jacob continued, slower now, like he wanted the words to land carefully. “Even that old stuffed giraffe. The one your mom won for you at that fair, when you were a toddler?” Chris’s breath hitched faintly. “Gerald.”
“Yeah,” Jacob said with a small nod. “Gerald. Sitting right there on the bed.”
Chris’s shoulders curled inward, his arms wrapping around himself. Jacob’s voice was steady. “He didn’t touch a thing. Just kept it clean. Dusted around stuff. Kept the bed made. I asked him about it, once. He just said, ‘Chris still lives here.’” That got to him. Chris blinked quickly, his throat bobbing in a swallow. “He really said that?”
Jacob nodded. “Yeah. Like it wasn’t even a question. Like he just knew you were coming home. He just didn’t know when.” Chris pressed his sleeve to his eye. “I don’t deserve that.” Jacob shook his head. “Yes, you do.”
A long pause. Then—
Chris looked toward the hallway, where his phone was charging on the side table. “If I message him… will it be weird?”
“No,” Jacob said. “It’ll be right.”
Chris nodded slowly, more to himself than anything. Then, with a quiet breath, he stood up from the table and walked out of the kitchen—off to write a message he didn’t quite know how to start. But he was ready to try. Chris sat on the edge of his bed, fingers hovering above his phone screen.
The room was quiet—his window cracked open to let in the last traces of desert breeze before night settled fully. The hum of distant traffic floated in beneath the rustle of leaves. His phone sat heavy in his hand, the chat thread with Buck open and untouched since a few hours after landing in El Paso. The last message had been simple.
Buck (10 months ago): Let me know when you land, okay?
Chris had replied, hours later.
Chris: We’re here. I’m gonna go to bed.
Nothing more after that. No follow-up. No conversation. Just ten months of silence that now felt like ten years. His fingers hovered over the keyboard. Then, hesitantly, he began to type.
Chris: Hey Buck.
Then he stopped. Deleted it.
Tried again.
Chris: I’ve been meaning to message you.
He stared at it. Backspaced.
Tried again.
Chris: I know it’s been a while. I’m sorry I haven’t said anything. I was upset about a lot of things, and I didn’t know how to talk about any of it. But I shouldn’t have gone quiet on you.
He reread it. Then, slowly, added more.
Chris: I miss you. And I think about you more than you probably think I do. Jacob told me you kept my room the same. Even Gerald.
Thank you for that.
His thumbs paused. His heart pounded a little harder.
Chris: I don’t really know what I’m trying to say. I just… I want you to know I’m still here. And I still love you like always.
He didn’t overthink it this time.
He hit send.
The message disappeared into the thread, followed by the timestamp and the sudden, unbearable quiet that came afterward. Chris set the phone down beside him and folded his hands in his lap. Now, all he could do was wait.
Chris sat back down on the edge of his bed, phone still in hand, fingers curled a little too tightly around it. He kept staring at the screen.
First minute. Nothing.
Second. Still nothing.
A full five minutes passed, and the silence began to feel sharp. He wondered if he’d said too much. Or not enough. If maybe three months was longer than Buck could forgive.
Then—
Delivered blinked to Read.
Chris sat up straighter, holding his breath. A few seconds later, the typing bubble appeared.
Then:
Buck: Hey, buddy.
You don’t ever have to apologize to me. I get it. I really, really get it.
I’ve missed you too. Every day.
Chris let out a shaky breath—his whole body felt like it exhaled with him.
Another bubble popped up:
Buck: Your room’s still yours. Gerald and all. Always will be.
I love you too, Chris. That’s never gonna change.
Chris smiled, just a little. Then, before he could even start to reply—
His phone buzzed again.
And again.
And again.
Within seconds, he was bombarded by a flood of TikTok links. Each with a brief caption:
Buck: “why frogs don’t blink underwater – this one reminded me of you.”
“this raccoon washes cotton candy and then has an existential crisis.”
“science guy explains what happens when you microwave metal (don’t).”
“bet you already knew this but snails have thousands of teeth.”
Chris laughed, caught off guard, eyes stinging for an entirely different reason now. There were twelve videos in total. All weird. All fascinating. All very Buck. It was exactly what Chris needed—exactly how Buck had always showed he cared.
Chris quickly typed back:
Chris: I missed this. You. All of it.
Also I did NOT know the snail thing. What???
And just like that, the thread between them wasn’t broken anymore. Just picked up where it left off.
It had been a few days since they first talked about it. Since Eddie had listed off the uncertain pieces of a plan still half-formed. But now the countdown was real—six days out, and that flight confirmation wasn’t just a placeholder anymore. The kitchen was quiet again—late afternoon sunlight spilling in through the window, casting gold across the countertop.
Jacob stirred a pot on the stove, absently, something simple simmering for dinner. Eddie leaned in the doorway, arms crossed, watching him with that faraway look he’d been wearing more often lately.
“You still feeling good about leaving Chris with me?” Jacob asked, not accusing—just checking.
Eddie nodded slowly. “Yeah. I am.” Jacob glanced at him. “Even now that it’s actually happening?” Eddie’s gaze dropped. “That part’s harder. But it’s still the right call.”
Jacob didn’t press.
“I keep thinking about how fast this all moved,” Eddie added. “One second we were planning to come back in a few months. Now I’m packing a bag and prepping to walk into a funeral for the man who kept all of us together.”
Jacob turned down the burner and set the spoon aside. “Yeah. It’s a lot.” Eddie gave a small, tired laugh. “That’s putting it lightly.” They stood in silence for a moment. Then Jacob said, “Nothing’s changed on my end. I’ll be here. Chris’ll be okay.” Eddie nodded, grateful. “I know.”
“And me?” Jacob added, a little quieter. “I’ll be okay too.”
Eddie looked at him fully then. “I didn’t doubt that.” Jacob gave a half-smile, but didn’t look away. “Even if I do end up crashing at Ethan’s for a while?” Eddie smirked faintly. “You’ll survive. Just don’t let him talk you into an IKEA trip.”
“No promises.”
They shared a quiet moment, the weight between them more familiar now. Not gone—but carried together. Eddie pushed off the doorway. “I’ll call Buck tonight. See if there’s anything he needs me to bring.” Jacob nodded, returning to the pot. “Tell him Chris and I say hi.”
“I will.”
He lingered a second longer, then turned and headed down the hall. And Jacob stayed at the stove, stirring slowly—anchoring the house for just a little longer.
It was almost noon when Eddie pulled the Prius into the small lot behind the church—the same one his parents used to drag him to when he was a kid. It hadn’t changed much. Stucco walls, sun-bleached and warm. The worn wooden double doors still creaked a little when opened. The old bell hadn’t rung in years. Chris glanced out the passenger-side window. “I didn’t know this place was still around.”
Eddie gave a soft grunt as he shut off the engine. “Neither did I, really. Haven’t been back in... a long time.” They sat in silence for a moment, the midday heat rising in soft waves off the hood. Then Eddie unbuckled his seatbelt and said, “C’mon. Just for a little while.”
Inside, the church was cool and dim, the filtered light from stained-glass windows casting colored patterns across the pews. It smelled like polished wood and old books—familiar, in a way Eddie hadn’t realized he’d remember.
Chris stayed close beside him as they walked down the center aisle. They weren’t dressed up. Weren’t here for Mass. But something about the quiet, about the space itself, felt like it asked them to move slower. Breathe quieter. Eddie found an empty pew near the middle and sat. Chris followed, hands in his lap, gaze trailing upward toward the vaulted ceiling. They didn’t speak at first.
Didn’t need to.
After a long stretch of silence, Eddie leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees, fingers interlaced.
“I don’t do this often,” he said, his voice low in the stillness. “I mean… I don’t really go to church anymore. Haven’t since I was about your age.”
Chris didn’t respond right away. He just nodded, still looking ahead at the altar.
“But Bobby did,” Eddie added. “Every Sunday. Didn’t matter what shift he’d just finished. He always found a way to show up.”
Chris leaned into him a little, shoulder brushing against Eddie’s. “He believed in it.”
“Yeah,” Eddie said softly. “He did.”
Another quiet moment passed.
Then Chris asked, “Are we here for him?” Eddie nodded once. “Yeah. I think we are.” Chris sat back, his voice just above a whisper. “Can we light a candle?” Eddie looked over at him. His eyes were a little glassy, but his voice was steady.
“Yeah,” he said. “Let’s do that.”
They stood and made their way to the candle stand near the side chapel, where a few thin tapers sat unused in a tray. Eddie took one, lit it with a match from the brass box, and held it out for Chris. Chris took it carefully and leaned in to light a fresh candle. They watched the flame flicker to life.
Eddie wrapped an arm around his son’s shoulders, grounding them both. They didn’t pray aloud. They didn’t speak a name. But they stood there a while longer—letting the silence say what words couldn’t.
The sunlight was brighter when they stepped back outside. The quiet hush of the church fell away, replaced by the distant hum of midday traffic and the warm rustle of breeze through the cottonwoods that lined the sidewalk.
Eddie gave Chris a moment—didn’t rush him into the car. Just leaned against the hood and let his son stand there for a while longer, staring back at the worn front doors. Chris pulled out his phone.
He’d taken a picture earlier inside the church—one of the stained-glass windows that caught the light just right. The colors had spilled down the wall in bands of deep blue, crimson, and amber, and it had made him stop. It felt like something Bobby would’ve liked. He opened his messages and tapped on May’s name.
Chris: Thought you might like this. Took it earlier today.
[Photo attachment: a rich, colorful stained-glass window, sunlight scattering in fractured shapes across the pews.]
The “Delivered” marker sat for only a moment before her reply came in.
May: This is beautiful. You went to church?
Chris: Yeah. With Dad. It felt like the right thing to do.
Bobby always believed. We figured we’d light a candle for him.
May: He would’ve loved that. Especially the glass. He always said churches told stories in color.
Chris smiled faintly at that.
Chris: I miss him.
Still doesn’t feel real.
May: Me too.
Some days I feel okay. Like, “okay enough.” Then it hits again.
A pause.
Chris: I wrote a letter for Harry. But I think it’s for you, too. I’m sending it with my dad when he flies out.
May: Thanks, Chris. That means a lot.
I’ll read it with him. When we’re ready.
Chris: Yeah. No pressure. It’s not perfect. I just didn’t want either of you to feel alone in it.
May: You’re the best, you know that?
Chris: Sometimes.
They lingered in the thread for a moment, neither typing, but still there.
Still connected.
Jacob was halfway through folding the same hoodie for the third time when his phone buzzed once.
Then again.
And again.
He glanced over, expecting maybe a text from Ethan, or something from Eddie about dinner.
Instead—
Group Chat: smol 118 💬
It had been silent for weeks. Since before the lab. Since before any of them had really known what to say. Now, out of the blue, it lit up again.
May: [image: meme of a cat dramatically flopped over a stack of textbooks]
Caption: me attempting to function in the year of our lord 2025
May: Figured we could use this again.
No fanfare. No apologies. Just a quiet offering. Jacob smiled faintly, thumb hovering as the chat began to stir.
Chris: I feel spiritually connected to this cat.
Harry: Did this just come back from the dead??
Denny: Maybe we did too a little bit.
Mara: I missed you weirdos.
Ethan: Can’t lie. Kinda needed this.
Jacob didn’t type right away. He just watched the messages roll in—some light, some awkward, all of them quietly threaded with relief. No one acknowledged how long it had been. No one pointed fingers for the silence. They all just picked it back up. Like the pause had been just that—a pause. He finally added a reply.
Jacob: We’re gonna need a new round of cursed TikToks. I expect at least one video of one of you doing something legally questionable.
May: Don’t worry. I have a queue.
Chris: We’re doomed.
Jacob leaned back against the couch, phone resting on his knee. The grief wasn’t gone. The hard part hadn’t passed. But something had shifted. A door cracked open. A little more air in the room. The group was quiet for a moment after that—no more typing bubbles. Just presence. And for the first time in days, Jacob felt like the house wasn’t the only thing holding steady.
The group chat was still buzzing—memes, catch-up texts, half-made inside jokes blooming back to life. Jacob could hear the faint buzz… buzz… buzz of notifications even as he muted it temporarily to focus on a different thread. One that mattered just as much, but carried a different weight.
Group Chat: Me + Trouble x2 🚫
(Jacob, Ethan, May)
Jacob: Glad that’s alive again.
May: Yeah. We needed it. Even if we didn’t know it.
Ethan: I didn’t realize how much I missed all of it. Until they were suddenly back in my phone.
Jacob leaned back into the couch, legs stretched out, thumb tapping slowly.
Jacob: It’s weird. Everything still hurts, but that didn’t feel… bad.
Ethan: Grief and good things can exist at the same time. Doesn’t cancel it out.
May: Spoken like someone who’s spent too much time around Buck.
Ethan: I have. It’s terrifying how fast I started saying things like “grief is nonlinear.”
Jacob:
God. You’re a walking feelings journal.
Ethan: And yet you like me anyway.
May: Debatable.
Jacob smirked, but the next pause lingered just a little longer—softening the banter back into something closer to real.
May: I’m still angry sometimes. About Bobby.
Not all the time. But it comes out of nowhere.
Jacob: Yeah. Same. For Eddie too, I think. He doesn’t show it. But it’s there.
Ethan: Buck’s hiding behind taking care of everyone else. I’m trying to be the backup system if he crashes.
May: You're both doing too much.
Jacob: So are you.
There was a pause.
May: I know.
Jacob glanced toward the hallway. The house was quiet. Chris’s door was shut. Eddie was probably in the backyard, pretending to do something with the fence so he didn’t have to sit still.
Ethan: Let’s just… keep being this. Here.
When it gets heavy again, we check in.
May: Deal.
Jacob: Pinky swear.
May: That’s binding.
Ethan: You two are so weird.
Jacob: You say that like it’s news.
The group chat continued pinging somewhere in the background, but for Jacob, this thread—just the three of them—felt like an anchor.
Three people holding the line.
Even if they were holding it from different cities.
The porch light had just flicked on when Eddie stepped outside, phone already in hand. He didn’t pace. Just sat on the back steps, elbows resting on his knees, staring out over the yard as the evening cooled.
He tapped Call.
It rang twice before picking up.
“Hey,” Maddie said, a little breathless, like she’d only just sat down herself.
“Hey,” Eddie replied.
There was a pause—not awkward, just tired.
“How’s Chim?” he asked first.
“He’s home,” Maddie said, voice softening. “Still sore. Still sleeping more than he’ll admit. But home. Jee’s glued to his side like a barnacle.”
Eddie smiled faintly. “That sounds about right.” Maddie’s voice dipped a little quieter. “He hasn’t really talked about what happened. Not directly.” Eddie nodded, even though she couldn’t see it.
“I can feel it though,” she continued. “It’s eating at him. Not just that Bobby’s gone… but that he survived. That Bobby chose him.”
Eddie’s stomach twisted.
“He told me,” Maddie added, “about the antiviral. About how Bobby didn’t even hesitate. Just… gave it to him. No argument. Just made the decision.”
Eddie rubbed the back of his neck, voice low. “That’s who Bobby was.”
“Yeah,” she whispered. “But that doesn’t make it easier. Not for Chim.”
“No,” Eddie agreed. “It doesn’t.”
They sat in that truth for a moment, the weight of it settling into the space between them.
“I’m coming out there,” Eddie said, shifting gears. “In a few days.”
“For the funeral?”
“Yeah. Flying in Monday.”
Maddie let out a quiet breath. “Good. You should be here.”
“I thought about bringing Chris,” Eddie admitted. “But… I think it’d be too much. He wrote something, though. A letter. For Harry and May.”
Maddie’s voice warmed. “They’ll appreciate that more than he knows.”
Another beat passed.
“I’m worried about Buck,” she said, like she’d been holding it in until the quiet felt safe enough.
“Me too,” Eddie admitted.
“He’s doing that thing again. Trying to carry everyone else. I can hear it in how he talks. Like he’s holding his breath between every word.”
“He told me Bobby said everyone would need him,” Eddie murmured. “That’s all he’s focused on. Not himself.”
“He’s going to crash,” Maddie said. “And it’s going to be hard.”
“I’ll be there before he does.”
Maddie didn’t respond right away. But her silence was its own kind of thank-you. They stayed on the line for a while longer—exchanging a few updates, a few gentle nothings—before quietly hanging up. No need for big endings. They both knew what they were walking into. And that, at least, they wouldn’t be walking into it alone.
The mood had changed over the last few days. The grief hadn’t gone away—but it had settled. Worn itself into the fabric of their days, into the rhythm of quiet mornings and softer conversations. Meals were no longer silent. Laughter, though rare, had returned in flickers. And though no one said it aloud, there was a mutual understanding that things were starting to move forward.
Now, the airport smelled faintly of coffee and jet fuel—Eddie had always found it oddly comforting. People milled around with backpacks and rolling suitcases, voices low but purposeful. The kind of soft chaos that made him feel like part of something larger than himself. He stood just outside the security line, Chris and Jacob beside him. His flight to LAX left in just under an hour.
“You got everything?” Jacob asked again, for what was probably the fourth time.
Eddie patted his chest and jacket pockets in rhythm. “Wallet, charger, ID, letter.” He nodded toward his carry-on. “All packed.” Jacob gave a quiet nod, but there was still that twitch of concern in his brow. Not about logistics—about what Eddie was walking into. Chris was quieter. Not somber, just thoughtful.
“I know I’m not going,” Chris said softly, “but… you’ll tell everyone I say hi, right?”
Eddie crouched slightly so they were eye-level. “Of course I will. And I’m bringing the letter.” Chris nodded, swallowing hard. “Make sure they read it.”
“I will.”
The overhead intercom crackled above them: “Flight 228 to Los Angeles will begin boarding in approximately thirty minutes. All passengers should make their way to Gate 9A.” Eddie exhaled, standing back up.
“That’s my cue.”
Chris stepped forward first, wrapping both arms around Eddie and holding on tight. “I love you.” Eddie returned it just as firmly, his voice soft. “I love you too, mijo. I’ll call you when I land.” Chris stepped back, a little red around the eyes but holding strong.
Jacob moved in next, offering a firm hug and a quick clap on Eddie’s shoulder. “Go do what you need to do.”
“Thanks for keeping things grounded here,” Eddie said, meaning it.
Jacob smiled. “We’ve got it covered.” The overhead speakers buzzed again. Group One was being called. Eddie gave them both one last look before turning toward the TSA line. He made it through in less than fifteen minutes, then found a quiet seat near the gate, his carry-on tucked at his feet. The world moved around him, but he let himself sit still. He pulled out his phone. Opened the thread already near the top.
Eddie: Just got through security.
About to board.
I’ll be home soon.
The reply came quickly—short, but steady.
Buck: I’ll be waiting.
Chapter 9: Before The Bell
The drive across El Paso felt strangely familiar now. A few months ago, Jacob would have needed GPS directions every few minutes, squinting at street signs and missing turns because Texas roads seemed determined to be both wide and confusing. Now he recognized intersections before the navigation app announced them. He knew which light stayed red too long, which lane disappeared without warning, and which stretch of road gave him the clearest view of the mountains when the afternoon haze thinned enough to reveal them.
He still was not sure if that was a good thing. Familiarity meant time. It meant repetition. It meant Eddie’s house no longer felt like somewhere Jacob visited, but somewhere he could find his way back to without thinking. On a normal day, that might have felt like belonging. Today, with Eddie in Los Angeles and Christopher sitting too quietly in the passenger seat, it felt more complicated than that.
The truck smelled faintly like dust, old coffee, and the fast-food fries Chris had insisted he did not want and then eaten half of anyway. Eddie’s truck, technically, though Jacob had been driving it enough lately that the seat no longer felt borrowed. That also felt complicated.
Chris sat with one elbow propped near the window, his gaze fixed on the city sliding past them. He had his phone in his lap, screen dark, one thumb resting against the edge. He had checked it six times since they left the house. Not because he expected Eddie to forget to text. Because grief made waiting feel like a job, and Chris had inherited enough Diaz stubbornness to take jobs seriously even when they were impossible. Jacob did not tell him to stop checking. He understood the impulse too well.
“He landed,” Chris said suddenly.
Jacob glanced over. “Your dad?” Chris nodded, reading from the screen even though Jacob had not asked him to. “Ethan's picking him up.” Jacob kept both hands on the wheel and tried not to react too visibly. Eddie going straight to the station made sense. Buck was there. The 118 was there. Bobby’s absence was there, sitting in the middle of everything like a room no one could walk around. Still, something about the update tightened the quiet inside the truck.
“Good,” Jacob said. “I’m glad he made it.”
Chris looked down at the phone for another second before locking it. “Yeah.” The word was too small for what it had to carry. Jacob waited, giving him room to add more if he wanted. That had become the rule over the last few days. Stay close, but do not crowd. Offer the opening, but do not pry it wider with both hands. Chris was nearly grown in some ways and still very much a teenager in others, and grief had a way of making both ages show up at once.
“Do you think Buck’s okay?” Chris asked.
Jacob did not answer immediately. The easy answer was no. The kind answer was also no, but with softer edges.
“I think Buck’s probably doing what Buck does,” Jacob said.
Chris turned his head. “That’s not an answer.”
“It kind of is.”
“Jacob.”
There it was. The tone that said Chris was done being handled carefully and would appreciate being treated like someone who could hear the truth without shattering. Jacob respected that. He also knew truth did not have to be thrown like a brick to count.
“I think he’s trying to take care of everyone else,” Jacob said. “And I think Eddie being there will help. Not fix it. But help.”
Chris looked back out the window. “Dad said Bobby told Buck everyone would need him.” Jacob’s chest tightened. He had heard the story secondhand, pieced together from Eddie’s quiet explanations and the parts Buck had not said directly. “Yeah.”
“That’s a lot to tell Buck.”
It was not judgment. Not exactly. Just a teenager looking at an adult’s final words and understanding, maybe better than some adults would, how Buck would turn them into something heavy enough to hurt himself with.
“It is,” Jacob said.
“I don’t think Bobby meant it like that.”
“I don’t think he did either.”
Chris nodded once, then went quiet again. Outside, El Paso moved past in sun-bleached strips: stucco walls, low buildings, shopping centers, dry landscaping, cars shimmering in the heat off the road. The sky was too bright for the kind of day it was. Jacob found himself resenting that. Los Angeles had marine-layer gray, according to Eddie’s text. Texas had sunlight sharp enough to make grief feel exposed.
They were not heading to Ramon and Helena’s yet. That would come later, because Helena had decided dinner was happening and no one in the Diaz orbit had the energy or courage to argue. For now, Jacob had driven them out under the excuse of errands: picking up a prescription, grabbing something Eddie had forgotten to mail, stopping by the grocery store for the one ingredient Helena claimed she needed despite already cooking enough food to feed half the neighborhood.
Really, he had wanted Chris out of the house for a while. Eddie’s absence had changed the place almost immediately. Not in any dramatic way. His boots were still near the door. His coffee mug still sat in the dish rack. The folded blanket on the couch was still folded the way Eddie folded things, squared and practical. But the house had gone tense around the missing shape of him, and Chris had been moving through it like he did not want to disturb anything too much in case that made the absence louder.
Jacob understood that too.
“Abuela asked if we could come early,” Chris said.
“Of course she did.”
“She said she needs help.”
Jacob snorted. “With what? Feeding the army she invented?” A small smile tugged at Chris’s mouth. “Probably.”
“Did she specify what kind of help?”
“She said moral support.”
“That means she wants to look at you while she cooks.”
“Yeah,” Chris said, sounding resigned. “I know.”
The smile stayed a little longer this time. Not enough to clear the heaviness in the truck, but enough to let air move through it. Jacob took the win without pointing it out.
They stopped at the pharmacy first. Chris waited in the truck while Jacob went inside, not because he could not come in, but because neither of them wanted to perform normal in front of strangers any longer than necessary. The cashier asked if he had any weekend plans, and Jacob said, “Family dinner,” because it was easier than explaining the kind of waiting that did not fit into small talk. When he came back out, Chris was reading something on his phone.
Jacob got in and set the pharmacy bag in the center console. “Everything okay?”
“May texted.”
Jacob stilled for half a second before starting the truck. “Yeah?” Chris nodded, eyes still on the screen. “She said thanks for the letter. Even though she hasn’t read it yet. Dad told her I wrote one.”
“That was nice of her.”
“She said Harry’s the only one still asking out loud when the funeral is.”
Jacob’s hands tightened briefly around the steering wheel. Chris looked up. “They still don’t know?”
“I don’t think so.”
“Because of the outbreak stuff?”
“That’s what it sounds like.”
Chris stared through the windshield. The pharmacy parking lot was too ordinary around them: people loading bags into trunks, a cart with one bad wheel rattling across the pavement, someone complaining loudly about sunscreen prices near the entrance. Jacob hated how many normal sounds the world kept making.
“That’s messed up,” Chris said.
“Yeah.”
“He died saving people.”
Jacob swallowed. “Yeah, he did.”
“They should let him come home.”
There was nothing soft enough to put around that. “They should.” Chris looked down at his phone again, but he did not type. His thumb hovered over the keyboard, then moved away. “I don’t know what to say to her.”
Jacob did not answer too quickly. The wrong kind of reassurance would only make Chris feel more alone with the question. “You don’t have to say the perfect thing.”
“I know.”
“You can say that it sucks.”
Chris gave him a look. Jacob lifted one shoulder. “It does.” That earned the smallest breath of a laugh. Chris looked back at the phone and typed slowly. Jacob did not read over his shoulder. He put the truck in reverse and gave Chris the privacy of pretending the message was just another message instead of a teenager trying to reach across two states toward someone else’s grief.
They drove to the grocery store next. Helena’s emergency ingredient turned out to be cilantro, which Jacob suspected she already had. Chris found two bunches anyway, inspected them with exaggerated seriousness, and chose the one he claimed looked less “emotionally wilted.” Jacob did not ask what made cilantro emotionally wilted. He only paid for it and accepted the phrase as proof that Chris was still somewhere inside himself.
By the time they headed toward Ramon and Helena’s, the afternoon had stretched wider and hotter. The sun hung high over the city, flattening color out of the roads and rooftops. Jacob guided the truck through streets that had become familiar in spite of him, while Chris rested the cilantro bag in his lap like it was a deeply important diplomatic offering.
“You think Abuela made too much food?” Chris asked.
“When has your abuela ever made the right amount of food?” Jacob asked.
Chris’s mouth curved. “Fair.”
The conversation faded again as they turned onto the road leading toward Ramon and Helena’s property. Jacob glanced over and noticed Chris watching the houses go by with a careful expression. The relationship between Chris and his grandparents still felt a little fragile around the edges. Not broken. Just cautious in places that had been bruised by the last year.
To their credit, Ramon and Helena had never made Chris choose sides. Whatever opinions they held about Shannon, Eddie, Los Angeles, Buck, or any of the complicated adult history that had shaped Chris’s life, they had not laid those pieces at his feet and asked him to carry them. As far as Chris was concerned, his grandparents had always just been his grandparents.
That counted for something.
It counted for a lot, actually. The ranch came into view a few minutes later, stretched beneath the too-bright afternoon sun. Jacob pulled into the driveway and parked beside Ramon’s truck. Before he could even kill the engine, the front door opened.
“There’s Abuela,” Chris muttered, already sounding resigned.
Helena was stepping outside before they had unbuckled their seatbelts. Jacob smiled as he shut off the truck. “She was watching for us.”
“She always watches for us.”
That, apparently, was not an exaggeration. By the time they climbed out, Helena had already crossed half the distance between the house and the driveway. The moment Chris was within reach, she pulled him into a hug that looked gentle and inescapable.
“Oh, mijo.”
Chris accepted it with the long-suffering patience only grandchildren seemed capable of possessing. “Hi, Abuela.” Helena leaned back just enough to look him over critically. “You look too skinny.”
“I’m literally the same size.”
“Nonsense.”
“Abuela.”
“You are.”
“I’m not.”
Jacob bit back a laugh as the familiar argument continued. Some things, apparently, were universal. No matter how old you got, grandparents could look at you after forty-eight hours of distress and decide the obvious solution was food.
Ramon appeared behind Helena, moving at a much more leisurely pace. Unlike his wife, he seemed content to let the reunion happen without trying to direct it. His gaze moved from Chris to Jacob, then softened with the quiet recognition of a man who understood the shape of a difficult day.
“Don’t listen to her,” Ramon said.
Chris looked genuinely relieved to have backup. “I wasn’t planning to.”
“Good.”
Helena turned on her husband. “You are not helping.”
“I thought I was helping Christopher.”
“Exactly.”
Ramon’s mouth twitched. He reached them and wrapped an arm around Chris’s shoulders, squeezing briefly before guiding him toward the house. Jacob watched some of the tension leave Chris almost immediately. It was not dramatic. Most people probably would not have noticed it. But Jacob had spent enough of the last few months learning Chris’s tells to recognize the difference.
For all the complications between the adults, Chris loved his grandparents, and they loved him. Whatever disagreements, frustrations, or old wounds existed elsewhere, that part was real. Jacob followed them inside with the cilantro.
The house smelled like dinner before they reached the kitchen. Rich, savory aromas drifted through the hallway and wrapped around them with the kind of insistence that made resistance feel pointless. Helena Diaz viewed food as both an art form and a love language, and she approached both with equal enthusiasm. If someone walked into her house carrying grief, her first instinct was to feed it until it sat down.
The dining room table looked like it could comfortably feed twice as many people as were actually present. Serving dishes covered nearly every available surface. Rice, beans, tamales, enchiladas, roasted vegetables, tortillas wrapped in cloth, two kinds of salsa, and something simmering in the kitchen that smelled like it had taken all morning. Chris took one look at the spread and groaned. “Abuela.”
“What?”
“There are only four of us.”
Helena waved a dismissive hand. “And?” Chris opened his mouth, clearly intending to continue the argument, then immediately gave up. Jacob set the cilantro on the counter. “I brought the emotionally stable one.” Helena looked at him. “The what?” Chris’s ears went a little red. “Nothing.” Ramon took the grocery bag and inspected the cilantro with grave seriousness. “Looks stable to me.” Chris made a betrayed sound. “Not you too.”
The small burst of humor did not erase why they were there, but it shifted the room enough for everyone to move. Helena put Chris to work warming tortillas despite claiming moments earlier that he looked too skinny to survive without immediate feeding. Ramon handed Jacob plates, then quietly took them back when he realized Jacob did not know where they belonged and pointed him toward the silverware instead. For a while, the tasks helped.
That was something Jacob had started to understand about families like this. They did not always talk directly toward pain. Sometimes they moved around it, setting tables, stirring pots, filling glasses, arguing about whether someone had eaten enough, building a structure sturdy enough for the pain to sit inside without taking over the whole room.
They settled around the table once Helena finally declared the food ready, though Jacob suspected the food had been ready before they arrived and she had only needed everyone assembled where she could see them. Plates filled quickly because resisting Helena was exhausting and ineffective. Chris took more than Jacob expected, then stared at it like he had accidentally agreed to a challenge.
“You don’t have to finish it all,” Jacob murmured.
Chris gave him a sideways look. “Say that louder.” Jacob glanced at Helena and wisely did not. The first part of the meal stayed gentle. Ramon asked about school, about friends, about whether Chris still liked his physical therapist in El Paso. Helena asked if Eddie had eaten before his flight and looked personally offended when Chris said probably not. Jacob kept his answers light when questions drifted toward him, focusing on errands, driving, and the fact that he had not yet gotten lost on the way to their house without GPS.
“That means you are learning,” Ramon said.
“Or the roads gave up trying to confuse me.”
“Both can be true,” Chris said.
Helena smiled at that, then looked toward the empty space where Eddie would have sat if he were there. The expression passed quickly, but not quickly enough for Jacob to miss. Eddie’s absence had followed them here too. It sat at the table between the water glasses and serving dishes, quieter than Bobby’s death but connected to it by the same thread.
Eventually, because every conversation seemed to find its way there no matter where it started, Bobby came up. It was Ramon who said his name first.
“Have they heard anything?”
Jacob already knew what he meant. Chris did too. The change in his posture was immediate, small but visible: fork lowering, shoulders drawing in, attention sharpening toward a question he already feared the answer to.
“No,” Jacob said gently. “Not yet.”
Nothing. No release. No funeral date. No update that made the waiting easier to explain. Just more calls, more process, more people in offices somewhere saying the right forms had to reach the right desks before a grieving family could begin the ritual everyone else took for granted. Helena looked down at her plate, her expression softening. “He was such a kind man.”
Chris nodded quietly.
For a moment, nobody spoke. The silence was not uncomfortable so much as heavy, filled with all the things none of them had said during the lighter parts of dinner. Jacob looked at Chris, ready to redirect if he needed to, but Chris stayed with it. Sad, yes. Tense, yes. But present. Then Ramon leaned back slightly in his chair. “You know, after Eddie got shot…”
His voice trailed off. The memory was clearly not an easy one, and Jacob watched Chris’s face shift at the mention of it. Eddie’s shooting lived in the Diaz family like old shrapnel. Not always visible, but still embedded.
“Bobby called us,” Ramon continued. “Not because he had to. Not because anyone asked him to.”
“He just did,” Helena said softly.
Ramon nodded. “He called. He checked in. Made sure we knew what was happening. Made sure we were okay.” A faint smile touched his face, sad and grateful at once. “There are people who become family because of blood, and there are people who become family because they keep showing up when it matters.” Across the table, Chris lowered his gaze.
“Bobby was one of those people,” Ramon said. “In more ways than one.”
The room grew quiet again. Jacob had known Bobby less than most of them. Less than Chris, certainly. Less than Eddie. Less than Buck, Hen, Chimney, Athena, May, Harry, everyone in Los Angeles who had been living inside Bobby’s orbit for years. But even from the outside, he understood enough to feel the shape of the loss. Some people held rooms together so naturally that you did not see the work until they were gone.
“He made that firehouse a family,” Ramon said. “Not just coworkers. Family.”
Chris nodded. “Yeah.”
The single word came out quietly, almost lost beneath the weight of everything else. But it carried more conviction than any speech could have. Chris had grown up around the 118. He had watched them show up for one another over and over again. Holidays, birthdays, emergencies, bad days, good days, the moments when family meant arriving because someone needed you and staying because leaving was unthinkable. Bobby had been at the center of that. Maybe better than anyone.
Helena reached across the table and touched Chris’s hand. “Your letter will mean a great deal to them.” Chris swallowed. “I hope so.”
“It will,” Jacob said.
Chris glanced at him, and Jacob held his gaze long enough to make it clear he was not just saying something comforting because the room required it. The letter mattered because Chris mattered. Because his grief mattered even from Texas. Because distance did not make love less real, only harder to deliver. Chris looked back down at his plate, but his shoulders loosened slightly. Jacob’s phone buzzed against the table.
Everyone looked at it.
That was what waiting had done to them. Every vibration became possibility. Every screen lighting up might be news, or no news, or the wrong kind of news wearing an ordinary notification sound. The name on the screen was Eddie. Jacob picked it up quickly. “It’s Eddie.” Chris’s attention snapped toward him. “Is everything okay?” Jacob read the message before answering. “Yeah. They’re at the station. He says Buck’s with him.”
Chris let out a breath he had clearly been holding. Helena pressed one hand to her chest. Ramon looked down at his plate for a moment, relief and grief crossing his expression at the same time. Jacob read the rest of the message. “He says to tell you he loves you and he’ll call tonight.” Chris nodded. “Tell him I love him too.” Jacob typed it exactly. Then Chris leaned over slightly.
“And tell him I ate.”
Jacob looked at his plate. “Half a tamale does not count as eating.”
“It does if you don’t tell him the fraction.”
Ramon coughed into his napkin. Helena narrowed her eyes at Chris.
“Mijo.”
“I’m working on it.”
Jacob added, He says he ate. Accuracy disputed. Eddie’s reply came a few seconds later.
Sounds right.
Then, after another moment:
Tell him I’m proud of him.
Jacob’s throat tightened unexpectedly. He looked up from the phone and found Chris watching him.
“Your dad says he’s proud of you.”
Chris went still.
Only for a second. Then he looked down, nodding too quickly, and reached for his water glass with the careful focus of someone pretending the movement was casual.
“Okay,” he said.
Helena’s eyes shone, but she did not move to hug him again. Ramon looked at Jacob and gave the smallest nod, a silent acknowledgment that sometimes the best thing anyone could do was let a teenager have the dignity of not being comforted in front of everyone.
Dinner resumed, but the shape of it had changed. The grief was still there, but it had room around it now. Eddie had reached across the distance. Chris had answered. Los Angeles and Texas were still separate, but for a moment the line between them felt less like a break and more like something stretched tight enough to hold.
Later, after plates had been cleared and Helena had insisted on packing enough leftovers to feed Eddie when he returned even though Eddie was currently in another state, Chris stepped out onto the porch. Jacob followed after giving him a minute. Not hovering. Close enough.
The afternoon heat had begun to loosen, leaving the air warm but less punishing. Chris stood near the railing with his phone in both hands, looking out across the property.
“May texted again,” he said without turning.
Jacob leaned against the porch post beside him. “Yeah?”
“She said Harry asked how long a funeral can be put off.”
Jacob closed his eyes for a second. “What did you say?”
“I said I think they can happen when people are ready.” Chris looked down at the phone. “Then I deleted it because that sounded stupid. Nobody’s ready.”
“It didn’t sound stupid.”
“It sounded like something an adult says when they don’t know the answer.”
Jacob could not really argue with that. Chris’s thumb moved over the screen. “I told her I was sorry he had to ask.” That was better than most adults would have managed.
“Good answer,” Jacob said.
Chris shrugged, but he did not look displeased. He typed for another moment, then locked the phone and slipped it into his pocket. “I hate being here.” Jacob let the words sit before answering. “In Texas?”
“Away.” Chris’s jaw tightened. “I hate being away.”
That made sense. Too much sense. “Yeah.”
“But I don’t think I could be there either.”
“Also fair.”
Chris looked at him then, frustration bright under the grief. “Both things can’t be fair.”
“They can.”
“That sucks.”
“Yeah.”
For a moment, Chris looked like he might argue with the simplicity of that. Then the energy went out of him, and he turned back toward the yard.
Jacob stood beside him in the warm Texas quiet. Somewhere inside, Helena and Ramon moved through the kitchen, their voices low and steady. In Los Angeles, Eddie was at the station with Buck. Chimney was probably still making calls. Athena was probably still waiting for someone to give her a real answer. May and Harry were waiting too. Everyone was waiting in different rooms, different houses, different cities, all held in place by the same absence.
Texas held its breath with them. After a while, Chris leaned his shoulder lightly against Jacob’s arm. Not much. Barely enough to count. Jacob did not comment. He only shifted his weight to make the contact easier to keep.
“Dad said he’ll call tonight,” Chris said.
“He will.”
“And if something changes?”
“He’ll call sooner.”
Chris nodded.
They stood there until the sun slid lower and Helena opened the door to announce that dessert was ready because apparently grief required flan too. Chris made a sound of protest, but it lacked conviction. Jacob followed him back inside, close enough to stay, far enough not to crowd. For now, that was the job. Not fixing anything. Not making the distance smaller. Not pretending the waiting did not hurt. Just staying close while Texas waited for Los Angeles to call.
By the time Eddie’s flight landed, Los Angeles had gone gray. Not storm-gray, and not the kind of heavy sky that promised rain. Just the usual marine layer stretched low over the terminals, flattening the late morning light until the pickup lanes, brake lights, and concrete overhangs all seemed softened around the edges. Ethan was driving because Buck was already going to be late.
Buck’s shift had started at eight. It was a quarter to eleven and he was standing in a pickup lane at LAX in uniform, which meant that somewhere across the city Gerrard had noticed, and that Buck had decided the noticing was worth it. He had not asked permission. He had announced it in the station lot at twenty past nine, in the tone people used when they wanted to be argued out of something and had no intention of allowing it.
“You’re on shift,” Ethan had said.
“I’m aware.”
“I can go by myself. That was the entire point of me offering.”
“I know.”
“Gerrard is going to—”
“I know,” Buck had said, and gotten in the car.
“We’re fine,” Ethan had said on the 105. “His flight isn’t even on the ground.”
“It could be early.”
“Flights are never early.”
“This one could be.”
Ethan had held out his hand for the keys. Buck had looked at it for a moment that lasted slightly too long, then handed them over. Ethan was fairly sure that was the first thing anyone had managed to take off him all week. Now Buck stood at the edge of the pickup lane with a bottle of water in one hand.
He had bought it at a kiosk inside the terminal, along with a granola bar that was already in his jacket pocket, because somewhere in the last two weeks Buck had decided that people arrived places empty and it was his job to fix that. He had also checked the arrivals board twice, which Ethan knew was twice more than necessary, because Buck had memorized the gate number before they left the station.
“He’s going to be tired,” Buck said.
“Probably.”
“It’s a connection through Phoenix. That’s a long morning.”
“It is.”
“He probably didn’t eat.”
“Probably not,” Ethan said, because agreeing was easier than pointing out that Buck had said a version of this three times since the freeway, and because Buck was not actually talking about the flight.
The thing was, Eddie was not supposed to be here yet. Nobody had asked him to come. There was no date to come for. There was no service to attend, no casket to stand beside, no hour on a calendar that anyone could have booked a ticket around, because Bobby Nash was still somewhere inside a system that would not say when it planned to let him go. Coming now bought Eddie nothing except two weeks of waiting in a different state. He had come anyway, and the only reason he could was Jacob.
Ethan had thought about that most of the drive out. Christopher had someone. Not a babysitter, not a neighbor doing a favor, not Ramon and Helena stretching themselves thin around a grieving fifteen-year-old while pretending they were not grieving too. Christopher had Jacob, who was twenty-three and steady and had already proven he would sit in a room without needing to fill it. That was the entire mechanism. Eddie could leave Texas because somebody else had agreed to stay in it.
Grief made people useless in different directions. Ethan was starting to think the only real currency left was whether somebody could be trusted to hold your place while you went and stood somewhere worse. Eddie came through the automatic doors at eleven past eleven.
Buck saw him first. Ethan suspected Buck was going to see him first no matter what happened, no matter how many people came through those doors, no matter how gray the light was or how many shuttles hissed past between them.
Eddie had packed light. One carry-on, one change of clothes for a funeral that did not have a date, and Christopher’s letter tucked carefully somewhere inside, because Eddie had promised to bring it and Eddie kept promises even when grief made everything else feel impossible.
Up close, the exhaustion was worse than Ethan had braced for. Eddie’s shoulders sat too low beneath his jacket, and his jaw was shadowed with more stubble than usual. His eyes were dry, but that did not mean much. Ethan had learned over the last week that grief did not always announce itself with tears. Sometimes it looked like someone remembering how to stand upright because there were still things to do.
“Hey,” Buck said.
“Hey.”
They did not hug.
Ethan noticed it, and did not understand it, and would not understand it for another forty minutes. They only stood there a foot and a half apart in a pickup lane while a traffic officer waved a rideshare forward behind them, and something enormous sat between them unspent. Then Buck reached out and took the carry-on out of Eddie’s hand.
Eddie let him. That was the part Ethan filed away. Eddie let him, without a word, and something in Buck’s shoulders came down half an inch, and the whole exchange went in through a suitcase handle because that was the only door either of them had open on a public curb.
“How was the flight?” Buck asked.
Eddie huffed a humorless little breath. “Full.”
“That bad?”
“There was a toddler behind me who kicked my seat from El Paso to Phoenix.”
Despite himself, Ethan’s mouth twitched. “Sounds personal.”
“It felt personal.”
Buck held out the water. Eddie took it and did not open it. Buck watched him not open it with an expression Ethan chose not to examine too closely.
Then Buck’s phone rang.
He looked at the screen the way people looked at a name they had been dreading and hoping for in equal measure. “It’s Chim.”
“Take it,” Eddie said.
“It’s probably nothing.”
“Buck. Take it.”
Buck walked ten yards down the sidewalk toward the crosswalk, phone against his ear, free hand already moving as he talked. Ethan had learned to read those calls by silhouette. Buck’s calls with Chimney had not run under ten minutes in nine days.
Eddie watched him go.
“Okay,” he said, without turning around. “How is he?”
There it was. The question Ethan had known was coming from the second Eddie stepped through those doors. Maybe before that. Maybe from the moment Buck’s text had arrived two nights ago, short and steady and terrifying in how much it did not say.
I’ll be waiting.
Ethan could have answered fast. He could have said Buck was fine in the way everyone had been saying they were fine lately, which meant not fine at all but still standing. Eddie would not have believed him, and Ethan would have hated the lie before it finished leaving his mouth.
“He’s…” Ethan started, then stopped.
Eddie waited. He did not fill it. That was a thing about Eddie that Ethan had only recently learned to appreciate.
“He’s Buck,” Ethan said.
“That bad?”
“He’s trying to make sure everyone eats. He keeps asking people if they need anything. He’s at the station all the time. He looks like he hasn’t slept, but if anyone says that, he changes the subject.” Ethan rubbed the back of his neck. “He carries coffee around and forgets to drink it. Yesterday he asked Hen if she wanted anything from the kitchen while he was already standing in the kitchen.”
Eddie’s mouth tightened.
“He bought you a granola bar,” Ethan added. “It’s in his jacket. He’s been carrying it since nine.”
Something moved across Eddie’s face that Ethan did not have a name for, and did not think Eddie would have offered one.
“Maddie said he was going to crash,” Eddie murmured.
“She’s probably right.”
“She usually is.”
Ethan hesitated, then went ahead, because it felt worse to hold it. “He told me what Bobby said to him. Before.” Eddie’s jaw tightened. “Everyone would need him.”
“Yeah.”
“And Buck heard that as an instruction.”
“Pretty much.”
Eddie let out a slow breath. “Of course he did.” There was no anger in it. Not really. Only grief worn into familiarity. Buck had been handed a final piece of Bobby and turned it into a job, because that was what Buck did when love came with too much weight. He made himself useful. He moved, fixed, fed, carried, checked in, showed up. He became whatever shape the room seemed to need and hoped nobody noticed when the shape started cracking.
Down the sidewalk, Buck said something short into the phone. He did not write anything down. Ethan had watched Chimney fill most of a notebook in nine days, and there was something about Buck standing at a crosswalk with nothing to write that felt worse than the notebook did.
“Is there a date yet?” Eddie asked.
“No.”
Eddie closed his eyes briefly. It lasted less than a second.
“Chimney’s still calling everyone he can think of,” Ethan said. “County. Public Health. LAFD command. Anyone who might know anything. Yesterday I heard him say Captain Robert Wade Nash so many times it stopped sounding like a name and started sounding like a case number.”
Eddie’s mouth pressed into a thin line. “And?”
“And they keep telling him it’s complicated.”
Something dark moved through Eddie’s expression. Not surprise. He had expected that answer, which maybe made it worse. “Complicated how?”
“I don’t actually know,” Ethan admitted. “I’ve heard the word hold about forty times this week and I couldn’t tell you what it means. I haven’t asked.”
“Why not?”
Ethan turned the keys over once in his hand. “Because everyone who could explain it to me is having a worse week than I am.” Eddie looked at him a moment longer than the answer needed. “Ask anyway,” he said. “Most people would rather explain a thing than keep carrying it by themselves.”
“Athena?”
“Angry.”
Eddie looked at him.
Ethan exhaled. “Quiet angry. The kind where nobody wants to be the person who says the wrong thing, because you can tell she’s already holding herself together with both hands.”
“Yeah,” Eddie murmured. “I can see that.”
“May’s been handling some of the calls too. Or trying to. I don’t know how much they’re letting her do.” Ethan hesitated, then added, “Harry’s been asking questions nobody knows how to answer.”
“Of course he is,” Eddie said.
“They’re all just waiting.”
“Everyone is.”
A shuttle pulled away from the terminal behind them. Somewhere down the curb, a child started crying because a rolling suitcase had tipped over and spilled a stuffed animal onto the concrete. The normalcy of it felt almost rude.
“Chris wanted to come,” Eddie said, quiet enough that the words nearly disappeared under the traffic. “For about an hour, he convinced himself he should.”
Ethan looked at him. “What changed his mind?”
“He read the letter again.” Eddie’s hand tightened around the unopened water. “Then he said he didn’t think he could say it out loud. Not there. Not in front of everyone.”
Ethan swallowed. “That makes sense.”
“Yeah.” Eddie nodded once, but his gaze stayed somewhere past Ethan’s shoulder. “It does. That doesn’t make leaving him there feel better.”
There was nothing clean to say to that. No version of he’s okay that would not sound like Ethan was guessing. Christopher had people with him. Eddie knew all of that. Knowing did not change the fact that Bobby had died, Buck was breaking, and Christopher was in Texas with a letter folded around grief he was too young and too old to carry comfortably.
“Jacob’s with him,” Ethan said.
“I know.” Eddie’s mouth pulled into something that was not quite a smile. “That’s why I’m standing here.”
The sentence settled between them, simple and heavy, and Ethan understood the shape of the last nine days a little better for hearing it. Eddie had not been able to leave until somebody else could be trusted to stay. Ethan thought about Jacob in El Paso, pretending not to hover while hovering anyway, and Christopher letting him, because some kinds of support were easier to accept when nobody called them support. Buck came back with the phone already in his pocket.
“Chim?” Eddie asked.
“He’s fine.”
Eddie glanced at Ethan. Ethan did not say anything, which was its own kind of answer, and Eddie’s expression registered it without comment.
“Car’s this way,” Ethan said.
Buck was already moving, Eddie’s bag in his hand, which meant nobody had to decide anything.
The escalator down to the parking level was jammed, so they took the elevator with a family of four, two airline employees, and a man in a suit who kept sighing at his watch like impatience could move machinery faster. Buck shifted the carry-on closer to his leg to make room for a little girl in sparkly shoes. She stared up at Eddie for most of the ride, solemn and curious, then hid behind her mother when he glanced down.
On another day, Eddie might have smiled at her properly. Today he only softened his expression enough not to scare her. The elevator descended slowly. Too slowly. Ethan watched the numbers change because watching either of their faces felt intrusive.
The doors opened onto the parking garage, and concrete swallowed most of the airport noise, replacing it with engines, footsteps, and the distant squeal of tires turning too sharply somewhere on the next level down. Buck put the bag in the trunk and closed it harder than the trunk required.
“Sorry,” he said, to the car.
Nobody laughed. It helped anyway. Then Buck opened the rear door and got in. Ethan stood at the driver’s side for a second longer than he needed to, keys in hand, recalibrating. Buck rode shotgun. Buck had ridden shotgun in every vehicle Ethan had ever been in with him, usually while changing the music without asking. He had just gotten into the back seat without appearing to decide to.
Eddie noticed. Ethan watched him notice. Then Eddie walked around the trunk and got in beside him. Ethan adjusted the mirror so he would see less of them, then adjusted it back, because it turned out he wanted to know.
They emerged from the parking structure into the slow churn of airport traffic. LAX was all bad merges and impatient horns, all buses cutting across lanes and drivers pretending painted lines were suggestions. Ethan focused on getting them through it without adding a traffic accident to everyone’s week.
For a few minutes, nobody spoke. The silence was not empty. It had too many things inside it. Bobby. Christopher. The letter in Eddie’s bag. The funeral with no date. Chimney’s notebook filling with names and numbers and agencies that kept passing grief from one desk to another.
Once they reached the freeway, the city opened around them in muted layers. Concrete barriers. Palm trees blurred by low cloud. Office buildings. Billboards. Traffic moving in fits and starts toward places that mattered desperately to the people inside each car and not at all to anyone else. Los Angeles looked the same as it always did after a bad week. Busy. Indifferent. Alive.
“It’s weird,” Eddie said.
“What is?” Buck asked.
“Coming back like this.” A pause. “Last time I was here, I was trying to figure out where I fit. With you. With the station. With Chris still in Texas. With all of it.”
“And now?”
“Now I know exactly where I fit, and it still feels like I’m leaving someone behind.”
In the mirror, Ethan watched Buck not say the useless thing. He did not say Chris understands. He did not say you had to come. He did not reach for any of the sentences people had been handing each other all week like receipts.
“He’s got Jacob,” Buck said instead.
“Yeah.”
“That’s not the same as having you.”
“No.”
“But it’s not nothing.”
Eddie let out a breath that had been sitting in him since Phoenix. Ethan, merging into the second lane, thought that might be the most useful sentence anyone had produced in nine days, and that it had taken Buck about four seconds, and that nobody was going to say so.
“How much have you slept?” Eddie asked.
A beat. “Some.”
“Buck.”
“It’s been a busy week.”
Eddie did not push. He only looked at Buck for a moment longer than the answer deserved and then let it go, and Ethan filed that away as a technique he did not have yet. Somewhere around the interchange, Ethan finally understood why they had not hugged at the curb.
Buck could not have done it there. Not in a pickup lane, with a traffic officer waving cars forward and strangers walking past with their coffee and their carry-ons and their ordinary uninterrupted lives. He would not have gotten it back. Whatever that was going to be, it needed a floor that belonged to them. Eddie’s phone buzzed. He picked it up fast enough that Ethan heard the case click against his ring.
“Chris?” Buck asked.
“Jacob.” Eddie stared at the screen for another second. “Chris ate half a tamale and is pretending that counts as lunch.”
“Progress?”
“Apparently.” Eddie typed something back, paused, then added more. “Jacob says he’s got him.”
“He does,” Buck said.
Eddie nodded, but the motion was small. “Yeah. He does.” The city thickened around them as they left the freeway. Familiar streets replaced airport roads, and the closer they got to the 118, the quieter Eddie became. He checked his phone one more time, then slid it into his pocket with visible effort. Ethan recognized the choice for what it was. Not forgetting Texas. Not putting Christopher away. Just making room in his hands for what came next.
“You want to go home first?” Ethan asked as the station came into view at the end of the block. “Drop your stuff off? Shower? Eat something?”
Eddie gave him a look. Not offended. Not impatient. Just Eddie.
“Okay,” Ethan said. “Stupid question.”
“I told him you’d ask,” Buck said from the back seat.
“You did not.”
“I told him you’d say no,” Buck said. “On the way out. Ask him.”
“He did,” Ethan admitted.
That earned half a breath that might have been a laugh on a better day. Ethan pulled into a spot across the street and put the car in park. For a moment, none of them reached for a door. The station waited ahead of them through the windshield, familiar and wrong. The red bay doors were open. The flag moved faintly in the marine-layer breeze. From the outside, Station 118 looked exactly the same as it always had. That was what made it worse.
Buck checked the dash clock as they pulled in, then did not mention what it said. Three hours into a shift, most of which he had spent at an airport. His jaw set in a way that suggested he had already worked out how the next conversation was going to go and had decided to have it anyway.
Buck got out first and had the bag out of the trunk before Eddie reached it, which Eddie allowed. Then Eddie drew in a breath, opened his door, and stepped out.
Ethan followed.
Station 118 looked exactly the same from the outside. That was the first thing Ethan noticed after they crossed the street. The red bay doors were still open. The flag still moved faintly in the marine-layer breeze. The same worn strip of concrete caught the dull morning light near the entrance, and the same line of parked cars sat along the curb. Nothing had shifted out of place. Nothing had been marked or covered or rearranged to warn anyone that the center of the building had been torn out. That was what made it worse.
Eddie stopped just short of the bay doors, close enough that the threshold shadow crossed the toes of his shoes. He did not hesitate for long. Eddie was too practiced at entering hard rooms to make a performance out of it. But Ethan saw the pause anyway, saw the way his shoulders settled, not relaxing but bracing, like he was putting weight back where the flight and the drive had shaken it loose.
“You good?” Ethan asked, though he already knew the answer.
Eddie looked into the station. “No.” The honesty landed quietly between them. Then Eddie stepped forward, and Ethan followed him inside. The familiar smell hit first. Coffee, cleaning supplies, diesel, warm metal, old turnout gear, and whatever someone had started cooking earlier and then forgotten about. It should have been comforting. Usually, it was. Usually, the scent of the station told Ethan he had arrived somewhere that knew what to do in an emergency. Now it only made the wrongness sharper.
The first few days after a disaster were always strange. Ethan had learned that during CERT, where the immediate emergency was loud enough to swallow everything else. Sirens, radios, helicopters, reporters, floodlights, police tape, shouted instructions, people moving too fast because stopping meant losing time no one had. During the disaster itself, everyone had a job. Everyone knew where to put their hands.
The aftermath was different. Once the immediate danger passed and the city started pretending it could return to normal, the noise fell away. The helicopters disappeared. The cameras moved on. The crowds went home. What stayed behind was quieter, heavier, and much harder to organize into tasks. This aftermath felt worse than most.
The outbreak was over. The city was healing. News crews had moved on to other stories, emergency operations had wound down, and Los Angeles was slowly returning to its usual rhythm of traffic, complaints, and ordinary emergencies. But the 118 had not moved with it. The station felt suspended between what had happened and whatever came next.
It was still functioning. That almost made it harder. Radios crackled. A compartment door clanged somewhere near the engine. Someone downstairs asked where the replacement gloves had been moved, and someone else answered without looking up. The firehouse hum Ethan remembered from before was still there, but it had been damaged. Muted. Like the building was trying to keep breathing through a cracked rib.
Ravi came across the apparatus bay with an armful of garment bags held high and away from his body, the way people carried things they had been specifically told not to wrinkle.
“Where have you been?”
Buck stopped.
“I had to get the dress blues from the cleaners by myself,” Ravi said. “Do you know how many there are? Nine. She made me sign for them individually. She had a clipboard. I had to initial next to every single—”
“I had to go to the airport,” Buck said.
“You had to go to the—”
Ravi stopped.
He had found Eddie standing half a step behind Buck’s shoulder, and Ethan watched the thing that went through his face, the same thing he had watched go through a dozen faces in nine days. The reflex to be glad, caught partway up, then dragged back down by the reason.
“Good to see you, Rav,” Eddie said.
“It’s great to see you too, man.” Ravi shifted the garment bags to his other arm. “I wish it were under different circumstances.”
“Yeah,” Eddie said. “We all do.”
“I’m glad you’re here,” Ravi added, quieter, and then looked at the floor, which was the most Ravi sentence Ethan had ever heard out loud.
Ethan was looking at the garment bags. Nine sets of dress blues, pressed and sealed in plastic and hanging off a probationary firefighter’s arm on an ordinary Tuesday morning. He did the arithmetic before he could stop himself, and it took him somewhere he did not want to go.
“There’s a date?” he asked.
The bay went quiet in a way that had nothing to do with volume.
“No,” Buck said.
“Then why are they—” Ethan stopped, because he could hear how the rest of it was going to sound.
“Because they had to be done either way,” Ravi said. “And because when there is a date, there won’t be time.”
Ethan nodded like that made sense, which it did, and went on standing there holding the rest of it, which did not. He had known there was a delay. Everyone knew there was a delay. He had listened to Chimney say the word hold into a phone until it stopped sounding like a word, and he had never once asked what it actually meant, because asking felt like taking something from people who had less of it than he did.
Ask anyway.
“Can I ask something?” Ethan said.
Buck looked over at him.
“Why won’t they release him?” It came out smaller than he intended. “I don’t understand what they’re still doing.”
“Because he’s evidence.”
Hen was at the mezzanine railing above them. Ethan had not heard her get up from the table and had no idea how long she had been standing there.
“Not of a crime,” she said, before he could ask. “Of a public health failure. He died of an engineered pathogen inside a containment breach, and that makes his body the last physical record of what that thing does to a person. County wants it. Public Health wants it. The people whose lab built it very badly want it. And not one of them wants to be the office that signed the release before somebody else was finished looking.”
“So he’s just…”
“Downtown. In a refrigerated unit, under a case number, waiting on three agencies to agree on the same sentence.” Hen’s hand stayed flat on the railing. “And every one of them will tell you it’s almost finished.”
“How long can they do that?”
“As long as they want,” Hen said. “That’s the part nobody puts in the letter.”
Nobody added anything to it. Eddie had gone very still beside him. Buck was looking at a point on the concrete about four feet ahead of his own boots. Ravi shifted the garment bags again, because they were getting heavy, and because he needed somewhere to put his hands.
“I’ll hang these in the bunk room,” he said, to nobody in particular, and went.
Ethan watched him go. Nine sets of dress blues, cleaned and bagged and ready for a service that did not exist, on their way to a hook in a hallway to wait however long it took.
They moved toward the stairs, and the loft came into view above them in pieces. The rail. The edge of the kitchen table. Someone’s abandoned jacket over the back of a chair. The counter where Buck usually leaned when he was talking too fast, drinking coffee too late, or stealing something from a plate while insisting he was not stealing anything.
Buck went up ahead of them with Eddie’s bag still in his hand and set it down beside the table carefully, like he did not want to put it anywhere that looked permanent.
Hen sat at the table with Karen beside her, both of them speaking quietly over cups that had probably gone lukewarm ten minutes ago. Karen’s hand rested near Hen’s on the tabletop, close enough to touch without making a display of it. Hen’s posture looked mostly normal, but not completely. Every now and then, her shoulders lifted a little too carefully with her breath, as if her body still remembered the places it had been opened and repaired.
Ethan clocked it before he meant to. Guarded inhale. Slower exhale. One hand briefly touching her side before she seemed to catch herself and lower it again. He looked away before she noticed him noticing.
Eddie did not. His gaze passed over Hen, paused for half a second, and moved on with the kind of restraint that came from knowing the difference between observing and intruding. He saw the stiffness. He saw Karen’s hand near hers. He saw the coffee no one was drinking. Then he saw Buck. Something in Eddie’s face changed.
Not dramatically. Nothing Eddie did in grief was dramatic unless it had nowhere else to go. But the set of his shoulders shifted, and the breath he took was slow enough that Ethan could hear him choosing it. Because Buck had not stopped moving.
He got a mug down that nobody had asked for. He looked at the coffee pot, decided against it, and started a fresh one. He moved the muffin plate three inches to the left for reasons Ethan could not identify. He asked Hen if she wanted a refill, and Hen said no, and he refilled it anyway. Eddie watched him do all of it.
Then he said, “Buck.”
“There’s food, I can just—”
“Buck.”
Buck stopped with one hand still on the handle of the pot. Nobody else spoke. The station continued around them in small, ordinary sounds: the refrigerator humming, a chair creaking as Karen shifted, the distant roll of traffic outside, the faint buzz of fluorescent lights overhead. Life was still happening. The world was still turning. But in the loft, everything seemed to hold its breath around the space between Buck and Eddie.
Then Eddie crossed the kitchen and pulled him into it. It was nothing like the curb. That had been a foot and a half of open air and a suitcase handle passed between them in a pickup lane. This was Buck folding into Eddie with a kind of exhausted relief that made Ethan look away for a second, because witnessing it felt too close to overhearing a confession.
Eddie’s arms came up around him immediately. One hand settled between Buck’s shoulder blades. The other pressed briefly to the back of Buck’s neck, firm and grounding. Buck did not break down. Eddie did not either. They only stood there in the middle of the kitchen, holding on while everyone else pretended not to stare and failed in different directions.
Hen looked down at her coffee. Karen looked at Hen. Ravi had stopped halfway across the bay below, visible through the railing with his clipboard still in one hand. Ethan found himself watching the captain’s office door instead.
It was open.
He looked away quickly. Not yet. When Buck finally pulled back, he kept one hand on Eddie’s arm for another second.
“Gerrard’s going to write you up,” Eddie said.
“Probably.”
“For me.”
“For being three hours late,” Buck said. “The reason is incidental.”
“Buck.”
“It was going to be me,” Buck said. “That part wasn’t up for discussion.”
“Buck.” Eddie waited until Buck actually looked at him. “I should’ve been there.”
Buck went still.
“Not at the airport,” Eddie said. “Here. Two weeks ago. When it happened.”
“You were in El Paso.”
“I know where I was.”
Buck’s hand came back to Eddie’s arm, and this time it stayed. “You’re here now.” Eddie did not answer that. He only nodded once, and Ethan watched something pass between them that had nothing to do with forgiveness and everything to do with permission.
“How are you?” Eddie asked.
Buck blinked, like the question had caught him unprepared despite being the most obvious one in the room. “I’m okay.” Hen made a small sound into her coffee. Buck turned his head. “What?”
“Nothing.”
“That was not nothing.”
“It was a medically significant nothing,” Hen said, deadpan.
Karen’s mouth curved faintly. “Very serious.” For the first time since they had stepped inside, a thread of something warmer moved through the loft. It was small, fragile, and gone almost as soon as it appeared, but it changed the air anyway. Buck’s shoulders eased by a fraction. Eddie’s hand dropped from Buck’s arm, but he stayed close.
“You eat yet?” Buck asked Eddie.
Eddie stared at him.
Buck looked defensive. “What?”
“That’s your first follow-up?”
“It’s a valid question.”
“I landed an hour ago.”
“Airports have food.”
“Airports have crimes against food.”
Karen pointed lightly toward the counter. “Hen brought muffins.” Ethan had not noticed the container until she said it. Someone had arranged the muffins on a plate beside the coffee pot, probably Karen, because even grief had not stopped her from making things look intentional. Blueberry, chocolate chip, banana nut. Simple choices. Ordinary choices. The kind of everyday details Ethan might not have noticed before all of this happened. Now they stood out. Now they mattered.
“Muffins,” Eddie repeated, glancing toward Buck.
“Don’t sound so suspicious,” Hen said.
“I’m not suspicious.”
“You look suspicious.”
Buck reached for the plate and offered it to Eddie with more focus than muffins required. “Take one before Hen starts charging for them.”
“I heard that,” Hen said.
“You were supposed to.”
A faint ripple of amusement moved through the room. It wasn’t much, and it didn’t last long, but Ethan had come to recognize those moments for what they were. Lately, laughter arrived in brief flashes before fading away again, like sunlight breaking through heavy cloud cover. Nobody seemed capable of holding onto it for very long. Still, even a few seconds of normal felt precious.
Eddie accepted a blueberry muffin. Ethan took one too because Buck looked like he needed someone to say yes to the care he was offering. The muffin was a little dry, probably because it had been sitting out too long, but it tasted like something ordinary enough to hurt. Buck picked his mug back up and took a sip.
Immediately, he grimaced.
Karen didn’t even look up. “You’ve been carrying that same mug around for twenty minutes.”
“I have not.”
“You have.”
Buck stared down at the mug as though it had personally betrayed him. “Okay. Maybe.” Hen let out a soft snort, then pressed one hand briefly to her side when the laugh pulled wrong. Karen’s attention sharpened at once, but Hen shook her head before anyone could ask. “I’m fine.”
“Medically significant fine?” Ethan asked before he could stop himself.
Hen pointed at him. “Don’t start.”
“I’m just clarifying the scale.”
“The scale says I’m allowed to eat my muffin in peace.”
“That seems fair,” Eddie said.
Hen looked at him, and her expression softened. “Good to see you, Diaz.”
“You too.” Eddie’s gaze dropped briefly toward her side, then returned to her face. “Really.”
Hen heard what he did not say. Everyone did. The lab, the outbreak, the collapsed lung, the terrible math of how close they had come to losing more than Bobby. She held Eddie’s gaze for a moment, then nodded once.
“Yeah,” she said quietly. “Really.”
The silence that followed was not empty. It gathered in the corners of the kitchen, under the table, around the coffee pot, beside the plate of muffins no one was hungry enough to finish. It was the kind of silence Bobby used to prevent without anyone noticing he was doing it.
Ethan realized that now.
Whenever conversations stalled, Bobby would find something to say. Not because he liked hearing himself talk, but because he had an instinct for people. He knew when someone needed a joke, when someone needed a task, when someone needed food, when someone needed to be left alone but not abandoned. He filled gaps before they turned into holes.
Without him, the gaps felt larger. Conversations that would have flowed naturally stumbled and faded, leaving stretches of quiet that nobody seemed to know how to cross. Buck stared down at the counter, turning his cold coffee slowly between his hands. Hen looked away first. Karen reached across the table and covered her wife’s hand.
Nobody mentioned Bobby.
Nobody had to.
The silence did it for them. Ethan looked toward Eddie and found him staring at the captain’s office. The door was open. From where they stood, Ethan could see only part of the desk and the edge of a chair, but that was enough. Enough to make his stomach tighten with the familiar, stupid expectation that Bobby would appear in the doorway any second now, reading glasses in hand, expression patient and mildly amused because someone had done something ridiculous in his kitchen.
The expectation lasted less than a second. Reality caught up anyway. Eddie looked back first. His expression had gone carefully blank, which on Eddie meant the opposite of nothing. Buck noticed, followed his gaze, and froze just long enough for the room to feel it.
Then Buck moved.
Not toward the office. Toward the coffee pot. He dumped the cold coffee into the sink, rinsed the mug, refilled it, and set it back down without drinking. The whole sequence looked purposeful until it didn’t. Until Ethan realized Buck had no idea what to do with his hands except repeat a task that had already failed to help.
Eddie watched him but did not call attention to it. Instead, he leaned back against the counter beside him, close enough that their shoulders almost touched. Buck noticed the nearness. His fingers loosened around the mug.
For a few minutes, the conversation drifted toward safer ground. Karen talked about Denny’s chemistry project, which had apparently involved a titration, a decimal point in the wrong place, and one deeply unfortunate kitchen towel. Hen complained about hospital paperwork and the specific injustice of being told to rest by three different doctors who had never met a firefighter in their lives. Ravi reappeared long enough to steal a muffin before disappearing again after muttering something about inventory. The discussion wasn’t particularly important.
That was the point.
Everybody seemed desperate for things that were not important. Ethan leaned against the far counter and let himself listen. He had spent enough time at the 118 to know what the station was supposed to sound like on an ordinary day. This was not that. The shape was familiar, but the rhythm was wrong. Everyone paused too long before speaking. Everyone watched Buck too carefully and then looked away before he noticed. Everyone avoided the office without agreeing to avoid it. And under all of it, Chimney moved.
Ethan caught sight of him through the loft railing, crossing the apparatus bay below with his phone pressed to one ear and a notebook tucked against his chest. Chimney did not look up. He paced from the engine toward the open bay doors, stopped, wrote something down, then turned back before he reached the threshold.
There was a restless precision to him that made Ethan’s chest tighten. Chimney had survived the outbreak. He had come home from the hospital. He was standing, walking, talking, making calls, being Chimney in all the ways that should have reassured everyone. But he looked like survival had not brought him back to himself. Not yet. Eddie followed Ethan’s gaze. “Is he still at it?” Buck’s hand tightened around the mug. “Yeah.”
“All morning?”
Hen’s expression went flat. “All week.” That killed what little normal they had managed to build. Not violently. Just completely. The conversation folded in on itself, and the station’s damaged hum filled the gap again.
Below them, Chimney ended one call. For half a second, he stood still with the phone lowered and his notebook open in his other hand. His shoulders sagged so slightly most people would have missed it. Then he looked down at the page, tapped another number, and lifted the phone back to his ear.
Forward. Always forward.
Ethan thought of the airport, of Eddie’s carry-on and Christopher’s letter, of Jacob sending photos of food from Texas because sometimes proof of care was easier than saying I am scared and I don’t know how to help. Everyone was doing some version of the same thing. Feeding people. Making calls. Checking phones. Counting supplies. Standing in kitchens. Moving because stopping meant feeling the full weight of Bobby’s absence.
The station tones stayed silent overhead, but Ethan could feel the building waiting for them. Waiting for the next call. Waiting for the next update. Waiting for the thing that would finally move them from one terrible stage of grief into the next. Buck looked toward Eddie. “You sure you don’t want to sit down?” Eddie glanced at the table, then at Buck. “I just spent most of the morning sitting.”
“That’s not the same thing.”
“I’m okay.”
Hen made the same small sound into her coffee.
Eddie turned. “What?”
“Nothing,” Hen said.
Karen patted her hand. “Another medically significant nothing.” Then, without changing her tone at all: “You still have a hole in your chest cavity.” Eddie’s eyebrows lifted faintly. “I walked into that.”
“You did,” Buck said.
The brief warmth returned, softer this time. Eddie took a small bite of the muffin, more to satisfy Buck than because he wanted it. Buck noticed anyway. His shoulders eased, and Ethan felt something in him ache at how little it took to make Buck feel useful.
That was the problem Maddie had been warning about. Buck could survive for days on fragments of usefulness. A muffin accepted. A ride arranged. A text answered. A chair pulled out. He could mistake those fragments for stability until the moment there was no one left in front of him to help.
Eddie seemed to know it too. He stayed beside Buck, not pushing, not crowding, just present in a way that made the room’s center of gravity shift. Buck still looked exhausted. Hollow. Too still in some places and too restless in others. But he no longer looked like he was standing alone at the counter waiting for someone to tell him what to do with grief. Ethan let himself breathe around that. Then he looked toward the captain’s office again.
The door remained open. The room remained empty. Even from across the loft, the absence inside it seemed to take up space, larger than the desk, larger than the chair, larger than anything Bobby had physically left behind.
For now, everyone stayed in the kitchen. Eddie beside Buck. Karen beside Hen. Ravi somewhere downstairs, pretending inventory required his full emotional attention. Chimney moving below them with a phone and a notebook and too many agencies refusing to give him a straight answer. The 118 was still standing. Still answering calls. Still making coffee. Still feeding whoever walked through the doors. But the firehouse hum was broken. And every person inside could hear the missing note.
Ethan did not mean to walk toward the captain’s office. At least, he did not decide to. One moment he was standing near the kitchen counter with a half-eaten muffin in his hand, listening to Buck and Eddie speak quietly beside the coffee pot while Hen pretended not to watch them too closely. The next, his attention had caught on the open office door again, and his feet had started moving before the rest of him caught up.
The loft did not stop around him. Buck was saying something about needing to check the ambulance restock list. Eddie answered low enough that Ethan could not make out the words. Karen murmured something to Hen, and Hen gave the sort of soft laugh that turned into a careful breath halfway through. Downstairs, Chimney’s voice drifted up from the bay, polite and strained around another phone call.
Everything kept happening.
That was the part Ethan still could not get used to. He stopped just outside the office threshold. The door stood open like it always had, angled toward the loft, making the room feel less like an office and more like an extension of the station itself. Bobby had always seemed to understand that. He could close the door when he needed privacy, but most of the time, he left it open enough that anyone could find him. For half a second, Ethan expected him to be there.
The reaction was automatic. Stupid, maybe, but automatic. His mind filled the room before reality could stop it: Bobby behind the desk, reading glasses low on his nose, one hand wrapped around a coffee mug while he looked over a report. Bobby glancing up with that patient, mildly amused expression he got when someone hovered in the doorway too long instead of admitting they needed something.
Then reality caught up.
The office was empty.
No Bobby. No voice calling out from behind the desk. No paperwork spread across the surface waiting for his signature. No half-finished cup of coffee beside his computer. No reading glasses folded neatly near the edge, ready to be picked up again. Just a room that looked almost normal, which somehow made it feel worse than if someone had already packed it away. Ethan’s hand tightened around the muffin until crumbs pressed against his palm.
The room looked untouched.
Not abandoned. Not cleaned out. Not officially changed.
Just paused.
As if everyone in the station had silently agreed that moving anything would make Bobby’s absence more real than it already was. As if the desk, the chair, the shelves, and the framed photographs were all holding their breath with the rest of them, waiting for someone who would not walk back through the door.
Ethan stepped inside.
Only one step at first. The boundary felt strange under his shoes, though there was nothing special about it. He had been in Bobby’s office before. Plenty of times. To ask questions, to deliver something Buck had forgotten, to sit in the chair across from the desk while Bobby talked him through a problem with the steady patience of someone who did not mind being interrupted.
Now entering felt intrusive.
Like grief had turned the office into someone’s bedroom. Behind him, the kitchen quieted by a fraction. Not completely. No one called after him, and no one told him to stop, but Ethan felt attention shift across the loft anyway. Buck noticed. Eddie probably noticed Buck noticing. Hen noticed everything. Karen would notice because Hen did. Ethan kept his eyes on the desk.
The first photograph sat near the corner, angled toward the chair where Bobby would have seen it every time he sat down. Athena, Harry, May, and Bobby, all smiling into bright daylight. Ethan remembered the day it had been taken because Bobby had shown it off afterward with a pride that looked almost shy on him. He had tried to act casual about it, but everyone knew better. Bobby loved his family with the kind of steadiness that made other people feel safer standing near it.
In the photo, Harry stood at Bobby’s shoulder, close to the same height now, grinning like someone had said something ridiculous right before the shutter clicked. May stood beside Athena, looking older than Ethan remembered and younger than she probably wanted anyone to think. Athena’s smile had that sharp warmth Ethan always associated with her, the kind that could turn protective or dangerous depending on who stood in front of it. Bobby stood behind them all.
Right where he belonged.
Ethan looked away from the photograph before the ache behind his ribs could sharpen into something worse.
Another frame sat closer to the middle of the desk. The 118, squeezed together in front of the station after a shift months ago. Hen was laughing at something Chimney had clearly just said. Chimney looked far too pleased with himself. Buck’s arm was thrown around Eddie’s shoulders, both of them smiling in a way that made the camera feel like an interruption. Ravi hovered near the edge as if he still had not decided whether he was allowed to take up space. And Bobby stood in the center.
Not because he had pushed himself there. Because everyone else had arranged around him without thinking. Ethan remembered that day too. The noise of it. The teasing. The way Bobby had pretended to object when someone insisted on taking a picture, then stood exactly where everyone wanted him once the camera came out. It had seemed ordinary at the time. Another station memory. Another thing that would keep happening. He had not known he was watching something become precious.
The frame was crooked.
Not much. Barely enough to notice. Maybe someone had bumped the desk. Maybe the station had shaken when the engines rolled out. Maybe it had been like that for days and no one had wanted to touch it because touching Bobby’s things felt too much like admitting they were only things now. Ethan reached forward and straightened it.
That was all.
Nothing important. Just a small motion. A tiny correction. The kind of thing nobody would notice unless they were looking for it, and maybe not even then. Yet somehow it felt necessary.
“He kept that one where he could see it.”
Ethan turned.
Buck stood in the doorway. He had left his coffee on the counter, but one hand was still curled like it expected the mug to be there. Eddie stood a step behind him, close but not crowding. The shape of it made something in Ethan’s chest tighten: Buck at the threshold, unable to come fully in; Eddie behind him, steady enough to catch the retreat if Buck needed one.
“The station photo?” Ethan asked.
Buck nodded. His eyes stayed on the frame. “He said it made the office less depressing.” There were about five different things Ethan could have said to that. None of them would have helped.
“It does,” he said instead.
Buck’s mouth moved, not quite a smile. “Yeah.” For a moment, no one spoke. The three of them stood with the desk between them and Bobby’s absence filling the rest of the room. Ethan could hear the station around them more clearly from inside the office: the low murmur of Karen’s voice, Hen answering, a cabinet closing downstairs, Chimney saying, “No, I understand that, but we’ve already submitted the exposure documentation twice.” Buck flinched at the words even though Chimney had not raised his voice. Eddie noticed. He always did.
“Buck,” Eddie said softly.
“I’m okay.”
The answer came too fast. Eddie did not challenge it directly. He only stepped closer, close enough that his shoulder nearly brushed Buck’s. “I know.” Buck let out a breath that almost sounded like a laugh and absolutely did not. “That’s not usually what people say when they believe me.”
“I didn’t say I believed you.”
That did pull something from Buck. Not a laugh. Not really. But the corner of his mouth shifted, and some of the brittle stillness around him loosened for half a second. Ethan looked back at the desk, giving them the dignity of not being watched too closely.
Bobby’s computer monitor was dark. A pen sat beside the keyboard. There was a small stack of forms clipped together and aligned too neatly to be accidental. A yellow sticky note was attached to the top page, Bobby’s handwriting still visible in black ink: Follow up Monday. Monday had come and gone.
The note remained.
Ethan stared at it longer than he meant to. The words were ordinary enough to be cruel. Follow up Monday. A reminder for some task Bobby had expected to handle because he had expected to be here. Because everyone had expected him to be here. Death made large things impossible, but sometimes the small unfinished things were worse. They proved that the person had been living inside a future that stopped without warning.
“I keep thinking someone should move that,” Buck said.
Ethan glanced up. “The note?”
“All of it.” Buck’s gaze moved around the room without settling. “The paperwork. The coffee mug. The pictures. The stupid pen cup he hated but never got rid of because Chim bought it as a joke and then got offended when Bobby said it was ugly.”
Ethan looked at the pen cup. It was, objectively, ugly. Bright orange, shaped like a fire hydrant, with a chipped spot near the base.
“It is ugly,” Eddie said.
Buck gave him a wounded look. “You’re supposed to pretend it’s sentimental.”
“It can be sentimental and ugly.”
“Thank you,” Hen called from the kitchen without looking in.
Buck turned toward the doorway. “You are not in this conversation.”
“I’m in every conversation if you’re loud enough.”
For one brief moment, the office warmed around the edges. The grief did not leave. It never did. But it shifted enough to make room for the memory of Bobby rolling his eyes at an ugly pen cup while secretly keeping it on his desk because someone he loved had given it to him. Then Buck looked back at the paperwork, and the warmth thinned.
“I don’t know what we’re supposed to do with it,” he said.
Eddie’s voice stayed careful. “You don’t have to know today.”
“Someone does.”
“No,” Eddie said. “Someone will. That’s different.”
Buck looked at him, and for a second the exhaustion under his eyes seemed deeper than it had in the kitchen. “It feels like if we leave everything exactly where it is, we’re waiting for him to come back. But if we move anything…”
He stopped.
Ethan finished it silently anyway. If they moved anything, Bobby was really gone. Eddie did not fill the silence with the obvious. He let it sit, which was probably kinder. Buck did not need someone to explain his own grief to him. He needed someone to stand close enough that it did not echo so loudly.
From downstairs, Chimney’s voice rose by a fraction. Still polite. Too polite. “Yes, I understand there are multiple agencies involved. I’m asking which agency currently has release authority.”
Buck’s eyes closed.
“He’s been doing that all week,” Ethan said before he could think better of it.
Buck opened his eyes and looked toward the bay. “Yeah.”
“Does he stop?”
“When Maddie makes him.” Buck’s mouth twisted. “Sometimes.”
“And when she can’t?” Eddie asked.
“Then Hen threatens him.”
“Also sometimes,” Hen called.
Ethan could hear Karen say something low, probably telling Hen not to yell across the loft, and Hen answer that she was not yelling, she was participating from range. Buck’s expression softened at the edges, but his gaze stayed downstairs. “He thinks if he makes enough calls, eventually someone will give him the right answer.” Eddie’s voice was quiet. “And if they don’t?”
“Then he makes another one.”
There it was again. The same pattern Ethan had seen everywhere since Bobby died. Buck feeding people. Chimney calling agencies. Athena holding herself still. May answering questions. Eddie crossing state lines. Jacob sending photos of food because proof of care could travel faster than comfort. Everyone trying to turn grief into motion because motion at least looked like survival from the outside. Ethan looked around the office again.
Bobby had been good at motion too, but it had never felt frantic. That was part of what made him Bobby. He could move through chaos without making the chaos bigger. He gave orders without making people feel small. He could turn a room full of fear into a plan and a room full of stubborn firefighters into something close enough to family that none of them had noticed the architecture until the foundation was gone.
“He made this place make sense,” Ethan said.
The words came out softer than he meant them to.
Buck looked at him.
Ethan swallowed, suddenly aware that he was in Bobby’s office, talking about Bobby to people who had known him longer, loved him deeper, lost more. “I mean, I know it still does. Everyone knows their job. Calls still happen. The station still works. But it’s different.”
“No,” Buck said, voice rough. “You’re right.”
Eddie’s gaze stayed on Ethan, steady and unreadable in a way that did not feel judgmental. Just attentive. Ethan looked at the family photo again. “I didn’t realize how much of the station was him until he wasn’t here.”
Buck took that one like it hit somewhere tender. He looked down, then reached for the edge of the desk but stopped before touching it. His hand hovered near the surface for a second before curling back toward his side.
“Yeah,” he said. “Me neither.”
That surprised Ethan. “You didn’t?” Buck shook his head. “Not like this.” Eddie looked toward the station photo. “Nobody notices load-bearing walls until something cracks.” Buck let out a breath. “That sounds like something Bobby would say.”
“Probably with a better metaphor.”
“Definitely with a better metaphor,” Hen called.
Eddie glanced toward the kitchen. “Still not in this conversation.”
“Still hearing everything.”
The faint humor helped, but only because it did not try to fix anything. It was not a rescue. It was a hand on the wall in the dark, enough to prove there was still something solid nearby.
Ethan shifted the muffin to his other hand and realized he had crushed the bottom of it almost flat. Crumbs clung to his palm. He brushed them carefully into the small trash can beside the desk, then froze because even that felt like interacting with Bobby’s things. Buck noticed, and for once he did not pretend otherwise. “It’s okay.”
“Sorry.”
“Don’t be.” Buck looked around the office, eyes moving over the desk, the frames, the shelves. “He’d hate everyone acting like this room is a museum.”
“Probably,” Eddie said.
“He’d say something very reasonable about how offices are meant to be used.”
“And then make you clean the coffee maker.”
Buck’s mouth twitched. “Yeah. He would.” The image sat with them for a moment: Bobby alive enough to assign chores, to redirect grief into something ordinary, to stand in the doorway and tell Buck that the coffee maker was not going to descale itself. The ache of it was sharp, but not only sharp. There was warmth there too. Love, maybe, refusing to become only pain.
Ethan understood then why the room felt so difficult to enter. It was not empty because Bobby was absent. It was empty because everything in it still knew him. The chair behind the desk knew the shape of his weight. The pen cup knew his eye-roll. The photos knew his pride. The sticky note knew the Monday he had planned to reach. The open door knew all the times he had left himself available to whoever needed him next.
“What happens to it?” Ethan asked.
Buck looked at him. “The office?”
“Yeah.”
No one answered right away. Eddie leaned one shoulder against the doorframe. “Eventually, someone else sits here.” Buck flinched. It was tiny, but Ethan saw it. Eddie saw it too, and regret crossed his face immediately, though what he had said was not cruel. It was just true, and truth had terrible timing lately.
“Not today,” Eddie added.
Buck nodded, but he did not look at the chair. “Yeah.”
“Not tomorrow either, probably.”
“Eventually,” Buck said.
The word had too much inside it. Eventually Bobby’s things would be moved. Eventually the office would belong to someone else. Eventually the station would adjust around a new captain. Eventually people would stop expecting Bobby to appear at the top of the stairs. Eventually grief would change shape, not because anyone wanted it to, but because time was relentless in both cruel and merciful ways.
Ethan hated eventually.
He looked at the photo of the 118 again, at Bobby in the center, and tried to imagine someone else sitting behind the desk. His mind refused the image. Not because it would never happen. Because happening did not mean ready. Downstairs, Chimney ended his call.
The sudden absence of his voice made everyone in the office look toward the bay. For a few seconds, there was only the station hum. Then a drawer opened somewhere below, paper shifted, and Chimney started dialing again. Buck’s shoulders dropped by a fraction.
“I should go check on him,” he said.
Eddie did not move out of his way immediately. “Are you checking on him, or are you looking for something to do?” Buck’s eyes flashed, but the irritation did not have much strength behind it. “Both.”
“Yeah,” Eddie said. “They can.”
For a second, Ethan thought Buck might argue. Instead, Buck looked back at the desk. His gaze caught on the crooked places Ethan had already fixed, on the sticky note, on the photographs, on the chair no one wanted to touch.
“I don’t know how to stand still in here,” Buck admitted.
The confession was quiet enough that it almost did not count as one. Eddie’s expression changed. Softened in a way that made him look almost as tired as Buck. “Then don’t do it alone.”
Buck swallowed.
Ethan looked away again, because some moments deserved privacy even when they happened three feet in front of him. He focused on the desk instead. On the photo he had straightened. On the ugly pen cup. On the note that still said Follow up Monday. The office did not feel less empty than it had when he stepped inside, but it felt cared for now. Not fixed. Not resolved. Just witnessed.
Maybe that mattered.
Maybe, for today, that was all any of them could do. Buck finally stepped into the room. Only one step. Barely past the threshold. But Ethan saw Eddie notice. Saw Hen stop pretending not to watch from the kitchen. Saw Karen’s hand close gently around Hen’s. Buck stood there with his arms wrapped around himself, eyes on Bobby’s desk, breathing like the room had changed pressure around him.
“He should be here,” Buck said.
No one contradicted him.
No one softened it.
Because he was right.
Bobby should have been there. Behind the desk. In the kitchen. At the top of the stairs. Down in the bay telling Chimney to sit down before he made himself impossible to reason with. Standing beside Athena. Answering Harry’s questions. Reading Christopher’s letter. Making Buck eat something and pretending not to notice that Eddie had come straight from the airport because of course Eddie had. Bobby should have been everywhere he wasn’t.
Outside, a cool breeze rattled faintly against the station windows, carrying the distant sound of traffic beyond the walls. Los Angeles kept moving. Emergencies kept happening. The world continued with a stubbornness Ethan found both offensive and necessary. Inside the office, time moved differently.
Buck reached out at last and touched the edge of the desk. Just two fingers against the wood. Nothing more. Eddie stayed beside him. Ethan stayed near the photographs. No one said goodbye, because this was not goodbye yet. They were still waiting for the paperwork, the authorization, the clearance, the call that would finally let Bobby come home. For now, the office remained open.
Empty.
Waiting.
Chimney was still on the phone when Ethan came back down from the loft. He had moved from the far side of the apparatus bay to the space near the ambulance, though Ethan had no idea when that had happened. Chimney seemed to be everywhere lately, pacing in tight circuits with his phone pressed to one ear and a notebook balanced in his other hand. Every time Ethan looked away, Chimney reappeared somewhere else with the same exhausted posture and the same careful voice.
“Captain Robert Wade Nash,” Chimney said. “LAFD Station 118. Date of death was during the CCHF containment incident. Yes, I can hold.”
He lowered the phone half an inch, closed his eyes, and took one breath.
Only one.
Then the line picked up again, and Chimney straightened like someone had pulled a wire through his spine. “Hi. Yes. I’m calling about release status for Captain Robert Wade Nash. I was just transferred from Public Health records. They said this had been moved to your office for clearance review.” Ethan stopped at the bottom of the stairs.
The station moved around Chimney without touching him. Ravi carried a box of nitrile gloves toward the supply shelves. Someone from B-shift crossed behind the engine with a coil of hose. Upstairs, Buck and Eddie had gone quiet near the captain’s office, their voices lowered to the kind of murmur that did not travel. Hen and Karen remained at the kitchen table, though Ethan could feel Hen’s attention pulled toward the bay.
Everyone knew where Chimney was. Everyone knew what he was doing. Nobody knew how to make him stop. Chimney listened for a few seconds, pen hovering over the open notebook. His expression stayed polite. That was the first warning sign. Chimney could be charming, sarcastic, stubborn, frantic, funny, warm, and impossible in the span of a single shift. Polite was what he became when every other response had been judged unsafe.
“No, I understand there are multiple agencies involved,” Chimney said. “I’m asking which agency currently has release authority.”
His pen tapped once against the page.
Then again.
Then stopped, because Chimney seemed to notice himself doing it and forced his hand still. Ethan’s gaze dropped to the notebook. He could not read most of it from where he stood, but he saw columns of names, phone numbers, arrows, underlines, and abbreviations written in increasingly cramped handwriting. County ME. Public Health. CDC liaison. LAFD command. FBI contact. Army contact. Funeral home. Release authorization. Exposure hold. Transport clearance. It did not look like notes anymore. It looked like someone trying to build a map through a wall.
“Right,” Chimney said. “But the Medical Examiner told us the exposure hold can't be lifted until Public Health signs off, and Public Health told us the file was waiting on federal clearance because of the pathogen classification. So if federal clearance has been issued, I need to know who sends that to the county.”
Another pause.
Chimney’s jaw tightened.
“No, I’m not asking you to violate protocol.” His voice stayed even, which somehow made it worse. “I’m asking you to tell me what the protocol is.”
Ethan looked toward Hen.
She had come to the top of the stairs without him noticing, one hand resting lightly against the railing. Karen stood behind her, close enough to help if Hen pushed herself too far but far enough back not to make an issue of it. Hen’s face had gone flat in the way it did when worry had turned into irritation because irritation was easier to manage.
“Has he been doing that all morning?” Ethan asked quietly.
Hen’s eyes stayed on Chimney. “Try all week.” Below them, Chimney nodded at something no one else could hear. “Can you transfer me to the person who does have that file?”
He listened.
“No, I’ve already spoken to that office.”
Another pause.
“Twice today.”
Ethan winced.
Hen descended the stairs slowly, each step controlled enough to make Ethan notice the effort. She was healing. Everyone kept saying that because it was true and because the truth was easier to hold when it sounded like progress. Still, every careful breath reminded Ethan of the lab, the tube they had put in her chest, the way a body could survive and still keep evidence of how close it had come to not surviving.
“You okay?” he asked.
Hen gave him a look. “Do not start with me.”
“I wasn’t starting.”
“You were pre-starting.”
Karen’s mouth curved faintly behind her. “He's been learning from us.”
“That's not comforting,” Hen said.
Their voices were low, careful not to carry too far. Chimney did not seem to hear them anyway. He had turned slightly away, one hand pressed to the notebook as if the page might move if he stopped holding it down.
“Has he slept?” Ethan asked.
Hen let out a short laugh, the kind that was not actually amused. “Not enough.”
“That’s a dodge.”
“It's the only one he’ll let anyone give.”
Karen folded her arms. “Maddie got him home for a few hours last night.”
“A few?”
“Three, maybe four,” Hen said. “Then he was back here before shift change, pretending he hadn't been awake half the night writing down phone numbers.”
Karen’s expression tightened. “And when he is home, he is not really home. Maddie says he keeps finding reasons to leave. Running, errands, another call he has to make. Anything that keeps him from sitting still long enough for the house to get quiet around him.”
“She’s pregnant,” Hen said. “Far enough along that she should not be the one chasing him out the door at five in the morning.”
Ethan had not set those two facts beside each other until she said them out loud. Chimney had a daughter who still asked to be carried and a son who was, so far, an ultrasound and a due date, and both of them had come within one decision of never having him in the room. Bobby had done that arithmetic inside a sealed lab in about the time it took most people to decide on lunch.
“Does Maddie know what he’s doing down here?” Ethan asked.
Hen and Karen looked at each other.
“She knows he leaves early,” Karen said. “She thinks it’s the counseling sessions and the running.”
“It isn’t.”
“It’s that too.” Karen’s mouth pressed thin. “He isn’t lying to her. He’s just letting her finish the sentence herself.”
Hen looked toward Chimney again, her jaw set. “He says running clears his mind.”
“Does it?” Ethan asked.
“No,” Hen said. “It gives him somewhere to put his feet while he avoids talking to anyone.”
Ethan looked back at Chimney. The dark circles under his eyes were visible even from several yards away. His hair looked like he had dragged his hands through it too many times, and the plain shirt he had pulled on instead of a uniform sat rumpled in a way Chimney would have cared about on a normal day. He was not on shift. He was not cleared to be. He was here anyway. He was standing. Moving. Functioning. All the things that made people say someone was okay when they were not.
“He almost died,” Ethan said.
Hen’s expression tightened. “I know.”
“Last week, he was still in a hospital bed.”
“I know.”
The frustration in Hen’s voice was not directed at Ethan. It was not even really directed at Chimney. It sounded more like the helpless anger of someone watching a person she loved run on fumes and stubbornness because the alternative was collapsing.
Chimney lowered the phone again. “Of course,” he said, though the person on the other end could no longer hear him. “Why would the left hand know what the right hand is doing? That would be ridiculous.” Hen took a step forward. “Chim.” He lifted one finger without looking up, already flipping to another page in the notebook. “One second.”
“No.”
That got his attention.
Chimney looked over. For a moment, his expression was almost blank, like he had been pulled too abruptly from one mode into another and needed a second to remember who was standing in front of him. Then he saw Hen. Really saw her. His face softened and tightened at once.
“You should be upstairs,” he said.
Hen stared at him. “That is a bold opening statement from you.”
“You’re supposed to be taking it easy.”
“And you’re supposed to be recovering from nearly bleeding out in a quarantine zone, so look at us, both full of surprises.”
Karen made a small sound that might have been a warning and might have been agreement. Chimney’s mouth opened, then closed. He looked briefly toward the notebook, as if the correct response might be written somewhere between County Medical Examiner and CDC liaison.
“I’m fine,” he said.
Hen’s eyebrows lifted.
“Okay,” Chimney amended. “Bad word choice.”
“Terrible word choice.”
“I’m functioning.”
“Worse.”
“I’m upright.”
“Bare minimum.”
Ethan might have smiled if any of it were actually funny. It had the shape of their usual rhythm, Hen and Chimney batting words back and forth until the room loosened around them, but there was no real lift beneath it. Every line landed against the same fact: Chimney looked like he might fall over if the phone stopped ringing long enough for his body to remember what it had been through.
“What are you even doing?” Ethan asked.
Chimney looked at him then, and Ethan immediately wished he had phrased it differently. Not because Chimney seemed offended. Because the question stripped something bare across his face before he could cover it.
Hen answered for him.
“Trying to bring Bobby home.”
The words settled heavily in the apparatus bay. Not release status. Not paperwork. Not clearance. Not jurisdictional process. Those were the words officials used because officials needed language that made grief fit into a file. Hen’s version was the only one that mattered. Trying to bring Bobby home. Chimney looked down at the notebook.
“He shouldn’t still be there,” he said.
No one asked where there was. The Medical Examiner’s office. A controlled storage unit. Some restricted facility name Ethan did not know. It didn’t matter. Wherever Bobby was, it was not with Athena. Not with May or Harry. Not with the 118. Not somewhere his family could begin the work of saying goodbye.
“We know,” Hen said.
“No, I know we know.” Chimney dragged a hand through his hair, then seemed to remember the phone was still in it and lowered both with a frustrated breath. “But every call is the same thing. Someone has part of the answer, but not enough of it to do anything. County says Public Health. Public Health says federal clearance. Federal says the county submits the request. LAFD says they’re coordinating. Coordinating what? A circle?”
“Chim,” Karen said gently.
He stopped.
The sudden stillness was worse than the pacing. For a few seconds, Chimney stood in the middle of the apparatus bay with his phone in one hand and the notebook in the other, surrounded by engines built to move fast toward emergencies. He looked less like a firefighter and more like a man carrying a burden that had been divided incorrectly, with too much of it loaded onto one set of shoulders. Then Buck appeared at the top of the stairs.
Eddie was behind him.
Neither of them said anything at first. Buck’s eyes went straight to Chimney, then to the notebook, then to Hen, reading the scene in one sweep and flinching like he had somehow failed to prevent it. Eddie’s hand hovered near Buck’s back for half a second before dropping to his side.
“Any progress?” Buck asked.
Chimney’s face changed. Not much. Enough that Ethan noticed. The softness vanished, replaced by the same brittle focus he had been wearing all morning.
“Maybe.”
Hen closed her eyes briefly. Buck came down the stairs. “Maybe?”
“The CDC liaison confirmed the pathogen classification hold isn’t the issue anymore. Or at least it shouldn’t be.” Chimney flipped back a page, scanning his own handwriting. “Which means the county should be able to request final transport clearance if Public Health sends the release note to the Medical Examiner.”
Ethan tried to follow that. He failed somewhere around shouldn’t be. Buck did not seem to do much better. “So… good?” Chimney gave him a look. “In theory.”
“I hate theory,” Hen muttered.
“Me too.” Chimney tapped the notebook. “But it’s more than we had yesterday.”
“Is it?” Karen asked.
Chimney looked at her.
Karen held his gaze with the calm, merciless kindness of someone who had spent years loving stubborn people. “Is it more, or is it just a new name for the same wall?” For a moment, Chimney did not answer.
That was answer enough.
Buck’s hand curled around the stair rail. Eddie noticed and shifted closer, not touching him yet. Just there.
“I have to do something,” Chimney said.
Hen’s face softened despite herself. “I know.”
“No, you don’t.” The words came out sharper than Chimney probably intended. He heard it, winced, and shook his head. “Sorry. I didn’t mean—”
“I know what you meant.”
“I was there.”
The apparatus bay went quiet. Chimney looked down at the phone in his hand. “I was there at the end. I was there when we couldn’t—” He stopped. His jaw worked once. Buck looked like someone had hit him. Eddie moved then, finally putting a hand between Buck’s shoulder blades. Buck did not lean into it, not visibly, but he did not move away either. Hen took another step toward Chimney. “You were dying too.”
“That’s not the point.”
“It is absolutely the point.”
“Hen.”
“You were dying too,” she repeated, quieter this time. “You do not get to turn surviving into a debt you have to pay back by running yourself into the ground.”
Chimney laughed once, but there was no humor in it. “That sounds healthy and emotionally mature. I’ll put it on the list for later.”
“Chimney.”
“I can’t stop, Hen.”
There it was. Not defiance. Not stubbornness. The truth underneath both.
Chimney looked around at all of them, and for one unguarded second, the exhaustion showed completely. “If I stop, then I’m just standing here waiting for someone else to decide when Bobby gets to come home. I can’t do that. I can’t just sit here and wait for a phone call from someone who doesn’t know him, doesn’t love him, doesn’t understand that every hour they lose another form or transfer another file is another hour Athena has to look Harry in the eye and tell him there still isn’t a date.”
No one spoke.
“I can make calls,” Chimney said. “So I’m making calls.”
“Does Athena know you’re making them?” Karen asked.
Chimney’s eyes came up fast. “Why would she need to?”
“That is not a no.”
“She has enough people telling her to wait.” He looked back down at the notebook. “She doesn’t need one more voice in the pile. I’ll tell her when there’s something worth telling her.”
Hen and Karen exchanged a look over his head that Ethan could not read at the time. It made sense to him the next morning, in the bay, with Athena standing in front of them.
Ethan understood then. Not fully. Not in the way Hen or Buck or Eddie probably did. But enough. Chimney was not trying to solve bureaucracy because he believed bureaucracy could be reasoned with if he was persistent enough. He was doing it because the alternative was helplessness, and helplessness had too much room inside it for memory.
For Bobby’s last moments.
For the quarantine zone.
For all the things Chimney could not change. Karen stepped closer, her voice gentle. “Then let someone bring you water while you do it.” Chimney blinked at her, thrown by the practical pivot. “What?”
“Water,” she repeated. “Food, eventually. A chair if we get ambitious.”
“I don’t need—”
Hen pointed at him. “Finish that sentence and I will tell Maddie.”
Chimney shut his mouth.
Buck let out the smallest breath. Not quite a laugh. Not quite relief. Something in between. Ethan looked toward the kitchen. “I’ll get it.”
He moved before anyone could argue, taking the stairs two at a time because a task was suddenly available and he understood, a little too well, the appeal of that. In the kitchen, the muffins still sat beside the coffee pot. Buck’s mug waited abandoned on the counter again, full and probably already cooling. Ethan grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge, hesitated, then added another because Hen was downstairs too and he was not stupid. When he returned, Chimney was on another call.
Of course he was.
“Yes,” Chimney said into the phone. “Captain Robert Wade Nash. LAFD Station 118.”
Ethan held out the bottle.
Chimney did not notice.
Ethan stepped closer and lifted it into his line of sight. Chimney blinked, looked at the bottle as if it had materialized from another dimension, then took it with a brief nod.
“Thanks,” he mouthed.
He tucked it under his arm without opening it.
Hen stared.
Ethan reached over, took the bottle back, cracked the cap, and handed it to him again. Chimney gave him a look.
Ethan raised both eyebrows.
Chimney drank.
Only a few swallows, but enough that Hen’s shoulders dropped by a fraction. Karen accepted the second bottle from Ethan with a nod and handed it to Hen before Hen could pretend she did not need it either.
“Yes, I’m still here,” Chimney said after lowering the water. “No, I don’t have a new case number. I have the county number, the Public Health reference number, and the federal exposure file number. Which one would you like?”
His voice stayed polite.
His hand tightened around the pen until his knuckles paled. Buck watched from the base of the stairs, his expression pulled tight with a helplessness that looked dangerously close to panic. Eddie stood beside him, steady and silent. Ethan could see the restraint in Eddie’s posture, the effort it took not to step in and start giving orders nobody had asked for. This was not a battlefield. It was not a burning building. There was no door to force, no victim to lift, no exit route to find. There was only a phone call.
And another.
And another.
Chimney listened, then wrote down a name. His handwriting had started neat at the top of the page and grown jagged near the bottom. “Okay. And your extension? Direct line, if possible.”
He paused.
“No, I understand. Main line is fine.”
It was not fine. Everyone in the bay could hear that it was not fine. Chimney wrote the number anyway. When the call ended, he lowered the phone slowly. For a few seconds, he did not move. His attention stayed fixed on the notebook page, but Ethan had the feeling he was not reading it anymore.
“Chim?” Buck said.
Chimney looked up.
“What did they say?”
Chimney glanced down at the page again. “They said final transport clearance has to originate with the county once the exposure hold is lifted.”
“And is it lifted?” Eddie asked.
“Depends who you ask.”
Hen made a frustrated sound. “That cannot be the answer.”
“And yet.”
Karen’s hand found Hen’s elbow before Hen could step forward too fast. Chimney rubbed both hands over his face. The phone and pen nearly tangled together, and for one second he looked so tired Ethan thought he might actually sit down. Instead, Chimney looked toward Bobby’s office. The open door was visible from the bay if you knew where to look. Chimney knew where to look.
His face changed in a way Ethan could not name. The motion stopped. The notes stopped. The next call did not start. For a few brief seconds, Chimney was not fighting transfers or writing down extensions or turning grief into logistics. He was just standing there, looking at Bobby’s empty office. Then the phone in his hand buzzed.
Everyone heard it.
Chimney looked down so fast the spell broke. Whatever had been open on his face closed again, and the brittle forward motion snapped back into place. He checked the screen, swallowed, and answered.
“Howard Han.”
Buck straightened. Hen’s hand tightened around the water bottle. Eddie went still beside Buck.
Ethan held his breath.
Chimney listened.
His expression did not change enough. That told Ethan before the words did.
“Right,” Chimney said. “No, thank you for calling back. Yes, if you can email that contact information, I’d appreciate it.”
Buck looked away.
Not news. Not the news. Chimney ended the call and wrote something down. “Funeral home has a different transport coordinator they want me to try.” Hen stared at him. “That’s it?”
“That’s something.”
“Chim.”
“It’s something,” he repeated, and this time his voice cracked around the edge of it.
No one argued after that. Because maybe it was something. Maybe a name, an email, a number, a next step was the only kind of hope the morning had left to offer. Maybe Chimney needed to believe that every contact moved Bobby one inch closer to home, even if the map kept redrawing itself every time he reached the next door.
Ethan looked around the apparatus bay. Hen leaning carefully into Karen’s steadying hand. Buck standing beside Eddie, torn between reaching for Chimney and needing someone to hold him in place. Ravi pretending to organize supplies while watching from the corner of his eye. Chimney with his notebook full of walls disguised as instructions. This was grief too, Ethan realized.
Not crying. Not collapsing. Not speeches or casseroles or black clothes laid out for a funeral that still did not have a date. This was grief in hold music, in case numbers, in transfer loops, in names written so many times they stopped looking like people and started looking like proof that someone was trying. Chimney uncapped his pen again. Hen’s voice softened. “Take five minutes.”
“I will.”
“Now.”
Chimney looked at the notebook. Buck spoke before Chimney could answer. “Five minutes isn’t stopping.”
Chimney looked at him.
Buck’s voice was rough but steady. “It’s five minutes.” Eddie stayed silent beside him, but his presence seemed to hold the words upright. For a moment, Chimney looked like he might refuse. Then he closed the notebook. Not all the way. One finger stayed between the pages to mark his place.
But he closed it.
Hen accepted the compromise because it was probably the best they were getting. Karen guided her toward the nearest bench, and Buck moved to Chimney’s other side, not touching him but close enough to make it clear he could. Eddie stayed with Buck. Ethan remained where he was, holding the extra water cap in one hand, watching the station gather itself around the man trying to force a path through impossible paperwork.
Chimney sat down slowly.
He looked smaller once he was not moving. That was the terrible part. The pacing had made him seem relentless. The phone calls had given him shape. Sitting revealed the exhaustion underneath it all: the sag of his shoulders, the bruised shadows under his eyes, the way his free hand trembled once before he pressed it flat against the notebook cover. Buck saw it and looked wrecked.
“I’m okay,” Chimney said automatically.
Hen, Karen, Buck, Eddie, and Ethan all looked at him. Chimney sighed. “Right. Bad word choice.”
“Catastrophic,” Hen said.
That pulled the smallest smile from him. It vanished almost immediately, but it had been there. For five minutes, no one made a call. The station did not become peaceful. The office was still empty. Bobby was still not home. The notebook still waited under Chimney’s hand, full of names and numbers and walls that had to be tried again. But for five minutes, Chimney drank water, Buck stood beside Eddie, Hen let Karen fuss without arguing too much, and Ethan listened to the damaged firehouse hum continue around them.
It was not enough.
It was something.
Then Chimney’s phone buzzed again.
Everyone looked down.
Chimney did not answer immediately this time. He stared at the screen, took one careful breath, and opened the notebook with the inevitability of someone picking up a weight he had never really set down.
“Five minutes,” Hen reminded him.
Chimney nodded. “Five minutes.”
Then he answered the call.
“Howard Han.”
The station kept breathing around him.
Still waiting.
Still trying.
Still unable to bring Bobby home.
For almost an hour, the station let Chimney have his five minutes. Not literally. Literally, he had lasted seven minutes before opening the notebook again, which Hen had called generous only because she was too tired to start a fight she knew she would not win. But something had shifted after that first forced pause. The calls continued, the notebook stayed open, and Chimney still moved through the apparatus bay like momentum was the only thing keeping him upright, but now everyone else moved around him with quieter purpose.
Buck brought coffee Chimney did not drink. Karen brought a granola bar Chimney held for ten minutes before realizing it was in his hand. Hen confiscated the pen once when his grip tightened too hard around it and replaced it with a different one, as if pen rotation counted as medical intervention. Eddie stayed near Buck without announcing that he was staying near Buck, which somehow made Buck less likely to bolt toward every task in the building.
Ethan found himself doing inventory because Ravi had surrendered the clipboard to him with the haunted expression of someone who had been staring at glove counts too long. It should have been boring.
On a normal day, it would have been boring. Count the gauze. Check the oxygen masks. Confirm expiration dates. Mark what needed restocking. He had done enough CERT supply checks to know that inventory was mostly repetition interrupted by the occasional discovery that someone had put a box in the wrong place and created a mystery no one cared about solving.
Today, the repetition helped. Ethan understood the appeal better than he wanted to. Numbers behaved. Boxes either existed or did not. Dates either had expired or had not. A supply list did not ask him how Buck was doing, or whether Eddie should have left Christopher in Texas, or how long Athena could keep standing in a hallway somewhere while strangers explained process to her. He was counting trauma dressings when Chimney’s voice changed.
Not loudly. That was the strange thing. Chimney did not raise his voice. If anything, he lowered it, and the control in it sharpened enough that Ethan looked up before he understood why.
“I understand that,” Chimney said into the phone. “But this is not a general inquiry. This is regarding Captain Robert Wade Nash, LAFD Station 118, deceased during the CCHF containment incident. The Medical Examiner’s office told us your department still has the exposure hold listed as pending.”
Ethan set the box down. Buck was already watching from near the engine. Eddie stood beside him, one shoulder leaned against the rig, arms folded loosely across his chest. He looked calm in the way people looked calm when they were measuring every possible path through a room. Hen sat on the bench by the ambulance with Karen beside her, both of them turned toward Chimney. Everyone had learned the sound of another wall. Chimney listened. His pen hovered over the notebook but did not move.
“No,” he said after a moment. “No, that is not what I was told fifteen minutes ago.”
Buck’s jaw flexed.
Eddie’s gaze moved from Chimney to Buck, then back again. Chimney closed his eyes briefly. “Okay. Then can you tell me when the notation was updated?” The station around them seemed to narrow around the call. Somewhere upstairs, a refrigerator hummed. Outside, traffic rolled past the open bay doors. The city kept making city sounds, ordinary and indifferent, while Chimney stood in a firehouse trying to convince a voice on the phone that Bobby Nash was a person and not a misfiled status code.
“Today,” Chimney repeated. “Do you have a time?”
He wrote something down. The motion was careful. Too careful.
“And who submitted that update?”
Another pause.
The pen stopped moving.
“You can’t see that.”
Hen muttered something under her breath that Ethan pretended not to hear. Chimney opened his eyes. “Then who can?” His voice stayed polite too long. That was what made Ethan’s stomach tighten. There was a point where politeness stopped sounding like manners and started sounding like a locked door someone was pressing their shoulder against from the wrong side. Chimney nodded once at nothing. “Supervisor, then. I need to speak to a supervisor.”
Ethan did not realize he had moved until he was standing closer to Buck and Eddie, the forgotten inventory list still in one hand. Buck glanced at it, then at him.
“Trauma dressings?” Buck asked quietly.
Ethan looked down. “Apparently.”
“Good to know we still have those.”
The attempt at humor had no lift under it, but Ethan appreciated the effort. “Seventeen.”
“Is that a lot?”
“I have no idea.”
Eddie’s mouth twitched, almost despite himself. Buck’s did not. His eyes stayed on Chimney, tracking every shift of posture, every tightening of hand or jaw, as if he could predict the collapse before it happened and catch it through force of attention alone.
“He’s going to hurt himself,” Buck said.
Eddie’s voice stayed low. “Hen knows.”
“Knowing doesn’t make him stop.”
“No,” Eddie said. “It doesn’t.”
Buck looked like he hated that answer because it was true. Across the bay, Chimney turned away from them, then turned back almost immediately because there was nowhere else to go. “Yes, I can hold.”
He lowered the phone and stared at it. For a moment, the hold music was faintly audible, tinny and cheerful in a way that felt obscene. Hen pushed herself to her feet. Karen’s hand moved automatically toward her elbow. “Hen.”
“I’m walking ten feet.”
“You say that like you haven’t made ten feet into a personal challenge all week.”
Hen gave her a look, but accepted the steadying hand anyway. Together, they crossed toward Chimney. He did not notice them until Hen was close enough to take the notebook from under his hand.
“Hey.”
Chimney blinked at her. “What?”
“Breathe.”
“I am breathing.”
“Technically.”
“That is the only kind required.”
“Not when I’m the one judging.”
His mouth twitched, but the expression broke before it became anything. “I’m on hold.”
“I noticed.”
“Supervisor.”
“I heard.”
“They changed the status back.”
Hen’s face went still. “Back?”
“Pending.” Chimney tapped the notebook with one finger even though Hen was holding it. “Exposure hold pending. The CDC liaison said it shouldn’t be pending. Public Health says it is pending. County says they can’t request transport until it’s cleared. Funeral home says they can’t do anything without transport clearance. Everyone is very sorry and very unable to be useful.”
He said it all quickly, like speed could keep the frustration from finding teeth. Karen’s voice was calm. “Did they say why it changed?”
“No.”
“Did they say who changed it?”
“Also no.”
“Did they say who would know?”
Chimney’s laugh was short and sharp. “They are allegedly finding me someone.”
Buck stepped closer. “Chim.”
Chimney looked over, and the defensiveness was there before Buck even finished deciding what to say. “Don’t.”
Buck stopped.
That was worse than if he had kept going. Eddie looked between them, then said, “Nobody’s telling you to stop.” Chimney’s eyes cut to him. “Good.”
“But you’re allowed to be angry.”
That landed strangely. Ethan saw it in Chimney’s face, the small disorientation of being offered something he had not expected. He had been ready for argument. For concern. For someone telling him he needed rest, water, food, a chair, a break, a therapist, a wife with tranquilizer darts. He had not been ready for permission.
“I don’t have time to be angry,” Chimney said.
“Looks like you’re multitasking.”
Hen glanced toward Eddie, then back at Chimney. “He has a point.”
“Whose side are you on?” Chimney asked.
“Yours, unfortunately.”
The hold music clicked.
Chimney snapped the phone back to his ear. “Yes. I’m here.” Every person in the bay went quiet again. Ethan hated how fast they all did it. How quickly everyone had learned to stop breathing around the possibility of news. Not even good news. Just information. A name. A reason. A different extension. Any proof that the system had a center somewhere and they simply had not found it yet.
Chimney listened, pen ready.
“Okay,” he said. “Can you spell that?”
He wrote a name. Then an email address. Then a number.
“And this person has authority over the exposure hold?”
His expression shifted.
Not enough.
“Advisory authority,” Chimney repeated.
Hen’s shoulders sank.
Buck turned away, one hand dragging through his hair. Chimney’s voice stayed level. “Who has final authority?”
The pause stretched.
“County.”
Eddie closed his eyes.
Ethan felt the circle close before Chimney said another word.
“County told us Public Health,” Chimney said.
Another pause.
“Right. No, I understand that you can only advise.”
His hand tightened around the pen until Ethan thought it might snap. “Can you send that advisory note directly to the Medical Examiner and copy the funeral home?” For a second, something like hope moved through the bay. Small, unwanted, dangerous.
Chimney listened.
Then it died.
“You can send it to Public Health.”
Hen’s eyes flashed.
Karen’s hand closed around her wrist, not restraining her exactly, just anchoring. Chimney wrote something down with careful, deliberate strokes. “Okay. Send it to Public Health. Copy me if you can. Howard Han. H-A-N. Yes. Thank you.”
He ended the call.
No one asked at first. Maybe because they had all heard enough to understand. Maybe because asking would force Chimney to say it out loud, and none of them wanted to make him translate another wall into language. Finally, Buck said, “What does that mean?”
Chimney looked at the notebook. “It means someone with advisory authority is sending a note to someone who may or may not accept it as sufficient to update the hold status, which may or may not allow the county to request transport clearance from itself, depending on whether the system still thinks the file is pending by the time someone opens the email.” Ravi, who had appeared near the supply shelves at some point, said, “That sounds insane.”
Everyone looked at him.
He winced. “Sorry.”
“No,” Chimney said. “That is actually the most accurate summary anyone has given so far.”
Ravi looked uncertain whether to be proud or horrified. Hen took the pen from Chimney’s hand.
“Hey,” he protested.
“Your hand is about to cramp.”
“My hand is fine.”
“Your relationship with the word fine continues to be concerning.”
Karen reached for the notebook next. “Let me copy the last page.” Chimney looked at her, immediately wary. “Why?”
“Because if you misplace this notebook, several people in this building will have a cardiac event.”
“I’m not going to misplace it.”
“No one plans to misplace things.”
“Karen.”
She held out her hand, patient and immovable. “I am not asking to take over. I am asking to help make sure the work you have done does not disappear because you are exhausted and human.”
That was harder to argue with. Chimney still tried for three seconds. Ethan watched the attempt move across his face and fail. Finally, he handed her the notebook. Only after sliding one finger into the current page to hold his place. Karen accepted this as the victory it was. “Thank you.”
“I want that back.”
“I assumed.”
Hen took the water bottle from the bench and pushed it into Chimney’s hand. “Drink.”
“You are very bossy for someone on medical leave.”
“I contain multitudes.”
Chimney drank, mostly because everyone was watching. Ethan returned to the inventory list because he needed somewhere to put his eyes. Seventeen trauma dressings. Twelve triangular bandages. Eight adult non-rebreathers. Six pediatric masks. Two boxes of alcohol prep pads where there should have been three. The numbers sat in neat columns, absurdly orderly beside the bureaucratic spiral Chimney had just described.
He wrote down the missing prep pads and wondered if this was what drew people toward emergency work in the first place. Not the adrenaline. Not really. The clarity. Someone was bleeding, so you applied pressure. Someone could not breathe, so you opened an airway. A fire was spreading, so you found the seat of it and put water where water needed to go. Not easy. Never easy. But direct.
This was not direct.
Bobby was dead, and there was no pressure point for that. No airway to open. No hose line to advance. There were only agencies and holds and clearance notes and people with advisory authority who could not make the thing happen but could maybe send an email to someone else who could maybe update a status that might let someone else start the next step. It made Ethan’s skin itch.
“You’re doing the face,” Ravi said quietly.
Ethan looked up. Ravi had edged closer with another box of supplies, apparently deciding inventory was safer in pairs.
“What face?”
“The one people make when they want to fix something and have realized they are holding gauze.”
Ethan looked down at the gauze in his hand. Ravi nodded solemnly. “Classic gauze helplessness.” Despite everything, Ethan almost laughed. “Is that in the manual?”
“It should be.”
The moment was small, but it helped. Not enough. Nothing was enough. But the absurd phrase lodged itself somewhere in Ethan’s chest and made breathing around the helplessness a little easier.
Across the bay, Buck had moved closer to Chimney. Eddie stayed beside him, less visibly protective now but still clearly there. Hen sat again because Karen had given her the kind of look that did not leave room for negotiation. Chimney stood with his water bottle in one hand, phone in the other, waiting for the next call or email or obstruction to appear. For several minutes, nothing happened. That might have been worse.
Waiting had a texture now. Ethan could feel it in the way everyone pretended to return to other tasks while remaining tuned to Chimney’s phone. The station had become a room full of people listening for a vibration. Even the normal firehouse sounds felt softened, careful not to cover the one sound everyone feared and wanted at the same time.
Then Chimney’s phone buzzed.
He looked down. “Email.”
Everyone stopped pretending.
Chimney opened it, eyes moving quickly over the screen. For a second, his expression did not change. Then he inhaled through his nose and let it out slowly.
“They sent the advisory note.”
Buck took half a step forward. “That’s good.” Chimney nodded. “It’s not bad.”
“Chim.”
“I’m not being pessimistic. I’m being accurate.”
He forwarded the email, then opened his notebook again. Karen, still holding the copied page, watched him with the weary resignation of someone who knew the next step before he said it.
“Now I call Public Health back,” Chimney said.
Hen’s head tipped back. “Of course you do.”
“If they received the note, they can update the hold.”
“If someone opens the email,” Buck said.
Chimney pointed at him. “Exactly. You’re learning.” Buck looked like he wanted to throw something. Eddie’s hand settled briefly at the back of his neck. Buck went still under it, then exhaled.
Chimney dialed.
This time, the call connected faster. Maybe that was luck. Maybe Chimney had finally found a direct extension that worked. Maybe the universe had decided to offer one minor mercy before taking it back.
“Hi, this is Howard Han again,” Chimney said. “I’m following up on the exposure hold for Captain Robert Wade Nash. An advisory note should have been sent to your office from the federal liaison.”
He listened.
“Just now.”
A pause.
“Yes, I can hold.”
No one groaned. That felt like restraint worth documenting. The hold lasted four minutes. Ethan knew because he watched the clock above the bay doors, the second hand dragging itself around the face with insulting calm. Chimney did not pace this time. He stood still with the phone pressed to his ear, and somehow that looked harder. When the line picked up again, he straightened.
“Yes.”
Everyone looked up.
“You received it.”
Buck’s hand found Eddie’s sleeve.
“Okay,” Chimney said. “Can the hold be updated?”
The silence after that was too long. Chimney’s expression shut down by degrees.
“Why not?”
Hen closed her eyes.
Ethan felt the answer arrive before Chimney repeated it.
“Because the advisory note has to be reviewed by your director.”
Buck turned away hard.
Eddie followed him with one step, not letting the distance open too far. Chimney stared at the floor. “When will that happen?”
Pause.
“End of day.”
His jaw tightened.
“No, I understand. Thank you.”
He ended the call.
For a moment, there was no sound at all.
Then Chimney laughed.
It was quiet, cracked, and not funny. “End of day.” Hen stood again despite Karen’s hand. “Chim.”
“End of day,” he repeated. “Which means maybe today, maybe tomorrow morning, maybe after someone notices the email got routed to the wrong inbox, maybe after I call again and they explain that the director can advise but the county still has final authority because apparently everyone has authority until they are asked to use it.”
“Chimney,” Buck said, voice rough.
Chimney looked at him, and the anger went out of his face so fast it left only exhaustion behind. “I’m sorry.” Buck shook his head. “Don’t.”
“I keep thinking the next call is going to be the one.” Chimney looked down at the phone. “And then it’s just another person telling me why it isn’t.”
No one had an answer for that. Ethan thought about Harry asking how long a funeral could be put off. Chris in Texas trying to answer May with honesty instead of comfort. Athena waiting for people who kept saying protocol as if protocol had ever loved anyone back. Bobby’s office upstairs, open and empty, with a sticky note still expecting Monday. Chimney had hit another wall. Not the last one, probably. Maybe not even the hardest one. But it was enough to make the whole station feel the impact.
Karen stepped forward and handed the copied notebook page back to him. “Then we know what the next call is.”
Chimney looked at her.
“End of day,” she said. “You call again then. Not every twenty minutes before then. Not because you don’t care. Because this wall has a clock on it, and throwing yourself at it early will not move it faster.”
Hen looked at her wife with open admiration. “That was extremely hot.” Karen did not look away from Chimney. “Thank you.” Chimney’s mouth twitched despite himself. It was faint and brief, but real.
“End of day,” Buck said, as if repeating it made it less slippery.
Chimney looked at him. Then at Eddie. Then at Hen and Karen and Ethan and Ravi, all of them standing around the bay as if they could physically keep him from breaking apart by forming a loose semicircle around him.
Finally, Chimney nodded.
“End of day,” he said.
He closed the notebook.
This time, all the way. The station did not relax. Not really. Bobby was still not home. The review had not happened. The funeral still had no date. Nothing had been solved except the shape of the next wait. But for the first time that afternoon, Chimney set the notebook on the bench and took both hands off it.
Ethan looked down at the inventory list in his own hand. Seventeen trauma dressings. Twelve triangular bandages. Eight adult non-rebreathers. Six pediatric masks. Two boxes of alcohol prep pads where there should have been three.
Small facts. Manageable facts.
He wrote the final number down and underlined it once. Across the bay, Chimney sat. Buck sat beside him. Eddie stayed standing at Buck’s shoulder. Hen let Karen guide her back to the bench, and Ravi quietly returned to the supply shelves without making a joke this time.
The wall remained.
But for now, no one was throwing themselves at it alone.
Maddie’s message had been short, because short was probably all she trusted herself to send while Chimney kept dodging the harder conversations at home.
Please make sure he eats something. And if he tries to call it a run, tell him I know the difference between exercise and avoidance.
Ethan had read it twice before showing Buck. Buck had gone still at the word avoidance, then passed the phone back without comment. No one had needed to ask who Maddie meant. Chimney had been moving like a man trying to stay ahead of his own thoughts all week, and apparently the running had only given him a wider circle to do it in. Buck lasted nine minutes after Maddie’s message before he found another thing to do.
Ethan knew because he had started watching the clock without meaning to. Not in a suspicious way, or at least not in a way he wanted anyone to notice. It was more that the station had become a place where everyone measured everyone else in small intervals. How long Chimney could leave the notebook closed. How long Hen could sit before trying to stand. How long Buck could remain still before usefulness dragged him back onto his feet. Nine minutes was better than Ethan expected.
Buck had sat beside Chimney on the bench near the ambulance, one knee bouncing while Chimney picked at the granola bar Karen had supplied under threat of Maddie. Eddie stood close enough to Buck’s shoulder that Buck only had to shift half an inch to touch him, though he did not seem to realize he kept doing exactly that. Hen and Karen had returned upstairs after Karen pointed out that the stairs were not a waiting room.
For a little while, the apparatus bay settled around them. Not comfortably. Comfortable was too much to ask. But the panic edge had dulled. Chimney ate three bites of the granola bar. Buck watched each bite with the intense focus of someone monitoring a patient, and Eddie watched Buck with the same expression turned sideways. Then the silence lasted too long.
Buck stood.
“Coffee,” he said.
No one had asked for coffee.
Chimney looked up. “What?”
“I’m making coffee.”
Eddie glanced toward the stairs. “There’s coffee.”
“There’s bad coffee.”
“There is always bad coffee.”
“Exactly,” Buck said, as if Eddie had proven his point instead of undermining it. “So I’m making better coffee.”
He was already moving before anyone could argue. Ethan looked at Chimney, then at Eddie. Chimney stared after Buck with the blank exhaustion of a man who did not have enough energy to stop someone else from coping badly. Eddie watched Buck climb the stairs with a softer, more complicated expression.
“Should we…” Ethan started.
“Give him a minute,” Eddie said.
That sounded reasonable. It also sounded like Eddie had decided to give Buck exactly one minute before following him.
Ethan lasted thirty seconds.
He told himself he was going upstairs because the inventory clipboard belonged in the loft. That was not true. The clipboard did not belong anywhere in particular, and Ethan had no reason to carry it like a hall pass except that holding something made his own movement feel less like hovering.
By the time he reached the kitchen, Buck had already emptied the coffee pot, rinsed it, and started opening cabinets with too much force. The movements were efficient in the way Buck’s movements usually were in emergencies, but there was no emergency here. Only grounds, filters, mugs, and a silence Buck seemed determined to outwork.
“Need help?” Ethan asked.
Buck did not look over. “Nope.” That meant yes or absolutely not, depending on the day. Ethan stayed near the counter. Buck found the filters, pulled out three when he needed one, stared at them for a second, then shoved two back into the box. He measured coffee with the kind of concentration that made the task look tactical. The first scoop missed the filter and scattered grounds across the counter.
“Damn it.”
“It’s coffee,” Ethan said carefully.
“I know it’s coffee.”
“Okay.”
Buck braced both hands on the counter. His shoulders rose and fell once. Then he reached for a towel and started wiping up the spilled grounds with short, aggressive movements. Ethan looked toward the stairs. Eddie had appeared at the top, unsurprisingly. He did not come all the way in at first. He leaned one shoulder against the wall near the kitchen entrance and watched, letting Buck feel the option of privacy without actually leaving him alone. Buck noticed after a few seconds. “I’m making coffee.”
“I can see that.”
“Don’t do the voice.”
“What voice?”
“The one where you sound reasonable on purpose.”
Eddie’s mouth twitched. “That’s just my voice.”
“It is not.”
“Okay.”
Buck pointed the towel at him. “That. That is the voice.” On another day, the exchange would have warmed the room. Today, it only brushed against warmth before sliding off the larger grief underneath. Buck turned back to the counter and finished cleaning with unnecessary precision.
Ethan watched him start the coffee maker. The machine gurgled to life, filling the kitchen with a familiar sound that should have belonged to any ordinary shift. It helped for about three seconds. Then Buck started pulling mugs from the cabinet.
Too many mugs.
“How many people are you caffeinating?” Eddie asked.
“Everyone.”
“Everyone already has coffee.”
“Cold coffee.”
“Buck.”
“What?” Buck set another mug down harder than necessary. “People need coffee.”
“Do they?”
“Yes.”
“Or do you need people to need coffee?”
The question landed with enough force that Ethan looked down at the clipboard in his hands.
Buck went still.
For a moment, the only sound was the coffee maker sputtering into the pot.
“That’s not fair,” Buck said.
Eddie did not move. “I know.” That seemed to make Buck angrier than if Eddie had argued.
“Then why say it?”
“Because it’s true.”
Buck laughed once, sharp and humorless. “Great. Very helpful. Thank you.” He grabbed the mugs and started arranging them in a line. One for Chimney. One for Hen. One for Karen. One for Eddie. One for Ethan. One for Ravi. Then another, though Ethan could not tell who it was for. Maybe Athena, though she was not there. Maybe Bobby, though Buck did not seem to notice his hand had reached for it until the mug was already on the counter.
Everyone saw it.
Buck saw them seeing it. The extra mug sat at the end of the line, blue ceramic, chipped near the handle. Ethan recognized it because Bobby had used it often enough that everyone recognized it, even if no one said so.
Buck stared at it.
Eddie’s expression changed, but he did not speak. Buck reached for the mug, stopped, then dropped his hand back to his side. “I didn’t—”
He stopped too.
There was no finishing that sentence in a way that helped. Ethan tightened his grip on the clipboard. The kitchen seemed too bright suddenly, every detail cruelly ordinary. Coffee maker dripping. Muffins drying on the plate. Mugs lined up with one too many spaces. The captain’s office visible beyond the edge of the loft, door still open. Buck turned away from the counter. “I need to check the laundry.” Eddie stepped into his path. Not blocking him aggressively. Just enough.
“Buck.”
“Move.”
“No.”
Buck’s eyes flashed. “Eddie.”
“Five minutes.”
“I don’t need five minutes.”
“You do.”
“You just got here.”
The words came out before Buck could catch them. Ethan saw the second Buck regretted them, saw Eddie absorb them without flinching even though they hit exactly where the day was already bruised.
Because Eddie had just gotten there. Because Christopher was in Texas. Because Buck knew it, and Eddie knew Buck knew it, and grief had a talent for turning true things into weapons before anyone could stop it. Buck’s face changed. “I didn’t mean—”
“I know,” Eddie said.
“No, I didn’t.”
“I know.”
Buck looked away, jaw tight. “I’m sorry.”
“I know that too.”
The repetition should have sounded dismissive. It did not. Eddie’s voice stayed steady, and somehow that made the apology less like something Buck had to earn and more like something Eddie had already accepted before Buck found the words.
For a second, Buck looked younger than he was. Not childlike. Just stripped down, all the movement and competence and frantic caretaking burned away until what remained was a man standing in a firehouse kitchen with Bobby’s mug on the counter and nowhere safe to put his hands.
“I keep doing that,” Buck said.
Eddie softened. “Doing what?”
“Reaching for things like he’s still here.” Buck’s voice cracked around the last word, and he cleared his throat too late to hide it. “Mug. Plate. Chair. I almost told Ravi to ask Bobby where the spare radio batteries were this morning.”
Ethan looked down.
He had almost done the same thing twice since arriving. Not with radio batteries. With decisions. Questions that should have had Bobby at the end of them because the station had trained everyone to expect him there. Eddie stepped closer. “That’s not you doing something wrong.”
“It feels wrong.”
“Yeah.”
Buck looked at him. “That’s it?”
“Sometimes things feel wrong because they are.” Eddie glanced toward Bobby’s mug, then back at Buck. “Doesn’t mean you made them wrong.”
Buck swallowed.
The coffee maker clicked off. The sound made all three of them look toward it, absurdly relieved to have something else in the room demand attention. Buck moved first, because of course he did. He grabbed the pot, started pouring, and nearly overfilled the first mug.
“Careful,” Ethan said.
“I know.”
He did not snap it this time. He sounded tired. Eddie reached past him and took the pot gently from his hand. Buck let him, which might have been the most alarming thing to happen all morning.
“Sit,” Eddie said.
“I’m not a dog.”
“Then consider this a suggestion.”
“Your suggestions sound bossy.”
“Only when people ignore the polite version.”
Buck stared at him for another moment, then sat at the kitchen table with a graceless drop that made the chair scrape against the floor. Eddie poured the rest of the coffee. Ethan watched, still holding the useless clipboard, and had the oddest sense of witnessing a handoff no one had formally agreed to. Buck had been trying to take care of the room. Eddie had stepped in and taken care of the coffee. It should not have mattered.
It did.
Hen and Karen came back into the kitchen before anyone called them, which meant they had either heard enough or developed the same grief-specific radar as everyone else. Hen’s gaze went first to Buck, then to Eddie pouring coffee, then to Bobby’s mug at the end of the line. Her expression softened and tightened all at once.
Karen saw it too. She did not say anything. She only moved to the counter and picked up two mugs, leaving Bobby’s where it was.
“Coffee delivery?” Karen asked.
Eddie handed her another mug. “Apparently.”
“Good. Chimney is about to pretend he doesn’t want any.”
“He wants coffee,” Buck said from the table.
Hen looked at him. “Does he?” Buck opened his mouth, then closed it.
“Or do you want him to want coffee?” Hen asked, gentler than Eddie had but no less direct.
Buck dropped his gaze to the table. “Maybe both.” Hen crossed to him slowly, careful with her side, and set one hand on the back of the chair across from him. “That’s allowed.”
Buck looked up.
“Wanting to help is allowed,” Hen said. “You just don’t get to turn everyone else into a checklist so you don’t have to stop moving.”
Buck’s mouth twisted. “Is everyone getting together to workshop that sentence?”
“No. You are simply very obvious.”
Karen lifted one of the mugs. “Painfully, sometimes.” Eddie leaned against the counter, watching Buck over the rim of his own coffee. “Lovably.” Buck gave him a look. “Don’t soften it.”
“I wasn’t.”
“You were.”
“A little,” Eddie admitted.
That pulled a sound from Buck that almost counted as a laugh. It faded quickly, but it made Hen’s shoulders drop a fraction. Ethan set the clipboard down because he had finally accepted that inventory was no longer fooling anyone. “Maddie said you sounded like you were holding yourself together with dental floss.”
Buck blinked at him.
“Ethan,” Eddie said, not quite a warning.
“What? She did.”
Buck stared for another second, then made a strangled sound. “Dental floss?”
“Her words.”
Hen nodded thoughtfully. “Accurate.”
“Not helpful,” Buck said.
“Accuracy often isn’t.”
Karen pointed toward the stairs with her mug. “I’m taking this to Chimney before he decides coffee violates the end-of-day agreement.” Hen followed her, but not before giving Buck one more look. “Eat something with that coffee.”
“I had a muffin.”
“Half a muffin.”
Buck looked offended. “How do you know?”
“Because the other half is still on the counter.”
Buck glanced over.
The betrayed half-muffin sat exactly where he had left it. Eddie picked it up and set it on a napkin in front of him. “There you go.”
“This feels targeted.”
“It is,” Ethan said.
Buck looked between them. “You two are enjoying this too much.” Eddie sat across from him. “No, we’re really not.” The honesty quieted the room again, but not harshly. Buck looked down at the muffin, then broke off a small piece and ate it. It was the tiniest possible concession. The kind Buck would probably pretend was meaningless if anyone called attention to it.
No one did.
Ethan looked toward Bobby’s mug. It still sat at the end of the counter, empty. Eddie had not poured coffee into it. No one had moved it either. The blue ceramic caught the gray light from the windows, chipped handle turned toward the room as if waiting for the hand that used to reach for it.
Buck followed Ethan’s gaze.
For a second, the room changed pressure again.
“I should put it away,” Buck said.
Eddie’s answer came quietly. “Do you want to?” Buck stared at the mug. “No.”
“Then don’t.”
“It’s weird leaving it there.”
“It’s weird that he’s not here to use it.”
Buck’s face crumpled for half a second before he forced it back into shape. Ethan looked away, not fast enough to miss it but fast enough to give him whatever privacy could exist at a kitchen table.
“I don’t know what I’m supposed to do,” Buck said.
“About the mug?” Eddie asked.
“About any of it.”
The words were not loud. They did not need to be. They moved through the kitchen and settled over every unfinished thing: the coffee, the muffin, the open office door, Chimney’s closed notebook downstairs, Hen’s careful breathing, Athena’s waiting, May and Harry’s questions, Christopher’s letter tucked in Eddie’s bag. Eddie leaned forward, forearms on the table. “You don’t have to know today.” Buck laughed without humor. “Everyone keeps saying that.”
“Maybe everyone’s right.”
“Annoying.”
“Often.”
Buck rubbed both hands over his face. “Bobby knew what to do.” Eddie did not answer immediately. Ethan felt the truth of that sentence sit in the room. Bobby knew what to do, or at least had made everyone believe he did until they could believe it too. He knew when to issue orders and when to make dinner. When to push and when to wait. When Buck needed a job and when the job was becoming a hiding place.
“Not always,” Eddie said finally.
Buck looked up, defensive on Bobby’s behalf before Eddie had even finished. Eddie held his gaze. “He didn’t always know. He just stayed steady while he figured it out.”
Buck’s expression shifted.
“That’s not the same thing,” Eddie said.
The distinction landed slowly. Ethan could almost see Buck turning it over. Bobby as steady, not omniscient. Bobby as someone who had chosen calm again and again, not someone who had been magically immune to uncertainty. It did not make the absence smaller, but it made the standard a little less impossible.
“I don’t feel steady,” Buck said.
“I know.”
“I feel like if I stop, I’m going to—” Buck cut himself off, jaw working.
Eddie’s voice stayed low. “Crash?”
Buck looked down.
That was answer enough.
Ethan thought about Maddie’s warning. He’s going to crash, and it’s going to be hard. At the time, it had sounded like something that would happen later, after the funeral maybe, after Bobby came home, after everyone else had been fed and held and checked on. But maybe this was how a crash started. Not with collapse. With coffee grounds on a counter, one mug too many, and the terrifying realization that usefulness could not bring Bobby back.
Eddie reached across the table, not all the way to Buck’s hand, but close enough that Buck could choose the rest. For a moment, Buck only stared at the space between them. Then he moved his hand.
The contact was small. Fingertips first, then Eddie’s hand closing around his. Buck looked at their hands like he had not meant to do it, but he did not pull away. Ethan found the clipboard fascinating again.
Downstairs, Chimney said something to Karen, and Karen answered firmly enough that the words did not carry but the tone did. Hen laughed, then immediately complained about laughing. Ravi dropped something in the supply closet and said, “I’m fine,” which made Hen call down, “Everyone stop using that word.” The station kept moving around the kitchen.
Buck sat still.
For almost a full minute, he sat still. Ethan did not check the clock this time.
“I hate this,” Buck said.
Eddie’s thumb moved once over the back of his hand. “Yeah.”
“I hate waiting.”
“I know.”
“I hate that Chim has to make those calls. I hate that Athena has to wait. I hate that Harry keeps having to ask. I hate that May is probably trying to be stronger than anyone should have to be. I hate that Chris wrote a letter because he can’t be here, and I hate that Bobby isn’t going to read it.”
Eddie’s grip tightened.
Buck swallowed hard. “I hate that I keep making coffee like that does anything.”
“It does something,” Ethan said quietly.
Buck looked at him.
Ethan almost retreated. Then he heard Maddie’s voice in his head. Seeing it matters.
“It doesn’t fix anything,” Ethan said. “But people take the coffee. Or the muffin. Or the water. And then they know you noticed them. That’s something.”
Buck’s eyes reddened. “It’s not enough.”
“No,” Ethan said. “It’s not.”
Eddie looked at him, and there was approval there, quiet but unmistakable. Not because Ethan had fixed it. Because he had not pretended coffee could do more than coffee could do. Buck nodded once, unevenly. “Okay.”
The word sounded like a person accepting a weight without agreeing that it was fair. For a while, they sat like that. Eddie holding Buck’s hand across the table. Ethan standing near the counter because leaving felt wrong and sitting felt too intimate. Bobby’s mug remained where it was, empty and unclaimed. Eventually, Buck looked toward it again.
“Maybe just for today,” he said.
Eddie followed his gaze. “The mug?”
“Leave it.”
“Okay.”
“Not forever.”
“Okay.”
“Just today.”
Eddie nodded. “Just today.”
Buck breathed out slowly, like the decision had cost more than it should have. Maybe it had. Maybe grief was made of decisions that looked small from the outside and impossible from within.
The station tones did not drop. No phone buzzed with news. No one came upstairs to announce that the hold had cleared or the wall had moved. Nothing changed in any official way.
But Buck stayed seated.
He finished the half-muffin. He drank half a cup of coffee while it was still warm. When Chimney eventually appeared at the top of the stairs with Karen behind him and Hen threatening from below that he had better not be coming up there to restart the coffee argument, Buck looked up and asked, “You want some?”
Chimney glanced at the mugs, then at Bobby’s blue one sitting empty at the end of the counter. For one dangerous second, his face went still. Then he looked at Buck. “Yeah,” he said quietly. “I’ll take some.”
Buck started to stand.
Eddie’s hand tightened around his. Buck stopped, looked at him, and then looked at Ethan. Ethan set down the clipboard. “I’ve got it.” He poured Chimney’s coffee into a different mug. Not Bobby’s. Not today. He left the blue mug where it was and carried the coffee to Chimney, who accepted it with both hands and a tired nod.
“Thanks,” Chimney said.
“It’s hot,” Ethan warned.
“I understand coffee in theory.”
“Theory’s had a rough day.”
Chimney looked at him, then huffed the smallest laugh into the rim of the mug. Buck heard it from the table and looked down, something like relief moving through his face. Ethan returned to the counter. Bobby’s mug still waited at the end of the line, empty and impossible and, for today, allowed to remain. Buck did not try to move it again.
That was not healing.
It was not acceptance.
It was not enough.
But it was one less task Buck had turned into a hiding place. One small place where the grief could sit openly on the counter, uncleaned and unresolved, without anyone rushing to put it away. For today, that had to count.
The crew came back on shift at seven the next morning. Ethan was there at six-forty, because Buck had asked him to bring the finished inventory sheets and because May had asked him, separately and much more carefully, to tell her how everyone looked. He did not have a good answer ready for either request.
The bay filled the way it always did before a shift change. Boots. Locker doors. Someone’s radio squawking through a check. B-shift trading small complaints with A-shift about the state of the coffee, the state of the glove boxes, the state of the world. From the sidewalk it would have sounded exactly like a firehouse waking up. From inside, Ethan could hear all the places the sound did not reach.
Hen arrived in uniform.
That was the first thing that landed wrong. For a week she had been in the loft in soft clothes with Karen hovering three feet behind her, and now she came through the door in navy with her name stitched over the pocket and her jaw set against anyone who might have an opinion about it. Karen came in behind her carrying a bag Hen had clearly not been permitted to carry.
“Light duty,” Hen said, to no one, before anyone asked.
“A week early,” Karen said, to everyone.
“My doctor is very conservative.”
“Your doctor is very correct.”
Hen kissed her, quickly, and went to find her locker. Karen stood in the middle of the apparatus bay for a moment with the bag still in her hand, wearing the expression of someone who had lost an argument she fully intended to keep having.
Ethan understood the shape of it. Hen was not back because she was ready. She was back because the rest of them were coming back today, and Hen Wilson was not going to let the 118 walk into its first shift without Bobby while she sat at home being sensible about it. Buck arrived next, far too early, which probably meant he had never entirely gone home.
Eddie came in ten minutes after him, not on the roster and not pretending to be, carrying three coffees he handed off to people who had not asked for them. Ravi came in with his gear bag over one shoulder and a haircut nobody commented on. Chimney came in at seven-nineteen.
Ethan noticed because Hen noticed, and Hen noticed because she had been watching the side door since seven-oh-five without appearing to watch anything at all. He came in through the side entrance rather than the bay. His hair was damp. There was a dark line of sweat down the front of his shirt, a duffel in one hand, his uniform folded over his arm, and he moved through the station like a man hoping to arrive without having arrived.
“You ran here,” Hen said.
“I ran somewhere.”
“From where?”
Chimney kept walking. “It’s a big city, Hen.”
“Buck went by your place to pick you up.”
That stopped him. Barely. Half a step. “He did?”
“Maddie answered the door.”
Something moved across Chimney’s face and was gone before Ethan could name it. Not guilt, exactly. Closer to the look of a man checking whether a lie was still standing where he had left it.
“I told her I had something to do before work,” he said.
“You did have something to do before work.” Hen let that sit for exactly as long as it needed to. “You made four phone calls in a parking lot and then ran six miles so you wouldn’t have to say that sentence out loud to Maddie.”
Chimney went into the locker room.
Hen let him.
At seven-thirty, Gerrard came out from the temporary desk with a folded piece of paper he never once looked at, and the whole bay understood what was about to happen before he opened his mouth.
“A-shift. Front of the engine. Two minutes.”
They lined up. Not formally. Not the way they would on Tuesday. But they lined up, and Ethan moved back against the supply shelves and made himself small, because he was not crew and this did not belong to him. Gerrard stood where Bobby used to stand.
Ethan doubted he knew it. It was not a spot marked on the floor. It was only the place a captain ended up if he wanted the whole crew in front of him and the open bay doors at his back, and Bobby had ended up there a thousand times, and now somebody else was standing in it holding a piece of paper.
“I know what you all think of me,” Gerrard said.
Nobody helped him.
“Good. Then we can skip that part.” He turned the paper over once, without reading it. “Captain Nash was a better firefighter than I am. He was a better captain than I am. I’m not here to take his place. I’m here to keep this house running until Chief Simpson can appoint a candidate more worthy.”
It was, Ethan thought, almost decent.
Almost.
“Until then you answer the bell, you follow my orders, and you keep your grief off the fireground.” Gerrard’s eyes moved down the line. “That’s not cruelty. That’s the job. Nash would have told you the same thing.”
That was the part that went wrong. Because he was right, and because he had no right to be the one saying it, and because using Bobby to enforce a rule was the one thing Bobby himself would never have done. Ethan felt the line stiffen. Buck’s shoulders came up. Hen’s chin lifted a fraction. Ravi looked at the floor.
Chimney laughed.
It was short and ugly and it landed in the middle of the bay like a dropped tool. Gerrard turned toward him. “Something funny, Han?”
“No, sir.”
“Then keep it to yourself.”
“It’s just that you’re standing there,” Chimney said, “telling us what Bobby would have said.”
“Han.”
“And you only get to stand there at all because I killed our last one.”
The bay stopped.
Ethan had heard silence in that building before. In Bobby’s office. At the top of the stairs. Around a plate of muffins nobody was hungry enough to finish. This was different. This was the silence of nine people simultaneously deciding not to look at one another.
“Chim,” Hen said.
“So I’d be very careful, if I was you,” Chimney finished, pleasantly.
Gerrard looked at him for a long moment. Whatever he found there, it was not something he wanted to argue with in front of the crew.
“Dismissed,” he said.
Then, already turning away: “Han rides the desk. Occupational health hasn’t cleared him for response. Wilson, light duty, and if I catch you on a hydrant I’ll drive you home myself.”
“Noted,” Hen said.
“And see the department counselor, Han. That is not a suggestion.”
“Already going,” Chimney said. “Twice a week. I sit in a chair for fifty minutes and describe the weather.”
He walked off before anyone could respond to that, which Ethan suspected was the entire point of saying it. At nine-twelve, Chimney’s phone rang. He took it near the supply shelves with his back to the bay. It lasted under a minute. Ethan did not catch a word of it, and afterward Chimney did not write anything down, which was the first time in nine days that had happened.
He put the phone in his pocket. He looked at the open bay doors for a while. He did not tell anyone.
Athena arrived at nine-forty.
Ethan was on the mezzanine with the clipboard when a car came across the apron instead of into a space, which was the first sign, because Athena Grant did not park badly. She came in still wearing her sunglasses. That was the second sign.
“Where is he?”
Buck came off the bench fast. “Athena—”
“Buck. I love you. Where is he?”
Ravi pointed toward the ambulance without appearing to decide to. Chimney was already coming around the front of it, and Ethan watched him understand what was happening in stages. Her car. Her face. The phone still in her hand. Ethan watched the color go out of him. He also watched him not run.
“Athena.”
“I got a call from downtown this morning,” she said. “Was it you?”
Hen appeared at Ethan’s elbow on the mezzanine and said, without any particular urgency, “Upstairs.”
“I—”
“Ethan. Upstairs.”
He went upstairs.
So did Karen. So did Ravi, eventually, and a probationary firefighter from B-shift who had no idea what she had walked into. They stood in the loft in the specific posture of people trying very hard to be somewhere else, and Ethan looked at the inventory clipboard with tremendous focus, and it did not work even slightly. He could not hear the words.
He could hear the shape of them. Athena’s voice, low and level, the way voices got once they had gone past shouting into something more expensive. Chimney’s, shorter. Two syllables. Four. Then nothing for a while. Then one sentence, pitched to carry, because she wanted it to.
“It was not your place.”
Ethan closed his eyes.
He understood, standing up there with a clipboard he was not reading, that he was hearing two true things collide. Chimney had spent nine days on the phone because he could not sit inside his own survival for one more hour. Athena had spent two weeks with the waiting as the only piece of her husband’s death she still had any authority over. Somebody had taken that from her by helping.
Both true.
Ethan was getting very tired of both being true. Whatever came after that did not reach the loft. The next thing that did was the sound of Athena crossing the concrete toward the doors, and then Athena stopping, and then Athena turning around.
“Congratulations,” she said. “It worked.”
A pause with an entire marriage inside it.
“Funeral’s next Tuesday.”
She left.
Outside, the marine layer had burned off and the morning had turned bright and ordinary. Somewhere down the block, a leaf blower started up. Nobody moved for a while.
Tuesday.
Ethan turned the word over and could not make it into anything except a day of the week. That was what he remembered afterward. Not grief. Grief came later, in pieces, over a mug and a list and a phone call to Texas. What arrived first was the flat administrative fact of it. Tuesday. Six days. A date that could be written on a calendar, told to a grandmother, typed into a message to a boy in El Paso.
Bobby was coming home. Somebody had finally signed something. And Athena had walked out of the building furious. Downstairs, Chimney had not moved from beside the ambulance. Buck reached him first, and Ethan expected him to say something, and he didn’t. He only stood next to him with his hands at his sides. Eddie came down and stood on the other side. Hen made it as far as the bottom step and stopped there, one hand on the rail, breathing carefully.
“She’s right,” Chimney said eventually.
“Chim.”
“She is. It wasn’t mine to push.” He was still looking at the ambulance rather than at any of them. “I just couldn’t sit in it anymore.”
“You got him out,” Buck said.
“I got a date on a calendar.”
“That’s the same thing.”
“It really isn’t.” Chimney’s jaw worked once. Then, so quietly that Ethan only caught it because the bay had gone so still: “He didn’t ask anybody either.”
Buck turned his head. “What?”
“Nothing.”
“Chim—”
“Nothing.” Chimney put the notebook into Buck’s hands, the way a man hands over something he has carried past the point of usefulness, and walked toward the doors. “I need air.”
Ravi went with him. Nobody sent him. He set down the box he was holding and went, and Ethan thought that might have been the smartest thing anyone did all morning. Buck stood in the middle of the apparatus bay holding a notebook full of other people’s phone numbers.
Then he sat down on the concrete with his back against the ambulance tire, which was not a thing firefighters did in the middle of a shift, and Eddie sat down beside him without a word, and neither of them got up for a long time. Ethan came halfway down the stairs and stopped, because Hen shook her head at him, and because she was right. His phone buzzed in his pocket.
May: did she go there
Ethan looked at it for a second before answering, and understood that May had known before any of them. She had been standing next to her mother when the call came in. Whatever Athena had decided on the drive over, May had been the one who watched her decide it.
Ethan: Yeah. She just left.
Ethan: Is it real? Tuesday?
The reply took long enough that he watched three dots appear and disappear twice.
May: it’s real. tuesday.
May: we were standing in a mausoleum when they called. north remembrance hall. there was a man showing us drawer heights.
May: my mom said no. she said dad wouldn’t want to be inside.
Ethan: So where?
May: she doesn’t know yet.
May: six days and she doesn’t know yet and i can’t ask her again.
Ethan sat down on the stairs.
Ethan: Do you want me to tell Jacob? He’ll tell Chris.
May: yes. i can’t do it twice.
May: and harry doesn’t know yet so don’t put it anywhere he’ll see it
Ethan typed okay, deleted it, and typed I’ve got it instead, because okay had stopped meaning anything inside this building. Below him, the notebook sat closed on the bumper of the ambulance. Buck and Eddie sat on the floor beside the tire. Karen had finally gotten Hen into a chair. Gerrard was at the temporary desk with his back to all of it, doing paperwork loudly enough to establish that he was not listening.
Six days until Tuesday.
Bobby was coming home, and nobody in the building could work out how to be glad about it.
Jacob knew Eddie’s call was going to hurt before the phone rang. That was the problem with waiting once the waiting had a shape. Before, the house had been suspended in a fog of maybe-later and not-yet, everyone moving around the same unanswered question without saying it too loudly. Now, after May’s text and Ethan’s careful confirmation, the question had sharpened into a date.
Next Tuesday.
It sat in Eddie’s kitchen like another person at the table. Chris had not said much since the update came through. He had read May’s first message twice, then Jacob’s explanation, then Eddie’s short text that said he was going to call as soon as he could. After that, Chris had set his phone facedown on the table and stared at it like it might start ringing through force of attention alone. Helena had tried food first.
Of course she had.
There were leftovers from earlier stacked on the counter in containers labeled with masking tape and a Sharpie because apparently grief did not excuse poor kitchen organization. Tamales, rice, beans, enchiladas, roasted vegetables, flan, and something in a foil-covered pan Jacob had been afraid to ask about because Helena looked like she might answer by making him take some home. Chris had eaten three bites of rice and half a tortilla.
Helena had looked personally wounded. Ramon, mercifully, had intervened before she could turn concern into another serving spoon. He had guided her back toward the kitchen under the excuse of checking whether the flan had set properly, leaving Jacob with Chris at the table and a silence neither of them wanted to disturb too quickly.
Now the house was quiet in layers. Ramon and Helena murmuring in the kitchen. The refrigerator humming. The faint rush of air from the vents. Outside, Texas evening pressed warm against the windows, all gold light and long shadows, absurdly beautiful for a day that had no right looking that way.
Chris’s phone rang.
He went still.
Jacob did not move either. Not toward him. Not away. He only sat at the opposite side of the table with his hands wrapped around a glass of water he had not drunk from in ten minutes, giving Chris the chance to decide whether he wanted an audience before the screen forced one on him. Chris looked at the caller ID.
Dad.
The word lit the room more than the screen did. For a second, Chris’s face did something young and scared and painfully familiar. Then he answered, thumb fumbling once before the call connected. Eddie’s face appeared on the screen.
He was outside. Jacob could tell from the gray California light behind him, the edge of the station visible over one shoulder, the traffic noise thin in the background. He looked tired in a way that made Jacob’s chest tighten. Not just travel tired. Not even grief tired. Eddie looked like someone who had spent the day being pulled in half and was still trying to make both halves stand upright.
“Hey, mijo,” Eddie said.
Chris swallowed. “Hey.”
For a moment, neither of them said anything else. Jacob looked down at his glass. He had learned a lot about staying close without inserting himself, but FaceTime made the geometry awkward. If he left, Chris might feel abandoned. If he stayed too visibly, Chris might feel watched. So Jacob remained at the table and made himself boring, eyes on the water, body angled away enough to give privacy without pretending he was not there.
“You at Abuela’s?” Eddie asked.
Chris nodded. “Yeah.”
“Did you eat?”
Chris’s eyes flicked toward Jacob.
Jacob lifted his eyebrows.
“Some,” Chris said.
Eddie’s mouth twitched faintly. “That means no.”
“It means some.”
“Christopher.”
“Dad.”
The exchange was small, automatic, and it almost made the room feel normal. Almost. Then Eddie’s face shifted, and the normal vanished with the reason he had called.
“I talked to May,” Eddie said.
Chris’s hand tightened around the phone. “She told me something changed.”
“Yeah.” Eddie looked down for a second, then back at the screen. “Bobby’s body was released today.”
Chris nodded once.
Too fast.
Like he had already known the words and still needed his father to say them before they became real.
“Okay,” Chris said.
Eddie’s face softened. “It doesn’t feel okay.” Chris’s mouth pressed into a line. “I know.”
“The funeral is next Tuesday.”
There it was.
Jacob watched Chris absorb the date. Not dramatically. Chris did not flinch or cry or drop the phone. He only went very still, the way he did when a feeling got too large and he needed to make his body smaller around it.
“Tuesday,” he repeated.
“Yeah.”
“That’s soon.”
“I know.”
“But it was taking too long.”
Eddie’s eyes closed for half a second. “I know that too.” Chris looked down at the table, phone angled slightly toward the ceiling now. Jacob could see only part of Eddie’s face on the screen, but he heard the way Eddie waited. Not rushing. Not filling the silence. Giving Chris room to make the contradictions fit badly if that was the only way they could fit.
“I hate that,” Chris said finally.
“Yeah.”
“I hate that both things are true.”
“Me too.”
Jacob looked toward the kitchen. Helena had stopped moving. Ramon’s low voice murmured something, and after a second the quiet clink of dishes resumed. They were listening without listening, the whole house tuned toward the dining room because love made eavesdroppers out of everyone eventually. Chris lifted the phone again. “Are you okay?” Eddie huffed a small, broken breath that might have become a laugh on another day. “No.”
Chris’s eyes filled immediately.
Eddie saw it. His own face tightened. “But I’m with Buck. And Ethan’s here. Hen and Karen are here. Chimney…”
He stopped.
Chris wiped at one eye with the heel of his hand. “May said Athena was mad at him.”
“She was.”
“Because he got Bobby released?”
Eddie took a breath. “Because he pushed without asking her. Because she wasn’t ready. Because none of us are ready and the system made her wait until waiting started feeling like the only thing she still had control over.”
Chris stared at him.
Jacob did too, though he tried not to make it obvious. Eddie looked tired enough that the honesty seemed to have slipped out before he could soften it. Then he grimaced slightly. “Sorry. That was a lot.” Chris shook his head. “No. I get it.”
And he probably did. Maybe not all of it. Maybe not the particular shape of Athena’s anger or Chimney’s guilt. But Chris understood being too far away from a choice that changed everything. He understood adults making decisions around grief and then realizing the grief had its own opinion.
“Is Uncle Chimney okay?” Chris asked.
Eddie’s answer took a moment. “Ravi took him for a walk.”
Chris blinked. “Ravi?”
“Yeah.”
“Does Ravi know that?”
A real smile almost appeared on Eddie’s face. “He figured it out.” Chris breathed out something close to a laugh. It was small and wet and gone quickly, but it changed the room. Jacob looked down into his glass and let himself smile where Chris would not have to see it. Then Chris asked, “What about Buck?”
Eddie looked away from the screen, probably toward the station. When he looked back, his face was softer and more guarded at the same time. “Buck’s… Buck.” Chris made a face. “That’s what everyone keeps saying.”
“It keeps being accurate.”
“Is he worse?”
“He’s having a hard day.”
Chris frowned. “That’s not an answer either.”
“No,” Eddie admitted. “It’s not.”
The honesty settled between them. Chris looked like he wanted to push harder, but also like he understood Eddie was rationing what he could say from the middle of the station’s grief.
“Tell him I’m sorry I’m not there,” Chris said.
Eddie’s face changed sharply. “Hey. No.”
“Dad—”
“No.” Eddie’s voice stayed gentle, but there was steel under it. “You do not have to apologize for that.”
Chris looked down.
“You wrote the letter,” Eddie said. “You called. You’re texting May and Harry. You’re doing what you can from where you are.”
“It doesn’t feel like enough.”
“I know.”
“Then why does everyone keep saying it is?”
That one hit. Jacob saw it in Eddie’s face. The question was not really about the letter. It was about every adult who had told Chris he was doing enough because they needed him to believe distance did not diminish love. It was about Chris knowing better and still wanting someone to make it true. Eddie took another breath. “Because enough doesn’t mean it stops hurting.”
Chris went still.
“It means the hurt doesn’t get to decide that what you can give doesn’t matter,” Eddie said.
Jacob looked away.
That was an Eddie sentence. Not polished. Not easy. The kind that came from someone trying to build a bridge while standing on it. Chris’s mouth trembled once. “I want to be there.”
“I know.”
“But I don’t.”
“I know that too.”
“That sounds messed up.”
“It is.”
Chris gave a small, miserable laugh. “You’re not supposed to agree.”
“I’m not going to lie to you.”
“You could soften it.”
“I am softening it.”
That got another almost-laugh out of Chris, which seemed to cost him less than the first one. Eddie saw it and let his own expression ease, but only a little.
“I have the letter,” Eddie said. “It’s safe.”
Chris nodded.
“May said they might not read it right away.”
“That’s okay.”
“I told her it wasn’t homework.”
Eddie’s face warmed for one second, grief and pride layered together. “Good.” Chris looked at the table. “Do you think Bobby would’ve liked it?” Eddie did not answer fast. Jacob appreciated that. Fast answers had their place, but not here. Not with Bobby’s name on one end and Chris’s letter on the other.
“Yeah,” Eddie said finally. “I do.”
Chris swallowed. “Even if it’s not… good?”
“Chris.” Eddie’s voice went soft in a way that made Jacob’s throat tighten. “It’s from you. That’s what makes it good.”
Chris blinked hard.
“And Bobby knew you loved him,” Eddie said.
The words landed differently.
Chris turned his face away from the screen. Jacob looked toward the kitchen again, giving him whatever privacy could exist at a dining table during a FaceTime call. Ramon stood in the doorway now, one hand resting on the frame. He did not move forward. Helena stood behind him, dish towel held tightly between both hands, eyes bright.
Eddie waited.
When Chris looked back, his face was wet but composed in the stubborn way Diaz men seemed to learn too early. “Okay.”
“Okay,” Eddie echoed.
Neither of them ended the call. For a while, they talked around the grief instead of through it. Eddie asked what Helena had made. Chris described the food with enough exaggeration that Helena called from the kitchen, “I heard that,” which made Eddie smile for real and made Chris roll his eyes without much heat. Ramon came into frame long enough to tell Eddie he looked tired, which was apparently a Diaz family love language, and Eddie responded by saying everyone kept mentioning that.
“Because you look tired,” Ramon said.
“Helpful, Dad.”
“I try.”
Helena pushed past him just enough to see the screen. “Have you eaten?” Eddie closed his eyes. “Not this again.”
“Eddie.”
“I had coffee.”
Every person in the Texas kitchen reacted badly. Chris looked offended. “That’s not food.” Jacob pointed at him. “You ate half a tortilla.”
“This isn’t about me.”
“Convenient.”
Eddie watched them, and for one second Jacob saw the cost of the screen. Eddie wanted to be there. Not instead of LA, maybe, but also. He wanted to be in this kitchen with Chris and his parents and too much food. He wanted to be at the station with Buck. He wanted Bobby alive. He wanted a world that had stopped offering impossible choices. Instead, he smiled because Chris was looking at him.
“I’ll eat,” Eddie said.
“When?” Helena asked.
“Soon.”
“That is not a time.”
Jacob looked at Chris. “Runs in the family.”
Chris’s mouth twitched.
On the screen, Eddie glanced over his shoulder. The movement was subtle, but Jacob saw the station pull him back. Someone had said something behind him. Maybe Buck. Maybe Ethan. Maybe no one, just the weight of where he was.
Chris saw it too.
“You have to go,” he said.
Eddie looked back quickly. “I can stay on.”
“Dad.”
There was so much in the single word that the room went quiet again. Chris held the phone with both hands. “Go be with Buck.” Eddie’s expression broke open for a second before he could stop it. Not all the way. Enough.
“You sure?”
“No,” Chris said honestly. “But go anyway.”
Jacob looked down at the table. Eddie nodded slowly. “I’ll call you tonight.”
“You better.”
“I will.”
“And eat something.”
“Yes, sir.”
Chris almost smiled. “Love you.” Eddie’s voice softened. “Love you too, mijo.”
The call ended.
Chris kept holding the phone for a few seconds after the screen went dark.
No one moved.
Then Helena made a small sound and started toward him. Ramon caught her gently by the wrist. She looked at him, ready to protest. He shook his head once. Jacob saw the moment she understood. Chris did not need another immediate hug. Not yet. He needed the room not to collapse onto him all at once. So Helena stopped, though it clearly cost her. Jacob waited another beat. Then he said, “Your dad is going to get bullied into eating by at least four people.”
Chris huffed a laugh that sounded dangerously close to tears. “Good.”
“Buck might forget to eat while making Eddie eat, but Ethan will probably notice.”
“Ethan notices everything.”
“It’s unsettling.”
Chris nodded solemnly. “Very.”
The joke held for about two seconds before his face crumpled. Jacob was moving before he thought about it, but he stopped himself halfway around the table. Close, not crowding. The rule still mattered, even when every instinct wanted to ignore it. Chris looked up at him with wet eyes and a furious expression, like crying had personally betrayed him.
“Can you just…” Chris started, then stopped.
Jacob softened. “Yeah.”
He did not ask what. He only sat in the chair beside him, close enough that their shoulders touched. After a second, Chris leaned into him. Not much at first. Then more. Helena turned away toward the kitchen, wiping at her face with the dish towel. Ramon put one hand on her shoulder and stayed there.
Chris cried quietly.
Jacob let him.
There were no good words for it. Not for Bobby being dead, or Tuesday being real, or Chris being in Texas because going to the funeral would be too much and not going felt terrible in a different direction. There were only the inadequate physical facts of staying: a shoulder, a chair, a warm kitchen, the murmur of grandparents trying not to overwhelm him with love. After a while, Chris wiped his face with both hands and sat up. “I’m okay.” Jacob gave him a look. Chris sighed. “I know. Bad word.”
“Catastrophic, apparently.”
That got a watery laugh. Helena used the opening immediately. “You should eat something.”
Chris groaned. “Abuela.”
“What?”
“I just cried.”
“Then you need food.”
“That’s not how that works.”
Ramon sat across from him. “In this house, it is.” Chris looked at Jacob for help. Jacob lifted both hands. “I’m not fighting them. I’m emotionally attached to survival.”
“Coward.”
“Alive coward.”
The room breathed again.
Not easily. Not normally. But enough. Helena warmed a plate with the kind of care usually reserved for sacred objects. Chris complained about the portion size and then ate more than he had all day, probably because crying had made arguing too much work. Jacob accepted a plate too because Helena looked at him once and he valued his life. During the meal, Chris’s phone buzzed again. He glanced at it, then turned the screen toward Jacob.
May: stress grilled cheese. less impressive than abuela.
There was a picture attached. Three grilled cheese sandwiches on a plate, one visibly burned at the edge. Chris stared at it for a second, then smiled.
“May made food,” he said.
Helena leaned over. “That is very burned.”
“She said less impressive than you.”
“Obviously.”
Chris typed back, thumbs moving faster now.
Chris: probably safer than abuela. she’s escalating to dessert.
Helena looked offended. “Safer?”
“It’s a compliment.”
“It is not.”
Jacob took a bite of rice to avoid being involved. May’s reply came a minute later.
May: tell her I respect the empire.
Chris showed Helena.
Helena considered this, then nodded once. “Better.” The exchange was ridiculous. Tiny. Not important in any official way. It did not change Tuesday. It did not bring Bobby back or make the letter easier or reduce the distance between Texas and Los Angeles. But Chris kept eating while he texted.
Jacob noticed.
So did Ramon.
So did Helena, though she wisely said nothing for once. After dinner, Jacob stepped onto the porch to give Chris a few minutes with his grandparents. The evening air had cooled slightly, though the heat still lingered in the porch boards and the dry soil beyond the yard. He leaned against the railing and checked his phone.
Ethan had texted.
Ethan: He okay?
Jacob looked back through the window. Chris sat at the table with Ramon and Helena, shoulders still heavy but no longer folded inward. His phone rested beside his plate. He was listening to Helena explain something with both hands, probably dessert logistics, while Ramon pretended not to be amused.
Jacob typed:
Jacob: No. But he ate.
Then, after a second:
Jacob: He cried. That probably helped more.
Ethan replied:
Ethan: Buck ate too. Similar miracle category.
Jacob smiled faintly.
Jacob: grief catering: successful enough
Ethan: Barely still counts.
Jacob looked out across the yard, phone warm in his hand. Barely still counts. Maybe that was the best summary of the day anyone was going to get. Chris eating half a plate. May making burned grilled cheese. Chimney walking instead of running. Buck sitting still long enough to call Maddie. Eddie making one impossible phone call and then turning back toward another family that needed him.
Barely still counted because barely was what they had. The front door opened behind him. Chris stepped out with a small container of flan in one hand and two forks in the other.
“Abuela says dessert is mandatory.”
Jacob looked at the container. “For both of us?”
“She said sharing builds character.”
“That does not sound like her.”
“She said it in Spanish, so maybe I translated loosely.”
Jacob accepted one of the forks. “Sounds suspicious.” Chris leaned against the railing beside him, close enough that their elbows almost touched. For a while, they ate the flan straight from the container and watched the evening settle over the property.
“Tuesday,” Chris said eventually.
Jacob swallowed. “Yeah.”
“I don’t think I’m ready.”
“I don’t think anyone is.”
Chris looked at him. “That’s supposed to help?”
“No. It’s just true.”
Chris considered that, then nodded once. “Okay.” They stood there in the Texas quiet, sharing dessert neither of them had wanted and both of them kept eating anyway. Somewhere far away, Eddie was at the 118 with Buck. May and Harry were in a kitchen with burned grilled cheese. Chimney was walking a block with Ravi. Athena was angry and grieving and probably already being pulled toward another problem because Bobby had left pieces of himself everywhere.
And Chris was here.
Not abandoned. Not useless. Not less part of the goodbye because distance had made his grief travel by phone and letter and text.
Here.
Jacob nudged his elbow gently against Chris’s. “Your letter matters.” Chris looked down at the flan. “You don’t know that.”
“I do.”
“How?”
Jacob thought about the question. Then he answered honestly.
“Because everyone keeps trying to send love somewhere it can still reach. Food. Coffee. phone calls. Bad grilled cheese. Walks around the block. Your letter is part of that.”
Chris was quiet for a long moment. Then he said, “That was annoyingly good.” Jacob smiled. “I have my moments.”
“Don’t get used to it.”
“Wouldn’t dream of it.”
The corner of Chris’s mouth lifted.
It was not much.
But barely still counted.
The tones dropped at 5:17. Ethan knew because everyone in the apparatus bay had been watching time in one form or another since Athena left. Not openly. Not with clocks and countdowns and dramatic declarations. But the station had become a place full of people measuring the day by what happened after the funeral became real. How long Chimney stayed gone with Ravi. How long Buck sat on the floor beside Eddie. How long Hen allowed Karen to hover before pretending she was annoyed by it.
Then the station tones cut through all of it. The sound landed like a hand on the back of the neck. Sharp. Familiar. Impossible to ignore. The overhead speakers crackled, dispatch information spilling into the bay before Ethan had fully registered that the quiet was over.
Everyone reacted at once.
Not emotionally. Not thoughtfully. Physically.
Habit. Training. Muscle memory.
Buck was on his feet before the first address finished. Eddie rose with him, though he was not on shift, his body answering the sound before his brain caught the boundary. Hen straightened from the bench, one hand going automatically to her side before she stopped herself. Chimney had come back from his walk ten minutes earlier and now turned toward the rig with the same reflexive readiness as everyone else, even though he was supposed to be nowhere near an active response. For one strange second, the 118 looked almost normal.
Almost.
Then the absence opened in the middle of the movement. Bobby should have been there. Not as a thought. Not as a memorial. As a body in motion. A voice cutting through the alert with calm authority. A hand pointing, assigning, organizing. Bobby should have been stepping from the office or crossing the bay or calling orders before anyone needed to ask who was taking what position. Instead, Captain Gerrard’s voice came from near the engine.
“Buckley, Wilson, you’re with me.”
The name hit wrong.
Buckley.
Ethan saw Buck absorb it in the half-second before he moved. No visible flinch. Nothing anyone outside the room would notice. But Eddie noticed. Hen noticed. Chimney noticed. Ethan noticed because the entire day had trained him to read grief in the places people tried to hide it.
Gerrard stood with his turnout coat half-fastened, face set in the grim, uncomfortable focus of a man who knew perfectly well he was not the person anyone wanted giving orders. To his credit, he did not try to make the moment into a speech. He only repeated the dispatch details and pointed toward the engine.
“Two-vehicle collision. Possible entrapment. Let’s move.”
Buck moved.
Hen moved slower, but she moved.
“Hen,” Karen said.
“Light duty,” Hen answered, already reaching for her jacket.
“That is not a magic spell.”
Hen looked at her. “I know.” That was what made Karen stop arguing. Not because she was convinced. Because Hen knew, and the knowledge was sitting plainly on her face. She was not pretending her body had forgotten the lab. She was choosing to answer anyway because the tones had dropped and the station still had a job. Chimney took one step toward the ambulance.
Buck turned immediately. “No.”
Chimney stopped.
For a second, anger crossed his face. Not at Buck, exactly. At the word. At the boundary. At the fact that his body had survived but was not yet trusted with the work that had shaped most of his adult life.
“I wasn’t—”
“You were,” Hen said, not unkindly.
Chimney’s jaw tightened.
Gerrard looked between them. “Han, you’re not cleared.” Chimney’s eyes flashed. “I know that.”
“Then don’t make me say it twice.”
The bay went brittle.
Buck took half a step forward, but Eddie’s hand caught his wrist. Not hard. Enough. Gerrard seemed to realize he had stepped on the wrong nerve. His expression shifted, almost regretful, though he did not apologize. Maybe he did not know how. Maybe apology would have made it worse from him.
“We roll in thirty,” he said instead.
The practical command snapped everyone back into motion. Ethan stepped aside as the crew moved around him. Boots hit concrete. Gear shifted. Buck pulled on his coat with sharp, efficient movements, face sealed into the version of himself that belonged on calls. Hen checked her radio, shoulders controlled, breathing measured. Gerrard climbed into the captain’s seat. That was the part Ethan could not look away from.
The captain’s seat.
Someone else would sit there. Someone else would ride out in that position. Someone else would give the first orders on scene, even if only temporarily, even if no one pretended it meant replacing Bobby. The rig had no patience for grief. It needed a driver, a crew, a captain, a route.
Buck saw it too.
For one second, his gaze locked on the front passenger side of the engine. Then he climbed in behind it. Eddie stood beside Ethan near the edge of the bay, jaw tight, hands empty. Ethan wondered if being still was worse for him than moving. Eddie had spent enough of his life answering emergencies that watching others go without him probably felt like standing behind glass while a door closed. Chimney stood on Ethan’s other side. His phone was in his hand.
Not because he was making a call now. Because it had not left his hand for most of the day, as if he had forgotten how to be unarmed by information. His thumb rested near the dark screen, but he did not unlock it. The engine roared to life.
The ambulance followed.
For a moment, sound filled the whole bay. Diesel rumble. Radio chatter. The mechanical rise of the bay doors. The brief, bright burst of siren as the rigs pulled out into the street.
Then they were gone.
The silence that followed was not the same as before. It never was after a call-out. The station always sounded larger when the rigs left, hollowed by the absence of engines and people. Usually, that emptiness had a temporary quality. Everyone knew the crew would return. The station would refill. The hum would rebuild around boots, voices, equipment, complaints about paperwork, someone asking what was for dinner. Today, the emptiness had too many echoes. Chimney stared at the open bay doors. Eddie glanced at him. “You okay?”
Chimney let out a breath. “If I say yes, Hen will appear out of nowhere and hit me with a clipboard.”
“Probably.”
“Then no.”
Eddie nodded. “Honest answer.”
Chimney looked at him. “It feels like a terrible answer.”
“Still good.”
Ethan’s phone buzzed.
He checked it automatically, pulse kicking because that reflex was probably never going away. It was May.
May: tones?
She must have heard something over the phone from someone, or maybe news travelled through the younger group chat faster than dispatch. Ethan typed back.
Ethan: Call-out. Collision. Buck and Hen went. Chimney stayed.
Her reply came almost immediately.
May: good.
Then:
May: not good about the collision. good that he stayed.
Ethan almost smiled.
Ethan: understood.
Chimney looked over. “May?”
“Yeah.”
“Checking on me?”
“Checking on the general situation.”
“That means me.”
“A little.”
Chimney looked down at his phone, then put it in his pocket with visible effort. “Tell her I stayed.”
“I did.”
“Tell her I didn’t even make it weird.”
Eddie looked at him.
Chimney sighed. “Fine. Tell her I made it medium weird.”
Ethan sent exactly that.
May replied with a single thumbs-up.
He showed Chimney.
Chimney stared at the emoji like it had personally disappointed him. “Harsh.”
“Seems fair,” Eddie said.
For a second, the three of them stood in the aftermath of the call-out and almost resembled people having a normal conversation. Then the bay doors finished lowering, and the station quiet returned around them, reminding everyone that normal had only been passing through.
Karen came down the stairs with two mugs of tea, because apparently she had decided everyone left behind was now her jurisdiction. She handed one to Chimney and one to Eddie, then looked at Ethan.
“There’s another upstairs if you want it.”
“Thanks.”
“That means drink something, not admire the concept.”
Chimney lifted his mug slightly. “Careful. She means it.”
“I always mean it,” Karen said.
They moved upstairs because staying in the emptied bay felt too much like waiting at the mouth of something. Ethan followed last, glancing once more toward the closed doors before climbing the stairs. The loft looked wrong without Buck and Hen in it.
That was not new. The station always changed depending on who was out on a call. But today, every absence carried Bobby’s shape inside it. Buck’s half-finished coffee sat on the table. Hen’s water bottle remained near the chair Karen had bullied her into using. Bobby’s blue mug still sat empty on the counter because no one had moved it after Buck decided it could stay for today.
Ethan took the tea Karen had left for him and wrapped both hands around it. Eddie stood near the railing, looking down into the bay. Chimney sat at the table, not with the notebook, not with his phone, but with both hands around the mug Karen had given him. For once, he looked like he was trying to stay exactly where he had been placed.
“This is weird,” Chimney said.
Eddie looked over. “Being left behind?”
“Being the one who needs to be left behind.”
No one answered right away. Karen took the chair beside him. “You survived something your body is still recovering from.”
“I know.”
“Do you?”
Chimney looked at the tea. “On paper.”
“Paper has been losing all week.”
That got the smallest smile from him. Ethan leaned against the counter, letting the warmth from the mug seep into his fingers. He thought about the call-out, about the way everyone had moved before thinking. He had admired that once in a simple way. Firefighters heard tones and responded. Emergency came, they went. Clean cause and effect.
Now he could see the layers under it. The bodies still healing. The grief still sitting in muscles. The empty captain’s seat. The people forced to stay behind because survival had consequences too. Emergency work did not pause grief. It only gave it something to do for a while. Downstairs, the station phone rang once. Everyone looked toward it. It stopped before anyone moved.
Chimney closed his eyes.
Eddie’s phone buzzed next. He checked it, and his expression shifted.
“Chris?” Ethan asked.
Eddie nodded. “He wants to know if Buck’s on the call.”
“Tell him yes,” Ethan said. “And Hen.”
Eddie typed, then paused. “He asked if Gerrard is riding captain.” Chimney grimaced. “Kid knows too much.”
“He grew up here,” Eddie said.
There was no arguing with that. Eddie sent the message and set his phone on the table faceup. He did not sit. He remained near the railing, one hand resting on the metal, eyes drifting repeatedly toward the bay doors as if he could track the rigs by force of will.
“You could go home,” Karen said gently.
Eddie looked at her.
“I’m not saying you should,” she added. “Only that you could.”
His gaze moved toward Bobby’s office. “Not yet.” Karen nodded, accepting the answer without argument.
They waited.
Waiting for calls to end had a different shape than waiting for body release or funeral dates, but it was still waiting. The station taught it to everyone eventually. You waited for rigs to come back. For radios to crackle. For phones to buzz. For someone to walk through the door dirty and tired and alive. Ethan understood suddenly why the empty captain’s seat hurt so much. Because Bobby had been one of the people who made waiting survivable.
He would have known what to do with the time. Not fix it. Not erase the fear. But fill the room with something steady enough to lean against. He would have made tea or coffee or dinner. He would have asked the right question, or given someone a task, or told Chimney to sit down with the kind of authority that made arguing feel like more trouble than obedience.
Without him, everyone was improvising steadiness from memory. The rigs returned fifty-two minutes later. Ethan heard them before he saw them, the familiar rumble echoing faintly through the street outside before the bay doors rose. Eddie straightened at the railing. Chimney stood halfway, caught himself, then stayed on his feet because apparently sitting through a return was a bridge too far. The engine backed in first.
For a few seconds, everything sounded normal again. Bay doors. Diesel. Boots on concrete. Radio chatter. Gerrard saying something clipped near the front of the rig. Hen’s voice answering, tired but steady. Buck stepping down from the engine with soot on one sleeve and his expression sealed into call-face.
Normal.
At least as normal as anything felt lately. Ethan followed Eddie and Chimney downstairs. Karen came too, though she moved toward Hen immediately, eyes scanning for any sign that light duty had become a lie in practice. Hen saw her and lifted one hand before Karen could speak. “I’m okay.” Karen stopped in front of her. Hen sighed. “I’m sore. Not popped-stitches sore. Just sore.”
“That is a more acceptable sentence.”
“Thank you for grading my self-report.”
“Someone has to.”
Hen smiled faintly, then pressed one hand to her side when the expression pulled into a tired breath. Ethan noticed. So did Karen. So did Hen, who looked annoyed at both of them for having eyes. Buck crossed toward Eddie without seeming to decide to. “Hey.” Eddie’s gaze moved over him quickly. “You okay?”
“Yeah.”
Eddie raised an eyebrow.
Buck exhaled. “Physically.”
“Better.”
“It was a collision. Nobody died.” Buck swallowed after saying it, like the phrase had stepped on something sharp. “Two transports, one refusal, one guy very committed to being wrong in public.”
Chimney’s mouth twitched. “Those are the worst kind.” Buck looked at him then, really looked. “You stayed.”
Chimney looked down. “Yeah.”
“Good.”
“May already gave me a thumbs-up. I don’t need your approval too.”
“You’re getting it anyway.”
Chimney rolled his eyes, but the motion had no heat. For a moment, with the rigs back and everyone standing in the bay, the station almost found its old rhythm. Hen complaining about Karen’s assessment. Buck hovering near Eddie. Chimney pretending not to appreciate being noticed for staying behind. Ravi appearing with a report that he had definitely not needed to carry personally. Gerrard issuing a few practical instructions and then retreating toward the office without trying to make anyone listen to another speech. Then Gerrard reached the stairs.
He paused at the bottom and looked up toward Bobby’s office.
The station noticed.
Of course it did.
Gerrard seemed to feel the attention and changed direction, heading instead toward the small desk near the bay. Temporary. Practical. Not Bobby’s office.
No one thanked him.
No one needed to.
Buck’s shoulders lowered by a fraction. Ethan looked around the bay and felt the strange ache of it. The station had answered a call. People had needed help, and the 118 had gone. The world had kept producing emergencies even while Bobby’s funeral date sat fresh in everyone’s chest. That felt cruel, but it also felt like the only thing that had ever been true. Emergencies did not end when the sirens stopped.
They did not end when patients left the scene. They did not end when the news moved on, or when a body was released, or when a funeral date appeared on a calendar. Sometimes the emergency kept going in the people who came home afterward.
Buck wiped soot from his sleeve and looked toward Bobby’s blue mug upstairs through the open line of sight to the loft. Chimney followed his gaze. Hen leaned carefully against the ambulance while Karen pretended not to support half her weight. Eddie stood between the people he loved and the office Bobby no longer occupied, looking like he could feel every direction pulling at once.
The station hum returned.
Damaged.
Changed.
Still there.
Ethan picked up the abandoned inventory clipboard from where he had left it on the supply shelf. The final line still needed checking off. Alcohol prep pads restocked. Three boxes delivered. One small fact in the middle of everything else.
He marked it complete.
It did not matter.
It mattered a little.
Across the bay, the crew began resetting the rigs for the next call. No Bobby giving orders. No steady voice from the captain’s office. No familiar presence making the work feel like part of something whole.
But the work continued.
So did the waiting.
Next Tuesday was coming.
Until then, the station still answered when the bell rang.
The list started because Buck asked for a photo. At least, that was how Ethan understood it later. In the moment, it did not feel like a beginning. It felt like another practical sentence dropped into a day already full of practical sentences that were not practical at all once anyone looked at them directly. Bobby’s body had been released. The funeral was next Tuesday. The station had answered a call. The rigs had come back. The world, apparently, expected them to keep turning grief into tasks until the tasks ran out or they did.
Buck stood in the loft with both hands braced on the back of a chair, looking toward Bobby’s office like the room might supply instructions if he waited long enough. He had washed the soot from his hands after the call, but there was still a faint dark smear near his wrist that he had missed. Eddie noticed it. Ethan noticed Eddie noticing it.
No one said anything.
“We need a photo,” Buck said.
Hen looked up from the table. “For what?”
“The funeral.”
The word landed harder than it should have, considering Athena had already said it in the bay. Maybe repetition was not making it easier. Maybe every use cut a new groove in the room.
Buck swallowed and kept going. “Or the station memorial. Or both. I don’t know. Someone’s going to ask, and we should have options.”
Options.
That was such a Buck word for this. Not because Buck liked options. Because options sounded better than choosing one photograph to stand in for a person who had existed in thousands of gestures no camera had caught. Bobby at the stove. Bobby at the desk. Bobby leaning against the railing with coffee in one hand. Bobby giving orders. Bobby listening. Bobby laughing at something Chimney said and pretending not to. One photo could not do that. Several photos would not do it either.
“Not right this second,” Hen said.
Buck nodded too quickly. “No. Yeah. Not right this second.” Then he looked back at the office. Ethan could see the movement happening behind his eyes anyway. Buck had already started sorting. Photo. Uniform. Badge. Flowers. Who needed to call whom. Who had the best picture. Whether Athena would want the official LAFD portrait or something warmer. Whether Harry and May should choose. Whether choosing would hurt them worse. Eddie stepped beside him, close enough that their shoulders almost touched. “Write it down.”
Buck blinked. “What?”
“The things you’re thinking about.”
“I’m not—”
Eddie gave him a look.
Buck exhaled. “Fine. Maybe.”
“Write them down before they start chasing each other.”
For a moment, Buck looked like he might argue on principle. Then Chimney, still seated at the far end of the table with his untouched tea, pushed his closed notebook across the surface without looking up.
“Use the back.”
Buck stared at it.
Everyone did.
Chimney’s notebook had been the center of the day for hours. County. Public Health. CDC liaison. Funeral home. Names and numbers and walls disguised as instructions. He had held onto it like letting go would mean dropping Bobby somewhere between agencies. Now he slid it toward Buck.
“You sure?” Buck asked.
Chimney shrugged one shoulder. “It’s paper.” It was not just paper. No one said that either. Buck pulled the notebook closer and opened it from the back. The motion was careful, almost reverent. Eddie found a pen near the coffee maker and handed it to him. Buck sat, because Eddie’s hand on his shoulder suggested sitting before Buck could decide standing was necessary.
At the top of the blank page, Buck wrote:
Bobby things.
Then he stopped.
The heading looked absurdly small. Ethan leaned against the counter with his arms folded, watching the page from a distance. Bobby things. As if Bobby could be gathered that way. As if someone could make a list long enough to hold a man.
“Photo,” Buck said.
He wrote it down.
“Badge,” Hen added quietly.
Buck wrote that too.
“Dress uniform?” Eddie asked.
Buck hesitated. “Does Athena have it?”
“Probably,” Hen said. “But LAFD may have protocol.”
Chimney’s mouth twisted. “Of course there’s protocol.”
No one laughed.
Buck wrote dress uniform / protocol? and underlined the question mark too hard. Karen set a glass of water beside Hen and looked at the page. “Flowers.”
“Athena might want to choose those,” Buck said.
“Then write ask Athena,” Karen said.
Buck’s pen hovered.
Ask Athena.
After the way she had left the station, even writing her name felt careful.
“She may not want us asking anything tonight,” Hen said.
“Then not tonight,” Eddie said. “But eventually.”
Buck wrote it down.
Ask Athena.
The list grew slowly after that. Not smoothly. Never smoothly. Every item carried something with it. Photo display. LAFD honor detail. Station flowers. Food for the house. Christopher’s letter. May and Harry. Bobby’s recipes. Who should call Michael. Whether someone had already told David. Whether Athena wanted people at the house before Tuesday or after or not at all. Each practical question opened another emotional room. Christopher’s letter made Eddie go still.
“I have it,” he said before anyone asked.
Buck looked up. “Yeah?”
Eddie nodded. “In my bag. Chris knows May and Harry might not read it right away.” Hen’s expression softened. “That kid.”
“He said it wasn’t homework,” Ethan said.
Eddie glanced at him, surprised. Ethan lifted his phone slightly. “May told me.” That earned the faintest smile from Eddie. “Sounds like him.” Buck wrote Chris letter — Eddie, then stared at the words for a few seconds longer than necessary.
“He shouldn’t have to do that from Texas,” Buck said.
Eddie’s face changed. “No.”
“I didn’t mean—”
“I know.”
“I just hate it.”
“Me too.”
The honesty passed between them without either trying to soften it. Ethan was beginning to think that was the only reason it worked. Chimney leaned back in his chair, eyes on the ceiling. “Bobby would say the letter counts.”
“Yeah,” Hen said. “He would.”
“He’d probably say something about love not needing perfect delivery.”
“That sounds too poetic for Bobby,” Buck said.
Chimney looked at him. “He got poetic sometimes.”
“When?”
“When you were too emotional to notice.”
Buck opened his mouth, closed it, then looked back down at the notebook. “Rude.” The almost-banter warmed the room by a degree, then faded. Not gone. Just folded into the list with everything else. Ethan watched Buck write letter counts in smaller letters under Christopher’s name. He wondered if Buck knew he had done it.
Probably not.
The next item came from Karen.
“Food train.”
Hen looked at her. “Food train?”
“For Athena, May, and Harry.”
“They’re going to get buried in casseroles.”
“Then we coordinate so they are not buried in casseroles.”
Chimney lifted one hand. “As someone who has spent the day fighting bureaucracy, I support casserole regulation.”
“Of course you do,” Hen said. “You’ve become radicalized by paperwork.”
“I was vulnerable.”
Buck’s mouth twitched as he wrote food train — Karen? Karen nodded approval. “I’ll handle that.”
“You don’t have to,” Buck said automatically.
Karen looked at him.
He grimaced. “Right. Sorry.”
“Growth,” Eddie said.
“Don’t narrate my growth.”
“Someone should.”
Ethan hid a smile in his tea. It felt strange to smile while making a funeral list. Maybe that was allowed. Maybe the human body had no idea how to grieve in a straight line, so it kept reaching for any available pressure release before the whole system blew.
They added more.
Station coverage for Tuesday. Dress blues. Who would drive whom. Whether Chimney was cleared to attend in uniform or would try to pretend clearance did not matter. Hen’s medical restrictions. Someone to make sure Buck ate before the service. Someone to make sure Eddie did. Someone to make sure Athena was not asked questions by well-meaning people before she had coffee.
“That last one should be in all caps,” Hen said.
Buck wrote it in all caps.
PROTECT ATHENA FROM QUESTIONS.
The room went quiet after that. Because the all-caps version was funny until it wasn’t. Because Athena had come in with her anger sharpened into a blade, and all of them understood now that part of the job on Tuesday would be protecting her from the thousand tiny cuts people did not mean to make.
How are you holding up?
He was such a good man.
At least he died a hero.
He would want you to be strong.
Ethan could imagine all of them. He hated every one.
“People are going to say stupid things,” Chimney said.
Hen sighed. “Yeah.”
“Not because they mean to.”
“Still stupid,” Karen said.
Buck tapped the pen against the page. “Bobby would be good at that.”
“At saying stupid things?” Chimney asked.
“At knowing what to do when people did.”
Chimney looked down.
“Yeah,” he said. “He would.”
Another room opened.
No one walked into it for a moment.
Ethan’s phone buzzed.
He glanced down. May.
May: we made food. badly. still counts.
A photo followed. Three grilled cheese sandwiches on a plate, one visibly burned along the edge. Ethan smiled before he could stop himself.
Eddie noticed. “May?”
Ethan turned the screen so he could see. Eddie’s face softened. “Stress grilled cheese.”
“Apparently.”
Buck leaned over to look. His eyes went red immediately, but he smiled too. “Bobby would have opinions.”
“May said badly,” Ethan said. “I told her barely still counts.”
Hen pointed at him. “That’s good.”
“It was Maddie’s first.”
“Still good.”
Buck looked at the photo again. “Add grilled cheese.”
Eddie looked at him.
Buck shrugged, embarrassed. “To the Bobby things.” Chimney’s expression softened in a way that hurt. “Yeah. Add it.”
So Buck did.
Grilled cheese.
Then, beneath it:
Pancakes?
Hen leaned forward. “Pancakes.”
“Definitely pancakes,” Chimney said.
“That chili he made once that nearly killed all of us,” Buck added.
Eddie’s eyebrows lifted. “Nearly killed?”
“Emotionally.”
“Digestively,” Chimney said.
Hen shook her head. “Weaklings.”
“You cried,” Chimney said.
“From admiration.”
Buck wrote deadly chili and underlined it. For the next few minutes, the list changed. Not away from the funeral. Not exactly. But sideways. Bobby things became less about what Tuesday required and more about what Bobby had left scattered through all of them. Pancakes. Chili. The blue mug. The ugly pen cup. The way he said kid when Buck was doing something reckless. The way he could make Hen stop arguing by looking at her over his glasses. The way he always knew when Chimney was making a joke to avoid saying something true.
“His lasagna,” Karen said.
Hen looked offended on Bobby’s behalf. “That was not a thing. That was an event.”
Buck wrote lasagna event.
“The station Thanksgiving where he banned me from gravy,” Chimney said.
“You know what you did,” Hen said.
“I was innovating.”
“You were unsupervised.”
Buck wrote gravy supervision.
Eddie leaned back in his chair. “The way he said your full name when you were in trouble.” Buck stared at him. “My full name?”
“Evan Buckley.”
Buck pointed the pen at him. “That was usually your fault.”
“Not usually.”
“Often.”
“Sometimes.”
Ethan listened as they argued gently over percentages and thought that this was what people meant when they said someone was still present. Not in a ghost way. Not in a comforting platitude way. In the practical, painful, undeniable fact that Bobby had taught them patterns they were still moving through.
He existed in recipes, in warning looks, in phrases, in the way Buck accepted being called Evan only from certain people and certain kinds of concern. In Chimney’s notebook. In Hen’s refusal to let grief excuse medical stupidity. In Eddie’s steadiness beside Buck. In May’s burned grilled cheese. In Christopher’s letter waiting in Eddie’s bag.
Bobby things.
The heading was still too small. The list was still not enough.
It helped anyway.
Then Buck wrote bell.
The room quieted immediately.
No one had said it out loud yet. Not really. The chapter title had been living around them all day without needing to be named. The funeral would have honors. The last alarm. The bell. Ceremony turning one impossible loss into ritual because ritual was what people used when ordinary language failed. Buck stared at the word.
“I don’t know if I can hear it,” he said.
Eddie’s hand moved to the back of his chair. “You won’t hear it alone.”
Buck closed his eyes.
“None of us will,” Hen said.
Chimney looked at the table. “Athena might want to.”
Everyone looked at him.
He did not lift his head. “Hear it alone, I mean. Not literally. Just… she might not want all of us crowding her before.” That was the first time since the confrontation that Chimney had spoken about Athena without flinching around her name. Karen nodded slowly. “Then we ask May what they need.”
“Not Athena?” Buck asked.
“Eventually Athena,” Karen said. “But May may be able to tell us what not to do before we accidentally do it.”
Ethan looked down at his phone. May had sent another message.
May: Harry ate half a sandwich. Mom burned one. Bobby would’ve eaten the bad one.
Ethan’s throat tightened.
He typed back:
Ethan: We’re making a Bobby things list. Grilled cheese made it on.
May replied after a minute.
May: good. add coffee. not station coffee. his coffee.
Ethan read it aloud.
Buck wrote his coffee, then added in parentheses: not station coffee.
“Accurate,” Hen said.
“Station coffee is a crime,” Eddie agreed.
“Station coffee is a coping mechanism,” Chimney said.
“Those overlap,” Karen said.
The list kept growing.
Some items were objects. Blue mug. Reading glasses. Pen cup. Apron. Bible. Recipe cards. Dress uniform. Helmet. Badge. Some were habits. Checking the stove twice. Leaving the office door open. Making too much food. Giving people tasks when they were spiraling. Knowing exactly when to stop pushing.
Some were people. Athena. May. Harry. Buck. Hen. Chimney. Eddie. Christopher. The 118. The families orbiting it. Everyone Bobby had folded into the shape of home without announcing that was what he was doing. Buck’s handwriting grew messier as the page filled.
At some point, Eddie took the pen from him and continued writing without asking. Buck let him. Hen added things from across the table. Chimney corrected one story about the gravy incident with the seriousness of a man defending the historical record. Karen added practical kindness, then underlined it once. Ethan did not add anything for a while. He wasn’t sure he had the right.
Compared to them, he had known Bobby for such a short time. Long enough to grieve him, yes. Long enough for the empty office to hurt. Long enough to understand the station had lost more than a captain. But not long enough to claim the same kind of history everyone else was writing down in fragments. Then Buck looked at him.
“You got one?”
Ethan blinked. “Me?”
“Yeah.”
The room waited.
Not pressuring. Not exactly. Making space. Ethan looked toward the office. He thought about Bobby asking questions without making him feel interrogated. About the way Bobby had always seemed to know when Ethan needed to be treated like a kid and when he needed to be treated like someone capable. About the welcome party photo on the desk and how proud Bobby had been to show it off afterward.
“He made people feel expected,” Ethan said.
Buck’s expression shifted.
Ethan swallowed, suddenly self-conscious. “Not just welcome. Expected. Like there was already a place for you before you figured out where to stand.” No one spoke for a moment. Then Eddie wrote it down.
Made people feel expected.
Buck looked at the page for a long time.
“Yeah,” he said, voice rough. “He did.”
The list filled two pages by the time they stopped. Not finished. They could have kept going all night and still missed things. That was the point, maybe. The list was not a container. It was proof of overflow. Buck tore the pages carefully from the notebook, then froze with them in his hand.
“What do we do with it?” he asked.
Karen answered first. “Keep it.”
“For Tuesday?”
“For before Tuesday,” Eddie said.
Hen nodded. “For when someone forgets he was more than the ceremony.” Chimney looked at the torn edge of the notebook. “For when we do.”
That hurt.
Because they would, in small ways. Not forget Bobby. Never that. But grief and ceremony and uniforms and protocol would try to narrow him into hero, captain, husband, fallen firefighter. All true. None enough. Bobby things was a defense against enough. Buck folded the pages once and set them beside Bobby’s blue mug. For now, that seemed like the right place.
The loft settled into a quieter silence after that. Not empty. Not healed. But less frantic around the edges. The list existed now. Tuesday existed. Bobby’s absence existed. None of those facts canceled the others. Ethan looked at the mug, the folded pages, the open office door.
Goodbye was coming.
They still were not ready. But now, at least, they had started naming what they were afraid of losing.
By the time the station began to settle for the night, Tuesday had become part of the building. It lived in the loft first, folded beside Bobby’s blue mug in two pages of torn notebook paper. It lived on Buck’s phone in a text thread with Maddie. It lived in Eddie’s pocket, where Christopher’s letter waited with a weight paper should not have had. It lived in Chimney’s silence after the list was finished, in Hen’s careful breathing, in Karen’s hand at the small of Hen’s back whenever she stood too quickly.
It lived in the captain’s office most of all. Ethan could feel it from the kitchen. The office door was still open. No one had closed it. Maybe no one wanted to be the person who decided the room needed privacy from them now. Maybe leaving it open had become the last small way the station could keep Bobby in circulation, as if air moving through the doorway could keep the absence from sealing over.
Outside, Los Angeles had gone blue-gray with evening. The marine layer had never fully burned off, and now the fading light pressed itself against the windows in a dull, coastal haze. The station lights made everything inside look warmer than it felt. Coffee mugs. Tabletop. Metal railing. The folded list. Bobby’s empty mug. Buck had not moved the mug. No one had asked him to.
Ethan stood at the counter with his phone in his hand, reading May’s last message again even though he had already memorized it.
May: Barely still counts.
She had sent it after the grilled cheese photo, after Ethan told her about the list, after Harry ate half a sandwich and Athena burned one and Bobby’s absence filled their kitchen the way it filled the firehouse. Three words, borrowed and sent back changed by the day.
Barely still counts.
It had started as comfort. Or maybe as a joke. It did not feel like either anymore. It felt like the only math grief allowed. Chimney walking instead of running. Buck sitting instead of making another pot of coffee. Chris eating because Helena kept placing food in front of him. May leaning into her mother instead of turning herself into a bridge. Ethan noticing and not always knowing what to do with the noticing. Barely did not feel like much. Tonight, barely was what they had.
“You heading out?” Eddie asked.
Ethan looked up.
Eddie stood near the table with his jacket half-zipped, one hand resting over the pocket where Christopher’s letter was tucked. He looked exhausted enough that Ethan almost asked if he should be driving, then remembered Eddie had survived war zones, earthquakes, shootings, panic attacks, grief, and Los Angeles traffic. A tired drive home was probably not the thing that would take him out. Still, the question must have shown on his face because Eddie’s eyebrows lifted.
“Don’t start.”
“I didn’t say anything.”
“You were pre-saying it.”
Ethan huffed a small laugh. “Hen’s terminology is spreading.”
“Unfortunately.”
The joke landed softly and stayed there without trying to become more than it was. Eddie glanced toward Buck, who sat at the table with both hands wrapped around a mug of tea Karen had forced on him after declaring the entire station dangerously caffeinated. Buck’s eyes were on the folded list beside Bobby’s mug. He had been staring at it for a while, not reading exactly, more like keeping watch.
Chimney sat across from him, quieter than Ethan had ever seen him. The notebook lay closed near his elbow. His phone sat facedown beside it. Every so often, his hand twitched toward one or the other, then stopped. Maddie had called again after dinner. Ethan had not heard the conversation, only Chimney’s side of it from the edge of the bay: low voice, long pauses, one strained laugh, then an apology that seemed to go on longer than the words themselves. Afterward, Chimney had not run. He had come upstairs and sat down.
That counted too.
Hen had fallen asleep in one of the chairs near the far side of the loft, though she would deny it if anyone said so. Karen sat beside her, scrolling quietly on her phone, one shoulder angled so Hen could lean without admitting she was leaning. Ravi had gone home twenty minutes ago after asking three separate times whether anyone needed anything and then apologizing for asking three separate times. The station was not peaceful.
But it was tired.
Sometimes tired was the closest grief came to peace. Ethan slipped his phone into his pocket. “I can stay.” Eddie gave him a look.
“What?”
“That wasn’t the question.”
“It could be the answer.”
“Go home, Ethan.”
Buck looked up at that. “You don’t have to.” Which meant Buck wanted him to and did not want to ask, or did not want him to and did not want to be selfish, or some complicated combination Buck would never explain while sober and grieving in a firehouse kitchen. Ethan leaned back against the counter. “I’m not tired.” Karen did not look up from her phone. “That is almost never true when someone says it in this building.” Hen, apparently not asleep, murmured, “Medically suspicious.”
“You were asleep,” Chimney said.
Hen opened one eye. “I was monitoring.”
“With your eyes closed?”
“Advanced technique.”
The room warmed by one degree. Buck’s mouth twitched. Chimney’s did too. Eddie looked down, hiding whatever expression crossed his face. It was not enough to be laughter. Not really. But the shape of the old station lived briefly inside it, and for once, the memory did not cut as sharply as Ethan expected.
Then the quiet returned.
Buck looked back at the mug.
“I keep thinking we should bring it,” he said.
Eddie followed his gaze. “The mug?”
“To the funeral.” Buck’s fingers tightened around his own cup. “Not for the service. That would be weird. But… I don’t know. It feels wrong leaving it here.”
Chimney looked at the blue mug. “It might also feel wrong taking it.”
“Yeah.”
“Then maybe don’t decide tonight.”
Buck looked at him, surprised. Chimney shrugged. “Apparently that’s advice now. Not deciding things tonight.” Karen lifted one finger without looking up. “Excellent advice.”
“See?” Chimney said. “I’m growing.”
Hen’s eye opened again. “Don’t overdo it.” Buck let out a breath that came close to a laugh. It faded into something shakier, but Eddie was already there, one hand on the back of his chair, not touching Buck yet. Waiting for Buck to choose. Buck leaned back until Eddie’s fingers brushed his shoulder.
Choice made.
Ethan looked away toward the office. The light inside was still on. That bothered him suddenly. Not because the light mattered. Because someone would eventually have to turn it off. Maybe tonight. Maybe tomorrow. Maybe Tuesday after the funeral. Every ordinary action around Bobby had become a question of timing, and every timing felt wrong. He pushed away from the counter before he could talk himself out of it.
“I’m going to…”
Everyone looked at him.
Ethan gestured vaguely toward the office. “The light.”
No one stopped him.
That might have been permission. It might have been exhaustion. Either way, he walked across the loft with the strange awareness that every step was audible. The office doorway felt less intrusive this time, though not easier. Maybe because he had already crossed it once. Maybe because the room had been looked at, named, touched lightly enough to survive it.
Inside, nothing had moved.
Bobby’s desk remained exactly as before. The photographs. The ugly pen cup. The stack of forms. The sticky note that said Follow up Monday. The chair behind the desk sat pushed in, waiting with an obedience that made Ethan’s chest hurt. He did not touch anything.
Not this time.
He only stood there and let himself look. The family photo caught the light from the desk lamp. Athena, May, Harry, Bobby. All smiling. The picture had not changed, but Ethan saw it differently now. North Remembrance Hall lived behind May’s eyes somewhere. Harry asking why released did not mean home. Athena saying she was angry at Bobby and loved him too much to know what to do with it. Bobby in the photo, unaware of every future sentence his family would have to survive without him.
The 118 photo sat beside it. Buck. Hen. Chimney. Eddie. Ravi. Bobby in the center, not because he had demanded it, but because the room had known where to put him. Ethan thought about the list on the table. Bobby things. Too small. Necessary anyway. He reached for the lamp switch.
Then stopped.
Turning off the light felt like closing something. Leaving it on felt like waiting for someone who was not coming back. There was no right answer. Maybe that was why everyone kept avoiding the office. The room was full of decisions like that. Mug. Light. Desk. Door. Chair. Photo. Every object asking whether today was the day it became memory instead of use.
“You don’t have to.”
Ethan turned.
Buck stood in the doorway. Eddie was not behind him this time. Not immediately. He stood a few feet back near the kitchen, close enough to come if needed, far enough that Buck had clearly chosen to cross the threshold himself.
That mattered.
“The light?” Ethan asked.
Buck nodded.
Ethan dropped his hand. “I wasn’t sure.”
“Yeah.” Buck looked around the office. “Me neither.”
For a moment, they stood together in Bobby’s office without speaking. Buck’s gaze moved over the desk, the photographs, the pen cup. He looked wrecked, but quieter than before. Not less sad. Sadness was not the thing that had changed. The frantic edge had dulled, leaving him exposed in a different way.
“Tuesday,” Buck said.
Ethan nodded.
“I thought having a date would help.”
“Does it?”
Buck’s mouth twisted. “No.”
Then, after a beat, “Maybe.”
That sounded more honest.
“It makes it real,” Buck said. “But it was already real. So I don’t know why this feels different.”
Ethan looked at the sticky note on the desk. “Because now there’s a when.” Buck followed his gaze. “Yeah.” The when sat between them.
Tuesday.
Before, Bobby’s death had been a fact trapped in suspension. After the explosion. After the lab. After the waiting. After the body release. Now the goodbye had a place on the calendar, a hard edge everyone was moving toward whether they wanted to or not. Buck stepped fully into the office. Only one step at first, like before. Then another. He stopped beside the desk and looked at the photos.
“He would hate how much we’re all standing around,” Buck said.
Ethan’s mouth lifted faintly. “Probably.”
“He’d make us eat.”
“Everyone has been trying.”
“He’d do it better.”
“Probably.”
Buck gave him a look. Ethan shrugged. “I’m not going to lie.” That got something like a real smile from Buck, small and broken but there. It disappeared as he reached toward the desk. His hand hovered over the sticky note.
“Monday,” Buck said.
Ethan did not answer.
Buck touched the edge of the note with one finger, not peeling it off, not moving it. Just touching the proof of a day Bobby had expected to have.
“Tuesday is after Monday,” Buck said.
The sentence should not have hurt as much as it did.
Ethan swallowed.
Buck breathed out. “Stupid thing to say.”
“No.”
“It is.”
“Still true.”
Buck looked at him, then nodded once. Behind them, Eddie’s voice came softly from the doorway. “You okay?” Buck did not look back. “No.” Eddie nodded like he had expected that. “That’s fair.”
“Everyone keeps saying that when the answer is terrible.”
“Because terrible and true is better than fine.”
From the loft, Hen called, “Correct.” Buck huffed. “How are you still hearing everything?”
“Advanced monitoring.”
Chimney added, “She’s been training for years.” The sound that moved through the loft this time was closer to laughter than anything had been in hours. It did not last. It did not need to. Buck finally looked back at Eddie. “Do you think we should turn it off?”
Eddie looked at the lamp. He did not answer quickly. That was one of the things Ethan appreciated about him. Eddie did not treat hard questions like speed would make them less hard.
“Not if you’re asking because you think you’re supposed to,” Eddie said.
Buck looked at the light again.
“I don’t know why I’m asking.”
“Then leave it.”
Buck nodded slowly. “Just tonight.”
“Just tonight,” Eddie agreed.
There it was again. The day’s only survivable unit of time.
Not forever.
Not Tuesday.
Tonight.
They left the office light on. Buck stepped out first, then Eddie, then Ethan. No one closed the door. In the loft, Chimney had pulled the folded Bobby list closer and was adding something to the bottom in small letters. Hen pretended not to watch. Karen watched openly. When Chimney finished, he set the pen down and pushed the paper back toward the mug. Buck looked at it. “What did you add?”
Chimney leaned back. “Nothing.”
Hen reached for the page.
“Hen.”
“I’m injured, not blind.”
She turned the folded edge just enough to read, then her face softened.
“What?” Buck asked.
Hen looked at Chimney.
He looked away.
Karen read over Hen’s shoulder. “He wrote, He came back for us.”
The room went quiet.
Chimney stared at the table. “It’s true.”
No one argued.
Bobby had come back for them. Into fire, into illness, into the lab, into the last choice that had taken him away from everyone else. The sentence was too much and not enough, like everything on the list.
Buck sat down heavily.
Eddie sat beside him.
Ethan looked at Chimney and saw the guilt there, still raw, still refusing comfort. But the sentence on the page was not only guilt. It was love too. Gratitude. Horror. A fact Chimney could not escape and maybe did not want to if escaping meant making Bobby’s choice smaller. Karen folded the list carefully and set it back beside the mug.
“We should make copies,” she said.
Chimney made a face. “Of the emotional evidence?”
“Of the list.”
“That sounds like emotional evidence.”
“Then yes.”
Hen nodded. “Copies are good.” Buck rubbed at his eyes. “Tomorrow.”
Everyone accepted that.
Tomorrow was allowed to hold some things. They stayed in the loft until the sky outside went fully dark. People moved eventually, but slowly. Karen took Hen home with the kind of firmness that did not allow medical debate. Chimney left after promising Maddie on speakerphone that he was coming home and not taking the long route, and Ravi, summoned by text, appeared at the bottom of the stairs to make sure he did exactly that. Buck walked them to the bay doors and watched until Chimney got into the car.
Eddie stayed.
Ethan stayed too, because his ride was technically Eddie and because no one had told him to leave again. When the station finally quieted, it was only Buck, Eddie, and Ethan in the loft.
Gerrard had retreated to the temporary desk downstairs after another awkward attempt to ask whether anyone needed anything. Buck had said no too fast. Eddie had said thank you anyway. Ethan had watched Gerrard accept both answers with a grim nod and disappear before making the moment worse. Buck stood by the railing, looking down at the bay.
“He shouldn’t have to use the desk downstairs,” Buck said.
Eddie’s expression was careful. “Gerrard?”
“Yeah.”
Ethan had not expected that. Buck’s jaw worked. “He’s trying. In his Gerrard way, which is terrible, but he is. And Bobby’s office is the captain’s office.”
Eddie waited.
“But I don’t want him in there,” Buck said.
“Yeah.”
“That’s not fair.”
“No.”
Buck looked at him.
Eddie shrugged slightly. “Doesn’t mean it isn’t true.” Buck let out a tired breath. “Both things again.”
“Both things again.”
Ethan leaned against the counter and looked at the office light still glowing through the open door. The station felt held between before and after. Before the funeral. After the release. Before the bell. After the waiting had become a date. It was a narrow, awful place to stand, but the whole chapter had been about narrow, awful places. Airport curbs. Texas kitchens. Funeral halls. Apparatus bays. Office thresholds. The spaces where people paused because moving forward meant leaving something behind and standing still hurt too.
“I should text May,” Ethan said.
Buck glanced over. “Yeah?”
“Just to check.”
“Tell her…” Buck stopped.
Ethan waited.
Buck looked at Bobby’s mug. “Tell her the mug stayed.”
Ethan nodded.
He typed:
Ethan: Office light stayed on. Mug stayed. List stayed beside it.
May replied a few minutes later.
May: Good.
Then:
May: Dad’s jacket stayed by the door too.
Ethan read the message aloud.
Buck closed his eyes.
Eddie bowed his head.
No one said anything for a while. The jacket. The mug. The light. The list. All the things staying where they were because no one was ready to move them and maybe readiness was not the point yet.
Eventually, Buck said, “Tuesday.”
Not a question this time. Eddie stood beside him at the railing. “Tuesday.” Ethan looked toward the dark bay below, the rigs reset and waiting for the next call. Somewhere in the building, a clock ticked too quietly to hear. Somewhere outside, the city kept moving. Somewhere in Los Angeles, Athena, May, and Harry sat in a house with Bobby’s jacket by the door. Somewhere in Texas, Christopher’s letter waited in Eddie’s bag, already having traveled farther than Chris could. The bell had not rung yet. But now they could all hear it coming.
Buck turned off the kitchen light when they finally left the loft. He did not turn off Bobby’s office light.
No one did.
They walked downstairs together, quiet and worn through, leaving the open door behind them. The office glowed softly above the empty bay, not a vigil exactly, not a denial either. Just one more thing allowed to remain for tonight. Tomorrow would ask for more. Tuesday would ask for everything. But tonight, before the bell, they let the light stay on.
Chapter 10: Ten Bells
Tuesday came in gray.
Not storm gray. Not even rain gray, which might have been kinder. Rain would have given the city something honest to do with itself. It would have put water on the pavement and sound against the roof and blurred the edges of everything waiting outside the bay doors. Instead, Los Angeles woke under a flat, colorless marine layer that seemed to press the whole morning down by a few inches.
The apron outside Station 118 looked washed-out beneath it. The red paint of the engines had lost its shine. The chrome still reflected what it was supposed to reflect, because Chimney had polished it the day before with the grim, furious precision of a man trying to scrub grief out of metal, but even that looked muted now. Less bright. Less proud. Like the station knew what day it was.
Ethan stood just inside the open bay, one shoulder against the supply-room doorframe, and watched the house move through the first hour of morning without becoming morning. Usually, the firehouse had rhythm.
Even on bad days. Especially on bad days. Coffee brewed. Lockers opened. Someone complained about the temperature in the bunks. Someone else argued about whether the toast had burned or whether Buck had simply developed unreasonable bread standards. Boots hit concrete. Radios murmured. The refrigerator door opened and closed too many times in five minutes because nobody ever decided what they wanted before they stood in front of it. Today, there were sounds, but no rhythm. A hanger scraped inside the locker room.
A cabinet clicked shut.
Somewhere upstairs, a chair leg dragged across the floor and then stopped too abruptly, as if whoever had moved it remembered halfway through that noise was allowed to hurt. No one had turned on the television. No one had started breakfast.
The coffee existed because Buck had made it at 6:16 with the blank efficiency of someone performing a task from muscle memory, but almost nobody had touched it. The pot sat half-full and slowly burning on the warmer, giving off that bitter, scorched smell Bobby always noticed before anyone else did. Ethan kept waiting for Bobby’s voice.
Not because he had forgotten. He had not forgotten for a second since Friday night, when the station had tilted off its axis and never really righted itself. But some part of his brain kept reaching for the correction anyway.
Turn that off before it becomes tar, Buck.
Whoever left the fridge open, close it unless you’re planning to air-condition the whole bay.
Ravi, if you’re going to pretend you didn’t eat the last muffin, maybe don’t do it with crumbs on your shirt.
Small things. Ordinary things. The kind of things a person said when they expected to have a hundred thousand more chances to say them. The office light was still on. Ethan had checked as soon as he came in, before he took off his jacket, before he accepted the paper cup Eddie pushed into his hand, before he tried to decide whether standing near the lockers was too much like pretending he belonged or standing near the door was too much like admitting he did not.
The office glowed above the bay the same way it had glowed when they left it last night: warm, steady, wrong.
Not a vigil exactly.
Not denial either.
Just light.
Just the room Bobby Nash had stepped out of one day and never stepped back into, still waiting with its desk and its photographs and its lists, because no one in the house had found the kind of courage that looked like moving a mug three inches to the left. Ethan understood that better than he wanted to.
There were kinds of grief that announced themselves. Wailing. Shaking. Breaking plates. Falling apart in the middle of a room because the body could not keep pretending the mind had any authority over it. And then there was this kind.
The mug stayed.
The list stayed.
The light stayed.
You let objects hold the line because people could not.
“Coffee?” Eddie asked behind him.
Ethan glanced down at the cup already in his hand. Eddie followed his gaze, blinked once, then made a tired sound that might have been a laugh on another morning. “Right.”
“I’m good,” Ethan said.
“You’re not.”
“No,” Ethan agreed. “But I’m holding coffee.”
That got him the smallest shift at the corner of Eddie’s mouth. Not a smile. Nothing that generous. Just proof that the muscles still remembered the shape. Eddie looked different in his dress uniform.
Ethan had seen him in work clothes, in jeans, in rumpled airport exhaustion, in the soft, unguarded clothes people wore inside family houses when the day had gone on too long. He had seen Eddie as Christopher’s dad and Buck’s emergency contact in all but paperwork and the guy who could make silence feel less like an accusation just by standing in it. The uniform stripped some of that away.
Or maybe it added something back. The dark formal lines made him look sharper. Older. More contained. The kind of contained that only happened when a person had learned, long before anyone should have to learn, how to make their body behave while everything inside it moved in the opposite direction. There was a garment bag folded over one arm and a white envelope tucked carefully inside his jacket pocket. Ethan knew what it was without asking.
Christopher’s letter.
Eddie had shown it to no one. Not Buck. Not Hen. Not Ethan. Maybe not even Jacob, though Ethan doubted that; Jacob had a way of becoming part of practical things before anyone noticed he had stepped into them. But Eddie had carried the envelope like something breakable from the moment he arrived at the station, checking for it with two fingers every few minutes as if it might somehow vanish.
“Did he sleep?” Ethan asked.
Eddie did not need to ask who.
“No.”
Ethan looked at him.
Eddie sighed and shifted the garment bag higher on his arm. “Maybe an hour. Jacob texted at four. Said Chris was awake and reorganizing the laptop cables.”
“Laptop cables?”
“For the livestream.”
“Right.”
The word landed between them with more weight than it should have had. Livestream sounded like convenience. Like modernity. Like something people used for graduations and destination weddings and conference panels with bad audio.
Not funerals.
Not this.
But Christopher was in El Paso. Christopher was not here because bodies had limits, because flights had logistics, because grief did not erase disability or distance or the fact that Eddie had already asked too much of his son and knew it. So Christopher would watch Bobby’s funeral through a screen, with Jacob beside him and a charger plugged into the wall and the volume turned high enough for the bell to make it across state lines.
Ethan hated that.
He also knew it was better than nothing.
“He wanted to be here,” Eddie said.
“I know.”
“No, I mean—” Eddie stopped. His jaw worked once. “He really wanted to be here.”
Ethan looked toward the open bay doors. Beyond them, the city kept moving with the obscene indifference of traffic lights and delivery vans. “May and Harry know?”
“That he’s watching? Yeah.” Eddie touched the envelope through his jacket. “And this is for them. Not Athena.”
“I remember.”
Eddie nodded, but his eyes stayed on the bay. “He was very clear about that.”
“Sounds like Chris.”
That time, the almost-smile made it further before it broke. Eddie looked down, thumb brushing the seam of his sleeve. “Yeah.” From the locker room, Ravi said, “Does anyone know if this is supposed to sit flat or—oh, no, that’s definitely wrong.” Hen’s voice followed, low and hoarse. “Ravi.”
“I know. I know. I’m fixing it.”
“You are making it worse.”
“I am becoming aware of that.”
Ethan looked at Eddie.
Eddie looked back.
For one suspended second, something like ordinary life flickered at the edge of the morning. Ravi panicking over a uniform detail. Hen managing him with the particular deadpan brutality she reserved for people she loved enough to correct. The station breathing in a familiar shape. Then Chimney’s locker closed too hard.
The flicker went out.
Ethan had not seen much of Chimney since he arrived. No one had, really. Chimney had been in motion since before dawn—first in the bay, then upstairs, then the locker room, then outside with a towel over one shoulder like he had considered running and remembered halfway to the doors that there was nowhere far enough to go.
Now he came out of the locker room in his dress uniform with his tie undone and hanging loose around his neck. He looked almost normal if you did not look at his face. So no one looked too long.
Maddie was not there yet. She was meeting them at the service, which Eddie had explained in a quiet aside earlier when Ethan noticed Buck checking his phone for the third time in two minutes. Jee-Yun was with Sue. Maddie had wanted to come to the station first, but Chimney had told her not to, then apparently changed his mind, then stopped answering texts long enough for everyone to understand the decision had become irrelevant.
Buck stood near the engine with his jacket still unbuttoned, staring at Chimney’s tie like it was a rescue problem with bad access.
“Chim,” Buck said.
“I know how to tie a tie.”
“I didn’t say you didn’t.”
“You were thinking it very loudly.”
“I was thinking you’re strangling it.”
Chimney looked down as if surprised to find the tie there at all. “It’s a tie. Strangling is sort of the concept.” Buck opened his mouth, closed it, then crossed the bay and reached for him. For half a second Ethan thought Chimney would step back.
He did not.
Buck’s hands moved carefully, undoing whatever knot Chimney had started and smoothing the fabric flat with a gentleness that made Ethan look away. Not because it was private exactly. The whole bay could see it. Maybe that was the problem. Grief had stripped privacy out of everything. It made every small kindness look like a wound being bandaged in public. Chimney stared over Buck’s shoulder while Buck fixed the tie.
“Too tight?” Buck asked.
“No.”
“You sure?”
“Buck.”
Buck stopped fussing.
Chimney’s throat moved. “It’s fine.” Buck’s hands fell away. “Okay.” Neither of them moved for a moment. Then Chimney stepped back, looked toward Bobby’s office, and his face changed. Not dramatically. Not enough that anyone who did not know him would have noticed. But Ethan saw it, because everyone in the bay saw everything today and pretended not to. Chimney looked at the office light.
His mouth tightened.
He turned away.
Hen came out of the locker room behind Ravi, already in uniform, her hair neat, her posture perfect, her face held together with such deliberate force that Ethan’s chest hurt looking at her. Karen followed a few steps later in a dark dress, holding Hen’s clutch in one hand and a lint roller in the other. The lint roller made Ethan’s throat close unexpectedly.
Of all the things to survive into the morning. Chrome and coffee and dress uniforms and Bobby’s office light, and Karen Wilson standing in the bay with a lint roller because grief still shed fibers on black fabric and someone had to notice.
“Stand still,” Karen told Hen.
“I’m fine.”
“I didn’t ask.”
Hen stood still.
Karen rolled one shoulder, then the other, then the front of Hen’s jacket with small, efficient strokes. Her face was calm in the way only someone who had decided calmness was a gift could manage. When she finished, she looked up at Hen, brushed one thumb along the edge of her lapel, and did not say whatever came into her eyes.
Hen swallowed.
“Okay?” Karen asked.
Hen nodded once.
Karen nodded back like she accepted the lie because there was no better option available before eight in the morning on the day of Bobby Nash’s funeral. Ravi hovered two feet away, tie now mostly correct, hands flexing at his sides. Hen noticed without looking directly at him. “Ravi.”
“Yeah?”
“Breathe.”
“I am.”
“Like you want to keep doing it.”
Ravi inhaled too sharply, then winced at himself. “Right. Sorry.”
“Don’t apologize for breathing.”
“I was apologizing for doing it weird.”
Hen stared at him.
“Stopping now,” Ravi said.
Buck made a sound under his breath. It was not quite a laugh, but it was close enough that Ravi’s shoulders dropped a fraction, and Hen’s eyes softened before she turned away. Ethan tucked that away carefully. Not because it fixed anything.
Because it did not.
Because it mattered anyway.
At 7:43, Gerrard came out of the temporary office with a garment bag of his own and a face that looked carved from discomfort.
The bay shifted.
Not much. Nobody snapped to attention. Nobody openly bristled. But the air changed in the way it did when a stranger stepped into a family kitchen during an argument and expected everyone to remember manners. Gerrard seemed to feel it. Or maybe he had finally learned enough about this house to stop mistaking silence for compliance. He paused near the engine, eyes moving once over the crew.
“Service starts at ten,” he said. “Department transport leaves in thirty. Anyone driving separately, route’s been sent to your phones. Chief Simpson’s office asked uniformed personnel to arrive by nine-fifteen for formation.”
No one answered.
Gerrard cleared his throat. “Station coverage is handled. B-shift’s on standby with mutual aid. You’re not expected back on duty today.”
Chimney’s expression flickered.
Hen saw it. Buck saw Hen see it. Eddie saw Buck see Hen see it. Ethan wondered if grief always made people this fluent in glances, or if the 118 had been like that before and he had only just learned enough of the language to notice.
Gerrard folded his hands behind his back. “If anyone needs additional time after today, speak to occupational health and your union rep. Don’t try to prove something by coming back before you’re ready.”
That was nearly kind.
Worse, maybe. Because no one knew what to do with nearly kind from him. Ravi looked at the floor.
Hen’s jaw shifted.
Buck looked past Gerrard toward Bobby’s office.
Gerrard followed his gaze.
For one terrible second, Ethan thought he might say something about the light.
He did not.
Whatever else Vincent Gerrard was, he was not stupid enough for that. Instead, he looked back at them and said, “Captain Nash served this department with honor. Today, the department shows up for him. Everything else can wait.”
Chimney laughed once.
Not loud. Not like yesterday. Just one short breath through his nose, sharp enough to cut. Gerrard’s eyes moved to him.
Chimney did not apologize.
For a moment, no one moved. Then Hen said, “We’ll be ready.” Gerrard held her gaze, nodded once, and stepped away. The bay exhaled in pieces.
Buck buttoned his jacket.
Eddie checked his pocket again. Karen slipped the lint roller into her purse like it belonged there now. Ethan looked up at the office light.
Still on.
He wondered who had turned it on yesterday. Buck, maybe. Or Bobby, days ago, before everything. That was worse. The idea that Bobby himself might have left it on during some ordinary moment, expecting to come back and turn it off later. Ethan hated how grief made ghosts out of logistics. A light switch. A coffee mug. A list.
A tie.
A letter in Eddie’s pocket. He pushed away from the doorframe and crossed toward the stairs before he could talk himself out of it.
“Ethan?” Eddie said.
“I’m just—” Ethan stopped because he did not actually know what he was just doing.
Going upstairs. Checking the light. Staring at the office again like repetition could make reality more legible.
Buck looked over from the engine, and something in his face made Ethan wish he had stayed where he was. Not anger. Buck had not been angry at him once through all of this, which somehow made it harder. It would have been easier if Buck had snapped. If anyone had snapped. If Ethan had been given a clear edge to back away from. Instead, Buck only looked tired. Tired and young in a way he rarely did unless something had scraped every layer of bravado off him.
“I can go,” Buck said.
Ethan shook his head. “No. I wasn’t—no.”
Buck’s eyes flicked upstairs.
Everyone knew now. Of course everyone knew.
“The light,” Buck said.
The bay went quiet again. Ethan wished he could pull the word back and put it somewhere else before it touched anyone. Eddie stepped closer, not between them exactly, but near enough that Ethan felt the shape of him as support. “We don’t have to decide that right now.”
“It’s a light,” Chimney said.
No one answered.
Chimney’s face twisted almost immediately, regret and anger crossing too fast to separate. “I know. I didn’t mean—”
“It is,” Buck said.
Chimney looked at him.
Buck looked up toward the office. “It’s a light.” His voice stayed steady. That was the worst part. “And if we leave it on, it’s still just a light. And if we turn it off, it doesn’t mean—” He stopped, throat working around the rest of the sentence.
It does not mean he is gone.
It does not mean we are done.
It does not mean we are leaving him.
Pick one. Pick all of them. None of them would fit in the room. Hen crossed the bay first. She did not go upstairs. She went to Buck and laid a hand flat between his shoulder blades. Buck bent his head just enough to acknowledge it.
“I don’t want to turn it off before we take him,” Ravi said suddenly.
Everyone looked at him.
Ravi went pale. “Sorry. I mean—I know it’s not my—”
“Ravi,” Karen said softly.
He swallowed. “I just mean, the office is part of the house. And we’re leaving for the service. For him. So maybe the house can—” He made a helpless gesture. “I don’t know. Wait up.”
Ethan stared at him.
Ravi looked like he wanted the floor to open and take him somewhere merciful. “That sounded less stupid in my head.”
“No,” Buck said.
Ravi froze.
Buck looked at him fully for the first time that morning. “No, it didn’t.” A tiny, devastated laugh moved through the bay. Hen closed her eyes. Eddie looked down. Chimney rubbed a hand over his mouth. Karen’s face crumpled and steadied in the same breath. Ravi looked at Buck, startled. Buck’s mouth trembled, but he held it. “We’ll leave it.” Hen’s hand pressed once against his back. Eddie nodded. “Until we come back.”
The words settled.
Not easy. Not comforting. But settled.
Until we come back.
As if return were still a thing they could promise. As if coming back from a funeral did not mean arriving somewhere altered. As if the house would be waiting in the same shape and they would know how to enter it. Ethan looked up at the office.
The light held.
At 8:02, the first department SUV pulled onto the apron. After that, the morning began obeying logistics because logistics did not care whether anyone was ready.
Garment bags were zipped. Phones were checked. Directions were confirmed. Someone from Simpson’s office came in with printed schedules and a face trained into appropriate solemnity. Gerrard took the papers so none of the crew had to. Hen signed something. Buck disappeared upstairs for three minutes and came back with red eyes and Bobby’s old station key in his hand, though he did not explain where it had been or why he needed it now.
Eddie sent a text to Jacob. Ethan saw only the first line before Eddie turned the screen away out of habit.
Leaving station soon.
A reply came almost immediately. Eddie read it. His shoulders lowered a fraction.
“Chris?” Ethan asked.
“Laptop’s set up,” Eddie said. “Jacob says he’s pretending not to be nervous about the Wi-Fi.”
“He’s definitely nervous about the Wi-Fi.”
“Yeah.” Eddie tucked the phone away, then pulled it back out again almost immediately. “I should call.”
“You have time?”
“No.”
Ethan waited.
Eddie looked at the SUV outside, then at the office light, then at Buck, who was standing by the engine with Bobby’s station key folded into his fist.
“No,” Eddie said again, quieter. “I don’t.”
That was not an answer to the question.
Ethan understood it anyway.
He wished, suddenly and fiercely, that Christopher were here. Not because it would be easier for Chris. It would not. Maybe it would be crueler. But because Eddie’s body had been angled toward El Paso all morning, as if some invisible part of him were still standing in that living room beside his son while the rest of him prepared to bury his captain in Los Angeles. Some people were split by grief. Eddie looked split by geography.
Buck crossed over before Ethan could say anything. He stopped beside Eddie, close enough that their sleeves nearly touched. “He okay?”
Eddie looked at him.
The answer was obvious.
Buck winced. “Right. Stupid question.”
“No.” Eddie’s voice softened. “It’s not.”
Buck nodded, but his eyes had already moved to Eddie’s jacket pocket. “Letter?”
“For Harry,” Eddie said. Then, after a beat, “For both of them, really.”
“Good.”
“Chris was clear.”
“Yeah, he would be.”
They stood like that for a moment, not touching, not looking directly at each other, but Ethan could feel the line between them as clearly as if someone had pulled it taut across the bay. Buck’s hand opened once around the key, then closed again. Eddie noticed. Of course he noticed.
“You don’t have to carry that,” Eddie said.
Buck looked down at his fist. For half a second, he seemed surprised by what was in it. “I know.”
“Okay.”
Buck swallowed. “It was on his desk.” Eddie did not ask why Buck had taken it. Ethan loved him a little for that. Ravi came over with his hat tucked under his arm. “Are we supposed to—sorry, are we waiting for transport assignments or just getting in wherever?”
“Wherever they tell us,” Hen said, joining them. “Which will probably be wrong, and then we’ll fix it.”
“That’s comforting.”
“It wasn’t supposed to be.”
“Still, weirdly.”
Hen looked at him, then reached out and straightened the edge of his collar. Ravi went still.
“There,” she said.
“Thanks.”
“Don’t make me do it again.”
“I will try to maintain collar integrity.”
Buck breathed out something dangerously close to amusement. Eddie’s mouth moved. Even Chimney, standing near the ambulance with his arms crossed too tightly, looked briefly less like he was about to come apart at the seams. Then the house speakers crackled.
Everyone froze.
For one impossible second, Ethan thought the tones would drop. That the bell would call them out anyway. That the world would be cruel enough to make them choose between Bobby’s funeral and someone else’s emergency, because emergencies did not respect grief, because fire did not check calendars, because Bobby would have told them to go. But it was only static. A dispatcher’s voice came through faintly, routed somewhere else, another house, another call.
Not theirs.
Not today.
The static cleared.
No one moved.
Then Chimney said, “Well, that was rude.”
It was not funny.
Everyone laughed anyway.
Not much. Not safely. But enough that the bay changed temperature by one degree. Chimney looked startled by the sound, as if he had not meant to give them that. Then he looked away, jaw tight, and Buck’s face folded around something too complicated to name. Outside, one of the department drivers checked a watch. Gerrard stepped back into the bay. “Time.” The word moved through them like a command and a sentence.
Time.
Ethan picked up his jacket from the bench. His fingers felt clumsy on the fabric. He had spent all morning not knowing where to stand and now had no idea where to go, which was worse because movement made uncertainty visible. He was not family in the way Athena, May, and Harry were family. He was not crew in the way Buck, Hen, Chimney, Ravi, and Eddie were crew.
He was not a department mourner, not a uniformed firefighter, not someone Bobby had known for decades, not someone with a clear place in the procession or a printed line in the order of service. But Bobby had known him.
Bobby had made space for him. Bobby had looked him in the eye in this house and spoken to him like belonging did not require paperwork. That had to count somewhere. Ethan just did not know where to put it.
“Hey.”
He looked up.
Buck stood in front of him, station key still in one hand, hat under the other arm. His jacket was buttoned now. His tie was straight. His eyes were not.
“You riding with us?” Buck asked.
Ethan blinked. “I can drive myself.”
“That wasn’t the question.”
Eddie, just behind Buck, said nothing. But his expression made it clear that this had either been discussed without words or decided by the entire gravitational field Buck carried around him. Ethan looked from one of them to the other. “I don’t want to take someone’s spot.”
Buck’s face changed.
Not much. Enough.
“You’re not taking anything.”
Ethan’s throat tightened.
Hen appeared at Buck’s shoulder. “SUV three has room.” Karen lifted a hand from beside her. “And if it doesn’t, I’ll make room.” Ravi nodded too quickly. “I can fold.”
“You are not folding,” Hen said.
“I’m flexible under emotional duress.”
“Ravi.”
“Right. Breathing. Not folding.”
Ethan looked down before his face could do anything embarrassing.
“Okay,” he said.
Buck nodded once, like that settled something more important than transportation. They started moving toward the bay doors in uneven clusters. Gerrard went first with the department liaison. Ravi followed Hen and Karen, still checking his collar with one finger until Hen slapped his hand away without looking. Chimney hung back until Buck slowed, then shook his head once and moved past him toward the second SUV. Buck let him go.
Eddie stayed beside Ethan.
For a moment, the two of them were the last ones inside the bay.
Not counting Buck.
Buck had stopped at the bottom of the stairs. He was looking up at Bobby’s office. The light made a warm square on the glass. From below, Ethan could see the edge of the desk, the corner of a frame, the faint outline of the chair. Nothing else. Just enough to make the room real and unreachable. Eddie’s hand twitched at his side.
He did not move.
Ethan held still too.
Buck looked at the office for a long time. Then he lifted Bobby’s station key and closed his fingers around it again.
“Until we come back,” he said.
His voice was barely more than air, but the bay carried it. Eddie answered, just as quietly, “Until we come back.” Ethan did not say it.
He thought it.
The office light stayed on. They walked out into the gray morning together. Outside, the department vehicles waited with their engines running low. The exhaust curled thin and pale against the damp air. Uniformed firefighters from other houses stood near the curb, speaking softly, giving the 118 the kind of space people gave a family when they knew the body had not left the house yet.
Ethan climbed into the third SUV between Ravi and the door. Karen sat in front of him. Hen took the passenger seat after a brief, silent argument with the driver that she won by existing. Eddie and Buck ended up in the vehicle ahead with Chimney, which Ethan suspected was not accidental and also suspected no one would admit. As the SUV pulled away from the station, Ethan looked back.
The bay doors were still open. The engines sat inside, red and quiet. Above them, Bobby’s office glowed. For one second, through the angle of glass and distance, it almost looked like someone was standing in there.
Ethan knew better.
He looked anyway.
The station receded behind them, smaller with every foot of road, until the light became the only thing he could still see. Then they turned the corner. And even that was gone. No one spoke for the first mile.
Ravi’s knee bounced beside him until Karen reached back without turning around and put one hand on it. Ravi stilled immediately, eyes fixed on the seat in front of him.
“Sorry,” he whispered.
“Don’t,” Karen said.
He nodded.
Hen looked out the windshield. Her hands were folded in her lap, fingers interlaced so tightly the knuckles had gone pale. Ethan watched her reflection in the glass, the set of her mouth, the way she kept blinking before tears could gather enough weight to fall. He wondered if she was thinking about Bobby’s office too.
Or the hospital.
Or Athena’s kitchen.
Or the first time Bobby had called her by her full name in that particular voice that somehow managed to be reprimand and affection at once. He wondered how many Bobbys were riding to the funeral with them.
Captain Nash.
Bobby.
Cap.
Athena’s husband.
May and Harry’s stepfather.
The man Chimney blamed because blame was easier than debt. The man Buck had trusted to come back until he did not. The man Eddie wished he had been there for. The man Ravi still thought of as the person who made him feel less like a mistake in progress. The man Ethan had not known long enough, which seemed obscene now, like time had been stolen before he understood he needed to guard it.
The SUV stopped at a light. Across the intersection, a woman in workout clothes jogged in place while waiting for the signal to change. A delivery truck idled at the curb. Two kids in school uniforms argued over a backpack, one laughing, one indignant. The city continued in all its small, bright, stupid ways. Ethan looked at them and felt nothing for a second but disbelief. How dare the world have Tuesday.
How dare it have crosswalks and backpacks and coffee shops opening their doors. How dare anyone be late for school on the morning Bobby Nash was being taken to his funeral.
Then the light changed.
The SUV moved forward.
Karen’s phone buzzed softly in her lap. She glanced down, read something, and her face gentled.
“May says they’re on their way,” she said.
Hen closed her eyes.
“Christopher?” Ravi asked, then immediately looked like he regretted asking.
Karen checked the message again. “Watching from El Paso. Link is working.” Ethan looked out the side window.
Link is working.
Such a small sentence to hold so much. Hen opened her eyes. “Good.” Her voice cracked on the single syllable. Karen reached over and took her hand. Ravi stopped breathing weirdly by sheer force of will. Ethan pressed his shoulder against the cool window and watched Los Angeles pass by in gray fragments. They were leaving the house with the light on. They were taking Bobby to the bell. In El Paso, Christopher was waiting for the livestream to begin.
In another car ahead of them, Buck was carrying Bobby’s key. Eddie was carrying Christopher’s letter. Chimney was carrying whatever Buck had not yet been able to reach. Hen was carrying herself like orders could still hold.
Athena was somewhere on the road with May and Harry, moving toward a room full of people who would say Bobby’s name in the past tense until the word became unbearable.
And Ethan—
Ethan was riding in the third SUV with a cup of coffee he had never drunk cooling between his hands, trying to understand how a person could be gone from the world and still be everywhere inside it. The answer did not come.
Only the road.
Only the gray morning.
Only the station disappearing behind them and the funeral waiting ahead. Before the bell, the house had held its breath. Now they were on their way to hear it ring.
The laptop was not the problem. Christopher had checked it four times before breakfast and twice after, once with the charging cable plugged into the wall beside the couch and once with the charging cable plugged into the outlet behind the kitchen table, because the couch outlet had a loose fit and the kitchen outlet did not, but the kitchen table had glare from the window if the blinds were open more than two inches.
The Wi-Fi was not the problem either. He had run a speed test. Then he had run another one because the first one looked too good, and he did not trust good news that arrived before eight in the morning.
The link worked.
The browser worked.
The livestream page loaded into a black rectangle with white text that said the broadcast would begin shortly, which was an annoying sentence because shortly was not a unit of measurement and he had already decided he hated it.
The speakers worked.
The backup headphones worked.
The extension cord worked.
The second extension cord also worked, even though Jacob had asked whether the second extension cord was necessary and Christopher had looked at him until Jacob raised both hands and said, “Okay, backup extension cord. Great. Love a redundancy.” So the laptop was not the problem. The problem was that the laptop was the funeral.
Christopher sat on the living room floor with his legs stretched out in front of him and the coffee table pulled too close to the couch. His crutches were within reach on his right. His phone sat face-up beside the laptop, plugged into a portable battery pack even though it was at ninety-four percent. A notebook lay open on the other side of the computer, blank except for the time he had written at the top of the page.
8:12 a.m.
He did not know why he had written it down. Maybe because Dad always wrote down flight times and gate numbers and hotel confirmations like turning things into lists could keep them from changing shape. Maybe because Buck wrote things on his hand when he did not trust himself not to forget. Maybe because Bobby had always had lists on his desk, steady columns of things that needed doing, as if order were something you could make by hand and then leave for someone else to find when everything else went wrong.
Christopher looked at the blank page.
Then he wrote:
Funeral starts 10:00.
Then, underneath it:
Dad should be there by 9:15.
Then, after a moment:
May and Harry have the letter.
He stared at that last sentence until the words blurred a little. He had not written Athena’s name on the envelope. He had almost done it. Not because the letter was for her, but because grown-ups were usually the ones people gave things to when something important happened. That was the rule. Notes from school. Permission slips. Medical forms. Condolence cards. Things went to the adults because the adults were supposed to know what to do with them. But this was not for Athena.
Athena had enough.
Christopher did not know exactly what enough meant when someone’s husband died. He was pretty sure enough was the wrong word. Too much was probably closer. But he knew what it felt like when adults turned grief into something that moved over kids’ heads, around them, through the room without stopping long enough to ask if they had been hit by it too.
May and Harry were not little. May was an adult, technically, and Harry was older than Christopher had been when his mom died, but that did not matter in the way people sometimes acted like it mattered. Their dad—stepdad, but not in a way that made him less—was gone. Their mom was breaking in front of them and trying not to. People would keep telling them to take care of her because people always told kids to take care of the parent who was left, even when they did not say it out loud.
So the letter was for them. Because Christopher could not be there. Because he knew what it was like to stand beside a parent at a funeral and realize everyone was looking at them with pity shaped like expectations. Because he did not want May and Harry to think nobody saw them.
The front door opened.
Christopher looked up too fast, then relaxed when Jacob came in carrying a grocery bag in one hand and a cardboard drink carrier in the other.
“I come bearing supplies,” Jacob announced softly, like normal volume might disturb the black rectangle on the laptop screen.
Christopher looked at the bag. “We have food.”
“We have ingredients. Different category.”
“Abuela made breakfast.”
“Your abuela made enough breakfast for an evacuation shelter, and then your abuelo told me to take some of it before she decided we were both wasting away.” Jacob kicked the door shut carefully behind him. “Also, I got coffee.”
Christopher narrowed his eyes. “You left for coffee?”
“I left because your grandmother handed me a list and said, ‘Since you’re going out.’”
“You weren’t going out.”
“I became someone who was going out very quickly.”
That almost got a smile. Almost. Jacob set the drink carrier on the kitchen counter, then lifted one cup. “Decaf iced coffee for you, which I know is an insult, but your dad specifically texted me the word decaf in all caps, and I am trying to remain in his good graces while he’s emotionally fragile and wearing a formal uniform.” Christopher’s face did something he did not approve of. Jacob saw it and gentled without making a show of it. “He texted from the station. They’re leaving soon.” Christopher picked up his phone.
No new message from Dad. He tried not to mind. Jacob noticed that too, because Jacob noticed too many things for someone who pretended not to. “He probably didn’t want to make you feel like you had to answer right away.”
“I would’ve answered.”
“I know.”
“He knows.”
“He does.” Jacob carried the iced coffee over and set it beside the notebook, far enough away from the laptop that even an earthquake would have to work for the spill. “That might be why.”
Christopher looked back at the screen.
Broadcast will begin shortly.
Still.
Jacob sat on the couch behind him instead of taking the armchair. Close, but not hovering. Christopher appreciated that and hated that he appreciated it. He did not want to need someone in the room. He also did not want Jacob to leave. Both things were true, which was stupid. Outside, El Paso was already bright.
That felt wrong too.
The sunlight came through the blinds in pale stripes across the rug and coffee table. The air conditioner clicked on, then off, then on again. Somewhere down the street, a dog barked at nothing. A lawn crew had started early two houses over, the low drone of equipment rising and falling in the background every few minutes.
Everything sounded normal.
Los Angeles was gray today. Dad had said that in his text before they left the house earlier.
Gray morning here.
Christopher had looked out his window at the hard blue Texas sky and felt angry at it for not matching. Funerals should have weather that understood.
“You want the blinds down more?” Jacob asked.
Christopher shook his head. “Then the screen reflects the lamp.”
“Right.”
“I checked.”
“I figured.”
Silence settled again.
Not the bad kind. Not exactly. The house had been full all morning before this. Abuela asking if he wanted eggs and then giving him eggs when he said no. Abuelo pretending to read the newspaper while actually watching him over the top of it. Jacob moving around the kitchen with the careful ease of someone trying not to displace any family history while also making sure Christopher did not have to answer the same question three times.
Everyone meant well.
That was part of the problem. Meaning well still made noise.
Christopher had asked to watch in the living room instead of at the kitchen table because the living room let him sit on the floor, and sitting on the floor made the day feel less formal. Less like he had to behave correctly. At a real funeral, people watched how you stood and when you sat and whether your face was doing the right thing. On the floor, with one sock half-twisted and his notebook open beside him, Christopher could at least be wrong privately.
Except Jacob was there.
But Jacob did not count the same way.
“Do you think they’ll show the casket?” Christopher asked.
Jacob did not answer immediately.
Good.
Adults answered too quickly when they wanted to protect you from what they thought the question meant instead of listening to what you actually asked.
“I don’t know,” Jacob said. “Probably some of it. If it’s an official department livestream, they may keep the camera mostly on the podium and the ceremony.”
Christopher picked at the edge of the notebook page. “I don’t know if I want to see it.”
“Okay.”
“I don’t know if I don’t want to see it.”
“That’s okay too.”
Christopher looked over his shoulder. “You keep saying okay.” Jacob leaned back against the couch cushions. He looked tired. Not annoyed tired. The other kind. The kind everyone had now, like sleep did not reach far enough down. “Because there’s not a wrong answer.”
“There’s usually a wrong answer.”
“Not for this.”
Christopher looked back at the laptop. “People say that, but then there is.” Jacob was quiet for a second. Then he said, “Yeah. Sometimes.”
Christopher liked that answer better than the first one. The front door opened again before he could say anything. Helena stepped in from the porch with her cardigan pulled around her shoulders even though the house was not cold. She had been outside pretending to water plants for almost twenty minutes, which was longer than anyone needed to water plants unless they were avoiding something. Her eyes went straight to the laptop.
Then to Christopher.
Then to Jacob.
“I put more pan dulce in the kitchen,” she said.
Jacob pointed toward the counter. “I saw. Thank you.”
“Your abuelo is in the back room if you need him.”
Christopher nodded.
Helena’s fingers tightened around the edge of her cardigan. She looked like she wanted to come in and sit beside him. She also looked like she knew he might not be able to handle another person sitting beside him. That made him feel worse.
“I’ll be nearby,” she said.
“I know.”
Her face softened too much, so Christopher looked at the laptop again. After a moment, the door clicked shut. Jacob waited until her footsteps moved down the hall. “You okay with me staying here?” Christopher looked at him sharply. “Why wouldn’t I be?”
“Because people being nearby is a lot today.”
The answer got stuck behind Christopher’s teeth. He looked down at his notebook. The three lines he had written looked too neat. Too small for what they were holding.
“I want you here,” he said finally.
Jacob’s face changed before he could stop it. Not a smile exactly. Something softer and more careful. “Okay.”
“But don’t talk too much.”
“Also okay.”
“And don’t do the thing.”
Jacob blinked. “What thing?”
“The therapist voice.”
“I don’t have a therapist voice.”
“You have three.”
Jacob opened his mouth, reconsidered, and nodded. “Fair.” Christopher reached for the iced coffee and took a sip. It tasted mostly like milk and betrayal. He set it down. “This is bad.”
“Your dad said decaf. He did not say good.”
That time, the laugh escaped before Christopher could stop it. It was small and dry and barely lasted half a second, but it startled both of them.
Jacob’s eyes warmed.
Christopher pointed at him. “Don’t.”
“I didn’t say anything.”
“You looked something.”
“I’ll control my face.”
“Good.”
The black rectangle on the laptop flickered.
Christopher’s breath stopped.
For a second, nothing changed.
Then the text disappeared.
The screen went fully black. A loading circle appeared in the center.
Jacob sat forward.
Christopher’s hand went to the edge of the coffee table, fingers curling around it hard enough that the wood pressed into his palm.
The loading circle spun.
Once.
Twice.
Then the livestream opened to a wide shot of the front of a church. Not the inside yet. Outside. A fixed camera angle from across the street, slightly elevated, showing the entrance, the steps, two lines of uniformed firefighters, and the dull gray sky over Los Angeles.
Christopher did not move.
The sound came a second later: low ambient noise, distant traffic, a murmur of voices, the faint occasional burst of radio static. The audio clipped once, then steadied. A caption appeared at the bottom of the video.
Memorial Service for Captain Robert Wade Nash.
Christopher read it three times.
Captain Robert Wade Nash.
Not Bobby.
Not Cap.
Not the guy who had once let Christopher sit in the engine and showed him which buttons he was absolutely not allowed to touch. Not the man who had made Dad roll his eyes by giving him parenting advice that was usually right. Not the person who had asked Christopher about school like he remembered the answers from last time, because he did.
Captain Robert Wade Nash.
Official words for an official grief.
Jacob said nothing.
Good.
On-screen, a fire engine rolled slowly into view from the left. Christopher leaned forward without meaning to. It was not the 118. Different number. Different house. But then another engine followed. Then an SUV. Then a line of firefighters in dress uniforms moving with the careful timing of people who had practiced how not to fall apart in public. The feed was too far away to make out faces clearly.
Christopher hated that.
He also felt grateful for it.
His phone buzzed.
He grabbed it so fast the charging cable pulled tight.
Dad.
At venue. About to go inside. Link working?
Christopher: Yes.
Christopher: I can see outside.
Christopher: Are you okay?
The three dots appeared.
Disappeared.
Appeared again.
Christopher stared at them.
Finally, Dad’s reply came through.
No. But I’m here.
Christopher read it twice.
His throat hurt.
Christopher: I’m here too.
Then he set the phone down before he could stare at it long enough to need another answer. Jacob’s gaze stayed on the screen, but Christopher knew he had seen enough of the exchange to understand. On the livestream, the camera adjusted focus. The picture sharpened. A cluster of people moved near the entrance.
Christopher recognized Buck first.
Even from a distance, even in a formal uniform that made him look wrong, Buck was Buck. Too tall, shoulders too tense, head turned slightly like he was listening for three different emergencies at once.
Dad stood beside him.
Christopher’s chest tightened so suddenly he had to press one hand flat against his sternum.
There he was.
Dad.
In Los Angeles.
At Bobby’s funeral.
Not on FaceTime, not in a text, not in the carefully described fragments Christopher had been assembling since the call came. Real, or as real as a livestream could make him. Standing under a gray sky with his uniform jacket buttoned and his posture too straight. Eddie Diaz looked like every photograph Christopher had ever seen from before he was born. Military-still. Controlled. Younger and older at the same time.
Christopher hated the uniform for doing that to him. He loved that Dad was there. He hated that he himself was not. Jacob shifted behind him, then stopped, like he had almost reached out and decided not to.
Christopher wanted him to.
He did not say that. On-screen, Dad touched his jacket pocket. Christopher knew what was there.
The letter.
His letter.
For Harry.
And, somehow, for May too.
His phone buzzed again.
This time it was May. We’re here. Your dad gave us the envelope. Harry says thank you but he’s being weird about it so I’m saying it normally. Christopher stared at the message until it blurred.
Then another came through.
May: We’re not opening it until after. But we have it.
Then:
May: I’m glad you’re watching.
Christopher’s fingers hovered over the keyboard. He did not know what to say. Everything felt either too small or too much.
Christopher: Me too.
Christopher: Tell Harry he can be weird.
May replied with a single heart. Christopher put the phone face-down. The screen showed more people arriving now. Lines forming. Movement at the entrance. The camera did not follow everyone. It could not. It caught pieces and missed others. A woman in black with two younger people beside her moved briefly through the frame, surrounded by a hush that seemed to travel even through bad audio.
Athena.
May.
Harry.
Christopher’s hand tightened on the edge of the table again. He could not see their faces clearly.
Maybe that was good.
Maybe it was awful.
“They got it?” Jacob asked quietly.
Christopher nodded.
“Good.”
“May said they’re reading it after.”
“That makes sense.”
Christopher looked at him. “Does it?” Jacob nodded. “Today’s already full. Sometimes you save something real for when the official part is over.”
Christopher considered that.
The official part.
The uniforms. The camera. The caption with Bobby’s whole name. The lines of people who would stand and sit and salute when told to because that was how they made grief visible without letting it destroy the room. His letter was not official. It was notebook paper folded carefully into an envelope Dad had carried in his jacket.
It was for after.
For Harry first, and for May in the way everyone understood without needing it written on the envelope.
Maybe that was better.
On-screen, Buck disappeared from the frame.
Christopher noticed immediately.
Dad stayed near the entrance with Ethan now, and Ravi, and Hen, but Buck moved off to the side and then out of view completely. Christopher frowned. “Where’s Buck going?” Jacob leaned forward slightly. “I don’t know.”
“He left.”
“Maybe someone needed him.”
Christopher watched the space where Buck had been.
Someone always needed Buck.
Usually Buck needed someone too, but people noticed that part later.
“Chimney’s not there,” Christopher said.
Jacob did not answer.
Christopher scanned the screen, though the camera angle was too wide and too far for certainty. “I don’t see him.”
“Maybe he’s inside already.”
“Maybe.”
But Christopher did not think so. He had not seen Maddie either. The audio crackled. A voice off-camera said something Christopher could not understand. The lines of firefighters shifted, creating a path toward the entrance. The service had not started yet. The waiting was worse than the start. Christopher picked up his pen.
Under the three lines in the notebook, he wrote:
Buck left.
Then he stared at it, annoyed with himself. This was not a detective board. This was not a call log. He did not need to write down every movement like collecting facts would make the day make sense. But he did not cross it out. Jacob saw the line and said nothing.
Good.
Minutes stretched strangely after that. The livestream stayed on the exterior shot. Christopher leaned closer, then backed off when the movement blurred into too many dark uniforms at once. People entered. Some paused at the steps. Some hugged. Some stood with hands clasped in front of them, heads bowed. The feed cut briefly to a title card, then returned from a slightly different angle inside the sanctuary or hall—Christopher was not sure what to call it.
Rows of chairs.
A podium.
Flowers.
A large photograph of Bobby near the front.
Christopher stopped breathing again.
The photograph showed Bobby smiling. Not a big smile. Not one of the laughing ones. A small, steady, Bobby kind of smile. The kind that made him look like he knew exactly how bad things could get and had decided to be gentle anyway.
Christopher’s eyes burned.
He looked away from the screen and down at his lap. Jacob’s hand appeared slowly beside him, palm up on the rug.
Not touching.
Just there.
Christopher stared at it.
Then he put his hand in Jacob’s. Jacob closed his fingers around his carefully, like he had been handed something breakable and trusted. Neither of them said anything. On the laptop, the room kept filling. Christopher could hear chairs shifting now. Low voices. Footsteps. The muted solemnity of a crowd trying to become quiet at the same time. His phone buzzed once more.
Dad again.
Dad: Going in. I love you.
Christopher swallowed.
Christopher: Love you too.
Christopher: I can see you.
Dad did not respond.
Christopher did not expect him to. On-screen, Dad appeared again at the edge of the frame, moving toward a row near the front with Ethan and Ravi behind him. Hen was already there, Karen beside her. Buck was still gone. The empty place where Buck should have been made Christopher’s stomach twist.
“He’ll come back,” Jacob said quietly.
Christopher looked up.
Jacob was watching the screen, not him. “Buck.”
“You don’t know that.”
“No,” Jacob said. “But I know him enough.”
Christopher wanted to argue. He did not. The camera angle shifted again. The podium came into clearer view. The title card returned for a few seconds.
Memorial Service for Captain Robert Wade Nash will begin momentarily.
Momentarily was not better than shortly.
Christopher hated it too.
He kept holding Jacob’s hand. Outside the window, El Paso stayed bright and warm and impossible. Somewhere in the house, Abuela moved quietly in the kitchen. Abuelo coughed once from the back room. The air conditioner hummed. The lawn crew down the street went silent at last, leaving a ringing absence behind. On the screen, Los Angeles sat under gray light.
Rows filled.
Uniforms settled.
People bowed their heads.
Christopher looked at Bobby’s photograph and tried to make the laptop into a doorway.
It stayed a screen.
But Dad was there.
May and Harry had the letter.
Jacob was beside him.
And when the service began, Christopher would hear it. Not the way he wanted. Not the way he should have. But he would hear it. He wrote one more line in the notebook.
I’m here too.
Then he put the pen down and watched the room go quiet.
The venue looked too clean. That was the first thing Ethan thought when the SUV pulled up behind the line of department vehicles and stopped along the curb with the quiet finality of a door closing. Not beautiful. Not solemn. Not even large, though it was large enough. Clean.
The stone steps had been swept until no leaves clung to the corners. The brass handles on the front doors shone despite the gray light. The windows reflected the fire apparatus lined along the street in dark, broken panels: engines, ladder trucks, department SUVs, black sedans, all arranged with the precision of something planned by people who understood ceremony as logistics and grief as a sequence of movements no one should have to improvise. Flags hung still in the damp air.
Uniformed firefighters stood in two lines near the entrance, white gloves bright against dark sleeves, caps tucked beneath arms or settled low over eyes. Some were LAFD. Some were not. Ethan saw patches from houses he did not know, departments he had never heard Bobby mention, men and women who had probably shaken his hand once at a training, fought a brush fire beside him ten years ago, sat across from him at a conference table, heard his name in the way firefighters heard the names of people who mattered.
Captain Robert Wade Nash.
The caption from the livestream was not visible here, but Ethan felt the shape of it anyway. Official grief had arrived ahead of them. It had taken up the curb and the steps and the entryway. It had polished the brass. It had arranged the flowers. It had told people where to stand. Ethan stayed seated for half a second after everyone else began to move.
Ravi’s hand found the door handle and stopped there. His knee had started bouncing again sometime during the last turn. Karen had not reached back this time, but Hen had looked at him once through the rearview mirror and Ravi had gone statue-still so fast Ethan would have laughed on any other day. The driver turned in his seat. “This is us.” No one needed to be told.
Ravi opened the door.
Sound entered first.
Not loud. That was the problem. The street held hundreds of people and still somehow sounded like a hospital corridor at night. Low voices. Engines idling. A radio squawk cut short. Shoes on pavement. The faint hiss of traffic rerouted at the far intersection. Somewhere, out of sight, bagpipes warming up with a thin, wavering note that ended almost as soon as it began.
Hen got out first.
Karen followed, one hand at Hen’s elbow that could have been support or balance or both. Ravi stepped onto the curb and immediately checked his collar again, then stopped himself so abruptly his hand hovered awkwardly in front of his chest.
Ethan climbed out last.
The air smelled like marine layer, exhaust, lilies, and wet stone. He had expected flowers. He had not expected to resent them. They were everywhere. White arrangements near the doors. Greenery tied with dark ribbon. Standing sprays set along the entrance like soft barricades, all of them too fresh, too deliberate. Flowers were supposed to make things look less like death. Here, they only made death look scheduled.
“Stay close,” Hen said.
Ethan was not sure if she meant Ravi, him, Karen, or herself.
They stayed close anyway.
The SUV ahead of them had already emptied. Eddie stood near the curb with Buck and Chimney, though stand was not the right word for any of them. Chimney had one hand in his pocket and the other curled around his hat. Buck was looking toward the entrance with his jaw locked and Bobby’s station key nowhere visible now, though Ethan suspected it was still in his hand or his pocket or pressed into his palm hard enough to leave a mark. Eddie stood half a step behind Buck, not touching, close enough to become a brace if Buck leaned by accident.
Maddie crossed from a black sedan near the front before anyone said anything. She did not rush. Rushing would have drawn eyes, and Maddie had learned too much about rooms full of grief to make any movement look like panic. But she moved straight to Chimney with no hesitation, one hand reaching before she was fully in front of him. Chimney looked at her hand.
For one second, Ethan thought he would make a joke. Something terrible and defensive. Something about public displays or dress uniforms or how nobody had told him funerals came with this many instructions.
He did not.
He took Maddie’s hand.
Her fingers closed around his like she had been waiting all morning to complete that motion.
Buck looked away.
Eddie watched Buck look away. Ethan watched all of them and hated how much grief turned everyone into evidence.
“Wilson.”
Hen’s shoulders shifted before she turned. A woman in a department dress uniform approached from the steps with a clipboard held against her chest. Her eyes were red around the edges despite the professional set of her mouth.
“Captain Gerrard said you’d arrived.”
“Temporary Captain Gerrard,” Chimney muttered.
Maddie squeezed his hand hard enough that he winced. The woman either did not hear or chose mercy. “Chief Simpson’s office has formation starting in fifteen. Uniformed personnel from the 118 will be seated front left after the processional. Family seating is reserved front right. Extended family and civilian guests are behind them. We’ll have someone walk you through before the service begins.”
Hen nodded. “Thank you.”
The woman looked at Buck, then Chimney, then Eddie. Her expression softened with the awful familiarity of someone who had been briefed not just on names but on emotional blast radius. “If any of you need a minute, there’s a side room through the south entrance. Water, tissues. No press access.”
Press.
Ethan had not noticed them until she said it. Across the street, behind the barricade, a small cluster of cameras waited in the polite distance officials allowed when public mourning intersected with public interest. Lenses pointed downward for now. Reporters murmured to one another. One man adjusted an earpiece and looked briefly toward the 118, then away again when a uniformed officer stepped into his line of sight. Ethan felt his stomach tighten.
Buck noticed too.
His face went blank in a way Ethan had learned meant he was moving something painful somewhere no one could see it.
“Buck,” Eddie said quietly.
“I’m fine.”
“No one asked.”
Buck’s mouth twitched. Barely.
The clipboard woman moved on to another cluster of firefighters. Hen watched her go, then looked at the 118 gathered in loose pieces around the curb.
“All right,” she said.
No one answered.
She looked at Chimney. “You good?” Chimney gave her a look.
Hen did not blink.
After a second, he sighed. “No.”
“Okay.”
“But I’m here.”
Hen’s face shifted.
“Okay,” she said again, quieter.
Maddie leaned into Chimney’s side, and this time he let himself lean back. Ethan turned slightly, needing somewhere else to put his eyes, and saw the hearse. It was parked farther up the curb, black and polished and terrible in its simplicity. Two LAFD honor guards stood near it, hands folded, faces forward. The rear door was closed. The windows were dark enough that Ethan could not see inside.
Good.
No.
Not good.
There was no good configuration of seeing or not seeing Bobby’s casket. He looked away and found himself staring at the 118 engine instead.
They had brought it.
Of course they had brought it. It sat near the front of the line, positioned with care, chrome muted beneath the gray sky, department flag attached near the rear. It looked impossibly still. Ethan had seen that engine in motion, lights cutting through traffic, siren splitting open a street, Buck and Eddie and Hen and Chimney moving around it like limbs of the same body. Even parked in the bay, it carried readiness.
Here, it looked like it was waiting for someone to be placed into its keeping. The thought hit too hard. Ethan took a breath and lost it halfway through.
“You okay?” Ravi asked beside him.
Ethan almost laughed.
Ravi looked horrified by himself. “Sorry. Stupid question. I know we established those are bad.”
“No,” Ethan said. “It’s not.”
Ravi nodded, though he clearly did not believe him. His eyes moved toward the engine, then the hearse, then the entrance. “I don’t know where I’m supposed to stand.”
Ethan looked at him.
Ravi swallowed. “I mean, I know where formation is. They told us. I just—” He stopped, jaw tightening. “I wasn’t here as long.” The words were quiet enough that only Ethan heard. Maybe Karen, because Karen heard everything important. But she did not turn. Ethan looked at the line of firefighters, at Buck and Eddie, at Hen standing like discipline was the only thing between her and collapse, at Chimney holding Maddie’s hand like a man holding onto the edge of a cliff. Then he looked back at Ravi.
“I don’t think grief checks seniority.”
Ravi’s face changed.
Ethan wondered if that had been the right thing to say or simply the only thing he had. Ravi stared at the pavement for a second, then nodded once. “Yeah.”
“Also,” Ethan added, because the silence after felt too sharp, “if it does, I’m screwed.”
That startled something out of Ravi. Not quite a laugh. Enough that his shoulders lowered.
“You’re with us,” Ravi said.
Ethan blinked.
Ravi seemed surprised to have said it, but he did not take it back. “I mean. If you want. Or if Buck said. Or—”
“Ravi,” Hen called without looking over.
He straightened. “Yes?”
“Stop overexplaining.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“And he’s with us.”
Ethan’s throat closed.
Hen still was not looking at him. Maybe that was kindness. Maybe she knew a direct look would undo him faster than the words already had. Ravi gave Ethan a small, helpless shrug that said see, settled, and then immediately looked like he might panic about taking credit for Hen’s authority. Ethan saved him by looking toward the steps. A black SUV had pulled up near the front.
The change moved through the crowd before the doors opened. No announcement. No signal Ethan could see. But bodies adjusted. Conversations fell quieter. The lines near the entrance straightened. Someone from the department stepped forward. Buck’s head turned. Hen’s hands curled once at her sides. Athena Grant stepped out of the SUV. For a moment, the whole street seemed to stop around her.
She wore black, of course, but that was too small a description. The dress was simple, structured, exact. Her hair was done. Her face was composed with such meticulous force that Ethan felt, irrationally, like looking directly at her was disrespectful. May stepped out behind her, also in black, chin high, eyes bright in a way that said she had not slept enough and had decided not to make that anyone else’s problem. Harry came around from the other side, taller than Ethan remembered from the last time he had seen him, shoulders squared like he had practiced standing this way in a mirror and hated himself for needing to.
Athena did not look at the hearse first. She looked at the 118.
Not the engine.
The people.
Buck moved before anyone else. Only one step, then he stopped, as if he did not know whether he was allowed to close the distance. Athena solved it for him. She crossed the curb with May and Harry behind her, and when Buck bent his head, she put both hands on his face. Ethan looked away too late. He saw Buck’s mouth tremble. He saw Athena’s thumb brush once along his cheek. He saw her say something too quiet for anyone else to hear. Buck nodded like the words hurt.
Then Athena released him and moved to Hen.
Hen broke differently.
Not loudly. Not fully. But the moment Athena’s arms went around her, Hen’s face folded into Athena’s shoulder with a childlike helplessness that made Karen turn her face away for one second before stepping closer. Athena held Hen with one arm and reached for Karen with the other, pulling her into the orbit of the embrace because Bobby’s family had always been bigger than the categories people tried to put around it.
Chimney stood very still.
Maddie’s grip tightened around his hand.
Athena turned toward him.
The space between them was not large. Four steps, maybe five. It looked much farther. Chimney’s face had gone bloodless. Ethan knew enough to know this was not only funeral grief. This was survivor grief. This was the shape of a man who had already accused himself in every possible language and still had to stand in front of the widow of the person who had chosen his life over his own. Athena looked at him for a long moment.
Then she said, “Howard.”
One word.
His name, the way she always said it. Firm. Warm under the steel. Unforgiving only in the sense that she refused to let him disappear behind anything smaller than himself.
Chimney’s face crumpled.
He bowed his head.
Athena stepped forward and put her arms around him. For half a second, Chimney did not move. Then he folded into her like something cut loose. Maddie covered her mouth with one hand.
Buck turned away completely.
Eddie looked down at the pavement, jaw tight. Ethan stared at the wet stone near his shoes and tried not to hear Chimney’s broken inhale.
Athena held him.
Not long. Maybe not even a minute. Long enough that the street understood what it was seeing and looked elsewhere. When she let him go, Chimney wiped at his face with the heel of his hand, visibly angry at the tears. Athena touched his cheek once, then moved on before either of them had to survive a conversation. Harry had gone to Ravi.
That surprised Ethan until he remembered that grief made strange lines visible. Ravi, uncertain and young and trying so hard not to take up the wrong amount of space, looked startled when Harry offered his hand.
“Hey,” Harry said.
“Hey.” Ravi shook it, then seemed to realize a handshake was absurd and pulled him into a careful hug instead. “I’m really sorry.”
Harry’s face twisted. “Yeah.”
Ravi nodded. “Yeah.”
That was all they had. It was enough because it had to be. May stood near Eddie now. Ethan saw the moment Eddie remembered the envelope. His hand moved to his jacket pocket, then stopped. He looked toward Athena, who was speaking quietly with Gerrard near the steps, then back to May and Harry.
May noticed the motion.
“Chris?” she asked.
Eddie’s expression shifted, gratitude and pain crossing together. “Yeah.” Harry turned at the name. Eddie took the envelope from his pocket with both hands. It was plain white, Christopher’s careful handwriting across the front.
May and Harry.
Not Athena.
Ethan watched May read it. Her composure changed. It did not break; May Grant was too much her mother’s daughter for that in public. But something in her eyes went younger. Eddie held it out. “He wanted you to have this.” May took the envelope carefully, like it might bruise. Harry stepped closer, looking at the handwriting. “He wrote it?”
“Yeah.” Eddie’s voice was rough. “He wanted to be here.”
May looked up at him. “We know.”
Eddie nodded once.
Harry swallowed. “Is he watching?”
“Livestream should be up.” Eddie checked his phone reflexively, though he did not unlock it. “Jacob’s with him.”
“Good,” May said.
The word carried more than agreement. Relief, maybe. Or grief finding one small logistical thing that had not failed. Harry touched the corner of the envelope. “Should we read it now?”
May looked toward Athena.
Athena had her back to them, speaking to someone from the department. Her posture was perfect. Her hand, down at her side, was shaking. May looked back at Harry. “After.”
Harry nodded immediately.
Eddie looked like the word hit him somewhere deep.
After.
Everything today had an after built into it. After the service. After the bell. After the procession. After the flight. After Saint Paul. After they put Bobby in the ground beside Marcy and Brooke and Robert Jr. After Athena said goodbye. After the world expected them to keep going because that was what happened after.
May tucked the envelope into the small black bag she carried, then seemed to reconsider. She took it out again and held it against her chest instead.
“Tell Chris we have it,” she said.
“I will.”
“I’ll text him too.”
Eddie’s face softened. “He’d like that.” Harry looked at Eddie for a second. “Are you okay?” The question was so blunt, so impossible, that Eddie almost smiled.
“No,” he said.
Harry nodded like that was the only acceptable answer. “Me either.”
Eddie’s eyes shone. “Yeah.”
May reached over and took Harry’s hand. The envelope stayed pressed between her other hand and her chest. Across the street, one of the cameras shifted. An officer stepped into its path so smoothly Ethan almost missed the motion.
Athena did not.
Her gaze flicked toward the press, then away. Her face did not change, but May’s did. A flash of anger, quick and bright. Harry saw it and moved half a step closer to his sister, as if proximity could keep the world from taking more than it had already taken. Ethan understood then that May and Harry were not only grieving Bobby.
They were guarding Athena.
And they were children.
Both things at once.
A department chaplain approached Athena. Behind him, a woman Ethan did not know stood near the entrance with a face that looked like history had hollowed it out from the inside.
Bobby’s mother.
He knew without anyone telling him. Maybe because of the way Athena’s shoulders changed when she saw her. Not anger, exactly. Not welcome. Something more complicated than either. Acknowledgment of an old wound on a day made entirely of new ones. The woman did not come closer immediately. She stood with a younger relative or aide beside her, hands clasped in front of her, eyes fixed on the hearse.
Ethan remembered what little he knew of Bobby’s history. Minnesota. Apartment fire. Marcy. Brooke. Robert Jr. The names that had lived under Bobby’s skin for years before Los Angeles ever got him. The family he had lost before he built another one and then left that one grieving too. Athena had chosen Saint Paul. Bobby would be buried with them.
That was right.
It also seemed unbearably cruel that right things could still hurt everyone.
“Ethan.”
He turned.
Buck was beside him now, though Ethan had not seen him move. His face was composed again, which Ethan trusted less than tears.
“You okay standing with us until formation?” Buck asked.
Ethan huffed softly. “People keep asking variations of that question.”
“Because you look like you’re planning an escape route.”
“I always look like that.”
“Yeah, but today it seems relevant.”
Ethan looked past him toward the entrance. “I don’t know where I’m supposed to be.” Buck’s expression did not change much. It did not need to.
“Near us,” he said.
Ethan looked at him.
Buck glanced toward Bobby’s mother, toward Athena, toward the 118 engine, toward the lines of firefighters waiting to salute a man none of them were ready to put in past tense. “There are official seats and official lines and official everything today. That doesn’t mean they get to decide all of it.”
Ethan’s throat tightened.
Buck seemed to realize what he had said only after he said it. He looked away, jaw working.
“Bobby would’ve—” Buck stopped.
The unfinished sentence hurt worse than a finished one.
Bobby would have what?
Made space.
Told Ethan where to stand. Put a hand on Buck’s shoulder and said the thing that made the impossible feel survivable for five more minutes. Buck swallowed. “Just stay near us, okay?”
“Okay.”
Eddie joined them a second later. His eyes moved from Buck to Ethan, then to May and Harry, then back. “They have the letter.”
Buck nodded. “Good.”
“May’s texting Chris.”
“Good.”
Eddie looked at him. “You keep saying that.” Buck’s mouth twitched without humor. “Borrowed it from Jacob.” Eddie’s face softened for half a second at Jacob’s name. Then the sound of the church doors opening wider pulled his attention back to the entrance. The department liaison with the clipboard lifted one hand.
“Uniformed personnel,” she called gently, not loud but carrying. “Formation in five.”
The lines began to shift. Firefighters moved with practiced discipline, stepping into place along the walkway and near the doors. The 118 gathered instinctively before they separated: Hen, Chimney, Buck, Eddie, Ravi. Gerrard stood a short distance away, giving them space he probably had to work at giving. Karen and Maddie remained together near the civilian seating entrance. Ethan found himself beside them, then between them, then somehow included in the small cluster without anyone making a point of it. That almost undid him more than the ceremony had so far.
No one announced belonging.
They just made room and expected him to step into it. Athena stood with May and Harry at the base of the steps. The chaplain spoke quietly to her. Bobby’s mother had come closer now, not close enough to intrude, not far enough to be absent. Athena turned toward her. Ethan could not hear what they said.
Maybe nothing.
The two women looked at each other across every life Bobby had lived and every loss that had shaped him. Then Athena inclined her head once. Bobby’s mother did the same.
It was not reconciliation.
It was not forgiveness.
It was acknowledgment.
Today, maybe that was all anyone could ask. The honor guard moved to the hearse. The street went quieter than quiet. Ethan felt it happen before he understood why. A collective intake. A bracing.
Buck’s shoulders locked.
Eddie turned slightly toward him, not enough for anyone else to notice unless they were already watching. Ethan was always watching now. He wondered if that would ever stop. The rear door of the hearse opened. Maddie reached for Karen’s hand.
Karen took it.
May’s grip tightened around the envelope. Harry’s jaw trembled once before he set it.
Athena stood very still.
The casket came into view.
Dark wood. Flag. White-gloved hands.
Bobby.
Not Bobby.
Something impossible and official and wrong being guided carefully from the vehicle as if care could undo what the day meant. Ethan’s body reacted before his mind caught up. His eyes burned. His chest tightened. He looked at Buck because he could not look at the casket, then immediately wished he had not. Buck’s face had gone open with shock.
Not surprise. He knew. They all knew. But knowing lived in the mind, and the casket belonged to the body. To sight. To weight. To the fact of pallbearers adjusting their grip because death had mass.
Eddie’s hand moved.
He did not take Buck’s. He touched two fingers lightly to the back of Buck’s wrist.
Barely contact.
Enough.
Buck inhaled.
The honor guard lifted.
The formation snapped into attention. Somewhere on the laptop in El Paso, Christopher would be seeing only what the camera allowed him to see. Maybe the wide shot. Maybe the casket. Maybe Eddie standing rigid near the front with Christopher’s letter no longer in his pocket because May and Harry had it now. Maybe Buck looking like the world had asked him one thing too many. Ethan hoped the feed was kind.
He knew cameras rarely were. The casket moved toward the entrance. Athena followed first, May on one side, Harry on the other.
Then Bobby’s mother.
Then the 118.
Then everyone else.
As Buck passed Ethan, his sleeve brushed Ethan’s arm. Maybe by accident. Maybe not. Ethan fell into step with Maddie and Karen behind them. The flowers smelled stronger inside the doorway. The light changed from gray to gold, filtered through stained glass and polished wood and all the ceremonial warmth people built into places meant to hold unbearable days. The sanctuary opened ahead, full of uniforms, dark clothing, bowed heads, and the low rustle of people standing as Bobby Nash was carried in. Ethan crossed the threshold and felt, absurdly, like he should apologize.
For being there.
For not being there enough.
For still breathing.
For every ordinary morning that had led to this one without warning him harder. The casket moved down the aisle.
The room stood.
Captain Robert Wade Nash came home to the front of the room in silence. And the 118 followed him in, because following Bobby had always been the easiest part. It was everything after that nobody knew how to do.
The livestream did not show enough. Christopher knew that was not fair. It was probably showing what it was supposed to show. The camera had a wide angle from inside the sanctuary now, steady and centered, the picture clear enough that he could see the aisle, the front rows, the podium, the flowers, and Bobby’s photograph near the casket.
It was not enough.
It was too much.
Both things were true, which made him want to close the laptop and throw it across the room and also never look away from it again. The casket moved slowly down the aisle.
Everyone stood.
The sound changed when the doors opened. Not louder exactly, but fuller. A rustle traveled through the room, clothing and bodies and breath all shifting at once. The camera did not zoom in, which Christopher was grateful for until he realized he was leaning closer anyway, trying to find faces inside the blur of dark uniforms and black dresses.
He found Athena first.
Not because he could see her face clearly, but because the room seemed to make space around her. She walked behind the casket with May on one side and Harry on the other, each of them close enough that their shoulders nearly touched. May held something white against her chest. Christopher’s hand tightened around Jacob’s.
“That’s the letter,” he said.
Jacob leaned forward a little. “Yeah?”
“I think so.”
May’s hand stayed pressed over it, fingers curled around the envelope like she was afraid someone might take it if she loosened her grip.
Christopher’s throat closed.
He had written the letter at the kitchen table while Dad packed in the bedroom and Jacob pretended not to watch him revise the same first sentence seven times. He had not known how to start. Dear May and Harry sounded like school. I’m sorry about Bobby sounded too small. I wish I were there sounded true but selfish. Eventually he had written:
I don’t know what I’m supposed to say, but I wanted you to know I’m here even though I’m not there.
It still sounded wrong.
Everything sounded wrong.
But May was holding it. That made it real in a way the envelope had not been when it left El Paso tucked carefully in Dad’s bag. On-screen, the casket reached the front. White-gloved hands moved with careful precision, adjusting, stepping back, lowering, honoring. Christopher could not see Bobby. He knew that. The casket was closed. The flag covered most of it. But his brain kept trying to make the shape into a person anyway. That was where Bobby was.
That was where Bobby was not. Christopher looked down at his notebook. He had already written too many things.
Funeral starts 10:00.
Dad should be there by 9:15.
May and Harry have the letter.
Buck left.
I’m here too.
Now he wrote:
They’re inside.
Then he stared at the line, hating it. Jacob’s thumb moved once against the back of his hand. Not a rub. Not exactly. Just proof he was still there. Christopher did not pull away. The camera caught the 118 as they entered behind Athena’s family.
Dad was with them.
For a second, Christopher forgot how to breathe. He had seen Dad outside already, but inside was different. Outside, Dad had still been arriving. Moving. Doing logistics. Carrying the letter. Inside, in the row behind Bobby’s family, Dad became part of the funeral. He looked small on the screen.
Not actually small. Eddie Diaz had never looked small a day in his life unless he was sleeping, and even then only sometimes. But distance did something cruel to him. It turned him into a figure in a row. A dark uniform. A bowed head. A father reduced to pixels while Christopher sat hundreds of miles away with decaf coffee and a notebook he did not need. Dad’s hand moved once to his jacket pocket.
Then stopped.
The letter was gone.
Christopher swallowed hard.
Buck stood beside Dad. Hen was on Buck’s other side. Chimney was there too, with Maddie just behind the front section where the civilians were being seated. Ravi looked too straight, like if he bent at all he might not get upright again. Ethan stood with Maddie and Karen, not in uniform, hands folded in front of him like he was trying to take up the exact amount of space permitted and no more.
Christopher wanted to text Ethan. He did not know what he would say. The livestream audio caught a chair scraping too loudly.
Somebody coughed.
Then everyone sat.
Christopher did not.
He stayed on the floor, legs stretched out, Jacob’s hand still around his. Sitting on the floor while everyone on-screen sat in pews made the distance feel even stranger, like he was watching through a window from a different kind of life.
“Do you want to move to the couch?” Jacob asked quietly.
“No.”
“Okay.”
“You can.”
“I’m good.”
“You’re going to get a cramp.”
“Probably.”
Christopher glanced back at him. “That’s dumb.” Jacob’s mouth lifted faintly. “Lots of things are.” Christopher looked at the screen again before the almost-smile on Jacob’s face made him feel anything he was not ready to feel. At the front of the sanctuary, the casket was still now. Bobby’s photograph stood beside it.
Flowers framed both. Too many flowers. White and green and pale yellow, arranged in high sprays that made the front of the room look formal and soft and nothing like Bobby. Bobby belonged in the station kitchen with a towel thrown over one shoulder, or at the grill behind Athena’s house, or standing in the apparatus bay with his hands on his hips while everyone pretended not to wait for his opinion. Bobby did not belong surrounded by flowers. Bobby did not belong in a box.
Christopher’s eyes burned.
He blinked hard.
The image blurred anyway.
Jacob’s hand tightened a little. Christopher hated that Jacob could tell. He was glad Jacob could tell. On-screen, Dad turned his head slightly toward Buck. It was tiny. Maybe no one else watching the livestream would have noticed. But Christopher knew his dad’s body language better than almost anyone. Dad had turned because Buck had moved or stopped moving or started looking like he was going to break. Christopher could not see Buck’s face well enough to know which. Buck’s shoulders were too high. Dad did not touch him.
He did not need to, maybe. Or maybe he wanted to and could not in the middle of a funeral with cameras and uniforms and everyone watching the front of the room while pretending not to watch each other.
Christopher had a sudden, sharp memory of being younger, sitting between Dad and Buck at some school event where the microphone kept squealing and the folding chairs were too close together. Buck had leaned over to whisper something stupid about the principal sounding like a haunted clarinet, and Dad had elbowed him without looking away from the stage. Buck had shut up for exactly nine seconds before whispering something worse. Dad’s face had done that thing where it tried to be annoyed and happy at the same time.
They had always been like that. Not always. Christopher knew better. There had been before Buck and after Buck. Before L.A. felt like home and after. Before Mom died and after. Before the lawsuit and after. Before the shooting and after. Before Texas and after. But in Christopher’s mind, some things collapsed into always because they had become load-bearing. Dad and Buck sitting together was one of them. On the screen, Dad and Buck sat together at Bobby’s funeral. Christopher pressed his lips together until they hurt.
“I should be there,” he said.
Jacob did not answer right away. Christopher appreciated that less this time. “You can say I shouldn’t.”
“I don’t think should is useful here.”
Christopher turned on him. “That’s therapist voice.”
Jacob winced. “Yeah. Sorry.”
Christopher looked back at the screen, angry without a clean target. “I should be there.” Jacob’s voice changed. Lower. Less polished. “Yeah.” The word knocked the air out of him. Christopher stared at the laptop.
Jacob went on, careful but not careful enough to sound fake. “You should get to be there if you want to be. It sucks that you can’t. It’s not fair.”
Christopher’s jaw trembled.
“And,” Jacob said, “you're here. This counts too.”
“No, it doesn’t.”
“It does.”
“It’s a screen.”
“Yeah.”
“I can’t hug May. I can’t stand next to Dad. I can’t—” His voice broke, and that made him angrier. “I can’t do anything.”
Jacob was quiet for a breath. Then he said, “You wrote the letter.” Christopher looked at May on the screen, the white envelope still held against her black dress.
“That’s not doing anything.”
“It is.”
“It’s paper.”
“It’s paper they have because you made sure they did.”
Christopher wiped at his face with the heel of his free hand, furious at the tears. “I hate this.”
“I know.”
“I hate that everyone’s there and I’m here.”
“I know.”
“I hate that Dad had to go without me.”
Jacob’s voice softened. “I know.” Christopher looked down at their hands. Jacob’s fingers were still wrapped around his, warm and steady.
“I hate that Bobby’s dead,” Christopher whispered.
Jacob did not say I know that time. Maybe because nobody knew that for anyone else. Maybe because some things did not need answering. On the livestream, the room had settled. A man in uniform stepped toward the podium. Chief Simpson, probably. Christopher recognized him vaguely from Dad mentioning him, from news clips, from the kind of official faces that appeared whenever something bad happened and someone needed to say words into microphones. Christopher hated him for being the one at the podium instead of Bobby. That was not fair either.
He did not care.
Before Simpson spoke, the camera cut unexpectedly to a closer angle near the front rows.
Christopher sat up.
Dad was clearer now.
Not close, but clearer. He could see the tight line of Dad’s mouth. The way his eyes stayed forward but not focused. The way his right hand rested on his thigh, fingers curled slightly like he was holding something invisible.
Buck was beside him.
Buck looked worse.
Not messy. Not broken in a way strangers would understand. His uniform was perfect. His hair was too neat. His face was composed. But Christopher knew Buck’s trying-not-to-cry face. He had seen versions of it in hospital rooms and at kitchen tables and once in the hallway outside Christopher’s bedroom after a nightmare Buck thought he had slept through. Buck looked like that now.
Christopher whispered, “Buck.”
Jacob leaned forward too, following his gaze. On-screen, Dad shifted his hand.
Still not touching.
Just closer.
Enough that if Buck moved half an inch, they would meet. Christopher wanted to reach through the screen and shove them together. Then the camera cut back to the podium.
“No,” Christopher snapped.
Jacob startled.
Christopher pointed at the screen. “Why would they cut away?”
“Because the service is starting.”
“I know that.”
Jacob wisely said nothing else.
Christopher grabbed the notebook and wrote:
Dad and Buck front left.
Buck looks bad.
Dad keeps checking him.
Then he stopped.
His handwriting had gotten messier. He stared at the words and wondered why he needed proof. Maybe because if he wrote it down, later Dad could not tell him it was fine. Later Buck could not make a joke and pretend no one saw.
Christopher had seen.
Even from here.
Maybe that counted too.
Chief Simpson began speaking.
The audio was clear enough.
“On this day, we gather here to celebrate the life and legacy of Captain Robert Wade Nash.”
Christopher’s pen froze.
Captain Robert Wade Nash.
There it was again.
The official name filled the living room strangely. It came out of the laptop speakers thin and compressed, but the room seemed to change around it anyway. The air conditioner clicked off. The kitchen went quiet. Even the house seemed to understand that this was the part where people stopped pretending they were only waiting. Jacob’s hand remained around his.
Christopher listened.
“A day filled with heaviness that weighs on us all as we gather in this sacred space. A day marked by gratitude for the life we lost and the many lives saved.”
On-screen, the camera held Simpson at the podium. Christopher wanted to see Dad. Buck. May. Harry. Athena. He wanted the camera to show everyone all at once so he could keep track of who was surviving which words. Instead, he got the podium. He tried to listen anyway.
“As we reflect on his service, we remember the countless lives he touched, the friendships he forged, and the sacrifices he made.”
Sacrifices.
Christopher looked down.
He knew the official story now. Not all of it maybe. Adults still edited around him when they thought they could get away with it, even though he was old enough to know when sentences had holes. But he knew Bobby had died because he saved Chimney. He knew there had been one dose. One chance. Bobby had given it away. The room on-screen seemed to shift with the word too. Maybe that was in Christopher’s head.
Maybe not.
“Captain Nash was more than a firefighter,” Simpson said. “He was a mentor. A husband. A father. And for so many of us, a beloved friend.”
Father.
Christopher’s eyes went to May and Harry, though the camera was not on them. Then to Dad, though the camera was not on him either. Then to the blank page beneath his notes.
He wrote:
Father.
The word sat there alone. Christopher did not know why he wrote it. Bobby was not his father. He had a father. His father was sitting in the front left of a funeral hall in Los Angeles with shoulders too straight and grief he would probably try to fold small enough to fit in an overhead compartment before he came back to El Paso. Bobby was not his father. But Bobby had been one of the adults who made Dad better at being one.
That counted.
It counted in ways Christopher did not have words for, which was annoying because words were currently the only thing anyone seemed to have.
“Is it weird?” Christopher asked.
Jacob’s voice was quiet. “What?”
“That I’m this sad.”
Jacob’s answer came immediately this time. “No.” Christopher looked back at him.
“No,” Jacob said again. No therapist voice. Just certainty. “It’s not weird.”
“He wasn’t—” Christopher stopped.
Family.
The word was wrong before he said it. Jacob seemed to hear it anyway. “There are a lot of ways people become family.” Christopher looked at the screen. The 118 sat together in a row. Athena, May, and Harry sat across the aisle, close enough to be separate and together at the same time.
“Yeah,” Christopher said.
Simpson kept speaking.
Christopher listened to some of it and missed some of it because his brain kept catching on individual words and turning them over until the next sentence had already passed. Service. Legacy. Courage. Duty. Love. Loss.
Official words.
True words, maybe.
Still not enough.
His phone buzzed against the rug. He looked down, startled, then checked it.
May: Camera’s weird, right?
Christopher stared at the message, then let out a breath that hurt almost like a laugh.
Christopher: Yes. It keeps showing the podium.
May replied:
May: Rude.
Christopher’s mouth trembled.
Then another message:
Harry says tell Jacob hi. He is pretending he doesn’t care if you write back.
Christopher looked at Jacob. “Harry says hi.” Jacob’s face softened. “Tell him hi back.”
Christopher: Jacob says hi. Tell Harry he’s bad at pretending.
May sent back:
May: He said shut up. Lovingly.
Christopher pressed the phone against his knee and closed his eyes for a second. The letter had reached them.
The livestream was bad.
The podium was annoying.
Harry was still Harry.
Somehow all of those things existed in the same minute as Bobby’s casket at the front of the room. When Christopher opened his eyes, the camera had cut to Athena. Not close enough to be cruel. Close enough.
She sat very still between May and Harry, chin lifted, eyes forward. May’s hand was in hers now. Harry’s shoulder touched hers on the other side. The envelope was no longer visible; maybe May had tucked it away, maybe it was in her lap. Athena’s face looked carved out of something stronger than skin. Christopher had seen Athena angry. He had seen Athena amused.
He had seen Athena in command of rooms that did not yet know they belonged to her. He had never seen her look like this. Like someone had taken a house and left the front door standing. On-screen, May’s fingers tightened around Athena’s.
Christopher swallowed.
“I think May and Harry are doing their best to be there for her.”
“Yeah,” Jacob said. “I think they are.”
“They shouldn’t have to.”
“No.”
“But they do.”
Jacob did not answer.
Christopher looked at the notebook again.
Under Father, he wrote:
May and Harry holding Athena up.
Then, after a moment:
Kids shouldn’t have to but they do. He stared at that until the words blurred. He wondered if May would understand that sentence.
Probably.
He wished she did not have to.
The speech continued.
Christopher tried to follow every word, but grief made listening strange. Sometimes Simpson sounded far away. Sometimes one phrase landed too hard and everything after it dissolved. The livestream audio had a faint echo, like the room in Los Angeles was arguing with the speakers in El Paso about which one was real.
Then Simpson paused.
The pause was different.
Christopher felt Jacob sit straighter behind him. On-screen, the camera widened again, showing the casket, the podium, and the first rows. Simpson looked down at the paper in front of him, then back up.
“There are many traditions in the fire service,” he said. “Among those traditions is the sound of a bell.”
Christopher’s stomach dropped.
The bell.
Dad had explained it the night before because Christopher had asked and because Dad did not lie when directly asked unless he was very bad at it. The final alarm. Ten bells. A signal for a firefighter who had died in the line of duty. Christopher had understood the explanation. Now he realized understanding had been useless. Jacob’s hand tightened slightly around his.
Christopher did not know if that was for him or because Jacob needed to hold onto something too. On-screen, Dad bowed his head.
Buck’s shoulders went rigid.
Chimney looked like he had stopped breathing. Hen’s face turned toward the floor.
Athena did not move.
Simpson continued, voice steady through the laptop speakers.
“It was the bell that signaled the beginning of that day’s shift.”
Christopher looked at his notebook.
He could not write.
“Each alarm was sounded by a bell which summoned these brave souls to put their lives on the line for the good of others.”
The living room felt too bright.
Too far.
Too safe.
“And when the alarm had come to an end, it was a bell that signaled the completion of that call.”
Christopher heard Dad’s voice from last night. It means the call is over. He had asked, “But it isn’t, really.” Dad had not answered for a long time. Then he had said, “No. Not really.” On-screen, Simpson’s mouth moved around the next words.
“When a firefighter fell in the line of duty, an officer would tap out a special signal: ten bells.”
Christopher felt his face crumple and hated it. Jacob shifted closer, finally moving from the couch to the floor beside him. He did not ask. He just came down slowly, joints protesting quietly, and sat with one shoulder near Christopher’s. Christopher leaned into him before he could decide not to. Jacob wrapped an arm around him.
The laptop kept playing.
“This signal would be heard by all station houses, notifying them of the passing of one of their own.”
One of their own.
Christopher pressed his forehead against Jacob’s shoulder. Bobby was one of their own. Bobby was one of Dad’s own.
One of Buck’s.
One of Athena’s.
One of May and Harry’s. One of Christopher’s too, maybe, in a smaller way that still hurt like it had roots.
“It is customary and fitting that the final alarm be sounded for our brother, Captain Robert Wade Nash.”
The room on-screen stood.
Uniformed personnel moving as one, dark shapes rising across the sanctuary.
Dad stood.
Buck stood.
Hen, Chimney, Ravi, all of them stood.
Christopher did not.
He could not.
He stayed on the floor in El Paso with Jacob’s arm around him and watched everyone else rise for Bobby.
“He has completed his duties,” Simpson said, “a job well done, and has now returned home.”
Christopher’s eyes squeezed shut.
Home.
The word landed wrong and right at the same time. Bobby had so many homes. The firehouse. Athena. The 118. Minnesota. The family he lost before Christopher ever knew his name. The people on-screen standing because he had been theirs. The laptop speakers gave a faint crackle. Someone off-camera issued a command Christopher could not quite hear yet. Jacob’s arm tightened around him.
Christopher opened his eyes.
On the screen, Dad stood at attention.
Buck beside him.
The whole room braced.
Christopher reached for the notebook without looking and wrote one last messy line before the bell. It counts from here too. Then the first command rang through the speakers. And Christopher forgot how to breathe.
Buck was gone before Ethan realized the service had not started yet. That should have been impossible. Buck was difficult to misplace in any room, even one built for ceremony and filled with firefighters in nearly identical dress uniforms. He took up space without meaning to. Height, movement, restless attention, the particular gravitational pull of someone who was always half-listening for the next thing going wrong. Even when he stood still, he never fully disappeared.
But one moment he was there, front left with the 118, close enough to Eddie that their sleeves nearly touched whenever either of them breathed too deeply. The next, he was not. Ethan noticed because Eddie noticed.
It was not dramatic. Eddie did not turn his head sharply or scan the room in panic. He simply shifted his gaze toward the end of the row where Buck had been, then toward the side aisle, then toward Maddie several rows back. His face stayed still, but his right hand tightened once over his knee. Ethan followed the line of his attention.
Buck’s seat was empty.
Chimney’s was too.
The room kept filling around the absence. People moved down the aisles in subdued currents. Uniformed personnel settled into designated rows. Civilian guests murmured around programs and purses and the careful passing of tissues. The front of the sanctuary held Bobby’s casket, flag-draped and terrible, with his photograph standing beside it beneath the soft wash of warm lights. Everything official had a place. Two seats in the 118’s row did not.
Ethan looked back toward Maddie. She sat beside Karen with her hands folded in her lap, posture straight, face composed in the brittle way of someone who had spent the morning making bargains with panic. Her eyes kept moving toward the side entrance. Not constantly. Not enough for strangers to notice. But often enough that Ethan understood she knew exactly where Chimney was not. Karen leaned closer and said something.
Maddie nodded without looking at her. Hen sat at the end of the 118 row nearest the aisle. She had seen it too. Of course she had. Hen had clocked Buck’s disappearance before Ethan even understood there was a disappearance to clock. Her profile did not change, but the muscle in her jaw pulsed once.
Ravi sat beside her, hands flat on his thighs, eyes forward with the desperate focus of a probie silently reviewing every instruction he had ever received about memorial etiquette. He had not noticed yet.
Maybe that was mercy.
Eddie shifted again.
Ethan, seated behind the uniformed row with Maddie, Karen, and several other civilian guests, leaned forward slightly before he could decide whether he should. Eddie seemed to feel it. He turned his head just enough to catch Ethan’s eye. A question passed between them without words. Ethan did not know the answer. Maddie’s phone lit in her lap.
She looked down so fast the motion almost broke her composure. Whatever she read made her eyes close briefly. Her shoulders dropped by a fraction so small Ethan might have imagined it if Karen had not seen it too and covered Maddie’s hand with her own.
Maddie typed something back.
Then she looked toward Eddie. Not directly. Too many people between them. Too much room. But she lifted her eyes, found him across the angle of rows and bodies, and gave the smallest nod.
Eddie inhaled.
Buck had him.
That was all the nod said. Or maybe that was what everyone needed it to say.
Ethan sat back.
The program in his hands had begun to bend where his fingers gripped it. He had accepted it at the door from a woman with a soft voice and red-rimmed eyes. Heavy cream cardstock. Bobby’s name printed across the front in dark ink.
Captain Robert Wade Nash
1968–2025
Beloved husband, father, friend, and servant leader. Ethan had not opened it yet. He could not seem to make his hands do it. The outside of the program was bad enough. The dates were bad enough. The dash between them was obscene. A whole life reduced to a line so small it looked like punctuation. He turned the program over instead.
Blank.
Somehow worse.
Beside him, Maddie’s phone buzzed again. She read the message. Her mouth trembled once, then steadied.
Karen leaned in. “Maddie?”
“He found him,” Maddie whispered.
Ethan looked down immediately, pretending he had not heard. Karen squeezed Maddie’s hand. “Okay.”
“No,” Maddie said, still whispering. “Not okay.”
“No,” Karen agreed. “But he found him.”
Maddie nodded.
Her eyes stayed on the side door. The sanctuary doors at the back opened again, letting in a thin blade of gray daylight and a little of the street noise beyond. Several late arrivals slipped inside. Ethan turned despite himself.
Not Buck.
Not Chimney.
He hated how quickly disappointment came. He hated that disappointment could exist in the same room as Bobby’s casket and still demand attention. At the front, Athena sat between May and Harry. She had not turned around once since sitting down. Ethan wondered if she knew Buck and Chimney were missing.
Probably.
Athena Grant knew where everyone was in a room even when grief should have made that impossible. Especially then, maybe. Her posture remained perfect, shoulders squared, head lifted, one hand clasped around May’s and the other resting against Harry’s arm. May still held Christopher’s letter. The white envelope was tucked partly under the program in her lap now, visible at one corner where Christopher’s careful handwriting peeked out.
May and Harry.
Ethan thought about Christopher in El Paso, watching through a livestream that could not possibly show enough. He thought about Jacob sitting beside him, probably counting power outlets and emotional tremors with the same focused patience. He hoped the livestream had not lingered on Buck’s empty seat. Then he hoped it had.
Christopher deserved the truth of the room, even if the truth was ugly. That was the problem with love. Everyone wanted to protect everyone else from the exact things that proved they belonged. A low murmur moved through the left side of the sanctuary.
Ethan looked up.
Buck had entered through the side door.
Alone.
For one second, the room seemed to tilt toward him. He paused just inside, not quite in the aisle, hand still on the door as it closed behind him. His uniform was still neat, but something about him had changed in the short time he was gone. His face looked washed out. His eyes were red. His mouth was set in a line so controlled it looked painful. He did not look toward the casket first.
He looked at Maddie.
Maddie stood halfway before remembering where she was. Karen’s hand caught her elbow, not restraining, just grounding. Buck gave her one small nod. Maddie’s breath left her in a sound Ethan felt more than heard. Then Buck looked at Eddie.
Eddie was already standing.
Not fully. Just enough, one hand braced on the back of the pew in front of him, body angled as if he might cross the room if Buck gave him any reason to. His face held a question he would not ask here. Buck answered with another nod. Eddie sat back down slowly. Buck came down the side aisle.
People looked away as he passed, which was the kindest thing they could do and still not kind enough. He moved with the careful quiet of someone trying not to disturb a service that had not started, even though his entire body looked like a disturbance barely contained by skin. When he reached the 118 row, Hen shifted to let him pass. Her hand caught his wrist for half a second.
Buck stopped.
Hen looked up at him.
No words.
Buck swallowed and nodded once.
Hen released him.
He moved past Ravi, who finally realized he had missed something and looked abruptly terrified. Buck touched Ravi’s shoulder as he passed, brief and automatic. Ravi froze beneath the contact, then breathed again.
Buck sat beside Eddie.
The empty seat on his other side remained empty.
Chimney’s seat.
Eddie leaned a fraction closer. Buck kept his eyes forward.
“He’s coming,” Buck said.
Ethan could not hear the words from where he sat. He read them from Eddie’s face. Eddie’s jaw loosened. His shoulder brushed Buck’s. Deliberate this time, or as deliberate as anything could be when disguised as grief and crowded seating. Buck did not move away.
Maddie sat back down.
She pressed her fingers against her mouth and stared at the side door. The chaplain approached the podium, then paused when a department liaison stepped up beside him and murmured something. The chaplain nodded and stepped back.
They were waiting.
Not officially. No one announced that they were delaying Bobby Nash’s memorial service because one of his firefighters had not yet found the strength to walk into the room where his captain’s casket waited. But the room waited anyway.
Ethan felt it.
The service could have begun. It was scheduled. The front rows were filled. Athena sat ready with May and Harry. Chief Simpson stood near the side with his folder in hand. The honor guard had taken position.
Still, no one started.
Because Chimney was not there. Because Bobby would have waited. That thought undid something in Ethan so quietly he almost missed the break.
Bobby would have waited.
Not forever. Not past the point where waiting became avoidance. But long enough for someone to make it through the door. Long enough to give them the dignity of arriving without the whole room turning their absence into a verdict. Buck stared at Bobby’s photograph.
His hands were folded in his lap. Too tightly. The knuckles white, thumb rubbing once over the place where Ethan knew Bobby’s key had been earlier. Maybe it was in his pocket now. Maybe he had given it to Eddie. Maybe he was still holding it out of sight. Eddie’s hand rested on the pew between them.
Open.
Not touching Buck.
Available.
Ethan looked away.
Maddie’s phone buzzed.
She read it.
This time, she stood.
Karen stood with her.
Hen turned in the front row.
Buck closed his eyes.
The side door opened.
Chimney came in.
He was alone, though Ethan understood immediately that alone did not mean unsupported. Buck’s absence had left marks all over him. Chimney’s tie was still straight from where Buck had fixed it at the station. His jacket was buttoned. His hat was in one hand. His eyes were red and raw, and his face carried the exhausted, stripped-down look of someone who had said the worst thing out loud and survived the echo.
The room did not turn toward him. That was how Ethan knew everyone knew. Every person who loved him, every person who understood what this day was, performed the same mercy at once: they did not watch him enter.
Maddie did.
Maddie could.
She stepped into the aisle before Chimney had made it halfway down, and when he reached her, she put both hands on his chest like she needed to confirm he was solid.
Chimney looked at her.
His mouth moved once.
No sound reached Ethan.
Maddie nodded anyway.
Then she wrapped her arms around him. Chimney folded around her, one hand gripping the back of her dress, the other still holding his hat awkwardly out to the side as if even now part of him was worried about wrinkling something. A tiny, broken sound moved through the people closest to them.
Maddie held on.
Chimney’s eyes squeezed shut.
Buck stayed seated, looking forward. Only Eddie seemed to see the violence of that restraint. His hand moved from the pew to Buck’s forearm. This time he did not pretend it was accidental.
Buck’s head bowed.
He did not cry.
Or maybe he did and Ethan could not see from behind.
Hen stood.
That pulled Ravi up beside her automatically, though he looked like he did not know why until Hen stepped into the aisle and moved toward Chimney and Maddie. Chimney lifted his head before she reached him. The look between Hen and Chimney was brief and devastating.
No words could have fit inside it. Too many years. Too many calls. Too many arguments over takeout and protocols and whose turn it was to restock the ambulance. Too many near-misses where Bobby had been there at the end, steady and exasperated and alive. Hen touched Chimney’s cheek with one hand.
He let her.
Then she pulled him into her. Maddie stepped back enough to make room but did not let go completely. One hand stayed locked around Chimney’s sleeve. Ravi stood in the row, eyes fixed on the floor, trying so hard to offer privacy that it made him look like a child pretending not to hear a parent cry in the next room. Ethan wished, suddenly, that Bobby were there to put a hand on Ravi’s shoulder.
Then hated himself for the thought because Bobby was the reason they were all standing here needing that hand. Hen released Chimney and said something close to his ear.
Chimney nodded.
Maddie guided him toward the row.
He passed Buck last.
For a second, neither of them moved.
Then Buck stood.
The row held its breath. Chimney looked at him, and whatever had happened off-page, off-camera, somewhere above or outside or away from the sanctioned grief of the room, sat between them like a third person. Buck did not reach for him.
Chimney did not either.
Then Chimney said, barely audible, “I’m here.”
Buck’s face broke.
Only for a second. Enough.
“Yeah,” he said. “You are.”
Chimney nodded once.
Buck stepped aside to let him into the row. No hug. No speech. No neat resolution. Just space made, and taken. That felt more honest than anything else could have. Chimney sat between Buck and Hen.
Maddie returned to her seat behind him, one hand lingering on his shoulder until the last possible second. Karen drew her back gently when the department liaison approached again. This time, the chaplain did not pause.
The service was ready.
The room shifted from waiting to bracing.
Ethan looked toward Athena.
She had not turned around. But her shoulders had changed.
She knew.
Of course she knew.
May leaned close and whispered something. Athena’s hand tightened around hers. Harry sat on Athena’s other side, jaw locked, eyes forward, one hand curled into a fist against his thigh. The white envelope was no longer visible.
Ethan wondered if May had tucked it into her bag or if she was still holding it under the program, hidden from the camera but not from the day. The chaplain stepped to the podium.
A hush moved through the sanctuary, deeper than silence. The kind of hush that arrived when a room full of people collectively surrendered the last few seconds before something became irreversible. Ethan opened his program because everyone else had. Inside, Bobby’s photograph looked up at him. Not the large portrait near the casket. A smaller version printed above the order of service. Same smile. Same eyes. Ethan stared at it until the ink blurred. The program listed the processional. The welcome. Remarks by Chief Simpson. Prayer. Fire service honors. Final alarm. Recessional.
Final alarm.
The words sat there like a line of black wire. Ethan pressed his thumb against them until the paper bent. At the podium, the chaplain welcomed them in a voice trained for rooms like this. Ethan heard almost none of it. Grief had become too loud without making sound.
He heard fragments.
Gathered.
Beloved.
Service.
Sacrifice.
Family.
He watched the backs of the 118 instead. Hen’s shoulders, squared and shaking almost imperceptibly.
Ravi’s rigid attention.
Chimney’s bowed head.
Buck’s hand, open now on his thigh, empty or finally unclenched. Eddie beside him, still as a wall, except for the way his eyes kept tracking the people around him instead of the podium.
Bobby’s crew.
Not all of them official. Not all in the same category. Not all with the same history or claim or wound.
But Bobby’s.
The chaplain stepped back.
Chief Simpson moved to the podium. Ethan felt the room change again. Simpson stood with the solemn authority of someone used to addressing tragedy from the front of rooms. His uniform was immaculate. His face was composed. He looked at the casket first, not the crowd. Then he looked at Athena.
Then at the 118.
For one second, his eyes rested on Chimney. Not long enough to be cruel. Long enough to see him. Chimney did not lift his head.
Simpson opened his folder.
Ethan looked down at his program again, then up at Bobby’s photograph. This was the point, he realized, where the episode version of the day would probably begin.
The official part.
The part people would remember if they had not lived the morning before it. The podium, the speech, the bell, the procession. Clean cuts. Recognizable grief. The kind that fit into a sequence. But the day had already been full before anyone spoke Bobby’s name into the microphone.
The office light.
The coffee burning in the pot.
Ravi’s collar.
Karen’s lint roller.
Christopher’s letter in May’s hands.
Buck disappearing.
Chimney coming back.
All of it belonged to the funeral too. Ethan held the program tighter.
Chief Simpson began.
“On this day,” he said, voice steady and amplified, “we gather here to celebrate the life and legacy of Captain Robert Wade Nash.”
Buck bowed his head.
Eddie looked at him.
Chimney closed his eyes.
Hen reached for Chimney’s hand on one side and Ravi’s wrist on the other, as if she could hold the row together by force.
Maddie covered her mouth.
Athena sat very still.
The service had begun.
Buck was back.
Chimney was here.
Bobby was at the front of the room. And every person who loved him had run out of places to hide.
Chief Simpson did not rush Bobby’s name after he said it. He let it settle over the sanctuary the way smoke settled after a fire had been knocked down: visible in everything, impossible to breathe around, proof that something had burned.
Captain Robert Wade Nash.
Ethan had known all the pieces of the name. He had seen Robert on paperwork, heard Wade once in passing, known Nash as the name people used when they were pretending Bobby was only a captain and not the fixed point around which half of Los Angeles seemed to orient itself. Together, amplified from the podium, the name sounded ceremonial.
It sounded final.
Buck’s shoulders had gone very still. Not relaxed. Never that. Still the way a body went when it had decided movement was dangerous. Eddie sat beside him with his eyes forward, but Ethan could see the angle of him. The attention split cleanly in two. One part on Bobby’s casket. One part on Buck. The kind of divided vigilance that looked effortless only because Eddie had spent years learning how to make fear useful.
Simpson spoke about service.
About duty.
About the rare and difficult kind of leadership that did not announce itself as leadership at all. Ethan caught fragments, because fragments were all the room seemed capable of holding.
“Mentor.”
Hen’s chin lifted at that, a fraction too high, as if the word had tried to take her knees and she had refused to let it.
“Husband.”
Athena’s hand tightened around May’s. May did not look down. She kept her face forward, her free hand folded over the funeral program in her lap. Ethan could see the corner of the white envelope tucked beneath it, protected under her palm.
“Father.”
Harry’s jaw worked once.
Beside Athena, he looked younger than he had at the house. Younger than he had outside by the hearse. Too young to be sitting in the front row at another parent’s funeral, too old for anyone to pretend he did not understand exactly what was being taken from him.
“Beloved friend.”
Chimney bowed his head again. Hen’s hand was still on him, not gripping now, just there. A point of contact. A reminder. Ravi stood braced on Hen’s other side of the row, though no one had asked him to stand yet, his dress uniform so precise it almost hurt to look at. Protocol gave him somewhere to put his grief. Ethan envied that for half a second.
Then Simpson’s voice changed.
Not dramatically. Not enough for anyone outside the department to notice, maybe. But the firefighters did. Ethan saw it pass through them before he understood what had happened. Spines straightened. Hands settled. Faces became masks that were not masks at all but shields worn for the dead.
“There are many traditions in the fire service,” Simpson said.
The room seemed to draw one breath and hold it. Ethan looked down at the program again.
Fire service honors.
Final alarm.
His thumb found the crease he had made earlier. The paper was soft there now, weakened by pressure.
“The bell has long marked the life of a firefighter,” Simpson continued. “It signals the beginning of a shift. It summons firefighters to answer the alarm. It tells them when the call is complete.”
Buck’s hand closed slowly on his knee.
Not a fist.
Almost.
“And when a firefighter falls in the line of duty,” Simpson said, “we ring ten bells to mark the completion of their final call.”
Something moved through the sanctuary then.
Not sound. Not exactly.
Recognition.
Ethan had heard bells before. School bells. Church bells. The sharp electronic chime of hospital elevators. The tones at the station that cut through sleep and conversation and grief alike. But this was different before it even began.
This bell was not calling anyone out. This bell was telling them no one could bring Bobby back in. A uniformed officer stepped forward near the front. The movement was crisp enough to belong to the ceremony and human enough to betray the person inside it.
“Atten-hut.”
The word cracked across the sanctuary.
Every uniformed body rose.
Hen stood first in Ethan’s line of sight, because of course she did, shoulders squared, grief locked behind her eyes. Chimney rose beside her a beat later. For one terrifying second, Ethan thought he might not make it all the way upright. Hen’s hand shifted to his elbow.
Small.
Fast.
Hidden from most of the room.
Chimney found his feet.
Ravi snapped up so sharply his program slid from his lap and landed against the pew with a soft slap. He did not look down. He did not move to pick it up. His eyes fixed forward, bright and unblinking.
Buck stood.
Eddie stood with him.
Their sleeves brushed.
Ethan stayed seated because he was not in uniform, because this part was not his in the way it was theirs, because belonging had rules he was still learning not to resent.
He felt Maddie rise behind Chimney and then stop herself halfway, caught between family instinct and ceremony. Karen’s hand found her wrist. Maddie sat back down slowly, eyes on Chimney’s back, mouth pressed tight enough to hurt.
Athena did not stand.
She did not need to. The whole room seemed arranged around the fact of her. May leaned closer into her mother’s side. Harry’s hand came up, uncertain for only a second before it settled over Athena’s other hand. Athena held both of her children without looking away from Bobby’s casket.
“Present arms.”
The salutes came up as one. Not perfectly. Nothing made by hurting people could be perfect.
But together.
That was worse.
Buck’s hand snapped to the brim of his cap and stayed there with too much force. His elbow was rigid. His wrist looked locked. Every line of him said he would hold that salute until bone gave out before he let the room see what else wanted to happen. Eddie’s salute was steadier, but his eyes moved once.
To Buck.
Back to Bobby.
Chimney’s mouth trembled.
Hen’s jaw clenched.
Ravi looked carved out of duty. And Ethan sat among the civilians with his hands useless in his lap, feeling the shape of every life Bobby had touched and every category Ethan did not fit neatly into.
Not firefighter.
Not blood family to Bobby. Not long enough in the circle to claim the same depth of history. Still Bobby had known his coffee order after two weeks. Still Bobby had looked at him like he was not an inconvenience dropped into an already complicated family.
Still Bobby had once put a hand between Ethan’s shoulder blades in the station kitchen and said, quiet enough that no one else had heard, “You don’t have to earn your place every time you walk through the door.” Ethan had not believed him then. He believed him now, and it was unbearable.
The first bell rang.
It was lower than Ethan expected. Not loud in the way alarms were loud. It did not pierce. It entered.
One.
The sound expanded through the rafters, through the polished floor, through the hollow places inside every person trying not to break.
Two.
Buck’s salute held.
His throat moved once.
Three.
Eddie’s face changed in a way Ethan had no language for. Grief, yes. Discipline, yes. But also the terrible calculation of someone who had spent the last week measuring how much Buck could survive before someone had to catch him.
Four.
Hen closed her eyes.
Only for the length of the ring. When she opened them again, they were wet, but her hand at her brow had not moved.
Five.
Chimney swayed.
Barely.
Enough.
Hen’s shoulder touched his. Ravi shifted on his other side without looking away, not touching, just ready. Chimney breathed in so sharply Ethan heard it from two rows back.
Six.
Maddie made a sound behind her hand. It did not become a sob. Karen’s arm went around her.
Seven.
Athena’s head bowed.
Not all the way. Never enough to surrender the room. Just enough that May turned into her and Harry’s fingers curled tighter around hers.
Eight.
Ethan thought of the station that morning. The office light left burning.
Bobby’s mug.
The list on the desk. The ordinary things that had not known how to become relics.
Nine.
Buck’s elbow trembled.
Eddie moved without moving, the smallest shift of weight toward him, a promise held in the line between their shoulders.
Ten.
The last ring did not end when the sound faded.
It stayed.
It stayed in the raised hands. In the lowered heads. In Athena’s children holding her from both sides. In Chimney still upright because Hen and Ravi and sheer devastated will had made a structure around him. In Buck’s salute, held too hard, too long, as if Bobby might hear the effort and call him off.
No one breathed.
No one moved.
For one suspended second, the sanctuary existed after the final alarm and before whatever came next. Then the first notes of “Amazing Grace” rose from the bagpipes.
Buck’s hand shook.
Eddie saw.
Ethan saw Eddie see.
The music filled the silence the bell had left behind, and Bobby’s final call was complete.
The bell reached El Paso late. Not by much. Maybe half a second. Maybe less than that. Enough for Christopher Diaz to feel the delay as a physical insult, one more measurable distance between his chair and the sanctuary where everyone else had stood when the command came. On the laptop, the livestream froze for a breath after the officer stepped forward.
The image caught on a blur of dark uniforms and pale flowers, Bobby’s casket at the front of the room, the flag arranged so carefully it looked unreal. Buck was a rigid shape near the front. Dad stood beside him. Chimney, Hen, Ravi, all of them lifted into the same impossible posture by the same order Chris could hear only after the room had already obeyed it. Then the audio caught up.
“Atten-hut.”
The word came thin through the laptop speakers, clipped at the edges by compression.
Chris flinched anyway.
Jacob did not move beside him. He was sitting on the floor now instead of in the chair he had dragged over earlier, back against the side of Chris’s bed, one knee drawn up, one arm resting across it. Close enough to reach if Chris asked. Far enough not to make asking the price of having him there. That was Jacob’s best trick, Chris thought distantly. Being there without making a whole thing out of being there.
On screen, uniforms rose.
Chris’s fingers tightened around the pen in his hand. He had written too many notes already. The page had started neat and become worse with every minute of the service. Names, positions, half-heard phrases, things he noticed because if he wrote them down maybe they would not disappear when the feed ended. Dad and Buck front left.
May has envelope.
Harry looks mad.
Buck looks bad.
Dad keeps checking him.
Kids shouldn’t have to but they do. He had underlined that last one so hard the paper had torn. Now his pen hovered over a blank line. The officer’s second command broke through the speakers.
“Present arms.”
The salutes lifted.
The video tried to make the motion smooth and failed. Pixels stuttered. Dark sleeves jumped from one position to another. For a second Buck’s hand appeared half-raised, then at his cap, then blurred, then steady.
Chris hated the camera.
He hated the internet.
He hated the clean rectangle of screen that kept pretending this was enough.
He hated that he could see Dad’s salute and not the look on Dad’s face. Hated that Buck was right there and somehow still too far away to tell if he was crying. Hated that May was holding his letter under her program and he could not sit with her while she held it. Hated that Harry had to be a small shape beside Athena instead of a kid Chris could text stupid memes to at two in the morning because everything was normal enough for that.
He hated that Bobby’s name had been said in California and arrived in Texas as a sound file.
The bell rang.
Chris stopped breathing.
It did not sound like he expected. Through the laptop it was flattened, thinned, stripped of whatever weight it must have had in the sanctuary. The microphone caught the ring and lost the room around it. There was no vibration in the floor. No pressure in the ribs. No shared air going still.
Just a tone.
One.
But Chris knew what it was.
That made it worse.
His pen hit the paper.
1
The second bell came before he was ready.
Two.
He wrote that down too.
2
Jacob’s voice was quiet beside him. “Two.” Chris did not look over.
“I know.”
“I know you know.”
The third bell rang.
Three.
“Three,” Jacob said anyway.
Chris swallowed. His throat hurt like he had been yelling, but he had barely spoken since the service started.
“No, no, no—”
Jacob was already moving.
Not toward the laptop. Toward Chris.
“Wait,” he said, still quiet but firmer now. “Give it a second.”
“It can’t freeze now.”
“I know.”
“It can’t.”
“I know.”
The fourth bell came through the static.
Four.
Jacob said, “Four.”
Chris’s hand stayed suspended over the trackpad. If he touched something and made it worse, if he refreshed at the wrong second, if the page reloaded and gave him a spinning wheel while Bobby’s final alarm happened without him—
He pulled his hand back. He wrote 4 so hard the pen left a dot of ink at the end of the number.
Five.
“Five,” Jacob said.
This time Chris did not tell him to stop.
He wrote it down.
5
His chest pulled tight.
“Chris,” Jacob said.
Chris shook his head once.
Not now.
He could fall apart after ten. He could be mad after ten. He could throw the notebook across the room after ten if he wanted to. But not before. If everyone in that sanctuary had to stand there and count, then he could sit in El Paso and count too.
Six.
Jacob counted with him this time, barely above breath. “Six.”
Chris wrote 6.
The number looked wrong. Too curved. Too ordinary. He wanted something that looked like a bell sounded, something black and heavy and official. Something that would make anyone who found the notebook later understand that this had not been math. He pressed the pen harder.
Seven.
“Seven.”
On screen, the camera angle changed. For the first time since the commands, the feed cut closer to the front row.
Chris saw Athena.
Not well. Not the way he wanted. The camera was too far back and too respectful, which somehow made him angrier. But he could see her between May and Harry. He could see May leaning into her. He could see Harry’s hand over Athena’s other hand. He could see the program in May’s lap. He could see the edge of the envelope.
Chris’s mouth twisted.
“She still has it,” Jacob said.
Chris nodded because words would have wrecked him.
Eight.
The sound came cleaner this time, one long note and then the room swallowing it.
Jacob whispered, “Eight.”
Chris wrote 8.
His phone buzzed against the desk. He jerked so hard his pen skidded across the page. The screen lit up with May’s name. For one stupid, panicked second, he thought she was calling him. He thought something had happened. He thought the livestream had missed some catastrophe in the room and May was trying to tell him because of course the internet would fail for the worst thing.
It was a text.
May: Ten.
Just that.
Not because they were at ten yet.
Because May knew him.
Because May had guessed he might lose count, or the feed might glitch, or the sound might lag, or Chris might panic that Texas had somehow stolen even this from him. Because she was in the front row at her stepfather’s funeral with her mother on one side and Harry on the other and Christopher’s letter under her hand, and she still had room to make sure Chris knew the number he was trying to survive. Chris stared at the text until the letters blurred.
Nine.
“Nine,” Jacob said.
Chris could not write.
His hand would not move. The pen trembled between his fingers, tip touching paper, ink bleeding into a dark spot that spread through the fibers. Jacob did not take the pen from him. He did not touch the notebook. He only shifted closer, shoulder near Chris’s knee, and counted the space between bells like it mattered as much as the bells themselves.
The tenth bell rang.
Ten.
It arrived through the laptop speakers too small for what it had to carry.
It arrived anyway.
Chris made a sound he did not recognize. Not a sob, not exactly. More like something had been knocked loose in his chest and had hit every rib on the way out.
Jacob said, “Ten.”
Chris wrote it.
10
The zero came out uneven.
He stared at it.
Ten bells.
Final call.
The room on the laptop stayed silent.
The salutes remained raised.
Chris could see them holding still in the digital blur, and that was when the anger came back so hot he almost welcomed it.
“I should be there,” he said.
Jacob exhaled slowly.
Not a sigh. Not disagreement. Just the sound of someone choosing the right amount of truth.
“Yeah,” Jacob said. “You should.”
Chris looked at him then. Jacob’s eyes were on the laptop, but his face was turned enough that Chris could see the tightness around his mouth.
“Don’t do that thing where you tell me this counts,” Chris said.
“It does count.”
“I said don’t.”
“I’m not saying it instead of the other thing.” Jacob looked up at him. “Both can be true.”
Chris hated that too.
He hated when adults said things like that and were right. He looked back at the screen. The first notes of bagpipes came through. The sound was thin and reedy from the laptop, distorted by the microphone, but Chris knew the song before the melody fully formed. Everyone knew that song at funerals. Everyone knew what it meant even if they could not name every word.
Amazing Grace.
His phone was still lit with May’s text.
May: Ten.
Chris picked it up.
His thumb hovered over the keyboard.
He typed: I heard.
Deleted it.
Typed: I counted.
Deleted that too.
Jacob waited.
The bagpipes wavered through the speakers, and on screen the salutes finally lowered. The movement seemed to happen in slow motion, though Chris knew it was only the stream lagging again. Buck’s arm came down. Dad’s did too. Hen’s. Chimney’s. Ravi’s. All of them returning to themselves after being held inside the shape of the ritual.
Chris typed again.
I heard.
He stared at it.
Then added:
From here too.
He sent it before he could delete anything else.
The message turned blue.
Delivered.
He put the phone face down on the desk, then immediately turned it face up again because what if May answered and he missed it. Jacob’s mouth moved like he almost smiled, but he did not. Smart.
“What?” Chris asked anyway.
“Nothing.”
“That means something.”
“It means I’m being smart and not saying the thing.”
“Good.”
“Excellent restraint from me, honestly.”
Chris’s laugh came out cracked and ugly. It surprised both of them. Jacob’s almost-smile became something softer, sadder. Chris wiped at his face with the heel of his hand. He was crying now, apparently. He had no memory of starting.
“Don’t make jokes,” he said.
“That was barely a joke.”
“Still.”
“Okay.”
Jacob went quiet.
The bagpipes filled the room. Not really. The laptop speakers were too small for that. But the music occupied the space anyway, winding around the desk, the bed, the charging cable, the backup extension cord Chris had insisted on plugging in even though the laptop battery was full. It moved through all the evidence of Chris trying to control a day that could not be controlled.
The bottle of water Jacob had opened and Chris had not touched. The tissues Helena had left on the dresser without saying anything. The second laptop charger coiled beside the first.
The notebook.
The pen.
The phone.
The screen.
The distance.
Chris bent over the notebook again.
Under the numbers, he wrote:
It reached.
Then he stopped.
The sentence looked too small. He added a line beneath it.
Not enough but real.
He stared at that too. Jacob read it upside down and said nothing. For once, Chris was glad. On the livestream, the camera had pulled back. The sanctuary looked wider now, more formal, less like a room full of people Chris loved and more like an event other people would describe later. The casket remained at the front. Flowers arranged around it. The portrait. The flag. The officials. The uniformed rows. Chris wondered if Bobby would hate all this attention.
Then he wondered if that was unfair. Bobby had spent his life making sure people got ceremony when ceremony was the only thing left to give them. Maybe he would understand. Maybe he would stand at the back if he could and make sure Athena had water, make sure Buck remembered to breathe, make sure Chimney did not bolt, make sure Hen stopped carrying every person in the room with her spine. Maybe he would look through the camera somehow and tell Chris to stop clenching his jaw.
Chris unclenched it.
His teeth hurt.
“Do you think Dad’s okay?” he asked.
Jacob’s answer did not come fast. Fast answers usually meant lies or panic dressed up as comfort.
“No,” Jacob said finally. “But I think he’s with people who know when he’s not okay.”
Chris nodded.
“Buck?”
Jacob’s face changed.
“Same answer,” he said.
“That’s not better.”
“Probably.”
Chris looked down at his phone. No reply from May yet.
“May and Harry lost him too,” he said.
“Yeah,” Jacob said.
“And they have to sit there and hold Athena’s hands while everyone looks at her.”
Jacob nodded once.
Chris dug the pen into the notebook spiral.
“Kids shouldn’t have to do that.”
“No,” Jacob said. “They shouldn’t.”
“But they do.”
“Yeah.”
The agreement should have made him feel better. It did not. It only made the room feel more honest. On screen, people were beginning to shift. The music continued. A row of firefighters near the aisle turned in preparation for something Chris could not see yet. The camera was too far back again.
“What’s happening?” Chris asked.
Jacob leaned forward a little, squinting.
“I think they’re getting ready to move the casket.”
Chris’s stomach dropped.
“Already?”
“The service part, yeah.”
“But it just—”
He stopped because he did not know how to finish.
It just started.
It just ended.
He just died.
They just said his name. They just rang the bell. How could there be a next part already? But funerals were full of next parts. That was the cruelty of them. Someone always knew where people had to stand. When to rise. When to walk. Which door to use. Where the cars were parked. What happened to the flowers. Who signed the book. Who got the flag. Where the body went.
Chris had learned that with his mom, though most of it had blurred. He remembered adults moving him from place to place with gentle hands and quiet voices. He remembered not wanting any of it to be organized because organized meant people had accepted that there was no emergency left to fix.
He remembered Dad’s face.
He looked at Dad’s shape on the screen now, and for a second the years folded wrong.
Dad at Mom’s funeral.
Dad at Bobby’s.
Dad always standing where someone else should have been standing too.
Chris’s throat closed.
“I don’t want him to have to do this again,” he said.
Jacob’s head turned toward him.
“Your dad?”
Chris nodded.
“Yeah,” Jacob said. “I know.”
“He already did.”
“I know.”
“And Buck.”
“Yeah.”
“And May and Harry.”
“Yeah.”
“And Chimney thinks it’s his fault.”
Jacob’s mouth tightened.
“I don’t know what Chimney thinks.”
Chris looked at him.
Jacob held up one hand. “I know what people said. I know what happened. But I’m not in his head.”
“He thinks it’s his fault.”
Jacob was quiet.
Chris looked back at the screen.
“It’s not,” he said.
“No.”
“But he does.”
“Probably.”
“That sucks.”
“Yeah.”
Chris pressed his palms flat on the desk, grounding himself against the wood. The bagpipes rose and thinned. The camera found the casket again. Uniformed pallbearers moved into position, and the whole sanctuary seemed to rearrange around them. People stood in waves. Athena rose with May and Harry beside her. Dad’s head turned slightly toward the front row. Buck did not move until Eddie’s hand brushed his sleeve.
Chris saw that.
The camera saw it by accident, probably. A tiny thing at the edge of the frame. Eddie’s fingers near Buck’s wrist, not quite holding. Buck turning just enough to know.
Chris wrote:
Dad got him.
Then, after a second:
Buck let him.
Jacob read that too.
“Good,” he said.
Chris nodded, even though the word good felt wrong against everything else.
His phone buzzed.
He grabbed it so fast Jacob actually startled.
May had replied.
I know.
Then another bubble appeared.
May: He reached us too.
Chris stared at it.
He read it once.
Twice.
A third time.
The words did something the bell had not done. The bell had reached because sound could travel. Because wires and signals and speakers could carry a ceremony across state lines. May’s text reached because she had turned back toward him from inside the room.
Not physically.
Not enough.
But real.
Chris covered his mouth with his hand. Jacob looked away on purpose. Chris saw him do it and loved him for it, though he would rather die than say that out loud in the middle of Bobby’s funeral. The casket began to move. Everyone on screen shifted with it. Chris did not write that down yet.
Scene seven, he thought, because some part of his brain still organized things the way stories and episodes did. The bell reaches. The next part would be the procession. The truck. The part where the house took Bobby as far as it could. He did not know that phrase yet. He only knew the feeling. Something being carried forward because leaving it still would be worse. He typed back to May.
Tell Harry I heard it.
Then:
Tell him I’m here too.
He sent both.
May did not answer immediately.
That was okay.
She was walking now, maybe. Or standing. Or holding Athena. Or holding his letter. Or all of it at once, because May Grant was the kind of person adults trusted with too much and then called strong when she survived it. Chris picked up his pen again.
Under It reached and Not enough but real, he wrote:
May said: He reached us too. Then he drew a box around it. Not because it was more important than the ten bells. Because he needed to find it later. From the hallway, Helena said something softly to Ramon. Chris could not hear the words, only the murmur. They had been quiet since the feed began. Too quiet, maybe, but Chris preferred quiet to the kind of comfort that asked him to perform being comforted. Ramon appeared briefly in the doorway. He looked at the laptop, then at Chris, then at Jacob on the floor.
“Do you need anything, mijo?”
Chris shook his head.
Ramon nodded like he believed him and did not believe him at the same time.
“We’re right outside.”
“I know.”
Ramon’s gaze lingered on the screen. Bobby’s flag moved through the frame in a slow, solemn line.
“He was a good man,” Ramon said.
Chris expected to hate the sentence because everyone had said it and everyone would keep saying it until the words stopped meaning anything. But from Ramon, standing in the doorway of the house where Chris had been stuck watching Bobby’s funeral through a laptop, it landed differently.
Not a condolence.
A fact.
“Yeah,” Chris said.
Ramon nodded again and left them alone. The casket moved off screen.
The phone buzzed again.
May:
I told him.
Harry says he knows.
Then, a minute later:
He says you counted with us.
Chris pressed the phone against his chest before he could think about whether it was embarrassing.
Jacob saw.
Jacob looked at the laptop.
Good.
“I counted with them,” Chris said.
“Yeah,” Jacob said. “You did.”
“Not from there.”
“No.”
“But with them.”
“Yeah.”
Chris put the phone down carefully, like it was something fragile. The feed shifted toward the doors. The picture blew out white when they opened, and the bagpipes became louder, then softer, then louder again as the microphone adjusted. California sun, gray through the stream, flooded the screen. Chris’s room stayed dim and still. He wrote one more line beneath the boxed text.
Counted with them.
Then he looked at the numbers again.
1 2 3 4 5 halfway 6 7 8 9 10
Messy. Uneven. Real.
He touched the page lightly beside the ten, careful not to smear the ink.
“Do you think Bobby would care that I wasn’t there?”
Jacob looked up at him.
This answer came fast.
“No.”
Chris’s eyes burned again.
“You don’t know.”
“I know enough.”
“How?”
Jacob leaned his head back against the bed frame. “Because every story I’ve ever heard about him is about him figuring out what people needed, not what looked right.” Chris looked at the screen.
“He liked things done right.”
“Yeah,” Jacob said. “But not more than people.”
Chris sat with that.
The bagpipes kept playing.
Outside, somewhere beyond the bedroom window, El Paso was still El Paso. A car passed. The air conditioner hummed. Someone down the street was probably eating breakfast or driving to work or sleeping through a day that had no idea what was happening on Chris’s laptop.
That felt impossible.
The world did not stop for Bobby Nash. But in one room in El Paso, the bell had.
Ten times.
Chris reached for the water bottle with shaking fingers. The cap was already loose because Jacob had opened it earlier. He drank. The water was warm now, plastic-tasting, ordinary.
“Thanks,” Chris said.
Jacob blinked. “For the water?”
“For counting.”
The words came out rough.
Jacob’s face went careful.
“Yeah,” he said. “Anytime.”
Chris rolled his eyes because the alternative was crying again.
“Don’t make it weird.”
“Wouldn’t dream of it.”
“You’re making it weird.”
“I’m literally sitting here normally.”
“You’re sitting on the floor.”
“Normal floor sitting.”
Chris huffed. It was not a laugh. It was close enough. On screen, the casket emerged outside. The camera jostled as people stood or moved around whoever was filming the feed. For a few seconds Chris saw only shoulders, caps, a slice of sky, the edge of a flag. Then the image stabilized enough to show the waiting line of firefighters. Rows and rows of dark uniforms. The 118 engine beyond them.
Chris sat up straighter.
Jacob saw it too.
Neither of them spoke.
This belonged to the next part.
The bell had reached.
The door had opened.
Bobby was being carried into the city that had kept calling him until it couldn’t anymore. Chris turned to a new page in the notebook.
At the top, he wrote:
Procession.
Then, under it:
I saw the truck.
For now he watched, with Jacob on the floor beside him and May’s words still glowing on his phone, while the final note of the bell seemed to follow Bobby out into Los Angeles.
he first notes of “Amazing Grace” did not move through the sanctuary so much as open it. Eddie had heard bagpipes before at funerals. Military services. Fire services. Police services. Ceremonies where grief wore polished shoes and moved on command because the alternative was everyone collapsing in different directions at once. He knew the way the sound could make a room feel larger than it was, how it filled the spaces between people until there was no empty air left for denial.
This was different.
Maybe because it was Bobby at the front of the room. Maybe because Buck’s hand was still shaking after he lowered his salute. Maybe because Athena had stood with May and Harry and looked less like a woman rising from a pew than like someone being asked to lift the whole world one more time.
Or maybe because Eddie had been to enough funerals to know ceremony did not protect anyone from the moment after it ended. The casket detail stepped forward.
The room obeyed the change before anyone announced it. Uniforms shifted. Programs folded. Civilians stood in slower, less synchronized waves. The scrape of shoes against the floor sounded indecent under the bagpipes, too ordinary beside the flag, but ordinary noises kept happening. That was one of the first things Eddie had learned about grief as a soldier and then learned again as a husband and then again as a father: the world kept producing small, practical sounds around the dead.
Buck did not move.
Eddie saw it in the corner of his eye, the way Buck remained fixed while the rest of the row prepared to turn. His shoulders were high, his jaw set, his gaze on the casket like if he looked away, Bobby would be taken faster.
Eddie let the line move around them for one beat. Two. Not long enough to draw attention. Long enough to make sure he was choosing the contact instead of reacting from panic. Then he brushed the back of his fingers against Buck’s sleeve. Buck’s eyes flicked toward him. Not his head. Just his eyes. Eddie kept his voice low. “We’re with him.”
Buck swallowed.
For a second Eddie thought he might argue, though not with words. Buck had been arguing with the day since morning. With the office light. With the key in his pocket. With every person who tried to make leaving look like logistics instead of betrayal. But then Buck nodded once.
Small. Almost not there.
He turned with the row. Hen moved on Chimney’s other side, one hand hovering near his elbow without touching until she needed to. Chimney had made it through the bell upright, but the effort had hollowed him out. Maddie stood just behind him with both hands clasped in front of her, as if keeping them there was the only thing preventing her from reaching for him again in the middle of the formal recessional.
Ravi bent quickly to retrieve the program he had dropped, then straightened so fast his cap nearly tipped. Ethan, behind him, caught the motion and steadied the edge with two fingers before Ravi could make the correction look worse. Ravi shot him a look that was equal parts gratitude and embarrassment. Ethan gave the tiniest shake of his head: nothing to apologize for.
Eddie saw that too.
Bobby would have seen it. That thought hit harder than it should have, because it was not about the program. It was about the thousand tiny repairs Bobby used to make without naming them. A hand at someone’s back. A cup set down before a person realized they were cold. A pause long enough for shame to pass without becoming a spectacle. Leadership, Eddie thought, and hated how official the word sounded for something Bobby had made feel like breathing.
The pallbearers reached the casket. The flag did not move at first. It lay perfectly still across Bobby, crisp and bright beneath the sanctuary lights. Eddie’s eyes found the folds and stayed there because looking at the shape beneath them would be worse, and not looking would be worse too. The command came quietly this time, meant for the detail, not the whole room.
They lifted.
Athena’s fingers tightened around May’s and Harry’s hands. Eddie saw May’s face go smooth in the way young people learned when adults had praised them too many times for being strong. Harry did not manage smooth. His grief sat openly in his eyes, furious and scared and insulted by every ritual that dared to proceed. Good, Eddie thought before he could stop himself. Let him be mad.
Mad was honest. Mad had edges. Mad meant some part of him still believed the world should have done better. The casket turned toward the aisle.
The bagpipes swelled.
Buck inhaled sharply beside him. Eddie did not look over right away. If he looked, Buck might try to recover. If he did not look at all, Buck might think he had to recover alone. So Eddie waited half a beat, then let his shoulder press lightly against Buck’s as the first row began to move. Buck did not pull away.
They followed Bobby out.
Not first. That place belonged to Athena and the children, to the honor guard, to the official structure built around the impossible. But close enough that Eddie could see the casket ahead of them through gaps in uniforms. Close enough that the bagpipes seemed to pull them by the sternum. The sanctuary aisle was longer than it had been when they entered.
Eddie knew that was not true. He had counted exits automatically when they arrived. Front doors, side doors, emergency access near the vestibule. Rows, angles, sightlines. He had made the map without meaning to because that was what his body did in crowded rooms, even at funerals. Still, the aisle had lengthened. Every step gave him time to remember another room.
Sand under boots. Sun too bright on a flag-draped transfer case. A bugle note cutting clean through heat. Men who had survived explosions nearly dropping under the weight of folded cloth. Commanders speaking in phrases polished by repetition because repetition was the only way to say the unsayable and still keep standing. Eddie had thought military funerals taught him the shape of this.
They had not.
Those funerals had been brothers in arms, yes, but also a system closing ranks around its own. They had been terrible, formal, familiar. This was a family trying to walk behind its heart while the city watched.
And Bobby had not died in a war someone could point to on a map. He had died because he had made the same choice he had made every day: someone else first.
Buck’s breath caught again.
“Easy,” Eddie murmured.
Buck’s mouth moved, but no sound came out. Eddie saw the answer anyway. Nothing about this is easy.
“I know,” Eddie said.
Buck blinked hard.
They reached the vestibule.
The air changed there, cooler from the open doors, threaded with outside noise. Bagpipes louder now. A murmur beyond the entrance. Radios clicking softly. The low compression of a crowd trying to be silent and failing because humans were not built to disappear completely, even out of respect. The casket passed through the doors first. Gray daylight spilled across the flag.
For a second, Bobby seemed to leave color behind in the sanctuary and enter something flatter, colder, wider. Then Eddie’s eyes adjusted and Los Angeles came into focus. The street had been closed.
Firefighters lined both sides of the route in dress uniforms, rows stretching farther than Eddie had expected even after seeing the turnout outside. LAFD. County. Visiting companies. Men and women who had known Bobby personally, and others who knew only what it meant when one of their own did not come home. Their salutes rose as the casket emerged, a wave of controlled motion that seemed to travel down the block.
Beyond them, civilians stood behind barriers. Some held phones low against their chests but did not raise them. Some had their hands over their hearts. A woman in scrubs stood near the curb with tears running openly down her face. A delivery driver had stopped beside his truck, cap in hand. Two teenagers in school uniforms stood shoulder to shoulder, backpacks still on, watching like they understood more than anyone wanted them to. Traffic lights continued changing over an empty intersection.
Red. Green. Yellow.
No cars moved.
That undid Eddie for reasons he did not have time to examine. Los Angeles did not stop. Not for rain, not for earthquakes, not for celebrity motorcades or brushfires or grief. Los Angeles honked and swerved and found another route. Los Angeles cursed delays and checked apps and ran late. But for Bobby Nash, the city held still.
Buck saw it too.
Eddie felt him falter.
Not his feet. His center. The place grief hit before the body knew what to do with it. Eddie shifted closer again. This time Buck’s arm pressed back against his, brief but deliberate. The 118 engine waited ahead.
It had been cleaned until it shone despite the gray sky. Chrome, red paint, polished compartments, the familiar shape of it transformed by ceremony without losing its body. Eddie had ridden that engine into fire, flood, collapse, absurdity, boredom, near-death, and takeout runs disguised as errands. He had seen Bobby at its side a hundred times, one hand on the door, head tilted while he listened to dispatch, already thinking three steps ahead.
Now the engine waited to carry him. Buck made a broken sound low in his throat. Only Eddie heard it. Maybe Hen, because Hen heard everything. Maybe Chimney, if grief had not taken him too far inside himself. But Eddie heard it as clearly as if Buck had said no.
“Buck,” he said, very softly.
Buck shook his head once. Not refusing Eddie. Refusing the image. Bobby’s casket beside the truck. The back prepared. The helmet. The turnout coat. The boots. All the things Bobby should have been able to put on again. The honor guard guided the casket toward the engine with precise, practiced steps. The department liaison stood nearby, face solemn, hands folded. Someone had already arranged Bobby’s turnouts at the rear. Coat hanging with care. Helmet positioned where the eye could not avoid it. Name visible.
NASH.
Eddie stared at the letters.
The name belonged there.
That was the problem.
It belonged on the helmet, on the locker, on the duty roster, on the paperwork, on the lips of dispatch and probies and chiefs. It belonged at the station over coffee. It belonged in Buck’s stories and Hen’s eye rolls and Chimney’s complaints about dinner and Athena’s voice when she called him baby with that private softness none of them were supposed to hear but sometimes did. It did not belong as a memorial arrangement. Buck’s hand twitched toward his pocket.
The key, Eddie realized.
Bobby’s station key.
Buck had been carrying it since morning like an organ he could not put down. Eddie wanted to take it from him and knew that would be wrong. Some weights could be shared. Some had to remain in a person’s own hand until they were ready to set them somewhere else.
“Look at me,” Eddie said.
Buck did not.
“Evan.”
That did it.
Buck’s eyes snapped to his, wet and furious and terrified. Eddie kept his face steady because Buck needed something steady more than he needed gentleness right now. “Breathe before you lock your knees.”
Buck’s jaw tightened.
“I’m not—”
“You are.”
For half a second something almost normal sparked through the pain. Offense, maybe. The kind Buck would usually turn into a comeback if they were anywhere else. Then his knees bent slightly.
Good.
Eddie breathed with him once, slow enough to be followed without making it obvious. Buck took the cue because Buck had always been better at surviving when someone gave him a task.
Inhale.
Hold.
Out.
The casket reached the engine. Buck looked back too soon.
So did Eddie.
The pallbearers began the transfer. The world narrowed to hands. Gloved hands. Careful grips. The flag staying level. Boots placed with exact attention. The helmet catching a dull reflection of the sky. No one stumbled. No one rushed. The city stayed silent except for the bagpipes and the distant rotorbeat of a news helicopter kept far enough away to be only a vibration at the edge of hearing.
Athena stood with May and Harry near the front. Her face had gone unreadable in the way Eddie recognized from scenes, from hospitals, from doors no one wanted opened. Public composure, absolute and merciless. May watched her more than she watched the casket. Harry watched Bobby. The envelope was still with May, tucked under her arm now, white against the dark fabric of her dress.
Ethan stood a few paces behind them, not intruding, not leaving. Eddie saw the precise agony of his position and understood it better than Ethan probably knew. Close enough to love people. New enough to wonder where love gave him the right to stand.
Ravi had found a place near the rear of the 118 cluster. His eyes stayed on the helmet. Not Bobby’s face, not the casket, not the crowd. The helmet. Protocol still holding him upright.
Hen was watching Chimney.
Chimney was watching the casket like it might accuse him. Maddie stood behind him with Jee absent and still somehow present in every line of her grief. Eddie thought of the child Bobby had saved by saving Chimney, of the future Bobby had handed back to a family and then not stayed to see. He looked away before the thought could become too much.
The transfer finished.
Bobby’s casket rested with the engine.
Buck’s face folded.
Not completely. Not visibly to the whole street. But Eddie was close enough to see it happen. The tiny collapse around the eyes. The mouth pressing hard, then failing. The breath that did not become a sob only because Buck swallowed it like punishment.
“He should be up front,” Buck said.
The words were barely there.
Eddie’s chest ached.
“I know.”
“He should be driving us crazy about seatbelts and radio etiquette and—” Buck stopped. His throat worked. “He should be up front.”
Eddie could have said Bobby was with the engine because that was the honor. He could have said this was how they carried captains. He could have said Bobby would understand, Bobby would be proud, Bobby would want Buck to keep moving. All of it might have been true. None of it would help.
So Eddie said, “Yeah.”
Buck nodded once, devastated by the permission not to be comforted. The procession began to form. The official vehicles took their positions first. Motor units. Department SUVs. The hearse that would follow later for the longer transfer. The 118 engine at the center of everything, carrying Bobby through the city one final time. Flags moved in the light wind. Radios murmured. Boots aligned. Civilians behind the barricades shifted, some crying openly now that motion had resumed.
The 118 walked.
Not all the way. They had been told where they would peel off, where the vehicles would continue, how far protocol allowed the family and the house to accompany the engine on foot before logistics took over. Eddie knew the plan. He had heard it twice. He had watched Hen nod through it like receiving instructions on how to survive a call that had already gone bad. Still, when the engine began to roll at walking pace, plan became something else.
Athena moved first, May and Harry beside her. Not ahead of Bobby. With him. The 118 followed, their line imperfect because grief did not march well. Hen stayed close to Chimney. Maddie close behind. Karen near Hen, ready to intercept the world. Ravi at attention even while walking. Ethan on the edge, matching their pace, eyes moving from May to Harry to Buck as if he was trying to make sure no one fell where he could not reach them.
Eddie walked beside Buck.
The street opened in front of them.
Los Angeles watched.
At the first intersection, a line of firefighters from another house stood on the curb with helmets held against their chests. One of them was crying hard enough that their shoulders shook, and no one in the line looked away from them or at them. The compassion of not noticing. Bobby had taught that too, though maybe not in words.
A man stepped out from a storefront as the engine passed and placed one hand over his heart. The sign above him advertised tacos and breakfast burritos. Someone had taped a small printed photo of Bobby to the window, probably pulled from a news article. The ink had streaked slightly from condensation inside the glass. Eddie wondered how many people Bobby had saved who did not know his name until he died. He wondered how many knew and had come anyway.
Buck saw the photo.
His breath hitched again, but he kept walking. They passed a group of paramedics in hospital scrubs standing beside an ambulance bay entrance. Nurses too. A doctor in a white coat. Security guards. A patient in a wheelchair with a blanket over their knees. All of them silent as the engine rolled by. Chimney’s head turned toward the hospital line.
Maddie’s hand hovered near his back and then settled there, ceremony or no ceremony. Chimney leaned into it by the smallest degree.
Hen saw.
Her face changed.
Then she looked forward again and kept walking. The bagpipes continued somewhere ahead, joined now by the low percussion of boots, the murmur of engines, the city holding its breath in patches as the procession passed. Not every block was silent. Somewhere a siren wailed far away, because emergencies did not stop for funerals. Somewhere construction hammered. Somewhere a bus hissed at a detour. Life kept leaking in. Eddie hated it until he didn’t.
Bobby had spent years answering the parts that kept happening. Maybe the city continuing was not disrespect. Maybe it was evidence. Calls still came. People still needed. The work Bobby had believed in so fiercely had not ended with him, even if the people who loved him needed it to pause long enough to breathe. That did not make it fair.
It made it true.
Buck’s shoulder brushed his again. This time Eddie did not think it was accidental. They reached the block where the walking portion would end. Eddie knew because the liaison was already positioned near the curb, face apologetic before anyone had objected. The engine would continue from here at procession speed. The family would move to cars. The department would follow. The city would watch Bobby pass through intersections held open by officers and firefighters and strangers who had stopped being strangers for the length of a salute. Buck slowed before the rest of them.
“No,” he said.
Not loud.
Not to anyone in particular. But Eddie heard the old panic in it, the word beneath the word. No, don’t take him. No, I’m not done. No, I wasn’t ready. No, he told me they’d need me and then left anyway.
Eddie stopped with him.
Hen looked back.
So did Chimney.
For one second the whole 118 seemed to hinge around Buck’s inability to keep walking and inability to stop.
Athena turned too.
That was what broke it open. She looked at Buck from beside May and Harry, her face still composed, her eyes anything but. There was grief there, yes. Anger. Exhaustion. But also recognition, sharp and immediate, as if she understood exactly which part of Buck had been left standing on the curb. She did not say his name. She only nodded once toward the engine. Not permission to let Bobby go. Permission to come as far as he could.
Buck’s breath shuddered.
Eddie put his hand at Buck’s back, firm between the shoulder blades, hidden by the angle of their bodies from most of the street.
“One more step,” he said.
Buck closed his eyes.
Then he took it.
One more step became two. Two became the curb. The curb became the place where they had to stop. The engine rolled forward without them.
Slowly.
Cruelly.
Reverently.
Bobby’s turnouts moved slightly in the wind. The helmet stayed fixed. NASH faced the street, the letters dark and clean and impossible. The 118 stood together as the engine passed.
Hen’s hand found Chimney’s. Chimney gripped back hard enough that Eddie saw both their knuckles pale. Ravi stood at attention with tears on his face now, no longer pretending the protocol had saved him from feeling. Maddie leaned into Karen for one brief second while still watching Chimney. Ethan stood behind May and Harry, one hand half-raised like he wanted to reach for one of them and did not know if he should. May solved it by stepping back just enough for her shoulder to touch his arm.
Ethan went still.
Then he stayed.
Harry saw the contact, looked away, and wiped his face with the heel of his hand like he was annoyed at the tears for existing. Athena kept her eyes on Bobby.
Buck’s hand rose again.
Not to salute. Not fully. It started that way and then stopped at his chest, fingers curling over the place where the key still sat in his pocket beneath the line of his jacket. Eddie stood close enough to feel him shaking. The engine moved down the block.
Rows of firefighters saluted as it passed. Civilians bowed their heads. Someone began crying openly behind the barricade. A child asked a question too softly for Eddie to hear, and a parent answered with a hand pressed to the child’s hair. The city held still one block at a time. Then the procession turned the corner.
The engine disappeared slowly, red giving way to gray, Bobby’s name the last thing Eddie could make out before distance and people and the curve of the street took it. Buck did not move after it was gone. No one did, not at first.
The bagpipes faded into the city noise, leaving behind the kind of silence that existed only after music had been carrying too much. Eddie’s hand remained on Buck’s back. He waited for Buck to shrug him off.
Buck did not.
Behind them, the liaison began speaking quietly to Hen about the cars, about the next location, about timing. Hen nodded because someone had to. Chimney wiped his face with both hands, then turned toward Maddie, who reached him before he finished turning. Ravi picked up a fallen flower from near the curb and looked at it like he had no idea what to do with something so fragile. Ethan took it gently from him.
“I’ll carry it,” he said.
Ravi nodded, relief and grief crossing his face together. May still had Christopher’s letter. Eddie noticed because she adjusted her grip on the program and the envelope flashed white again. Proof of Texas inside the L.A. procession. Proof that Chris had been threaded through the day even from a bedroom hundreds of miles away. Eddie hoped his son had seen the truck. Then his phone buzzed once in his pocket.
He did not check it. Not yet. Not with Buck still frozen under his hand and Bobby’s engine just gone around the corner.
But he knew.
Some things moved across distance even when people could not.
Buck finally breathed in.
It sounded painful.
“He’s leaving,” Buck said.
Eddie looked toward the corner where the engine had vanished.
“Yeah.”
“I hate this.”
“Yeah.”
Buck laughed once, without humor. “You’re really good at the one-word thing today.”
“It’s a limited skill set.”
The corner of Buck’s mouth moved and failed.
Eddie would take it.
He let his hand drop before the contact could become something Buck felt obligated to acknowledge. “Come on.”
Buck looked at him.
“Where?”
Eddie glanced back at Athena, May, Harry, Hen, Chimney, Maddie, Karen, Ravi, Ethan. Their broken line. Their house without its captain. Their family without the person who had made family feel like a verb.
“As far as they let us,” Eddie said.
Buck’s eyes closed for one second. When he opened them, they were still wet, still wrecked, but he nodded. The 118 turned toward the waiting cars. Behind them, the street began to release itself back into motion. Officers lowered their hands. Radios grew louder. Civilians stepped away from barriers, some still watching the corner where the engine had gone. The traffic light changed again over the empty intersection.
Red.
Green.
Yellow.
This time, somewhere beyond the barricade, a car engine started. Life resumed carefully, as if even Los Angeles knew to be gentle for another few seconds. Eddie walked beside Buck to the car. Not ahead of him. Not behind.
Beside.
The engine was gone from sight, but the procession had not ended. Bobby was still moving through the city. Athena was still standing. May and Harry still carried each other and Christopher’s letter. Hen was still nodding through instructions. Chimney was still breathing because Bobby had made sure he could. Ravi was still holding himself upright in the shape of the job. Ethan was still carrying the flower because someone had handed him grief and he had accepted it carefully.
And Buck, shaking and silent and still walking, was still with them. That was all Eddie could give him for now.
One more step.
Then another.
As far as they were allowed.
The livestream did not follow Bobby cleanly. It tried. Christopher could tell there was someone assigned to make sure people at home saw what they were supposed to see, someone with a camera and a connection and probably an earpiece full of instructions. But the world outside the sanctuary did not hold still for the internet. The picture lurched when the doors opened. The brightness blew out the screen until Bobby’s flag became a white shape inside more white, and for three awful seconds Chris could not tell where the casket was at all.
“Come on,” he whispered.
Jacob shifted on the floor beside the bed but did not reach for the laptop. He had learned fast. Touching the computer while Chris was panicking about the feed would only make Chris panic harder. The image corrected in pieces.
First the top of a firefighter’s cap. Then the edge of the flag. Then a slice of gray sky, a line of dark uniforms, the polished red side of an engine waiting beyond the crowd. Chris sat up so fast his hip knocked the edge of the desk.
“The truck,” he said.
Jacob leaned forward. “Yeah.”
The word landed softly, but Chris heard something under it. Recognition, maybe. Not of that engine specifically, because Jacob had not grown up inside the orbit of the 118 the way Chris had, but of what it meant for a vehicle to stop being equipment and become a body of memory. The engine was not just a truck on the screen. It was the house moving on wheels. It was Bobby’s hand on the door, Buck hanging half out of the cab to yell something stupid, Chimney complaining from the back, Hen calling everyone children, Dad pretending not to laugh.
It was red paint and chrome and a hundred stories Chris had heard at dinner tables and hospital rooms and station couches. Now it waited for Bobby. Chris’s pen hovered over the new page of his notebook.
Procession.
I saw the truck.
He had written the words before the camera had fully found it. Like if he named it first, the feed would have to keep showing it. The bagpipes came through louder outside, still thin from the laptop speakers but less muffled than they had been in the sanctuary. The melody wavered whenever the microphone shifted. Sometimes it caught wind instead of music. Sometimes a radio click cut across a note. Once, someone close to the camera breathed in sharply, and the sound came through so human and unplanned that Chris’s eyes burned all over again.
The casket emerged.
The rows of firefighters saluted.
Chris stopped writing.
He had seen honor guards in movies and on the news. He had seen ceremonies on TV after line-of-duty deaths. He knew the shapes. The flag. The uniforms. The controlled movements. The language adults used when someone had died doing a job everyone called heroic because heroic sounded cleaner than gone.
It looked different when the person under the flag had once put too much cinnamon in French toast because Buck had insisted it was impossible to overdo cinnamon. It looked different when Dad was in the line behind him. The camera jostled. For a moment, shoulders blocked everything. Chris made a frustrated sound, half growl, half breath.
“Move,” he muttered at strangers hundreds of miles away.
Jacob did not laugh.
Good.
The view cleared. Bobby’s casket was being carried toward the 118 engine. Athena walked near the front with May and Harry. Chris could not make out May’s face well through the compressed feed and shifting crowd, but he could see the line of her posture, too straight in a way that made him want to text her to sit down even though she was walking and even though that made no sense. Harry stayed close on Athena’s other side, his head turned toward the casket like he was trying to memorize it through anger.
Chris looked for Dad.
There.
Dad was beside Buck, just behind the main family group, close enough that their sleeves nearly touched. Or did touch. The feed was too grainy to know. Chris leaned closer anyway, as if distance were something he could defeat by moving his face toward the screen.
Buck looked wrong.
Not because Chris could see his expression clearly. He couldn’t. The camera was too far back, and the angle kept shifting. But Buck’s body had a language Chris knew. He had known it since he was little, since before he had words for adult grief or trauma or the way Buck sometimes smiled like he was holding something broken in his mouth. Buck was walking like he was trying not to run backward.
Dad stayed beside him.
Chris wrote:
Dad with Buck.
Then:
Buck walking like no.
He stared at that. It was not a real sentence. It was more accurate than a real sentence would have been.
“What?” Jacob asked.
Chris tilted the notebook enough for him to see without having to read it upside down. Jacob looked, then looked back at the screen. His face went tight.
“Yeah,” he said. “That’s what it looks like.”
Chris hated that Jacob understood. He was grateful too. Both things pressed together until they were almost the same feeling. The casket reached the engine. The camera angle changed again, closer now but less stable, like whoever was filming had stepped sideways to avoid blocking the official line. The image caught Bobby’s helmet first.
Chris’s breath snagged.
NASH.
The letters were visible even through the stream. His helmet sat at the back of the engine. His turnout coat hung with the careful emptiness of clothes waiting for a person who would never come put them on again.
Chris had seen gear hanging empty before. At the station. In lockers. On hooks. It had never felt empty then. It had felt paused. Like the firefighter belonging to it had stepped away for coffee or paperwork or to tell Buck to stop touching something he absolutely should not be touching. This emptiness had been arranged.
That made it worse.
He gripped the pen until his fingers hurt.
“They put his gear on the truck,” he said.
“Yeah.” Jacob’s voice was rougher now.
“Like he’s still going.”
Jacob was quiet for a second. “Maybe that’s the point.”
Chris looked at him.
Jacob did not look away from the screen. “Not that he’s still alive. I don’t mean that. Just—” He stopped, searching for words carefully enough that Chris did not interrupt. “The house is taking him as far as it can.” The sentence settled into the room. Chris looked back at the engine.
The house is taking him as far as it can.
He wrote it down immediately. Not because Jacob needed credit. Because it was true in a way that hurt.
Under the line, he wrote:
That’s the part I can see. The transfer seemed to take forever. Maybe it didn’t. Maybe it was only a minute or two. But the feed made every movement stutter and stretch. Hands lifted. The flag stayed level. The casket shifted from one group of arms to another, from sanctuary to engine, from ceremony to procession. Chris could not hear the commands anymore beneath the bagpipes and the wind, but he could see people obeying them. Dad’s head turned toward Buck.
Chris saw that too.
He saw Buck freeze.
He saw Dad say something, or maybe he only imagined it because he needed Dad to be saying something. The angle was terrible. A firefighter stepped through the frame and blocked them. When the view cleared again, Buck’s knees had bent slightly, and Dad was still there. Chris let out a breath he had not meant to hold.
“Did you see that?”
“Eddie?” Jacob asked.
“Yeah.”
“Yeah.”
Chris wrote:
Dad told him to breathe? He added the question mark because he did not know. He left the sentence anyway because it felt right.
His phone buzzed.
May.
Still walking. Service part over. Going outside now. Chris looked from the phone to the laptop and almost laughed because he could literally see that, but the text mattered more than the information. May was still connecting the line. Still turning back toward him from inside the day. Still making sure he had a place in the sequence even when the camera was shaky and strangers kept blocking the view.
He typed back:
I see you.
Then, after a second:
I saw the truck.
He sent both.
Delivered.
He watched the word appear and felt something loosen in his ribs.
“I told her,” he said.
“Good,” Jacob said.
The engine began to move. Slow at first. Barely rolling. The kind of speed that made every inch feel intentional. Firefighters on both sides held their salutes as Bobby passed, and the camera followed badly, catching the engine in fragments: wheel, chrome, flag, helmet, red paint, Bobby’s name, the dark uniforms walking behind.
Chris wanted a wide shot and a close-up at the same time. He wanted to see everyone. He wanted to see Dad’s face. Buck’s hands. Athena’s shoulders. May’s fingers around the envelope. Harry’s mouth, because Harry always pressed his lips together when he was trying not to say something. Hen and Chimney and Ravi. Ethan, who would be standing somewhere at the edge, probably trying to figure out how to be useful without getting in the way. The camera gave him none of that reliably. It gave him the truck. So he watched the truck.
“When Mom died,” he said, surprising himself, “I don’t remember the car part very well.”
Jacob turned his head toward him slowly. Chris kept his eyes on the screen.
“I remember the church. Sort of. I remember people hugging me too much. I remember Dad’s suit. I remember being mad because everyone kept saying she loved me like that fixed anything.”
Jacob did not speak.
“But I don’t remember the drive. Or where the car was. Or if people watched.”
“You were little.”
“I know.”
The engine rolled past a line of firefighters from another station. Their salutes rose as the truck reached them and lowered only after it passed. The movement reminded Chris of stadium waves, except nothing about it was playful. Respect traveled down the block one body at a time.
“I think I would have remembered this,” Chris said.
“Yeah,” Jacob said. “I think you would.”
Chris swallowed.
“Maybe that’s why they do it.”
Jacob waited.
“So people remember the moving part too.”
The moving part.
He did not know if that made sense. Funerals always had movement. Stand. Sit. Walk. Ride. Lower. Leave. But this was different. This was Bobby being carried by the thing that had been his work and his people and his second home. This was the city making room for him, block by block, because the people who loved him could not keep him still and could not let him vanish all at once.
Chris wrote:
Remember the moving part.
The procession reached the street.
The feed switched cameras.
For a second the screen went black.
Chris’s whole body jolted.
“No.”
A loading circle appeared.
“No, no, come on.”
Jacob pushed up from the floor onto his knees, not touching the laptop but ready if Chris told him to. “It’s switching feeds.”
“It better be.”
“It probably is.”
“Probably is not helpful.”
“I know.”
The circle spun.
Chris stared at it with a hatred so focused it felt almost productive. He had checked the Wi-Fi. He had checked the laptop. He had checked the extension cord even though the cord had nothing to do with the internet. He had done everything a person could do from a bedroom in El Paso, and still Bobby’s funeral could vanish behind a buffering icon because distance did not care how prepared he was.
The image returned.
Outside. Wider shot. The street lined with people. The 118 engine moving through the center of the frame with Bobby at its back. Chris made a sound that was almost a gasp. Jacob sat back down slowly.
“There,” he said.
Chris nodded, too annoyed and relieved to answer. The new angle showed more of the city. Traffic had been stopped at an intersection. Cars waited in long lines, headlights dull in the gray morning. Some drivers had gotten out. A bus sat at an angle near the curb, its route sign glowing above the windshield. People stood on sidewalks, outside shops, near office entrances, some with hands over their hearts, some holding helmets, some just standing because standing was the only language available. Los Angeles looked enormous and strangely quiet.
Chris had never trusted quiet in Los Angeles. It was not supposed to exist there. Even inside houses there was traffic, helicopters, neighbors, sirens, wind in palm trees, someone’s dog losing its mind at nothing. The city was always doing something. Now, on the screen, it seemed to be holding its breath one street at a time.
“Do you think Buck sees all of them?” Chris asked.
“Probably some.”
“He should.”
Jacob looked up at him. Chris kept watching the procession. “Not because it fixes it. It doesn’t. But he should know people know.”
“Know what?”
Chris’s thumb rubbed at the edge of his notebook page. “That Bobby mattered.” Jacob’s answer was quiet. “I think Buck knows.”
“Knowing in your head and seeing it are different.”
“Yeah,” Jacob said. “They are.”
Chris glanced at him then. Jacob’s face had gone careful again, but not in the way adults got careful when they were trying to hide things from him. More like he was choosing not to step on the words before Chris finished finding them. Chris looked back at the laptop.
“When people died in stories,” he said, “I used to think the funeral was the end part.”
“And now?”
“Now I think it’s when everyone else has to know too.”
Jacob inhaled softly.
Chris did not look at him.
“Like before that, it’s yours. You know, and the people close know, and it’s horrible. But then there’s a funeral, and suddenly everyone knows. Strangers know. Traffic knows. The street knows.”
He pressed the pen to the page but did not write yet.
“Like it’s real where everyone can see it.”
The sentence stayed in the room after he said it.
Then Jacob said, “Yeah.”
Chris wrote it down.
Real where everyone can see it.
His phone buzzed again.
This time the message was from Dad.
Not words. A photo.
Chris opened it with his heart in his throat. It was blurry, taken quickly, probably while Dad was walking or just after he had stopped. The frame caught the back of the 118 engine from an angle the livestream did not have: Bobby’s helmet, the turnout coat, the flag, the line of firefighters beyond. The photo was not good. It was tilted. Part of Dad’s thumb blocked one corner.
Chris loved it immediately.
A text followed.
He’s with the engine.
Chris stared until the letters doubled.
He typed:
I saw.
Then:
I’m watching.
Then, because he needed Dad to know the thing he had written before he knew he needed to say it:
Jacob said the house is taking him as far as it can. He hesitated before sending that last one. It felt too tender to put in a text. Too much like handing Dad a piece of the room in El Paso when Dad was already carrying enough in Los Angeles. Then he sent it anyway.
Dad’s reply did not come right away. Chris did not expect it to. On screen, the 118 walking group reached what looked like the end of the foot procession. The camera was too far away to make out faces, but Chris knew something had changed. The line slowed. The engine continued. People on foot stopped while the truck rolled forward.
“They’re stopping,” Chris said.
Jacob leaned in. “Yeah. Looks like the engine keeps going.”
Chris’s stomach twisted.
He knew there had to be a point where they stopped walking. Obviously. People could not walk Bobby all the way through Los Angeles, all the way to wherever the next handoff was, all the way to Saint Paul. Bodies had limits even when grief did not.
Knowing did not help.
The camera held the wide shot as the engine moved ahead without the people who loved Bobby closest. Chris could not see Buck’s face.
He was almost grateful.
He was almost furious.
“That part sucks,” he said.
Jacob nodded. “Yeah.”
“When you have to stop and they keep going.”
“Yeah.”
Chris wrote:
They had to stop.
Truck kept going.
He did not write Buck. He did not have to. The engine turned a corner. For a moment, the helmet flashed at the edge of the frame. Then red paint slipped behind a line of saluting firefighters, and Bobby was gone from that camera angle. The livestream cut to a holding shot of the street. Chris waited for it to switch again.
It did not.
The bagpipes faded under a title card: Procession will continue privately.
Chris read it once.
Then again.
“Privately,” he said.
Jacob’s jaw tightened.
The word looked polite on the screen. Clean. Respectful. It probably meant exactly what it was supposed to mean: the public feed had shown the service and the start of the procession, and now the family and department would continue without cameras. That was right. Chris knew that was right. It still felt like a door closing in his face.
“I don’t get to see the rest,” he said.
Jacob did not answer too quickly.
“No,” he said.
Chris’s phone buzzed again before he could decide whether he was angry or relieved.
Dad.
Tell Jacob he’s right.
Then:
And I’m glad you saw. Chris pressed the phone flat against the desk with his palm over the screen. He wanted to answer. He wanted Dad to answer him forever. He wanted to not need any of it. He wanted to be in Los Angeles. He wanted Bobby alive. He wanted the truck to come back around the corner in reverse and put everything where it had been before the bell. None of that was an option. The laptop still displayed the holding card.
Procession will continue privately.
Chris looked at the notebook.
Procession.
I saw the truck.
Dad with Buck.
Buck walking like no.
The house is taking him as far as it can.
Remember the moving part.
Real where everyone can see it.
They had to stop.
Truck kept going.
It was not enough.
It was a lot.
He picked up the phone again and replied to Dad.
I’m glad too.
Then, after a moment:
Tell Buck I saw him walking. He stared at the message before sending it. It sounded strange. Maybe Buck would not want to know that. Maybe Buck would feel watched. Maybe Dad would not tell him today. Maybe he would save it for later, for some moment when Buck could hear it without breaking. Maybe there would be no right moment.
Chris sent it anyway.
Because Buck should know.
Because if Chris could not stand beside him, he could at least say he had seen the part where Buck kept moving. Jacob had gone very still.
“What?” Chris asked.
Jacob shook his head.
“No, what?”
“Nothing bad.”
“That is not an answer.”
Jacob looked at the holding card, then at the notebook, then back at Chris. “You’re doing a lot from here.” Chris’s throat tightened so fast it made him angry.
“Don’t.”
“Okay.”
“I mean it.”
“I know.”
Jacob looked back at the screen. Chris hated him a little for stopping so easily because part of him had wanted the argument. Anger had traction. Grief didn’t.
The title card remained.
Procession will continue privately.
The bagpipes were gone now. Not faded. Gone. The speakers emitted only the faint laptop hum and some ambient room noise from the stream, too low to identify. Chris could hear the air conditioner again. Helena moving somewhere in the kitchen. Ramon’s low voice. The ordinary world outside his door waiting to come back in.
He was not ready.
He did not know what ready would mean.
“Do we close it?” Jacob asked.
Chris looked at the laptop like it might punish him for answering wrong.
“No.”
“Okay.”
“Not yet.”
“Okay.”
The holding card stayed bright on the screen. Chris turned to another fresh page in his notebook even though the scene was over, or the public part was over, or whatever adults would call it later when they tried to explain why there was nothing more to see.
At the top, he wrote:
Still happening.
Then he underlined it once. The funeral was still happening without him. Bobby was still moving through Los Angeles. Dad was still with Buck. May and Harry were still with Athena. The engine was still carrying Bobby as far as it could. The private part had started, and Chris was outside it now, pushed back into Texas by a title card and bandwidth and the reasonable limits of public grief. But his phone was beside his hand.
His notebook was open.
May had his letter.
Dad had his texts.
Jacob was still on the floor. Chris looked at the last line he had written on the previous page.
Truck kept going.
He added beneath it:
So did they.
Then he sat in front of the holding card and did not close the laptop.
The wake began before anyone was ready for it.
Ethan had thought there would be a clearer threshold. A door, maybe. A moment when the procession ended and the next thing announced itself with enough shape for everyone to understand what was being asked of them. Instead, the day softened at the edges and became a reception without asking permission. The engine was gone. Bobby was still moving through the city with the official line of vehicles, and somehow the people who loved him had been brought into a room with tables and food and pitchers of water sweating onto white cloth.
It felt obscene.
It also felt practical in exactly the way Bobby would have insisted mattered. People needed somewhere to put their hands. They needed coffee. They needed chairs. They needed a place to say the same three sentences to Athena over and over because nobody had invented better ones. They needed plates they would not finish and napkins they would shred and corners where they could pretend they had gone to check a message instead of cry.
The reception room was attached to the service hall by a wide corridor that made the transition feel too easy. Flowers had followed them in smaller arrangements. Framed photographs sat on a table near the entrance: Bobby in uniform, Bobby and Athena at their wedding, Bobby with the 118, Bobby laughing at something just outside the frame. Someone had placed a guest book beside the photos. Someone else had set pens in a little silver cup. Ethan stopped at the table longer than he meant to.
Not because of the formal portrait. That one hurt, but it belonged to the ceremony they had just survived. It was the candid that caught him: Bobby in the station kitchen, sleeves rolled, one hand raised like he was mid-argument with whoever held the camera. Buck’s shoulder was visible at the edge of the frame. Hen’s hand, too, reaching for something on the counter. The photo was badly composed and slightly blurred, which made it feel more alive than all the others.
“That was meatloaf night,” Ravi said beside him.
Ethan looked over.
Ravi’s eyes were on the picture, not Ethan. His cap was tucked under one arm. The line of his dress uniform was still perfect except for the tear tracks he had not quite managed to erase.
“I wasn’t there for that,” Ethan said.
“Lucky.” Ravi’s mouth moved toward a smile and failed before it became one. “He was trying a new recipe.”
“Bad?”
“Complicated.”
Ethan nodded like that explained everything. Maybe it did. Across the room, Hen was already being intercepted by someone in a captain’s uniform Ethan did not know. The person took both of Hen’s hands and spoke with the grave intensity of a person who needed their condolence to land correctly. Hen nodded, listened, thanked them, accepted the hug, and somehow, in the same motion, checked where Chimney was, where Maddie was, where Karen had gone, and whether Ravi had drifted too far from the group.
Overfunctioning, Ethan thought.
Then hated himself a little for naming it like a clinical note. Hen was not a case study. She was a person standing in a room where the captain who had held the shape of her second family was dead, and people still needed her to be recognizable. Of course she was functioning. Function was what people reached for when the alternative had teeth.
Karen appeared at Hen’s shoulder before the next person could close in. She had two cups of water in one hand and an expression so polite it was almost a weapon.
“She’ll be right back,” Karen said to the captain, gentle enough that no one could object and firm enough that nobody tried.
Hen looked at her.
Karen handed her a cup. Hen stared at it like she had forgotten what water was.
“Drink,” Karen said.
Hen did.
Chimney stayed near Maddie.
Not attached. Not exactly. But close enough that every time someone approached him, Maddie’s body changed by a fraction, ready to step in if his face went too empty. Chimney accepted condolences with the stunned politeness of someone receiving mail meant for a different address. He nodded when people said Bobby was a hero. He said thank you when they said they were sorry. He did not correct anyone when they called Bobby brave, though once his mouth twisted in a way that made Ethan wonder if brave had started to sound like another word for gone.
Maddie’s hand found the inside of Chimney’s elbow whenever he drifted too far inward. He always came back to it.
Buck did not eat.
That was not surprising. No one really expected Buck to eat, except maybe Bobby, which made the fact of it worse. There were trays arranged along the far wall, covered and uncovered in stages by staff who had the practiced quiet of people who understood they were part of grief logistics. Sandwiches. Fruit. Pasta salad. Cookies. Coffee. Hot water for tea. Food that had been ordered because someone, somewhere, had remembered that mourners had bodies even when they hated having them.
Buck stood near the coffee urn with an empty plate in one hand. The plate had been given to him by someone. Eddie, maybe. Hen. Karen. Ethan had missed the transfer. Buck held it like evidence he had agreed to something and then forgotten what. His eyes were on the table, but Ethan did not think he was seeing food. Eddie stood beside him with a bottle of water.
Not drinking it.
That was the third bottle Ethan had seen Eddie accept since the procession ended. One from a department liaison. One from Karen. This one from Athena’s cousin, maybe, or a woman who had introduced herself too quietly for Ethan to catch. Eddie kept taking them because refusing kindness cost energy, but he did not open them. The first two had disappeared into his jacket pockets until the fabric pulled awkwardly. The third remained in his hand, plastic crackling whenever his fingers tightened.
“He’s not going to eat that,” Ravi said.
Ethan followed his gaze to Buck’s plate.
“Probably not.”
“Should we…” Ravi stopped.
There were too many possible endings to the sentence. Make him. Tell Hen. Tell Eddie. Put something on it so the plate looked less empty. Leave him alone. Ethan watched Eddie angle his body slightly, turning Buck away from the traffic of people near the food table. Buck’s mouth moved. Eddie answered without looking like he was answering, his eyes still tracking the room the way they had all morning.
“I think Eddie has him,” Ethan said.
Ravi breathed out. “Yeah.”
Then, after a moment, Ravi added, “Who has Eddie?” Ethan did not have an answer. The question stayed with him as the wake gathered itself around them. Athena stood near the front of the room where people could find her too easily.
Maybe that was intentional. Maybe she had chosen the place because standing there meant no one had to search for the widow and no one had to corner her by accident. May stood on one side, Harry on the other, both close enough to be mistaken for support only if someone did not understand that support could also be defense. They formed a line around her without making it obvious. When someone stepped in too close, Harry shifted. When someone spoke too long, May found a way to thank them and open the circle before Athena had to.
Athena did not crumble.
Ethan had not expected her to. Still, watching her not crumble was its own kind of terrible. She received grief like a public official receiving reports after a disaster: steady, composed, every word filed somewhere it could not touch her yet. People held her hands. People kissed her cheek. People said Bobby saved my son, Bobby gave me my job back, Bobby came to my house after the fire, Bobby called me every year on the anniversary, Bobby taught me how to lead, Bobby made me feel like I could stay.
Athena thanked them.
Again.
Again.
Again.
May’s hand stayed at her mother’s back. Harry’s face grew harder with every story. The white envelope from Christopher was tucked into May’s bag now, but Ethan had seen her check for it twice. A quick touch near the clasp. A glance downward. Not opening it. Just making sure it had not been swallowed by the day.
Ethan understood the impulse.
He had the fallen flower from the procession in his own hand. It was absurd, really. One white rose, bruised near the edge where it had hit the curb. Ravi had picked it up and looked lost, so Ethan had said he would carry it, and now he was carrying it because he had said he would. The stem was damp against his palm. A thorn had caught the side of his finger earlier, and there was a tiny red line there now, too small to matter and too visible to ignore.
“Do we put it somewhere?” Ravi asked.
“Probably,” Ethan said.
Neither of them moved.
Putting it somewhere would mean deciding the carrying part was over. A woman Ethan did not know approached them then. She was older, maybe late sixties, wearing a navy dress and a small pin shaped like a firefighter’s helmet. Her eyes were red, but her makeup had not moved. She looked from Ravi to Ethan, and Ethan braced automatically for the question he had been trying to answer all day without anyone asking it out loud.
Who are you?
Instead she said, “You’re from the 118?”
Ravi straightened. “Yes, ma’am.”
“I’m sorry for your loss.”
Ravi’s face did something painful. “Thank you.” Her gaze shifted to Ethan. Ethan opened his mouth, unsure whether to explain.
“Family,” Ravi said.
The word arrived before Ethan had found any of his own. The woman nodded like that was answer enough. “Then I’m sorry for yours too.”
Ethan’s throat closed.
He managed, “Thank you.”
She touched Ravi’s sleeve, then moved on toward Hen.
Ethan stared after her.
Ravi looked mortified. “Was that okay?”
“Yeah,” Ethan said. His voice came out rougher than expected. “Yeah, that was okay.”
Ravi nodded too many times. “Good. I didn’t know if—”
“It was okay.”
Ravi stopped nodding.
The room kept filling with grief in motion.
People touched photographs. Signed the guest book. Took coffee they did not want. Found old coworkers and said terrible things like been too long because the alternative was admitting a funeral had done what birthdays and holidays and group texts had not. A retired firefighter told a story about Bobby’s first month in Los Angeles and laughed once at the end before covering their mouth as if laughter had broken a rule. Someone from dispatch hugged Chimney so hard he nearly tipped backward. Maddie caught him with one hand. Chimney made a joke Ethan could not hear, but the dispatcher’s face crumpled anyway.
Condolences became weather.
They moved through the room in waves. Sorry for your loss. He was one of the good ones. He was the best of us. If you need anything. Anything at all. We’re here. He’ll never be forgotten.
True sentences.
Insufficient sentences.
By the time the fifth person told Buck that Bobby had been proud of him, Buck looked like he might break something if anyone said it a sixth time.
Eddie saw it happen.
Of course Eddie saw it happen. He stepped half a pace forward, not between Buck and the person exactly, but close enough to change the geometry. “Thank you,” Eddie said, calm and low. “That means a lot.”
The person, a captain from another house, looked slightly startled to be answered by Eddie instead of Buck. Then they recovered, nodded, touched Buck’s shoulder, and moved away. Buck stared at the floor.
“I can’t keep hearing that,” he said.
Ethan was too far away to hear it clearly, but the room had thinned for a second around them, and Buck’s voice carried just enough.
Eddie’s answer did not.
Whatever he said, Buck’s shoulders dropped a fraction.
Not relief.
Permission.
Eddie took the empty plate from Buck’s hand and set it on the table behind them without comment. Then he opened the water bottle he had been holding and handed it over.
Buck looked at it.
Then at Eddie.
Then he took it.
Eddie did not look triumphant. He only picked up another unopened bottle from the table and held it loosely at his side, ready to ignore himself again. Ethan crossed the room before he could overthink it.
“Eddie,” he said.
Eddie turned, alert too fast. That alone made Ethan ache. “You should drink yours too.” For a second Eddie looked like he might say he had.
Ethan raised an eyebrow.
Buck, who was still holding his own bottle, looked between them.
“He has three,” Buck said.
Eddie shot him a look. Buck’s expression did not change much, but something alive flickered behind the wreckage. “One in each pocket and that one.” Eddie glanced down as if the bottles had betrayed him by existing. Ethan held out his hand. “I’ll take the pocket ones.”
“I don’t need—”
“Hydration inventory management?” Buck offered, voice scraped raw.
Eddie looked offended enough that, in any other room, it might have become a real joke.
It did not here.
But Buck opened his bottle and took one swallow. That was enough to make Eddie surrender the two pocket bottles to Ethan and open the third.
“Happy?” Eddie asked.
“Deeply,” Ethan said.
Buck’s mouth moved again. Almost.
Ethan would take almost.
A ripple passed near the entrance as another group arrived. Not late, exactly. The wake had no clean time anymore. People came when the procession released them, when parking allowed, when they had gathered themselves enough to step into the room. This group carried the energy of headquarters: polished uniforms, controlled expressions, grief filtered through rank. Chief Simpson was among them. The room adjusted around him.
Not because people disliked him. Because his presence reminded everyone of the podium, the bell, the fact that Bobby’s death had become not only family devastation but departmental history. Simpson spoke first to Athena. He kept it brief. Whatever he said made Athena close her eyes for one second, then nod. May watched him with a lawyer’s stillness. Harry watched him like a son. Then Simpson moved toward the 118.
Hen met him halfway.
That was deliberate. Ethan saw it. Karen saw it too, because her posture changed. Hen stepped out before Simpson could reach Buck, before Chimney had to decide whether to look at the man who had spoken the final alarm over Bobby’s casket, before Ravi could snap himself into another version of attention.
“Chief,” Hen said.
“Wilson.” Simpson’s voice softened. “How are you holding up?”
Hen’s face did not move. “We’re here.” It was an answer and not an answer.
Simpson accepted it.
He glanced past her toward Chimney, then Buck, then the rest of them. “Captain Nash would be proud of how you honored him today.”
Hen inhaled.
For a moment Ethan thought the sentence had found the wrong nerve. Then she said, “He would have hated the fuss.” Simpson’s mouth softened. “He would have corrected the formation twice and then pretended not to be moved by it.” Hen’s laugh broke halfway through.
Karen moved closer.
Simpson did not stay long. Maybe he understood rank had limits here. Maybe Bobby had taught him that too. He touched Chimney’s shoulder with careful permission, said something too low for Ethan to hear, and moved on before the room could tighten around it. Chimney stood very still after.
Maddie leaned close. “Howard?”
He nodded once.
“Okay?” she asked.
He looked at her then, and the honesty on his face was so bare Ethan looked away.
“No,” Chimney said.
Maddie’s eyes filled.
“Me neither,” she said.
Chimney’s face crumpled, but quietly, inward. Maddie wrapped both arms around him, and this time no one pretended not to see. They simply made space. That was becoming the room’s language.
Space made.
Water handed over.
Questions intercepted.
Names spoken carefully.
Across the room, Athena finally sat. It happened so subtly Ethan almost missed it. May guided her toward a chair near the wall, not by pulling, not by fussing, but by placing a hand at her elbow and saying something close to her ear. Harry brought water. Athena sat like she had chosen to, which was probably why it worked. People noticed and did not approach for a full minute.
Only a minute.
Then someone started toward her again. Harry stepped into their path. Ethan could not hear what he said. He did not need to. The person stopped, nodded, and redirected toward the guest book.
May looked at Harry.
Harry looked back.
Something passed between them that belonged to siblings who had both been handed the wrong kind of responsibility too early and knew there was no point arguing about who carried more. Ethan moved before he had a plan. He crossed to the drinks table, grabbed three waters, and walked toward them. He stopped far enough away that May could decide whether he was allowed closer.
She saw him.
Her eyes went to the bottles, then to his face.
She nodded.
Permission.
Ethan approached and held one bottle out to Harry first.
Harry took it. “Thanks.”
“You’re welcome.”
May accepted the second bottle but did not open it. Ethan held the third toward Athena. For a second he thought she might refuse. Her eyes were on Bobby’s photo table across the room, not on him. Then she looked at the bottle. Looked at Ethan. Took it.
“Thank you, baby,” she said.
The endearment landed with the force of a hand on his chest. Ethan nodded because speaking would have done something embarrassing to his face. May’s expression shifted, small and knowing and sad.
“You still have the flower,” she said.
Ethan looked down. He had forgotten he was holding it.
“Ravi picked it up,” he said. “I said I’d carry it.”
Harry looked at the bruised white rose. “From outside?”
“Yeah.”
Harry reached out, then stopped. “Can I?” Ethan gave it to him carefully. Harry held the stem between two fingers, studying the damaged petals like they might tell him where to put all the parts of himself that did not fit inside the room.
“We should take it with us,” he said.
May’s face softened. “To Saint Paul?”
Harry nodded.
Athena closed her eyes.
When she opened them, they were wet.
“Then we’ll take it,” she said.
Ethan stepped back before he could become part of a family moment that was not his to stand inside. May caught his sleeve before he got far. Not a grab. A touch.
“Chris texted again?” she asked.
“I don’t know,” Ethan said. “I haven’t checked.”
May nodded, but her eyes moved toward the bag at her side where the letter waited. “Tell me if Eddie hears from him.”
“I will.”
“And if he asks…” May stopped, then tried again. “If Chris asks if it mattered. The letter. Being there from El Paso. All of it.”
Ethan waited.
May’s mouth tightened.
“Tell him yes.”
“I will.”
“Even if I forget to text back fast.”
“He knows.”
May gave him a look that said she loved Christopher enough not to accept that as fully true. Ethan corrected himself. “He’ll need to hear it anyway.”
“Yeah.”
“I’ll tell Eddie.”
May released his sleeve.
Behind him, Buck laughed.
Not really. Not enough for the room to change. A single breath, surprised out of him by something Chimney had said. Ethan turned in time to see Chimney’s face twist like he regretted making the joke and needed it to have happened anyway. Buck covered his eyes with one hand. Hen’s mouth trembled. Eddie looked at all three of them like someone watching a patient’s pulse return for one beat before the monitor dipped again.
Then the moment passed.
But it had existed.
The wake continued.
Plates gathered food and lost it. Cups emptied. Coffee cooled. Condolences repeated until the words blurred into tone. People drifted between tables and photo displays and corners where grief could be held at a lower volume. The 118 remained a shifting constellation around Athena and one another, never all together, never fully apart. Ethan found himself back near Ravi without remembering the walk.
“Where’s the flower?” Ravi asked.
“Harry has it.”
Ravi absorbed that. “Good.”
“Yeah.”
They stood side by side, watching the room.
“I keep waiting for him to walk in and tell us we’re doing this wrong,” Ravi said.
Ethan’s chest tightened.
“The wake?”
“All of it.” Ravi’s eyes stayed forward. “The standing. The talking. The… being people without him.”
Ethan thought of Bobby’s hand between his shoulder blades. You don’t have to earn your place every time you walk through the door. He thought of the office light still on at the station.
He thought of Buck’s key, May’s letter, Harry’s flower, Chimney’s breathing, Hen’s squared shoulders, Eddie’s unopened water bottles, Athena sitting because her children had made a place for her to sit.
“Maybe we are doing it wrong,” Ethan said.
Ravi looked at him.
Ethan shrugged a little. “Maybe there isn’t a right way to do it the first day.”
Ravi considered that.
“Bobby would say something better.”
“Definitely.”
“Probably with a food metaphor.”
“Probably.”
Ravi’s mouth twitched.
Across the room, Athena lifted her water bottle and took one careful sip. May watched. Harry held the bruised rose in his lap. Buck stood between Eddie and Chimney now, empty-handed at last. Hen had stopped nodding long enough to lean into Karen’s side. Maddie’s hand stayed tucked into Chimney’s. The photo table glowed under soft light, Bobby’s blurred kitchen smile looking out over the room as if he had been caught mid-correction and would finish the sentence any second.
He did not.
The wake went on anyway. Ethan stood in the middle of it and understood, with a clarity that felt almost cruel, that this was not the part after the funeral. This was still the funeral.
The bell had rung. The engine had carried Bobby away. The city had held still and then started moving again. Now everyone who loved him had to learn the next impossible ritual: accepting water, answering questions, holding plates, making space, letting people say inadequate things because inadequate things were all anyone had.
Survival, apparently, looked a lot like standing in a reception room with a borrowed bottle of water and not knowing what to do next. Then doing the next thing anyway.
The laptop did not go black. Christopher almost wished it had. A black screen would have been honest. Brutal, maybe, but honest. It would have said the public part was over, the camera was done, the people in Los Angeles had moved past the reach of the feed, and there was nothing left for a bedroom in El Paso to catch. Instead, the livestream held on a gray title card with white letters centered in the middle like a polite hand pressed against his chest.
Procession will continue privately.
Privately.
The word sat there looking reasonable.
Christopher hated it.
He understood it. That was the worst part. He understood that Athena did not owe the internet the rest of her husband’s funeral. He understood that May and Harry deserved at least one stretch of grief not filtered through a camera. He understood that Bobby’s crew deserved to walk into whatever came next without strangers pausing the video and zooming in on Buck’s face or Chimney’s hands or Dad’s shoulders.
He understood all of it, and none of that changed the fact that the title card felt like a door closing while he was still reaching for the handle. Jacob stayed on the floor beside the bed.
He had not asked again whether Chris wanted to close the laptop. That was good. Asking once had been okay. Asking twice would have made Chris feel like he had to defend the screen, and he did not want to defend the screen. He wanted to glare at it until it apologized.
It did not.
The little speaker hissed faintly, not with music now, just the low digital breath of a broadcast that had not fully ended. No bagpipes. No crowd. No engine. No voices. Just the title card and the hum of the room around it. El Paso began returning in pieces.
The air conditioner clicked on and pushed cool air across Chris’s ankles. Somewhere outside, a truck rolled past too fast for the residential street. The pipes in the wall made a soft knock. From the kitchen came the careful sound of a cabinet opening and closing, probably Abuela pretending she needed a mug so she could be nearby without coming in. The world had been waiting just outside the funeral. Now it was trying to come back.
Chris was not ready.
His phone lay face up beside the notebook.
No new messages.
Dad’s last text was still there when Chris tapped the screen awake.
Dad: Tell Jacob he’s right.
Dad: And I’m glad you saw.
Under it, Chris’s reply.
Chris: I’m glad too.
Chris: Tell Buck I saw him walking.
No answer after that.
Dad was probably in a car now. Or standing with Buck. Or talking to someone who had known Bobby before Chris was born. Or not talking at all because sometimes Dad’s silence was not the absence of words but all of them stuck behind his teeth. Chris set the phone down. Then picked it back up.
Still nothing.
Jacob watched the laptop instead of Chris, which was either kindness or self-preservation. Maybe both.
“You can say it,” Chris said.
Jacob blinked. “Say what?”
“Whatever careful thing you’re not saying.”
“I have several.”
That almost got a laugh. It came up crooked and died before it became sound. Jacob’s mouth softened. “I was going to say it makes sense that you’re mad.” Chris looked back at the title card.
“That’s not a careful thing.”
“It is if I’m trying not to sound like I’m giving you permission.”
“I don’t need permission.”
“I know.”
Chris tapped his pen against the notebook once, then stopped because the tiny clicking sound made him want to throw it.
“I’m not mad at them,” he said.
“I know.”
“I’m not.”
“I believe you.”
“Athena should have privacy. May and Harry should. Dad should. Buck should.”
“Yeah.”
“So I’m not mad at them.”
Jacob waited.
Chris hated that too. The waiting. The space. The way Jacob refused to make the sentence easier by finishing it wrong.
“I’m mad that there’s a them and a me,” Chris said finally.
Jacob’s face changed.
Chris looked down before he had to see too much understanding there.
“There shouldn’t be,” he said. “Not today.”
“No,” Jacob said. “There shouldn’t.”
The agreement landed heavier than comfort would have. Chris turned the notebook toward himself and stared at the last page. Procession. I saw the truck. Dad with Buck. Buck walking like no. The house is taking him as far as it can. Remember the moving part. Real in public. They had to stop. Truck kept going. So did they.
Still happening.
He had underlined that one. The funeral was still happening, but the screen had stopped proving it. That felt like the kind of thing adults expected him to be mature about. He could hear the imagined voices already, gentle and reasonable and completely useless. The livestream was generous. It was good you got to see the service. It’s important the family has privacy. You were there in spirit. Bobby would understand.
All true.
All insufficient.
Chris pushed his chair back too quickly. The wheels caught on the rug. The chair jerked. Pain sparked up his hip, sharp enough to make his eyes water for a different reason. Jacob moved, then stopped himself halfway. Chris saw it and snapped, “Don’t.”
Jacob froze.
The word hit the room harder than Chris meant it to. He pressed one hand against the desk, breathing through the pain and the immediate guilt. “I’m fine.”
“I didn’t say you weren’t.”
“You were going to.”
“I was going to ask if you wanted your crutch.”
Chris looked at the crutch leaning against the side of the desk where he had put it earlier, because apparently objects could also make him feel stupid.
“No.”
“Okay.”
Jacob settled back onto the floor like nothing had happened. That made Chris feel worse, because Jacob was good at not punishing him for being awful. Sometimes Chris wanted him to be worse at it so Chris could have somewhere to put the rest of the anger.
“Sorry,” he muttered.
“You’re allowed to be pissed.”
“At you?”
“Preferably not as a long-term hobby.”
Chris’s mouth twitched despite himself. Jacob saw it and wisely did not look pleased. Chris reached for the crutch after all. He hated that too, but his hip was still pulsing, and pride was not going to make standing hurt less. Jacob did not comment. He only shifted his knee out of the way so Chris had room to maneuver.
Chris stood.
The room looked different from upright. The laptop screen seemed smaller. The title card looked flatter. The notebook was a mess of pages and ink and pressure marks. The water bottle sat half-empty near the edge of the desk. The second charger was still coiled uselessly beside the first. All the preparation remained after the thing he had prepared for had moved beyond him. He wanted to unplug everything.
He wanted to leave it exactly as it was. He took two steps away from the desk, then stopped because he did not know where he was going. The hallway, maybe. The kitchen. Outside. Los Angeles. None of those were realistic destinations except the first two, and he did not want either.
“Do you want me to stay here?” Jacob asked.
Chris turned his head. “What?”
“If you need to move around. I can stay with the laptop.”
“It’s a title card.”
“I know.”
“It’s not going to do anything.”
“Probably not.”
Chris stared at him.
Jacob shrugged one shoulder. “But if it does, I’ll yell.” The anger in Chris’s chest shifted, not gone, just rearranged.
“That’s dumb.”
“Yeah.”
“You can’t yell me back into the funeral.”
Jacob looked up at him. “No.” There it was again. The amount of truth that did not try to make itself prettier.
Chris looked away first.
“I don’t want to go anywhere.”
“Okay.”
“I also don’t want to sit down.”
“Also okay.”
“Stop making everything okay.”
Jacob’s eyebrows lifted. “Would you like me to make something not okay?”
“No.”
“Then I’m trapped.”
Chris breathed out through his nose. Not a laugh. Close enough that Jacob’s eyes warmed and then carefully did not.
The phone buzzed.
Chris nearly dropped the crutch. He got back to the desk too fast and had to catch himself on the chair, but the pain barely registered this time. The screen lit with May’s name.
May: Feed cut?
Chris stared at it.
Of course she knew. Maybe someone had told her. Maybe she had glanced at the streaming setup before it ended. Maybe she had simply known the exact second the door would close because she was on the other side of it. He typed back with one hand, still standing.
Chris: Holding card.
Then:
Chris: Procession will continue privately.
May’s reply came faster than he expected.
May: Yeah. I’m sorry.
Chris’s throat tightened.
He hated the apology because she did not owe it.
He needed it anyway.
Chris: It’s okay.
He stared at the lie.
Deleted it.
Chris: I get why.
He sent that instead.
Three dots appeared almost immediately.
Then disappeared.
Then appeared again.
Chris lowered himself carefully back into the chair while he waited. Jacob stayed quiet, but Chris could feel him reading the room.
May: It still sucks.
Chris pressed his lips together.
Chris: Yeah.
Then, because the anger had nowhere else to go and May had never made him pretend smaller than he was, he added:
Chris: I’m not mad at you.
May did not answer right away. When she did, the message was shorter.
May: I know.
Then:
May: I’m not mad at you either.
Chris stared at that, confused enough that the grief had to pause.
Chris: Why would you be mad at me?
The reply came after a longer delay.
May: Because grief is stupid and sometimes I want everyone who isn’t here to be here, even when I know why they can’t.
Chris read it three times.
Jacob said nothing.
Chris turned the phone toward him because he could not read the sentence alone anymore. Jacob leaned close enough to see.
His face softened.
“Yeah,” he said quietly.
Chris pulled the phone back.
Chris: I want to be there.
May: I know.
Chris: I saw the truck.
May: Harry told me you texted that.
Chris: Did he see it too?
A pause.
May: Yeah.
Then:
May: He hasn’t let go of the flower Ethan gave him.
Chris blinked.
“Flower?” he said aloud.
Jacob looked up.
Chris showed him the message.
“Ethan picked up a flower?” Jacob asked.
“Apparently.”
The idea of Ethan carrying a flower through the wake should not have made Chris’s chest ache, but it did. Ethan was new in a way that was not really new anymore, always standing at the edge of things with careful hands, always trying to help without taking up the wrong amount of space. Of course he had ended up with a fallen flower. Of course Harry had it now.
Chris: Tell Harry not to crush it.
May’s response came quickly.
May: Too late, emotionally. Physically it’s okay.
Chris made a sound that was almost a laugh and almost not.
Jacob’s mouth twitched. “What?”
Chris read the message to him.
“That’s fair,” Jacob said.
Chris typed:
Chris: Tell him I said rude.
May: He says stop using me as a group chat.
Chris: No.
May sent a heart.
Then another message appeared.
May: We’re at the wake. Mom is sitting for a minute. Don’t tell anyone or they’ll make it weird.
Chris looked at the title card on the laptop, then back at the text.
The wake.
They were already at the wake. Funerals were cruel with time. The feed froze him at the end of the procession, but Los Angeles had kept moving. Bobby’s people had entered another room. There was food now, probably. Coffee. People saying they were sorry. Athena sitting down like it was news because grief turned basic human needs into events.
Chris: I won’t tell.
Chris: Is she okay?
May’s answer took long enough for Chris to know the first version had been deleted.
May: No. But she’s sitting.
Chris closed his eyes.
Dad had said almost the same thing earlier.
No. But I’m here.
Maybe that was what today had reduced everyone to. Not okay, but present. Not fine, but breathing. Not ready, but sitting. Not there, but watching. Not enough, but real.
Chris: Good.
He sent it and immediately hated how small it was.
May sent back:
May: Yeah.
Then nothing.
Chris waited.
The title card remained. The phone screen dimmed. He tapped it awake again, because the idea of missing a message from inside the wake made his stomach twist.
Jacob stood slowly.
Chris looked at him.
“I’m getting your coffee,” Jacob said. “It’s been sitting there getting more insulting by the minute.”
“It was insulting when you bought it.”
“Technically your dad bought it through emotional authority.”
“That’s not how money works.”
“It is in families, sometimes.”
Chris did not have an answer to that. Jacob retrieved the decaf iced coffee from the kitchen counter where it had been abandoned hours or minutes ago. Time had stopped behaving normally. He brought it back and set it beside the notebook, still far enough from the laptop that even grief would have to work to cause a spill.
“Drink some,” Jacob said.
Chris looked at him.
Jacob lifted both hands. “Not an order. A strategic suggestion.”
“From my dad?”
“From me, unfortunately.”
Chris took the cup mostly to avoid saying thank you again. The ice had melted enough to water it down. The first sip tasted like coffee pretending not to be coffee, which was offensive and grounding.
He drank more.
Jacob looked away like he had not noticed. The holding card still had not changed. Chris set the cup down and opened the photos on his phone. Dad’s blurry picture of the engine filled the screen. Bobby’s helmet. The turnout coat. The flag. The line of firefighters. Dad’s thumb in the corner. He saved it even though it was already saved. Then he opened his messages with Dad and looked at the photo there too.
No new reply.
That was okay.
It was not okay.
It was both.
Chris looked at the notebook again. The pages were beginning to curl slightly where his hand had pressed too hard. He turned to the page where he had written Still happening and added beneath it:
Wake started.
Then:
Athena sitting.
Then:
Harry has flower.
Then he stopped, because those three lines were not enough to reconstruct a room. He could not see Buck refusing food or Dad not drinking water or Hen doing too much or Chimney staying close to Maddie. He did not know those things yet. He could guess, and his guesses were probably right, but guessing was not the same as seeing. The anger came back softer this time. Sadness under it. Or the other way around.
“I hate guessing,” he said.
Jacob lowered himself back onto the floor. “Yeah.”
“I’m good at it.”
“You are.”
“That doesn’t make it better.”
“No.”
Chris stared at the title card. The words had not changed.
Procession will continue privately.
He reached for the trackpad.
Jacob did not move.
Chris rested two fingers on the smooth surface and waited for panic to stop him.
It didn’t.
He clicked.
The livestream controls appeared at the bottom of the screen. Pause. Volume. Fullscreen. A red dot near the end of the progress bar. The broadcast was still technically live, but nothing was happening. Or everything was happening somewhere else. Chris did not close the tab.
Not yet.
He muted it.
The faint hiss disappeared.
The room changed immediately.
Too much.
He unmuted it.
The hiss returned.
Jacob said nothing.
Chris hated that the hiss helped. It was barely sound. It was not Bobby. It was not bagpipes. It was not the engine. It was only proof that the connection had not been fully severed.
He left it on.
His phone buzzed again.
This time it was Dad.
Dad: I’ll tell him when I can.
Chris breathed out.
Then another message:
Dad: He saw your message.
Chris read that twice, then looked at Jacob.
“Buck saw it.”
Jacob’s expression went soft and sad. “Yeah?” Chris nodded, eyes on the phone again. A third message came through.
Dad: He says thank you.
Chris pressed the heel of his hand against his mouth. Buck had seen it. Buck knew Chris saw him walking. Buck knew, at least for one second, that the part where he kept moving had crossed the distance to El Paso. It was not the same as being there.
Nothing was.
But the message did something anyway.
Chris typed carefully.
Chris: Tell him I love him.
He sent it before he could make it smaller. Dad replied with a heart.
Only a heart.
Chris stared at it until his eyes blurred, then put the phone down with the screen still lit.
“Okay?” Jacob asked.
Chris shook his head.
Jacob nodded like that was a complete answer. The laptop held the title card. The phone held the heart. The notebook held what the camera had given him and what May and Dad had smuggled through afterward. Chris turned the page again. He did not know why until the pen touched paper.
Not absent.
He stared at the words.
They looked too certain.
He almost crossed them out.
Jacob’s voice stopped him.
“Leave it.”
Chris looked over.
Jacob was watching the notebook, not the screen.
“You don’t have to believe it all the way right now,” Jacob said. “Just don’t erase it.”
Chris looked back at the page.
The words stayed.
Not absent.
He had thought absence would feel empty.
It did not.
It felt crowded. It had Dad’s texts in it, and May’s, and Harry’s messages filtered through May because Harry was pretending not to need the group chat while absolutely needing it. It had Jacob sitting on the floor like a quiet barricade between Chris and the rest of the world. It had Abuela in the hall and Abuelo pretending not to hover and the terrible polite sentence on the laptop screen. It had the photo Dad had sent, blurry and tilted and more important than any official image would ever be.
Chris opened the photo again. Bobby’s helmet was small on the screen. The turnout coat looked darker than it had on the livestream. Dad’s thumb still blocked the corner. Chris zoomed in until the picture pixelated and Bobby’s name became blocky at the edges.
NASH.
He did not know what to do with the name, so he did what he had been doing all morning.
He wrote it down.
NASH on helmet.
Then, because that looked like a note for evidence and not a person, he added:
Bobby on the truck.
Jacob read it from the floor and stayed quiet. Chris appreciated that. There were some sentences people could ruin by agreeing with them. The phone buzzed once more, but it was only a notification from the livestream page, a generic prompt asking if he wanted to enable alerts for future broadcasts. Chris stared at it in disbelief so complete it almost became funny.
“Absolutely not,” Jacob said.
Chris looked at him.
Jacob pointed at the phone. “Your face just did a thing.” Chris turned the screen so Jacob could see. Jacob’s expression flattened. “Wow. Read the room, livestream page.” The laugh that escaped Chris was small and ugly and mostly air, but it was a laugh.
It startled him.
Then it hurt.
Then it passed, leaving him tired in a cleaner way than before, like one knot had loosened even though the rope was still around his ribs. Outside the room, Helena asked softly if they wanted anything to eat. Chris did not answer immediately. Jacob looked at him, waiting. Chris looked at the laptop. The title card.
The phone.
The notebook.
The coffee.
The crutch leaning against the desk. All the pieces of a funeral that had reached him and then moved beyond him.
“Not yet,” he called back.
His voice cracked, but it worked.
“Okay, mijo,” Helena said from the hall. “We’re here.”
We’re here.
Dad had said it.
May had proved it.
Jacob had stayed it.
Helena offered it from the hallway like a blanket he did not have to take yet. Chris picked up his pen and wrote one more line under Not absent.
Still here.
Then he sat with Jacob in front of the holding card while the wake continued without a camera, and for the first time since the feed cut, he did not feel like the screen was the only proof that the day was real.
The wake found its private corners by accident. No one announced them. No one assigned them. They appeared in the spaces where the reception room failed to hold everything at once: the hallway outside the bathrooms, the narrow alcove beside the framed photographs, the service corridor near the kitchen where staff moved quietly around grief with trays of coffee cups and empty plates. People slipped into those spaces when the main room became too loud, then came back when someone needed them or when being alone became worse. Ethan noticed because he kept moving.
Not usefully, not really. He carried empty cups to trash cans. He moved untouched plates from tables where people had abandoned them. He found napkins when someone cried through the first stack. He refilled water because water was simple and no one could accuse water of being the wrong thing to offer. If he kept his hands busy, he did not have to stand still long enough for the room to ask him what he was supposed to be in it. Family, Ravi had said earlier. Ethan had believed him for almost a full minute.
Then another older firefighter had stopped Buck, and another of Athena’s church friends had taken both of her hands, and another person from Bobby’s past had told a story that began before Ethan existed in this family at all. The word family did not become untrue. It only stretched until Ethan could feel the newness of his place inside it, a seam not yet worn soft. He was carrying a stack of used plates toward the service table when May intercepted him.
“Stop cleaning,” she said.
Ethan looked down at the plates as if they might defend him. “I’m not cleaning.” May’s expression did not change.
“I’m moving objects from one place to a more appropriate place.”
“That’s cleaning.”
“It’s grief logistics.”
“It’s avoidance with plates.”
That landed too accurately to argue with. Ethan shifted the plates against his chest. “Do you need something?”
May’s face flickered.
For a second she looked twenty and exhausted and furious that he had asked the right question badly. Then the composed version of her settled back into place, the one that had been guiding Athena through the wake, redirecting condolences, keeping track of Harry, checking for Christopher’s letter like it had a pulse.
“Harry needs air,” she said.
Ethan glanced across the room. Harry was standing beside Athena’s chair, the bruised white rose still in his hand. His shoulders had climbed almost to his ears. A retired firefighter was speaking to Athena, kind and gentle and absolutely not noticing that Harry had stopped blinking.
“Okay,” Ethan said.
May took the plates from him before he could protest and set them on the nearest table. “Not okay as in go fix it.”
“I wasn’t—”
“You were about to.”
Ethan closed his mouth.
May’s eyes softened enough to hurt. “Walk with us. That’s all.”
Us.
Not him. Not Harry. Us.
Ethan nodded.
May returned to her mother first. She leaned close, said something too soft for Ethan to hear, and Athena’s hand came up to cover hers. For a moment Ethan thought Athena would say no, not because Harry did not need air but because letting either of her children out of arm’s reach might feel impossible after the service. Then Athena looked at Harry, really looked, and her face changed.
“Go on,” Athena said.
Harry’s jaw tightened. “I’m fine.”
“I know,” Athena said, which meant she did not believe him and loved him enough not to make him prove it. “Go on.”
May touched Harry’s sleeve. He resisted for half a second, then let her steer him toward the hallway. Ethan followed at a distance that felt respectful until May looked back and narrowed her eyes.
He caught up.
The hallway was cooler than the reception room. Quieter too, though not silent. The wake followed them in muffled layers: voices through walls, the occasional clink of serving utensils, a laugh that broke too sharply and then disappeared. May led them past the bathrooms and the coat rack to a side exit propped open with a wedge of rubber. Outside, the air smelled like rain that had not arrived.
There was a narrow courtyard between the building and the parking lot, landscaped with low shrubs and two small trees that looked too young to provide real shade. A concrete bench sat beneath one of them. Beyond the courtyard, department vehicles filled the lot in somber rows. Harry stepped out and immediately bent forward, one hand braced on his knee, the other still holding the flower. May’s hand hovered at his back. She did not touch until he nodded.
Then she did.
Ethan stayed by the door.
“I hate them,” Harry said.
May’s face did not move. “Who?”
“Everyone.”
“Okay.”
“Not everyone.”
“Okay.”
Harry straightened, angry tears shining on his face. “They keep telling Mom how much Bobby loved her.”
May’s mouth tightened.
“Like she doesn’t know,” Harry said. “Like that’s supposed to help. Like she’s sitting there thinking, oh good, strangers confirmed my husband loved me, guess I’m fine now.”
Ethan looked down.
The anger was unfair and exact. May’s hand slid from Harry’s back to his shoulder. “They don’t know what else to say.”
“Then they should stop talking.”
“Yeah.”
Harry looked at her, startled by the agreement. May shrugged one shoulder. “They should.” That took some of the force out of him. Not much. Enough that his breathing changed. He looked at the rose in his hand. The petals had bruised more where his fingers had held them too tightly. He loosened his grip with visible effort.
“I’m ruining it,” he said.
“It fell on the street,” May said. “It came pre-ruined.”
Harry made a sound that might have become a laugh in another life. Ethan looked at the parking lot so they would not have to see him hear it.
“Chris said not to crush it,” May added.
Harry’s head snapped up. “You told him?”
“He asked about the wake.”
“So you told him I’m emotionally crushing a flower?”
“I said physically it was okay.”
Harry stared at her.
May’s mouth twitched.
For one second, they were siblings in a courtyard instead of children at their stepfather’s wake.
Then Harry’s face folded.
May pulled him in before Ethan could even register the movement. Harry went stiff first, then collapsed around her, flower trapped awkwardly between them. May closed her eyes and held on with both arms. Ethan turned farther toward the parking lot.
He had seen grief all day, but this felt too close to look at directly. Not because it was more private than Athena’s tears or Buck’s shaking or Chimney’s silence, but because May had spent hours making sure everyone else had room to break. Watching Harry become the person who broke her open in return felt like witnessing the release of something load-bearing. May’s voice came thin over Harry’s shoulder. “I know.” Harry said something Ethan could not hear.
“I know,” May said again.
Ethan stayed by the door and guarded the silence. When they came back inside, the reception room had shifted again.
Not dramatically. The same tables, the same photographs, the same people orbiting the same absence. But the currents had changed. Hen was gone from the center of the room. Karen stood near the photo table speaking to someone from dispatch with one eye on the hallway. Chimney and Maddie were near the far wall, heads close together. Athena still sat, though now a woman Ethan recognized as Bobby’s mother was seated beside her, both of them looking at their hands instead of each other.
Buck and Eddie were nowhere in sight. Ethan noticed because the room seemed less structurally sound without them. He did not ask May about it. She was guiding Harry back toward Athena, and Harry was wiping his face with the heel of his hand like he could erase evidence by force. The rose survived in his other hand, crushed emotionally, physically acceptable. Ethan looked for Ravi instead.
He found him near the kitchen corridor, holding a tray of coffee cups he had clearly taken from a staff member who had not known how to refuse a grieving firefighter.
“Ravi,” Ethan said.
Ravi looked over. “They needed help.”
“Did they?”
Ravi glanced toward the staff moving efficiently without him. “They were carrying things.”
“That is their job.”
“I can also carry things.”
Ethan could not argue with that without indicting himself and every plate he had moved in the last half hour. He took half the cups from the tray. Ravi gave him a look.
“Grief logistics,” Ethan said.
Ravi huffed once. “Did May yell at you too?”
“She used words.”
“Worse.”
The phrase landed too close to a rhythm Ethan had been trying not to reuse from other grief, other stories, other versions of people surviving by making language small and sharp. He almost answered in kind, then stopped himself.
“Accurate,” he said instead.
Ravi glanced at him, something like approval passing through the sadness. “Yeah.” They carried the coffee toward a side table, because apparently neither of them had learned anything. Halfway there, Ethan saw Buck through the open door to the hallway. He was standing near the wall with one hand over his face.
Eddie stood in front of him, angled so anyone passing would see Eddie first and Buck only if they tried to look around him. It was not dramatic. It was not a confession or a collapse or any of the things people imagined when grief finally found a person. It was a barrier made out of a body. Simple. Effective. Devastating.
Ethan slowed.
Ravi followed his gaze and stopped too.
They should not watch.
They both watched for one breath. Buck’s hand dropped. His face was wrecked. Eddie said something low. Buck shook his head, then nodded, then shook it again. Eddie did not touch him at first. He waited, hands at his sides, giving Buck space to decide whether being touched would help or make everything worse.
Then Buck reached out.
Not far. Just enough for his fingers to catch Eddie’s sleeve.
Eddie stepped in immediately.
The hug was brief and not brief at all. Buck folded forward against Eddie’s shoulder with a sound Ethan could not hear but felt anyway. Eddie’s arms closed around him, one hand at the back of Buck’s neck, the other between his shoulder blades. His eyes stayed open over Buck’s shoulder, fixed on nothing, wet and furious and steady.
Ravi looked away first.
Ethan looked away because Ravi had, and because the moment belonged to the hallway, not to him. They set the coffee down without speaking.
“I don’t know how they do that,” Ravi said after a minute.
“Do what?”
“Know when to step in.”
Ethan thought about Eddie in the hallway, May in the courtyard, Karen with the water, Maddie’s hand at Chimney’s elbow, Hen intercepting Simpson, Harry stepping in front of Athena.
“Maybe they don’t know,” he said. “Maybe they just know what happens if nobody does.”
Ravi absorbed that badly. Ethan saw it happen.
“Sorry,” Ethan said. “That wasn’t helpful.”
“No,” Ravi said. “It was.”
He looked toward the main room. “I keep thinking I’m supposed to be useful because I’m the probie. Like if I’m useful enough, nobody notices I don’t know what I’m doing here.”
Ethan’s chest tightened.
“That is dangerously relatable.”
Ravi glanced at him. “You’re not the probie.”
“No. I’m the surprise nephew-adjacent person who appeared in the middle of everyone’s lives and then somehow got invited to the captain’s funeral.”
Ravi blinked.
Ethan winced. “Too much?”
“No,” Ravi said slowly. “Just… specific.”
“Specificity is where the panic lives.”
Ravi actually smiled this time.
Small. Tired. Real.
“Bobby liked you,” he said.
Ethan’s throat closed so abruptly he almost looked away. Ravi seemed startled by his own words but kept going. “Not in a polite way. In a Bobby way. Like he’d already decided you were one of the people he was going to check on forever.” Ethan stared at the coffee cups.
“Forever was shorter than advertised,” he said.
Ravi’s smile vanished.
“Yeah.”
They stood with the coffee between them until Karen appeared at Ethan’s side.
“Have either of you seen Hen?” she asked.
Her voice was calm enough that Ethan looked at her face twice.
“Not in the last few minutes,” he said.
Ravi shook his head.
Karen nodded, already scanning. “Okay.”
“Is she—” Ravi stopped.
Karen’s expression softened. “She’s been holding up the ceiling since eight this morning. I’m going to make sure she remembers she’s not load-bearing.” Ethan pointed toward the side corridor. “There’s a small room past the kitchen. Staff storage, maybe? Door was open earlier.”
“Thank you.”
Karen moved with purpose.
Ethan and Ravi did not follow. They did, however, drift close enough to the corridor to be near if needed, which was different from following in the way people lied to themselves at wakes. Karen found Hen in the small room.
Ethan heard Hen before he saw her, one broken inhale cut short like she had tried to swallow it. The door remained mostly closed, but not latched. Karen’s voice came through low and steady.
“Baby.”
Hen said something too quiet to catch.
“I know,” Karen said.
Another sound. Not a sob exactly. The aftermath of one.
Ravi looked stricken.
Ethan put a hand lightly on his shoulder and steered him two steps farther down the hall. Ravi went without protest.
“We shouldn’t hear that,” Ethan said.
Ravi nodded too fast.
They stood facing a bulletin board with outdated building notices and a flyer for a grief support group. Ethan read the same sentence three times without absorbing it. Behind the door, Karen kept speaking softly. Not fixing. Not explaining. Just there. After a minute, Ravi whispered, “She’s always the one who knows what to do.”
“Hen?”
“Yeah.”
Ethan thought of Hen’s hand on Chimney during the bell. Hen stepping between Simpson and the crew. Hen drinking water only because Karen told her to. Hen’s shoulders squared hard enough to shake.
“Maybe this is what she does when she doesn’t,” Ethan said.
Ravi looked at the closed door.
“Yeah.”
They returned to the main room before Karen and Hen came out. Chimney was alone near the photo table. That was not quite true. Maddie stood ten feet away speaking to someone, eyes tracking him constantly, but Chimney had stepped out of her immediate reach. He was looking at the kitchen photograph now, the blurred one that had caught Bobby mid-argument. His hands were in his pockets. His shoulders were rounded inward.
Athena approached him.
The room seemed to notice and not notice all at once.
Maddie stopped speaking mid-sentence.
Chimney turned before Athena reached him, as if he felt the change in air. For a second, neither of them spoke. Ethan wanted desperately to be somewhere else. He also knew, with the sick certainty of living inside a family emergency, that if he moved too suddenly he would draw attention to the thing everyone was trying to let happen quietly. Athena looked at the photograph instead of Chimney.
“He burned that meatloaf,” she said.
Chimney’s face crumpled around a laugh that never became sound. “He insisted it was caramelized.”
“It was black.”
“On the edges.”
Athena looked at him then. Chimney stopped trying to smile.
“Athena,” he said.
Her name sounded like an apology and a plea and a thousand things he had no right to ask her to carry. Athena’s eyes shone, but her voice stayed even. “Not here, Howard.”
He flinched.
She saw it. Her face changed, not soft exactly, but less armored.
“I don’t mean never,” she said.
Chimney looked at her like the distinction might be too generous to survive. Athena inhaled. “I mean not in this room, with everyone watching for whether I forgive you or you forgive yourself or whatever story they need to make out of what happened.”
Chimney’s eyes filled.
“I don’t—”
“I know.”
He closed his mouth.
Athena looked back at the photograph. “He brought you home.”
Chimney’s face went white.
“Athena—”
“And you brought him home,” she said.
The words landed so quietly Ethan almost missed them.
Chimney did not.
He bowed his head.
Not absolution. Not clean. Not enough. But something laid down between them that had been too heavy for the room before. Athena touched his arm once. Then she walked back toward May and Harry before anyone could turn the moment into a scene.
Maddie reached Chimney next.
He turned into her, and she held him with one hand over the back of his head like he was both husband and patient and the father of her children and the man Bobby had saved at the cost of coming home alive.
Ethan looked away.
This time he did not look back. Near the guest book, Bobby’s mother touched the edge of one photograph with two fingers.
Ethan had not known how to place her in the room. She was central and not central at the same time, a grief older than everyone else’s and somehow quieter because most people did not know what to do with a mother burying a grown son who had already belonged to so many other people. She had given polite thanks, accepted careful condolences, and sat apart whenever the room’s attention tilted too heavily toward Athena.
Now Athena stood beside her. Neither woman spoke at first. They looked at Bobby in the photograph, young enough in it that the gray in his hair had only begun, old enough that the kindness in his face had already been earned the hard way. Athena’s hand rested on the back of a chair. Bobby’s mother kept her fingers on the frame.
“He was happy here,” Bobby’s mother said.
Athena’s eyes closed.
When she opened them, her voice was rough. “He made me happy here.” Bobby’s mother nodded, and the motion looked like both gratitude and injury. “Good.” It was such a small word for so much history that Ethan’s chest hurt with it. Good that Bobby had been loved. Good that he had found a life after the first one burned. Good that happiness had existed at all, even if it had not protected him. Good, and not enough, and still good. Athena covered the older woman’s hand with her own. No one moved toward them.
For once, the whole room seemed to understand that some corners were made by standing still. By the time Hen returned with Karen, her eyes were redder and her posture less punishing. Karen’s hand rested at the small of her back. No one commented. Ravi offered Hen a cup of coffee from the table like a tribute.
Hen looked at it.
“Is this coffee or your attempt to keep carrying trays?”
Ravi’s ears went pink. “Both can be true.” Hen stared at him for one second. Then she took the cup.
“Thank you.”
Ravi nodded, trying not to look relieved and failing. Ethan felt May appear beside him before she spoke.
“Chris says Buck saw the message.”
Ethan turned. “The one about walking?”
May nodded.
“Good,” Ethan said.
“Yeah.”
They stood side by side, watching Buck and Eddie re-enter from the hallway. Buck’s face was still wrecked, but his hands were steadier. Eddie looked like he had aged three years since the sanctuary and would deny it under oath. They paused near Chimney and Maddie. Buck said something. Chimney looked at him. Then Chimney reached out and squeezed Buck’s shoulder.
It was awkward.
It was not enough.
It was something.
May’s fingers brushed the strap of her bag where Christopher’s letter waited. “We’re going to read it later.”
“On the plane?” Ethan asked.
“Maybe.”
“You don’t have to know yet.”
May glanced at him.
Ethan shrugged. “I’m trying a new thing where I say advice I can’t follow.” That got him the smallest smile.
“How’s that going?”
“Terribly.”
“Sounds right.”
Harry came up on May’s other side, the rose still in hand. “Mom’s asking for you.” May’s smile disappeared, but not because it was gone. Because she put it away. “Okay.” Harry looked at Ethan. “Thanks for the flower.”
“Ravi found it.”
“I know.” Harry looked down at the bruised petals. “Thanks for carrying it.”
Ethan swallowed. “Yeah. Of course.” May and Harry went back to Athena. Ethan stayed where he was. The private corners kept returning people to the room changed by tiny degrees. Hen’s shoulders lower. Chimney’s breathing less jagged. Buck’s hands steadier. Harry’s anger less sharp at the edges. May’s composure thinner but more honest. Eddie still watching everyone, but now allowing Buck’s sleeve to brush his when they stood close. None of it fixed anything.
That was not what corners were for. They were places to set down a fraction of the weight before picking it back up in a shape that could be carried for a little longer. Ethan looked at the photo table again.
Bobby smiled from the blurred kitchen photograph, forever mid-correction, forever about to insist the meatloaf was salvageable, forever alive in the tiny imperfect proof of a night that had once been ordinary enough for someone to take a bad picture and keep it. The wake continued around him. Public grief in the center. Private grief at the edges. And all of them moving between the two, learning by trial and error how to survive being seen.
May did not read Christopher’s letter at the wake. She thought about it at least six times. The envelope sat in her bag with the weight of something much larger than paper, tucked beside her phone, a packet of tissues, lip balm she had not used, and the funeral program folded along the crease where her thumb had pressed too hard during the bells. Every time she reached for her phone, her fingers brushed the envelope. Every time they did, she remembered Christopher’s careful handwriting across the front.
For Harry.
And May knew, without needing her name on the front, that Christopher had written it with both of them in mind.
Not Mom.
Not Athena.
Not all of them.
The specificity still hurt in a way she had not expected, not because it excluded her mother but because it saw what most of the room kept stepping around. People knew May and Harry had lost Bobby. Of course they knew. They said it sometimes, gently, with tilted heads and careful hands. But then their eyes went to Mom, because Mom was the widow and the center and the person grief arranged itself around in public. May did not resent that. She resented that she had to keep not resenting it.
Harry sat beside her now in a quiet stretch of the reception room, the bruised rose balanced across his lap. Mom had been pulled into another conversation with one of Bobby’s old friends, though pulled was not the right word. Mom had stood because she decided to stand. Mom had moved because she decided to move. Mom was still making every act of being guided look like a choice, and May was too tired to tell whether that was strength or stubbornness or the only dignity grief had left her.
Probably all three.
Harry touched one damaged petal with the pad of his thumb.
“You keep checking the bag,” he said.
May looked at him.
He did not look back. His eyes stayed on the flower.
“I know.”
“Are you going to read it?”
May’s hand had already drifted to the clasp. She made herself stop. “Not here.” Harry nodded like he had expected that. Then, after a moment, “Do you think he wants us to text him?”
May exhaled.
Across the room, Ethan was standing with Ravi near the coffee table, both of them looking like they had been caught doing something helpful and were waiting to be told whether it was allowed. Buck and Eddie had come back from the hallway and were standing close to Chimney and Maddie. Hen leaned into Karen’s side for one full second before straightening again. The room was full of people doing the next possible thing.
“Yeah,” May said. “I think he does.”
Harry’s mouth tightened. “I don’t know what to say.”
“Me neither.”
“You always know what to say.”
May almost laughed. Not because it was funny. Because it was so wrong that her body tried to reject it as comedy before grief could swallow it.
“No, I don’t.”
Harry looked at her then, really looked, and something in his face shifted. He was younger than her in every way that made her protective and older than he should have been in every way that made her furious. He had been a kid when Bobby came into their lives. He was still a kid now, except funerals kept stealing pieces of that word from him.
“You sound like you do,” he said.
May swallowed. “That’s different.”
Harry looked back at the flower. “Yeah.” May pulled out her phone before she could overthink it. The thread with Christopher was still open. The last messages sat there in a chain too fragile to touch and too important to leave alone.
Chris: Tell him I love him.
Dad must have sent a heart back from Buck, or from himself, or from both of them. May did not know. Her own last exchange with Chris was above it: the feed cutting, the wake beginning, Mom sitting, Harry with the flower.
She typed, stopped, deleted.
Harry watched her hands.
“Don’t make it fancy,” he said.
May gave him a look. “Excuse me?”
“You do that.”
“Do what?”
“Make things sound like a statement.”
May stared at him.
Harry shrugged, still not looking entirely comfortable with his own accuracy. “Like, official.”
May wanted to object.
She could not.
She deleted the sentence again.
Then she typed:
May: We haven’t read it yet.
She hesitated, then added another message before she could edit herself into uselessness.
May: But we still have it. I keep checking.
Delivered.
Harry leaned closer despite himself.
“That’s all?”
“For now.”
“Okay.”
Neither of them moved for a few seconds. Then Christopher’s reply came through.
Chris: Okay.
May stared at it.
One word.
Not enough.
Also exactly Christopher. Holding back because he knew they were at the wake. Trying not to ask for more than he was allowed to need. Trying not to make his absence into another thing they had to manage from the room where everyone else already needed them.
May’s eyes burned.
Harry read the message and made a frustrated sound. “He’s doing the thing.”
“Which thing?”
“The thing where he acts like okay means okay.”
May looked at her brother with something dangerously close to pride.
“Yeah,” she said. “He is.”
Harry held out his hand for the phone.
May blinked.
“What?”
“Give it.”
“Are you going to be mean?”
Harry looked offended. “To Chris?”
“You can be mean to Chris.”
“That’s different.”
“How?”
“He deserves it sometimes.”
May’s laugh escaped before she could stop it. It was small and cracked and completely inappropriate in the middle of the wake, which meant it was probably necessary. Harry’s mouth twitched too, and for one second Bobby was not less dead but the room was less airless. May handed him the phone. Harry balanced the rose carefully on his knee and typed with both thumbs, slower than usual because one hand was still shaking.
Harry: Okay is banned today.
May looked at the screen.
“That’s what you’re sending?”
“Yes.”
“That is definitely mean.”
“It’s accurate.”
He sent it.
Christopher’s response came after a pause long enough for May to imagine him staring at the message, deciding whether to be annoyed or grateful.
Chris: You can’t ban words from California.
Harry’s shoulders lowered a fraction.
Harry: I’m grieving. I can do whatever I want.
Chris: That is not legally true.
Harry huffed, almost a laugh. “He’s so annoying.” May watched his face instead of the phone. “Yeah.”
Harry typed again.
Harry: We’re reading it later. Not because it doesn’t matter. Because it does.
This time he did not send immediately. His thumb hovered over the button.
May’s chest tightened.
“That’s good,” she said.
Harry swallowed. “Yeah?”
“Yeah.”
He sent it.
The reply did not come right away. May took the phone back when Harry handed it to her, but she kept the screen angled so he could see. The three dots appeared. Disappeared. Appeared again. Christopher’s side of the conversation had always been too visible in those pauses. The typing, deleting, trying again. May could picture him with the phone in one hand and his notebook open, Jacob somewhere nearby pretending not to hover.
Finally, the message came.
Chris: I wanted it to help.
Harry’s face crumpled.
May did not know if anyone across the room saw. She did not care. She put her free arm around him and pulled him against her side. He let her, though his eyes stayed on the screen.
May typed one-handed.
May: It already does.
She sent it before she could make it official. Harry leaned his head against her shoulder.
“You haven’t read it,” he said, but there was no accusation in it.
“I know.”
“Then how?”
May looked toward their mother. Athena was standing again. Of course she was. Bobby’s mother was beside her now, one hand over Mom’s. Two women linked by Bobby’s first home and last one, both of them somehow upright beneath the weight of all the places he belonged. May looked back at the phone.
“Because he wrote it to us,” she said.
Harry went very still.
May’s own words landed a second after she said them. Because he wrote it to us. Because Christopher had seen the part no one else had named out loud. Because he had not tried to comfort Athena through her children, had not treated May and Harry like extensions of their mother’s grief, had not assumed the letter should go to the adult with the legal title of widow. He had written to them. To the kids who were not kids and should not have had to be strong and were being strong anyway.
May typed again.
May: You remembered we lost him too.
She stared at the message for one second.
Then sent it.
Harry made a sound beside her. Not a sob. Not a word. May tightened her arm around him. Christopher did not reply immediately. The typing dots appeared and vanished twice.
Then:
Chris: I know what it’s like when everyone looks at your dad first.
May closed her eyes.
There it was.
The bridge none of them had said out loud. Shannon. Eddie. Christopher watching adults organize grief around the surviving parent because the surviving parent was visible, responsible, devastated in ways other adults recognized. Christopher sitting inside the child’s version of that grief, not unseen exactly, but translated badly by people who meant well.
Harry whispered, “Oh.”
May opened her eyes.
The phone blurred in her hand.
May: I’m sorry.
Chris: Me too.
Then:
Chris: For Bobby. For your mom. For you. For Harry.
Harry took the phone again without asking.
May let him.
Harry: I hate this.
The response was immediate.
Chris: Yeah.
Harry stared at the screen.
“He didn’t say okay,” he said.
“You banned it.”
Harry breathed out, shaky. “Good.” May wiped under one eye with her knuckle, careful not to smear what little makeup had survived the day. “Give me the phone.”
Harry handed it back.
May typed:
May: We’re taking it with us.
Then:
May: The letter.
Then, because the next part mattered and she did not want Christopher guessing wrong:
May: To Saint Paul.
The reply took longer this time.
Chris: With Bobby?
May’s throat closed.
Harry’s hand tightened around the rose.
May: Yeah. With Bobby.
Christopher sent nothing for a full minute. The wake moved around them. Someone laughed too loudly near the coffee. A chair scraped. A low wave of voices rose and fell. Mom glanced over once, saw May and Harry together with the phone between them, and did not come over. Her eyes said she wanted to. Her body stayed where Bobby’s mother needed her. May loved her for both things.
The phone buzzed again.
Chris: Will you tell him I’m sorry I couldn’t come?
Harry’s face twisted. “No.”
May looked at him.
“Not no to telling him,” Harry said, angry again, but softer. “No to him being sorry.”
May nodded.
She typed slowly, because this one could not be careless.
May: We’ll tell him you watched.
Harry leaned closer.
May added:
May: We’ll tell him the bell reached El Paso.
Harry looked at the message and nodded.
May sent it.
Christopher replied:
Chris: Thank you.
Then:
Chris: Tell him ten.
May did not understand for half a second.
Then she did.
Tell him ten.
Tell Bobby Christopher had counted. Tell him the final alarm had not stopped at the California line. Tell him that even through bad audio and lag and a bedroom in El Paso, the ritual had reached one more person who loved him. Harry looked at her, eyes wet and fierce.
“We will,” he said.
May typed:
May: We will.
This time Christopher sent a heart.
Only a heart.
In El Paso, Christopher was still in front of the laptop when May’s first message came through. The holding card had not changed. Jacob had gone to the kitchen and come back with crackers, which Chris had ignored, then eaten three of without admitting he was eating them. The decaf coffee was mostly water now. His notebook lay open to the page where he had written Not absent and Still here, both phrases looking braver than he felt. When the phone buzzed, he grabbed it like it might disappear.
May: We haven’t read it yet.
May: But we still have it. I keep checking.
Chris stared at the messages until Jacob said, softly, “Good?”
“Yeah,” Chris said.
It was good. It also opened something in him he had been trying to keep closed. The letter was still sealed. The words he had spent too long writing had not been used yet, which meant they could still fail. They could be too much, or not enough, or aimed at the wrong wound. They could make May and Harry cry in a way that did not help. They could sit in a bag through the whole day and become another object everyone was afraid to touch.
He typed Okay because anything else felt like reaching too hard.
Then Harry took over.
Chris could tell before he saw the name, somehow. The rhythm changed. The message arrived like a hand shoved into the space between him and politeness.
Harry: Okay is banned today.
Chris blinked.
Then he almost smiled, and the almost hurt.
Chris: You can’t ban words from California.
Jacob leaned sideways just enough to read. “Is that Harry?”
“Yeah.”
“Good.”
Chris looked at him. “You don’t even know what he said.”
“I can feel the menace from here.”
That got the almost-smile closer to real. The next message came in.
Harry: I’m grieving. I can do whatever I want.
Chris let out one breath that might have been a laugh if the day had been different.
Chris: That is not legally true.
He imagined Harry reading that in Los Angeles, probably furious and relieved at the same time. He imagined May beside him, pretending she was not crying. He imagined the unopened letter in her bag and the flower in Harry’s hand and the wake around them with all its voices saying things that could not reach the right place. Then Harry’s next message appeared.
Harry: We’re reading it later. Not because it doesn’t matter. Because it does.
Chris forgot how to breathe. Jacob noticed immediately, but all he said was, “Chris?” Chris turned the phone toward him. Jacob read it. His face changed in the careful way it did when something mattered too much for a quick response.
“That’s good,” Jacob said.
Chris nodded, but his hand was shaking.
“I wanted it to help,” he said, and realized after he said it that he had typed the same thing.
The message was gone before he could stop it.
Chris: I wanted it to help.
He stared at the sent bubble like it had betrayed him by being honest.
Then May replied.
May: It already does.
Chris pressed the phone against his chest, screen toward his shirt, and closed his eyes.
Jacob looked away.
Good.
When Chris could look again, another message was waiting.
May: You remembered we lost him too.
That was the one that broke him. Not loudly. Nothing dramatic enough to make Helena come running from the hallway. Just a sharp fold forward, one hand over his mouth, the phone trapped between his palm and his knee. He had written the letter because he remembered being the kid at the edge of everyone else’s condolences. He had written it because May and Harry were not extensions of Athena’s grief. He had written it because Bobby had been theirs too.
He had not known how badly he needed them to know that was why. Jacob’s hand settled on the edge of the desk, not touching Chris, close enough to become touch if Chris moved first.
Chris breathed in.
Then he typed the truth.
Chris: I know what it’s like when everyone looks at your dad first.
He did not write Mom’s name. He did not have to. For a while, the three dots appeared and disappeared on May’s side of the thread, and Chris sat with the old grief and the new one overlapping until he could not tell which ache belonged to which funeral.
Then May wrote back.
May: I’m sorry.
Chris answered:
Chris: Me too.
Then he added the names, because they mattered.
Chris: For Bobby. For your mom. For you. For Harry.
Jacob read the thread only when Chris angled the phone toward him. He did not ask. He did not narrate. He only sat there, solid and quiet, while the line between Texas and California held. May held the phone between them and stared at it until the screen dimmed. Harry leaned against her shoulder again.
“Do we have to read it on the plane?” he asked.
“No.”
“Do we have to wait until Saint Paul?”
“No.”
“Do you know when?”
May looked toward the bag where the envelope waited, then toward Mom, then toward Bobby’s photograph on the table.
“No,” she said. “But we’ll know.”
Harry nodded.
The flower trembled in his hand. May reached over and steadied the stem between her fingers, careful of the thorn near the leaf.
“We should press it,” Harry said suddenly.
May looked at him. “The rose?”
“After. Not now. But later.”
“Okay.”
“With the letter, maybe.”
May’s chest ached.
“Okay,” she said again.
Harry nodded like a decision had been made and therefore the universe was required to respect it. May almost told him the universe was bad at that.
She did not.
Instead she opened the text thread again and typed one more message.
May: Harry wants to press the rose with your letter later.
Christopher’s reply came fast.
Chris: That’s a good idea.
Then:
Chris: Tell him I said that, so he knows I’m not only annoying.
Harry read it and snorted. Not a full laugh. Not even close. But enough that May felt something in her ribs unclench.
Harry: You are mostly annoying.
Chris: Mostly is not all.
Harry’s mouth moved toward a smile and broke before it arrived.
“He’s here,” Harry said.
May looked at him.
Harry swallowed hard, eyes on the phone. “Not here here. But…” May leaned her head lightly against his.
“Yeah,” she said. “He’s here.”
Across the room, Mom looked over again. This time May lifted the phone slightly, not enough for anyone else to understand, but enough for Mom to see that the thread was open. Mom’s face softened with a grief so deep it made May’s breath catch. She nodded once. May knew then that Mom understood too. Christopher’s letter had not been read yet. It had already done what he needed it to do.
It had made a line from El Paso to Los Angeles, from the laptop to the wake, from a boy who could not come to the siblings who had to stand beside their mother and still be children who lost someone. It would travel with them to Saint Paul. It would sit with Bobby’s casket on the plane, or in May’s bag beside tissues and a folded program and all the words they were not ready to open. It would reach the grave with the bruised rose if Harry had anything to say about it.
May’s phone became an object both siblings watched without admitting they were watching it. It rested on the chair between them while the wake continued in fragments: Mom’s voice steady across the room, a low burst of laughter from someone near the coffee that turned into an apology, the soft percussion of shoes on carpet. Harry kept looking down at the screen whenever it dimmed. May kept tapping it awake before he had to ask.
“He’s going to think we disappeared,” Harry said.
“He knows we’re here.”
Harry gave her a look. May sighed and picked up the phone again. “Fine. I know. He knows, and also he needs proof every five minutes.”
“That’s not a Chris thing. That’s a today thing.”
May paused, thumb over the keyboard. Harry’s accuracy was getting inconvenient.
She typed:
May: Still here. Mom is talking to Bobby’s mother.
Then she added, because it felt important to name the gentleness where it existed:
May: They’re okay together. Not okay, but you know what I mean.
Christopher answered:
Chris: I know.
A moment later:
Chris: I’m glad she’s there.
May looked toward the two women by the photo table. Bobby’s mother had one hand over the back of Mom’s. Mom’s head was tilted toward her, listening. For once, no one else was trying to get between them and the past.
May typed:
May: Me too.
Harry rested his shoulder against hers again, not heavily, but enough that she could feel him breathing.
“Ask him if Jacob’s still there,” he said.
May looked at him. “Why?”
“Because he is.”
“That is not an answer.”
“Yes, it is.”
May considered arguing, then decided the day did not deserve the energy.
May: Harry wants to know if Jacob is still there.
The reply came fast.
Chris: Yes.
Then:
Chris: He says hi again and that Harry is bad at pretending not to care.
Harry scowled at the phone.
“See?” May said.
“I care a normal amount.”
“You are holding a dead man’s rose and using me as a telecommunications service.”
Harry’s scowl wavered.
May’s throat tightened around the almost-laugh, but she let it stay almost. Some things could remain unfinished and still count.
Harry: Tell Jacob I care a normal amount.
Chris: He laughed.
Harry looked offended and pleased and devastated all at once. May leaned her cheek against the top of his head for half a second.
The phone dimmed again.
This time neither of them rushed to wake it. May looked down at the thread.
She typed:
May: We’ll text you when we’re leaving for the airport.
Chris: Okay.
A beat.
Harry: Banned.
Chris: Right. Sorry.
Another beat.
Chris: I’ll be here.
May stared at that.
Then she typed back:
May: We know.
She sent it and put the phone down between her and Harry, screen still lit, the conversation open like a door neither of them had to walk through every second to know it was there.
Harry held the rose.
May kept one hand near the bag with the letter. The wake continued around them, public and private at once. And somewhere in El Paso, Christopher waited with them.
The wake thinned by degrees. No one wanted to be the first to leave, and no one wanted to stay long enough to become another burden. People solved this by drifting toward the edges in pairs and small groups, finding coats, touching Athena’s hand one more time, signing the guest book if they had forgotten, taking programs they did not need and would keep anyway. The room did not empty so much as loosen around the people who could not leave yet. Ethan noticed the change in sound first.
Earlier, the reception room had been full of overlapping condolences, footsteps, plates, coffee, the strange formal murmur of public grief. Now the voices had separated. Conversations stood out one at a time. A chair leg scraped near the far wall. Someone sniffed hard and apologized to no one. The staff moved more audibly around the tables, gathering abandoned cups and folding back foil over trays of food that had survived the mourners’ inability to eat. It felt like the room was preparing to hand them back to the day.
Ethan was not ready.
That did not matter.
The department liaison came in through the side door with the careful face of someone carrying necessary cruelty. Ethan had seen that face all afternoon on people with clipboards and radios and schedules. It was the expression of logistics pretending not to be grief because grief could not get a casket to an airport on time. Hen saw the liaison before anyone else did.
Her shoulders changed.
Karen, beside her, followed her gaze and reached for her hand. Chimney looked up next. Then Maddie. Then Eddie, because Eddie had not stopped tracking exits and movement and the fragile places in the room. Buck did not look up until Eddie’s attention shifted, and then Buck followed it like a person learning the shape of bad news by watching someone else receive it first. Athena was seated near Bobby’s mother when the liaison approached.
May stood immediately.
Harry stood half a second later, the bruised rose still in his hand. The liaison stopped at a respectful distance. “Sergeant Grant?”
Athena looked up.
For one moment, she seemed to have no idea who he was. Not because she had forgotten, Ethan thought, but because some part of her had been somewhere else entirely. Saint Paul, maybe. Bobby’s kitchen. The sanctuary. A house with his jacket still by the door. Then her eyes focused, and the public shape of her returned with painful speed.
“It’s time,” the liaison said quietly.
No one in the room moved. The words were too small for what they did.
It’s time.
As if time had not been the enemy all day. As if time had not carried them from the station to the sanctuary, from the sanctuary to the engine, from the engine to the wake, each handoff presented as the next necessary step until suddenly there were no more public steps left in Los Angeles.
Athena nodded once.
May’s hand went to her bag. Harry’s fingers tightened around the rose, then loosened when he remembered. Bobby’s mother closed her eyes. Ethan looked away from her grief too late.
Athena stood.
May did not help her. Harry did not help her. They both stood close enough that she could lean if she chose, and Athena chose not to, which was its own form of being held.
“Where?” Buck asked.
His voice was low, but the room had gone quiet enough for it to carry. The liaison turned slightly toward him. “Transport is ready. Sergeant Grant, May, and Harry will accompany Captain Nash to the airport. From there, they’ll fly with him to Saint Paul.”
Saint Paul.
The name moved through the room differently than Los Angeles had. Ethan knew the outline. Everyone did by now. Bobby’s first family was buried there. Marcy. Brooke. Robert Jr. The names had been spoken carefully in the planning, in the service notes, in the arrangements made by people trying to honor all the lives Bobby had lived without making any of them cancel out the others. Still, hearing the destination aloud made something in the room tighten.
Saint Paul meant home.
Saint Paul also meant away.
Buck’s face went pale.
Eddie stepped closer without looking like he had moved.
“He’s leaving L.A.?” Ravi asked, barely audible.
Hen’s eyes closed.
Chimney looked at the floor. Athena heard it. Of course she did. She turned toward the 118. For the first time since the wake began, she looked less like the widow receiving everyone and more like Athena standing in front of the people Bobby had left behind because he had trusted them to keep being people after him.
“He belongs there,” she said.
Her voice was steady.
It hurt worse because it was steady.
“With Marcy,” she continued. “With Brooke. With Robert.”
Harry’s mouth trembled at the last name. May’s hand brushed his wrist. Athena swallowed. “He belongs with them.” No one said the other half.
He belongs here too.
It was in Buck’s face. In Hen’s shoulders. In Chimney’s hands. In the way Ravi looked toward the photo table like the blurred kitchen picture might object. In Eddie’s stillness. In Maddie’s tears. In Bobby’s mother’s bowed head. In Ethan’s chest, though he had known Bobby for so much less time than most of the room and still felt the wrongness of Los Angeles releasing him.
Athena looked at Buck.
“And he belongs here,” she said.
Buck’s breath broke.
Athena’s eyes filled, but she did not look away. “Both can be true.” The sentence moved through Ethan like an echo from every conversation the day had forced into existence. El Paso and Los Angeles. Public and private. Widow and children. First family and last. Gone and still everywhere. Buck nodded like it cost him.
“Okay,” he whispered.
Harry’s head turned sharply. “Banned.” The word escaped before he could stop it.
The room froze.
May covered her mouth.
For one terrifying second, Ethan thought Harry might apologize and make it worse. Then Buck looked at him. His face was wrecked, eyes wet, mouth trembling around something that was not quite a smile and not quite pain because it was both. “Yeah?” Harry’s face flushed. “Chris banned okay today.”
“I banned it,” Harry corrected himself, then looked at May like he had betrayed state secrets. “With Chris.”
May’s shoulders shook once.
Not a laugh. Not really. Athena closed her eyes, and for a second the grief on her face changed shape around the smallest, most exhausted tenderness. Buck wiped at his mouth with one hand. “Then I’ll pick a different word.” Eddie’s eyes stayed on him.
“Yeah?” Harry asked.
Buck looked toward Athena, then the photo table, then the liaison waiting with unbearable patience. “I don’t know it yet.” Harry nodded like that was acceptable.
“Tell Chris,” Buck said, voice rough, “I’m working on it.”
May pulled out her phone immediately. Not because the timing was appropriate. Because it was. She typed with shaking hands.
May: Buck says he’s working on another word.
Then, because Christopher would need the context and because Harry had earned the right to be quoted accurately:
May: Harry banned okay out loud. It was great.
Christopher’s reply came before anyone had finished pretending not to watch her phone.
Chris: Good.
Then:
Chris: Tell Buck I love him.
May looked up.
Buck was already watching her. She did not read it aloud to the room. She crossed the few steps between them and held the phone where only he could see.
Buck read the message.
His face changed so openly that Eddie looked away to give him the privacy of not being witnessed by everyone at once. Buck touched the screen with two fingers, not pressing, just touching the words.
“Tell him I love him too,” he said.
May nodded.
May: He loves you too.
She sent it, then slipped the phone back into her bag beside Christopher’s letter. The liaison waited another beat. Then Athena turned toward Bobby’s mother.
The room seemed to understand that the goodbye was changing again. People made space without being asked. Bobby’s mother stood slowly. Athena stepped forward, and the two women embraced with a gentleness that made Ethan’s throat ache. There was no competition in it. No ranking of grief. Only two lives touched by the same man in different chapters, both now holding the impossible fact that he was leaving one home for another.
“Take him home,” Bobby’s mother whispered.
Athena’s eyes closed.
“I will.”
May hugged her next.
Harry did too, awkwardly because of the rose, and Bobby’s mother closed both hands around his for a second when he tried to step back.
“He loved you children,” she said.
Harry’s face crumpled.
May answered because he could not. “We loved him.”
“I know.”
Then she touched the rose. “Bring that too.”
Harry nodded quickly.
“We are.”
The 118 said goodbye next, though goodbye was too simple a word for the sequence that followed.
Hen reached Athena first.
They had hugged at the service, at the wake, in pieces throughout the day, but this one was different. This was not condolence. This was transfer. Hen folded around Athena, and Athena held her just as tightly. No one said be safe or call me or we’re here because all of that was already woven too deeply to need saying. When Hen stepped back, her face was wet.
“Bring him back to us after,” she said.
Athena looked at her.
Hen swallowed. “Not—”
“I know what you mean.” Athena touched Hen’s cheek. “I will.”
Chimney approached like every step had to be negotiated with the floor.
Athena met him halfway.
Whatever had passed between them earlier remained there, not resolved but recognized. Chimney’s mouth trembled. Athena took his hand before he could decide whether he deserved the contact.
“Howard,” she said.
He bowed his head.
She pulled him into a hug. It was brief. It was not absolution. It was not punishment either.
Chimney came away shaking.
Maddie reached for him immediately, and he let her. Ravi stood at attention when Athena turned to him.
Of course he did.
Athena’s face softened. “Come here, baby.” Ravi’s posture broke. He stepped into the hug with his cap clutched awkwardly in one hand and his grief all over his face.
“Thank you,” he said, though Ethan did not think Ravi knew what he was thanking her for.
Athena patted his back once. “You take care of them.” Ravi nodded too fast. “Yes, ma’am.”
“And let them take care of you.”
That one landed harder.
Ravi nodded again, slower this time. Ethan tried to step back when Athena’s eyes moved to him. May saw and gave him a look sharp enough to pin him in place.
Athena crossed to him.
For one awful second, Ethan did not know what to do with his hands. Athena solved it by taking them.
“You’ve been good to my children today,” she said.
Ethan’s mouth opened and closed.
“I didn’t do much.”
“That is not what I said.”
He shut up.
Athena squeezed his hands. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome,” Ethan managed.
She looked at him a second longer, and he felt, absurdly, seen by a woman who had every right to see nothing outside her own loss. Then she released him and turned toward Eddie. Eddie straightened as if some old reflex had caught him. Athena’s expression shifted. “You came.”
“Of course.”
“No,” she said. “Not of course.”
Eddie’s face tightened.
She touched his arm. “Thank you for coming.” Eddie nodded. “Christopher wanted to be here.”
“He was,” May said softly from beside them.
Eddie looked at her.
May’s hand rested over the bag strap. “He was.”
Eddie’s eyes shone.
Athena pulled him into a hug. Eddie held her carefully at first, then less carefully when she tightened her arms around him.
Buck was last.
Not because anyone arranged it that way. Because everyone understood he needed to be. He stood beside Eddie with his hands empty now, Bobby’s key hidden somewhere inside his jacket, his face stripped down to grief and exhaustion. Athena looked at him, and something passed between them that belonged to all the ways Bobby had loved them both differently and fiercely.
“Buck,” Athena said.
His mouth trembled. “Athena.”
She stepped toward him.
He broke before she reached him. Not loudly. Not the kind of breaking that made people rush. His face folded, his shoulders shook once, and then Athena had him, one hand at the back of his head, the other across his shoulders. Buck bent into her like he was trying not to put weight on a woman already carrying too much and failing because she had asked for it by holding on.
“He loved you,” Athena said against his temple.
Buck’s hands clenched in the back of her jacket.
“I know,” he said, wrecked.
Not okay.
Not fine.
A different word after all.
He knew.
Athena closed her eyes.
“You remember that when it gets loud.”
Buck nodded against her shoulder. Eddie looked away, jaw tight. Ethan looked down at the carpet and counted one breath. Two. Three. When Buck stepped back, his face was wet. He did not wipe it immediately. Athena touched his cheek once, then turned before anyone could ask more of her.
The final movement began.
Coats gathered. Bags lifted. The letter checked. The rose secured carefully inside a spare program so the petals would not be crushed further. May texted Christopher again with one hand while Harry held the door for their mother.
May: Leaving for the airport now.
Chris: I’m here.
May showed Harry.
Harry nodded.
Then he took the phone and typed:
Harry: We know.
He sent it before May could say anything. The reply was only a heart.
Outside, the transport waited.
Not the engine this time. That part was over. This vehicle was quieter, darker, more practical. The sight of it made the room’s fragile composure strain again because it did not carry the same ceremony as the 118. It carried the next necessity. Bobby’s casket had already been prepared for the airport transfer. Ethan saw it through the open doors and felt the day tilt. The flag was still there. The honor guard stood ready.
Athena stopped just inside the threshold. May and Harry stopped with her. Behind them, the 118 gathered without being called: Hen, Chimney, Buck, Eddie, Ravi, Maddie, Karen, Ethan. Not a formation. Not official. A family line held together by instinct and the knowledge that this was the last time Los Angeles would have Bobby’s body in its care.
The honor guard lifted.
Athena watched.
May’s hand found the bag with Christopher’s letter. Harry held the program-wrapped rose against his chest. The casket moved toward the waiting transport.
Buck’s breath caught audibly.
Eddie’s hand brushed his back.
Hen reached for Chimney.
Ravi stood so still he looked carved. Maddie cried silently against Karen’s shoulder. Ethan felt the wrongness of distance collapse into one point: Bobby leaving Los Angeles, Christopher watching from El Paso through messages instead of cameras, Athena taking him to Saint Paul, all these homes pulling in different directions and none of them false.
The casket was secured.
The rear door closed.
The sound was soft.
It still ended something.
Athena turned back once.
Not to the room. To them. Her eyes moved across the 118, across Maddie and Karen and Ravi and Ethan, across Eddie, and stopped on Buck.
“We’ll bring him home,” she said.
No one asked which home. They all knew the answer was yes. May helped her into the car. Harry climbed in after them, still holding the rose. The liaison closed the door with reverence.
The transport pulled away slowly, followed by the vehicles that would carry Athena, May, Harry, and Bobby toward the airport and then east, toward Marcy and Brooke and Robert Jr., toward the grave that had been waiting across years and loss and all the life Bobby had somehow built after losing everything once before. May’s phone buzzed before the vehicles were fully out of sight. She looked down because not looking would have been harder.
Chris: Did you leave?
Harry leaned toward the screen from the seat beside her, the program-wrapped rose held carefully against his chest. Athena sat on May’s other side, eyes forward, one hand resting over the folded flag of her own composure. The transport was ahead of them, visible through the windshield whenever the line of vehicles shifted. May typed with her thumb.
May: Yeah. On the way to the airport.
She hesitated, then added:
May: He’s ahead of us.
Christopher’s reply did not come immediately. May watched the three dots appear and vanish, appear and vanish, while the car rolled out of the lot and into a city that had no idea how much was leaving it. Harry watched too. Athena did not look down, but May felt her attention shift, felt the way her mother was listening without asking to be included.
Chris: Okay.
Then, almost immediately:
Chris: Not okay. I know. Banned.
Harry’s mouth moved.
May let out one breath that might have been a laugh if it had not hurt so much.
“Christopher?” Athena asked.
May nodded. “He says okay is still banned.” Athena closed her eyes for one second. When she opened them, they were wet. “Good.” Harry leaned forward. “Tell him we’re bringing the rose.”
May typed:
May: Harry says we’re bringing the rose.
Chris: Good.
Then:
Chris: Tell Bobby ten.
May’s throat closed again.
She looked at Harry. He nodded, fierce and miserable. Athena’s hand came over May’s and covered the phone for a moment, not blocking it, only joining the contact.
“We’ll tell him,” Athena said.
May typed exactly that.
May: Mom says we’ll tell him.
The response was only a heart. May left the thread open in her lap. Outside the window, Los Angeles moved around them carefully at first, then less carefully as the procession merged into streets that could not stay paused forever. Traffic waited at controlled intersections. Drivers watched from behind windshields. A firefighter on the corner saluted until the transport passed, then lowered their hand slowly, as if lowering it too fast would be disrespectful. Harry looked out the window.
“It feels wrong to leave them,” he said.
May knew he meant the 118. The wake. Buck standing in the lot. Hen, Chimney, Eddie, Ravi, Ethan, Maddie, Karen. Los Angeles. All the pieces of Bobby’s last life that were not coming with them except in stories and messages and whatever grief did to the body when distance stretched it. Athena’s voice was quiet. “It is.”
Harry looked at her.
She kept her eyes forward. “And it’s right.” Both can be true, May thought, and did not say it because the sentence had already been asked to carry enough today. She touched the outside of her bag, feeling the edge of Christopher’s letter through the fabric. Paper. Ink. A boy in El Paso refusing to be absent. A rose from the street. Bobby ahead of them. Saint Paul waiting.
May rested her hand there until the car turned onto the next road and the wake disappeared behind them completely. The 118 stood outside until the vehicles disappeared.
Buck did not move.
Neither did Eddie.
Hen wiped her face with both hands. Chimney leaned into Maddie. Ravi lowered his head. Ethan stood at the edge of them and did not feel outside it anymore, only heartbroken inside a circle that had opened enough to hurt. Back at the lot, Ethan watched Buck watching the road long after there was nothing left to see.
No one hurried him.
That was the mercy they could still offer. Not comfort. Not explanation. Time measured in silence instead of schedules, a few extra breaths before the next person asked where they were going, who needed a ride, whether anyone had eaten, whether the station was still where they had left it that morning with Bobby’s office light on.
Hen stood with one arm folded across her middle, the other hand still locked with Karen’s. Chimney had his forehead pressed briefly to Maddie’s temple. Ravi kept his cap in both hands now, no longer pretending he knew what posture the moment required. Eddie remained beside Buck, close enough that their shoulders almost touched, far enough that Buck could decide whether to lean. Ethan thought of the word Athena had given them.
Home.
Saint Paul was Bobby’s home. Los Angeles was Bobby’s home. The 118 was Bobby’s home. Athena was. His first family was. The station kitchen was. The engine had been. Somehow all of those truths existed together, and the world still demanded they choose directions on a map.
“What now?” Ravi asked quietly.
No one answered at first. Then Hen inhaled, wiped her face once, and looked toward the remaining cars. “Now we get each other back to the station.” Buck’s hand tightened in his pocket.
Eddie saw it.
So did Ethan.
The office light waited at the other end of the sentence, though no one said it aloud. Los Angeles had let Bobby go.
It was right.
It was awful.
For a long moment, no one said anything. Then Buck whispered, “He’s gone.” Eddie looked at the empty drive.
“Yeah,” he said.
Buck’s hand moved to his jacket pocket. The key was still there. The office light was still on. Ethan saw Buck remember both at the same time. Behind them, the wake room waited with cooling coffee, folded programs, and Bobby’s photographs. Ahead of them, the cars were gone. Somewhere to the east, a plane would take Bobby toward his first family. Somewhere in Texas, Christopher would be holding a phone and waiting for the next message. The day had not finished asking.
But for this minute, all they could do was stand where the transport had been and learn the shape of Los Angeles without Bobby Nash in it.
Saint Paul was colder than Los Angeles. Not winter-cold. Not the kind of cold Bobby had grown up with, not snow along the curb or breath fogging hard in the air. But the wind moved differently there, cleaner and sharper, sliding beneath Athena’s coat as she stood beside the grave and looked at the names carved into stone. The sky had gone pale above the cemetery. A thin line of trees moved at the edge of the grounds, leaves turned silver underneath by the breeze.
Marcy Nash.
Brooke Nash.
Robert Nash Jr.
The names were not new to her. Bobby had spoken them over the years in pieces, carefully at first and then with more trust, never casually, never as a story that had finished hurting. Marcy in the kitchen. Brooke’s laugh. Robert’s little shoes. A life before Los Angeles that had burned and kept burning inside him no matter how much grace he built around the ashes. Athena had loved a man who belonged to the dead before he belonged to her.
She had known that. She had married him knowing that. It had not made him love her less. That was the miracle Bobby had taught her, stubbornly and repeatedly, in a thousand ordinary ways. Love did not divide cleanly. It did not obey the math people tried to put on it. Bobby’s heart had carried Marcy and Brooke and Robert Jr. into every room he entered, and still he had made space for Athena, for May, for Harry, for Buck and Hen and Chimney and Eddie and a firehouse full of strays who had learned to call themselves family because Bobby had made the word feel possible.
Now the ground waited to take him back to the first names. May stood on Athena’s left. Harry stood on her right. They had not read Christopher’s letter on the plane.
May had held the envelope in her lap for most of the flight, thumb tracing the edge until the paper softened. Harry had slept for twenty minutes with the program-wrapped rose held against his chest like someone had assigned him guard duty over one fragile thing left from Los Angeles. Athena had watched clouds pass beneath the window and felt Bobby ahead of her in the cargo hold, accompanied and alone at the same time. The envelope had Harry’s name on it.
Not May’s.
May had noticed the first time Eddie handed it over, of course she had. Harry’s name was written in Christopher’s careful handwriting, the letters a little uneven from effort or nerves or both. She had felt the tiny sting of not being named and then, almost immediately, the larger ache of understanding why Christopher had written it that way.
Harry was younger.
Harry had lost Bobby in a way adults kept flattening into stepson because language did not know what to do with a boy losing the man who had helped raise him without replacing the father he already had. Harry was the one people kept looking past because Athena’s grief was bigger in public and May’s competence made her easier to mistake for okay. Christopher had written to Harry. May knew it was for both of them anyway.
When she asked on the plane if they should read it, Athena had looked at both of her children and said, “Not yet.”
They had accepted that.
Not because Athena was their mother and had spoken. Because all three of them had felt the same thing: Christopher’s letter needed to arrive with Bobby before it opened. Now May held it in both hands.
The rose lay across the top of the envelope, bruised petals protected by the folded program. The stem had been trimmed by a funeral director with small scissors and extraordinary solemnity after Harry asked if there was a way to keep it safe. Harry had stood there, face defensive, daring anyone to make the request too childish.
No one had.
The graveside service was smaller than the funeral in Los Angeles. That did not make it easier. If anything, the quiet made the loss more exact. There were no rows of firefighters stretching down a city block, no bagpipes filling a sanctuary, no procession holding traffic still. There was only the grave, the family Bobby had lost first, the family he was leaving last, and the final lowering that no ceremony could make gentle enough. Athena heard the words spoken by the officiant without keeping most of them.
Beloved.
Rest.
Peace.
Home.
That word stayed.
Harry’s hand found hers.
May’s shoulder pressed against her other side. For a moment Athena was back in the sanctuary, held between them while the bell rang. Then she was on the plane, May’s bag tucked under the seat with Christopher’s letter inside. Then she was in Bobby’s kitchen, years ago, watching him burn pancakes while insisting the pan was too hot, not that he had gotten distracted kissing her.
Then she was here.
The casket lowered.
Harry made a sound under his breath. May’s face crumpled and did not smooth out again. Athena did not tell them to be strong. She was so tired of that word she could have buried it too. Instead she held them both and let the wind move around the three of them while Bobby descended toward Marcy, Brooke, and Robert Jr. When it was done, silence gathered at the grave.
The officiant stepped back.
No one hurried them.
Athena looked at the marker, at the open earth, at the place where Bobby’s name would settle into stone beside the first life he had loved and lost. May held out the letter.
“Mom?”
Athena looked down.
Harry’s name stared up at all of them.
Athena swallowed.
“It’s yours,” she said to Harry.
Harry looked at the envelope like it might ask something of him he could not give. “I know.” May’s hand tightened around the paper. “But he knows it’s for both of us.”
“Yeah,” Harry said, voice rough. “I know that too.”
Athena touched the edge of the envelope with two fingers, not taking it. “Then read what you can.” May opened the flap carefully. The paper had softened at the folds from the flight, from her hands, from the way grief made every object handled too often and too carefully. Christopher’s handwriting was neat at the top, then less neat as the letter went on, like he had started with discipline and ended with truth. Harry stood close enough that his shoulder pressed against May’s. She read the first line aloud because it belonged to him.
Hey Harry,
Harry’s face broke immediately.
Not fully. Not loudly. But something in him gave way at being addressed directly, at having his name placed at the top of grief instead of tucked beneath someone else’s. May kept reading, softer now.
I know things probably don’t make a lot of sense right now. It’s weird how quiet everything feels after something big like this happens. And I know it’s not fair. None of it is.
Athena closed her eyes.
The cemetery wind moved around them. May’s voice shook but did not stop.
I wanted to write because… I don’t know exactly what you’re feeling, but I know what it’s like to lose a parent. I lost my mom when I was eight. And even though I don’t remember everything about that day, I remember how everything changed. I remember feeling like something that made the world make sense had just… disappeared.
Harry turned his face away.
May stopped.
“Keep going,” Harry said.
She did.
Bobby was one of those people. For all of us. And especially for you.
Harry covered his mouth with one hand. Athena’s arm went around him. This time he leaned into it. May read the next part silently first, because it caught her off guard in a way that felt too tender to push into the air without warning. Then she looked at Athena.
“He wrote about the firehouse.”
Athena nodded, eyes wet. “Read it.” May looked back at the page.
He always looked out for me when I was at the firehouse. He used to joke that I had more common sense than most grown firefighters. He never talked down to me. Never made me feel like a kid just tagging along.
Harry made a small, hurt sound. May had to stop again, because she understood exactly why that line belonged to Harry. Bobby had never made people feel like an accessory to someone else’s story. Not Chris at the station. Not Harry in Athena’s house. Not May when she was too young to be treated like an adult and too old to be dismissed as a child. Christopher had known where to place the knife and the bandage at the same time.
May kept reading.
I remember him giving me his chair once, in the firehouse office. He told me, “You’re the captain now, Diaz.” I asked what that meant, and he said, “It means everyone listens when you speak.” I never forgot that.
Athena’s breath broke.
“That sounds like him,” she whispered.
Harry wiped his face with his sleeve and did not pretend he was doing anything else. “Yeah.” May looked at the office chair in her mind, at Bobby placing a child in it like a ritual made small enough to fit inside an ordinary day. She thought of Buck turning off the office light later, though she did not know yet that he had. She thought of Christopher holding on to that sentence for years, carrying it into this letter because Harry needed to hear that Bobby had made kids into people whose voices mattered.
Her throat hurt too much for the next paragraph. She handed the letter to Harry.
He stared at it.
“You can read it to yourself,” May said.
Harry shook his head once. Then he read aloud, voice scraped raw.
Sometimes I think about what it’d be like if I lost my dad. Or… Buck. I don’t know what I’d do. Just thinking about it makes my chest hurt.
He stopped.
May put her hand over his wrist. Harry swallowed hard and continued.
So I can’t pretend to know exactly how you feel. But I want you to know that you’re not alone.
The words trembled apart at the end. Athena pulled him closer, and Harry let the letter lower between them.
“He shouldn’t have to know that,” Harry said.
“No,” Athena said. “He shouldn’t.”
“But he does.”
“Yes.”
May took the letter gently when Harry’s hand started to shake too hard. She read the last section because if she did not, the letter would stay open between them like an unfinished bridge.
You don’t have to have it all figured out right now. None of us do. And if you ever want to talk, even just about stupid stuff—like movies or baseball—I’m here.
Harry laughed once through tears.
“Baseball,” he said, like it was offensive and exactly right.
May’s mouth trembled.
Then she read the final lines.
He loved you, Harry. May, too. I hope you both know that.
Her voice failed on her own name. Harry reached for her before she could recover, and May folded into him, the letter caught carefully between them so it would not crumple. Athena held them both at the edge of Bobby’s grave, and for a few seconds there was no widow, no daughter, no son, no public shape to hold. Just three people Bobby had loved, holding the words of a boy who had understood enough to send them a piece of himself from Texas.
After a while, May drew back and read the signature, barely above a whisper.
-Chris
Harry touched the bottom of the page.
“We have to tell him,” he said.
May nodded. “We will.”
“Tell him it helped.”
“Yes.”
“Tell him Bobby heard.”
Athena’s eyes closed.
When she opened them, she looked at the grave.
“He heard,” she said.
Harry placed the bruised rose carefully against the folded program, then helped May tuck the letter back into its envelope. They did not put it in the ground. It was not that kind of offering. It was meant to be carried. Pressed later with the rose. Kept somewhere Bobby’s name could still be spoken without ceremony. May held it against her heart for one second before returning it to her bag.
Then Athena stepped forward, because her children had made the way and because Bobby was there and not there and every goodbye all day had only been practice for this one. Her knees did not give out. She almost wished they would.
Instead she stood at the edge of the grave, hands empty now because May had the letter and Harry had the rose, and looked at the place where Bobby had finally been allowed to stop moving. Los Angeles had carried him as far as it could. Athena had carried him the rest of the way. Now Saint Paul held him.
With Marcy.
With Brooke.
With Robert Jr.
With all the grief that had shaped him before she ever knew his face. Her hand rose to her mouth.
Then fell.
She would not cover this.
“Rest easy,” Athena whispered.
May’s hand tightened around the bag strap. Harry cried openly beside her. Athena looked at Bobby’s grave and let the words leave her the way they had been waiting to all day.
“You’re home now, baby. You’re home.”
The wind moved through the trees.
No bell answered.
It did not need to.
The station was too quiet when the 118 returned. Buck had expected that. He had dreaded it in the car, in the parking lot outside the wake, on the drive back through streets that had already forgotten how still they had been for Bobby. He had expected the quiet, and it still hit him wrong when the bay doors opened and the house received them without the sound of Bobby’s voice from the loft or the office or the kitchen. The engine was not there yet.
That made it worse.
The empty bay looked like a missing tooth. Hen stopped just inside, her hand still linked with Karen’s. Chimney came in behind her with Maddie close enough that their shoulders touched. Ravi hovered near the lockers as if waiting for someone to give him permission to exist outside uniform. Ethan stood by the turnout racks, eyes already lifted toward the second floor.
Eddie stood beside Buck.
Of course he did.
No one spoke at first. The station had been left in the suspended state of morning. Coffee pot cleaned but still on the counter. Chairs pushed in badly. A folded towel on the back of the couch. The ghost of everyone leaving too carefully because the office light was still on and they had agreed, somehow, without making it a formal promise, that it would stay on until they came back.
They were back.
The light was still on. Buck looked up at Bobby’s office. The glass caught the yellow glow, warm and impossible. From below, it almost looked like Bobby had stepped out for a second. Like he might return with a file in one hand and that look on his face, the one that meant Buck was about to be corrected with love and possibly assigned a chore. Buck’s hand moved to his pocket. The key pressed against his palm through the fabric.
He had carried it through the service, the bell, the procession, the wake, the departure. He had touched it when Bobby’s helmet went on the engine. Touched it when Athena said Saint Paul. Touched it when the transport disappeared. It had become proof of something he could not name. Access. Responsibility. Refusal. A small metal argument against the idea that Bobby’s office could become a room people entered without asking him.
“Buck,” Hen said softly.
He did not look at her. If he looked at Hen, he would see the same thing he had seen all day: Bobby’s crew waiting for him to decide whether he was going to fall apart first or keep them all waiting for later.
“I know,” he said.
His voice sounded thin in the bay. Eddie did not ask what he knew. That was one of the reasons Buck loved him and one of the reasons Buck hated how much he needed him.
“Do you want—” Eddie began.
“Come with me.”
The words came out before Buck could make them safer. Eddie’s answer was immediate. “Yeah.” Buck nodded once, then started up the stairs.
The others stayed below.
He felt that decision behind him. Hen not following even though every part of her probably wanted to. Chimney staying where he was because guilt had already put him in too many doorways today. Ravi holding still because protocol could not help here. Ethan watching with the kind of grief that did not know whether it had the right to witness and did anyway because leaving would be worse.
Buck climbed.
Eddie came behind him.
The loft was empty. The kitchen looked wrong without Bobby in it. Buck did not stop there. If he stopped, he might remember Bobby stirring sauce, Bobby drinking coffee, Bobby telling him to sit down and eat before he vibrated out of his own skin. The office door was closed.
Light glowed beneath it.
Buck took the key from his pocket.
His hand shook.
Eddie did not reach for it.
Good.
Buck did not know if he would have survived kindness right then.
He unlocked the door.
The office smelled like Bobby. Not strongly. Not enough. Coffee, paper, the faint clean scent of station soap, the worn-in warmth of a room where someone had spent years being interrupted and making space for every interruption anyway. Buck stood in the doorway and could not step inside. The desk lamp was on.
Bobby’s mug sat where it had been that morning. His list lay beside it. The chair was pushed back a little, like he had just stood. The room had kept the shape of him with terrible faithfulness.
Buck made a sound.
Eddie’s hand settled between his shoulder blades.
Firm.
There.
“I don’t want to turn it off,” Buck said.
“I know.”
“It feels like—”
He stopped.
Like killing him again.
Like admitting he is not coming back. Like leaving him in the dark. Eddie’s hand did not move. “What did you tell him all those times he fell asleep at his desk?”
Buck closed his eyes.
Memory hit so fast it stole breath. Bobby asleep in the chair after a brutal shift, chin dipped, pen still in hand. Buck standing in the doorway with two mugs of coffee, whispering to Hen that they should let him sleep, then ten minutes later being the one to go in and wake him gently because Bobby’s neck would hurt and he would pretend it didn’t.
Go to bed, Cap.
You’re allowed to rest.
Buck’s face crumpled.
“Eddie.”
“Yeah.”
“I can’t.”
“Okay.”
Buck almost laughed through the sob that tried to break him. “Banned.” Eddie’s mouth moved, devastated and fond. “Right.”
Buck breathed in.
It shook.
He stepped into the office.
One step.
Then another.
As far as he was allowed.
The desk lamp waited.
Buck touched Bobby’s mug first. Just the handle. Cold ceramic. Ordinary. He touched the list next, not moving it, only pressing two fingers to the edge of the paper. Bobby’s handwriting looked alive in a way the photographs had not. Tasks. Notes. Reminders. Proof that Bobby had expected tomorrow to require him.
Tomorrow had come anyway.
Buck looked at the lamp. Below them, the station remained silent.
Not empty.
Silent.
Hen and Chimney and Ravi and Ethan and Maddie and Karen were down there. Eddie was behind him. Christopher was in El Paso. Athena, May, and Harry were in Saint Paul. Bobby was with Marcy and Brooke and Robert Jr.
The bell had rung.
The final alarm was complete. Buck put his hand on the switch.
“Rest easy, Cap,” he whispered.
Then he turned off the light.
The office changed.
Not into absence.
Not exactly.
The room dimmed, and the glass reflected Buck’s face back at him, Eddie behind him, the station below, everyone waiting in the softer light that remained. Bobby did not vanish. The mug was still there. The list was still there. The chair, the desk, the walls, the years. Turning off the lamp did not erase him. It only let the room stop pretending he was still working.
Buck bowed his head.
Eddie stepped beside him, not behind now. For a long moment they stood in the darkened office together. Then Buck locked the door.
Downstairs, after Buck turned off the office light, the 118 did not know what to do with their hands.
That was what Ethan noticed from the bay. Hen kept smoothing the front of her jacket even though there was nothing wrong with it. Chimney took his cap off, put it back on, then took it off again and held it against his chest. Ravi stood near the engine’s empty spot with his fingers curled around nothing. Maddie had both hands wrapped around Chimney’s arm. Karen had one hand at Hen’s back. Everyone looked up at the darkened office window and tried not to look like they were looking.
The light was off.
The station did not collapse. That felt like an accusation. Then Buck and Eddie came down the stairs. Buck’s face was wet. He did not hide it. Eddie stayed beside him, close enough that the descent looked shared without either of them making it a performance. When Buck reached the bottom, Hen stepped forward first, because of course she did. For one second she looked like she might say something careful and captain-shaped. Instead she held out her hand.
Buck took it.
Chimney came next, then Ravi, then Maddie and Karen and Ethan, not in a group hug exactly, because none of them had the coordination for that much tenderness. More like a circle forming badly and honestly in the middle of the bay. Shoulders touched. Hands found sleeves. Someone breathed like a sob and did not apologize.
Ethan ended up with Ravi on one side and Maddie on the other, Buck across from him, the dark office above them. No one said Bobby would want this.
No one had to.
The house stood after the bell. Not straight. Not steady. Not whole.
Standing.
That counted.
In El Paso, Christopher closed the laptop after the last text from May.
Not right away.
He read it first.
May: He’s home.
Then another.
May: Mom told him. We read some of the letter. Harry says it helped.
Then Dad, later, from Los Angeles.
Dad: We’re back at the station.
Dad: Buck turned off the office light.
Chris stared at that one longest. Jacob sat beside him at the desk now instead of on the floor, one shoulder pressed lightly against the chair. The room had gone dim around them. Evening had reached El Paso while the day traveled between cities, and the laptop screen still showed the useless holding card from hours ago, frozen on privacy while the real funeral kept finding ways to reach him through phones and people and the stubborn refusal of everyone he loved to let distance be the final word.
Chris looked at his notebook. It was full of uneven lines.
I’m here too.
It reached.
Counted with them.
I saw the truck.
Not absent.
Still here.
He added one more.
Home.
The word looked too small.
He left it anyway.
“Ready?” Jacob asked.
Chris looked at the laptop.
Procession will continue privately.
It had been wrong and right. The procession had continued privately. The wake had continued privately. The burial had continued privately. The office light had gone out privately. But not completely. Not from him. He reached for the screen. The hinge gave with a soft sound.
The title card disappeared.
The room did not.
Jacob stayed.
From the hallway, Helena’s voice moved softly through the house. Ramon answered. Somewhere outside, El Paso kept being El Paso. Los Angeles kept being Los Angeles. Saint Paul held Bobby Nash beside the first family he had lost, while the second and third and all the others learned how to stand after the bell. Chris rested his hand on the closed laptop. He had not been in the sanctuary. He had not walked behind the engine. He had not stood at the grave.
He had still counted.
He had still reached.
He had still been here. Across three homes, the day finally loosened its grip.
Chapter 11: After The Bells
Buck woke before the alarm. For one suspended second, he did not know why that felt wrong. His body came online in pieces—stiff neck first, then the dull pressure behind his eyes, then the unpleasant tack of his shirt against his skin where he had sweated through sleep and grief and whatever passed for exhaustion after a funeral. The room was dim. Not dark. Morning had already started pushing weak gray light through the blinds, thinning the shadows across the ceiling.
He stared at the narrow stripe of it above him and waited for the rest of the world to announce itself.
No tones dropped.
No phone rang.
No one called his name from downstairs or across the bay or through the half-open door of a hospital room that was not a hospital room anymore, not in any way that mattered.
The quiet stayed quiet.
Buck hated it immediately.
He shifted, and something tightened wrong across his chest. For a second, panic flashed sharp and stupid through him, because his body remembered straps and dress blues and hands that had not known where to go during a salute. Then he looked down and realized he was still half-dressed from yesterday. White shirt rumpled open at the collar, the top three buttons undone, sleeves shoved to his elbows like he had been trying to claw out of the fabric sometime during the night. His belt was still on. His suit pants were wrinkled beyond saving.
His tie was gone.
He turned his head carefully and saw it on the floor beside the bed, a dark, twisted line against the rug. Not folded. Not hung up. Just abandoned there, like he had removed it on the way down from some height and lost the energy to care where it landed.
That tracked.
Yesterday came back without mercy. Not all at once. That would have been kinder, maybe. A clean wave. One big impact. Instead, it arrived in objects. The white gloves folded on the dresser. The edge of the funeral program peeking from beneath his phone on the nightstand. The suit jacket draped over the chair near the window, one sleeve hanging almost to the floor. His dress shoes by the bedroom door, angled apart like he had stepped out of them mid-thought and walked away from himself.
Bobby’s photograph on the program was facedown. Buck did not remember doing that. He did remember getting home. Mostly. The drive back from the station after Eddie turned the ignition and neither of them spoke for three traffic lights. The way Los Angeles had looked too normal through the windshield, all brake lights and restaurants and people carrying grocery bags under a sky that had finally started to clear. The way Eddie’s hand had stayed loose on the gearshift, close enough to Buck’s knee that Buck could feel the heat of him without touching.
He remembered walking inside and stopping just past the threshold because the house smelled wrong. Not bad. Not unfamiliar. Just not the station. Not incense from the funeral. Not flowers. Not the sharp, polished-clean smell of the reception hall. Not the bay with its diesel and coffee and turnout gear and absence.
Just the sublet.
Wood floors. Old couch. Eddie’s laundry detergent. The faint trace of whatever Buck had cooked two nights ago and forgotten to properly seal in the fridge. A house trying very hard to be ordinary around two men who had come back from burying their captain. He remembered Eddie saying, “Sit down.”
He remembered laughing at that, or trying to, because it came out wrong. He remembered the couch under him. Eddie’s hands at his collar, careful and quiet, undoing the knot of the tie when Buck’s fingers kept slipping. The awful tenderness of that. The intimacy of being taken apart by someone who did not ask permission because permission would have made Buck realize he needed help. He remembered saying, “I can do it.” He remembered Eddie saying, “I know.” Then nothing clean after that.
Sleep had not so much taken him as interrupted him. One moment he had been sitting on the edge of the bed with his shoes still on, trying to decide whether showering counted as a task or an event. The next, morning had him pinned beneath the sheet, his mouth dry and his body heavy and Bobby Nash still dead.
Buck closed his eyes.
That did not help.
Behind his eyelids, the sanctuary assembled itself again. Rows of dress uniforms. White gloves. Flowers too perfect to be real. Athena’s face held together by something stronger than bone. Harry standing like his body had been given instructions his heart had not agreed to follow. May with Christopher’s letter tucked somewhere unseen but present, because the letter had been present even before Buck knew she had opened it. Chimney’s hand shaking once at his side. Hen’s jaw locked so hard Buck had wanted to reach over and press two fingers beneath it, like he could release grief from muscle if he found the right place.
Eddie beside him.
Eddie always beside him.
Buck opened his eyes again. The ceiling did not have answers. Down the hall, something shifted. Not much. Floorboard. Cabinet hinge. The low, familiar clink of ceramic against countertop.
Buck held still.
The house was not empty.
He knew that. He had known that all night in the same way a person knew where a bruise was without touching it. Eddie was here. Eddie had been here when Buck woke once around three with his shirt sticking to his back and his heart trying to climb out through his ribs. Eddie had been asleep on top of the covers beside him then, still in his undershirt and dress pants, one arm bent beneath his head, shoes gone but socks still on. Not quite in bed with him. Not quite not.
Buck had looked at him in the dark and thought, with a sudden violent clarity, don’t go. He had not said it. Of course he had not said it.
There were rules about wanting things after funerals. Buck did not know who had written them, but he could feel them anyway. Everything felt louder against loss. Need became suspect. Touch became dangerous. Words got too big too fast. If he said don’t go, it would not mean stay in the house for the morning. It would mean stay in Los Angeles. Stay in this life. Stay where Buck could look across a kitchen and find him without having to check a flight tracker first. And Eddie had Christopher in Texas.
Eddie had a house in El Paso with a porch and repaired lattice and a teenage son who had watched Bobby’s funeral through a laptop screen because the world was cruel in ways no one could schedule around. Eddie had Jacob there, holding the line. Eddie had parents and obligations and a life split down the middle with Buck standing on the wrong side of the cut, trying not to bleed on anything important. So Buck had said nothing. At some point, he must have fallen back asleep.
Now Eddie was awake.
Buck pushed himself up slowly. His head protested. His spine popped in three places. He sat on the edge of the bed for a moment, elbows on his knees, staring at the funeral program on the nightstand.
The corner had bent during the day. He noticed that now. A small crease across the lower right edge where his thumb must have worried it during the service. He could still see the line of Bobby’s name even with the program turned over, faintly pressed through the paper from the other side.
Captain Robert Wade Nash.
Buck reached for his phone instead. It was facedown beside the program. Another thing he did not remember doing but understood completely. He flipped it over and immediately regretted it.
No missed calls.
Four unread texts.
None urgent. Maddie, sent late: Home. Jee stayed asleep. Chim finally showered. Love you. Hen, two hours after that: If you’re awake, don’t answer. If you’re not awake, also don’t answer. Ravi, just after midnight: Thank you for today. I know that sounds dumb. But yeah. Eddie, from thirty-two minutes ago, despite being somewhere inside the same house: Coffee’s on. Don’t rush. Buck stared at that one for longer than necessary.
Don’t rush.
As if there was somewhere to be. That was the problem. For two weeks, there had always been somewhere to be. A phone call to make. A form to sign. A body to bring home. A family to notify. A department liaison to correct when they said something technically accurate and spiritually unbearable. A list to write. A uniform to press. A route to plan. A child in El Paso to update. A sister to reassure. A brother-in-law holding himself together with forms. Yesterday, there had been commands. Stand. Sit. Salute. Walk. Hold. Breathe.
Today, apparently, there was coffee. Buck set the phone down and immediately picked it back up because leaving it alone felt like daring it to ring. His thumb hovered over the group thread with the 118. Bobby’s name still lived there in older messages, if he scrolled. Bobby reminding everyone about annual physicals. Bobby asking who moved the label maker from the supply closet. Bobby sending a photo of a sauce recipe written on the back of a grocery receipt because Buck had asked once and then forgotten he had asked.
Bobby, three weeks ago: Buck, if you are experimenting with sourdough again, label the starter this time.
Bobby, dead now.
Buck locked the phone hard enough that the click sounded loud in the room.
“Okay,” he said to no one.
His voice came out rough. He stood, swayed once, and decided that was between him and God. The floor was cold under his socks. One sock was black. The other was navy.
He looked down.
“Great.”
That came out a little more like him, which made it worse for reasons he did not have the energy to investigate.
He found his way to the bathroom, splashed water on his face, and avoided the mirror until avoidance became more work than looking. When he finally lifted his head, the person staring back looked almost convincing from a distance. Same curls, flattened on one side. Same face. Same eyes, maybe a little red. Stubble rough along his jaw. A crease from the pillow cutting diagonally across one cheek. He looked like someone who had slept. That felt like false advertising.
He brushed his teeth because Bobby would have cared about dental hygiene even in grief. The thought arrived so abruptly that Buck almost laughed around the toothbrush, except the laugh broke wrong and turned into something else in his chest. He gripped the sink until it passed.
Then he changed because the shirt had started to feel like a second skin made of yesterday. He stripped it off carefully, wincing when his shoulder pulled. The undershirt beneath smelled faintly of funeral flowers and Eddie’s detergent, which made no sense and perfect sense. He shoved both into the hamper, then hesitated over the suit pants before stepping out of them too.
His dress uniform jacket hung over the back of the chair in the bedroom, dark and formal and wrong in morning light. Buck looked at it for a long moment. Then he turned away and pulled on sweats. Downstairs, the house had committed to being Wednesday.
The kitchen light was on. Not the overhead—the softer one above the stove, warm enough to touch the room without making it sterile. The coffee maker breathed and clicked on the counter. A mug sat beside it already filled, steam rising in thin threads. Eddie stood at the sink in a gray t-shirt and yesterday’s dress pants, barefoot, rinsing something that looked like the same mug Buck had left on the coffee table last night. His hair was still damp from a shower.
Buck noticed that before anything else, because grief had apparently not disabled the part of his brain dedicated to Eddie Diaz in soft domestic lighting. If anything, it had made that part worse. Eddie looked exhausted. Clean, but exhausted. There were shadows under his eyes, and the line of his mouth had settled into that flat, contained shape he got when he was holding too many things in separate compartments and trusting none of them to stay shut. He glanced over when Buck reached the doorway.
“Hey.”
“Hey,” Buck said.
It landed too gently between them. Eddie turned off the water and reached for a towel. “Coffee’s fresh.”
“I got the memo.”
A corner of Eddie’s mouth moved. Not quite a smile. Enough to count if either of them were keeping score, which Buck absolutely was not. He crossed to the counter and picked up the mug. His hand closed around warmth. The first sip tasted too strong and slightly burnt, which meant Eddie had made it, not because Eddie was bad at coffee but because Eddie believed coffee was a utility and Buck believed it was a drink with standards.
“This could strip paint,” Buck said.
Eddie looked down at his own mug. “It’s coffee.”
“Barely,” Buck muttered.
This time, Eddie did smile. Small. Brief. There and gone. Buck held onto it anyway.
The kitchen had accumulated evidence of last night. His suit jacket was not the only casualty. Eddie’s tie lay folded on the far end of the counter with military precision, because of course it did. A half-empty glass of water sat beside the sink. Someone had put the funeral programs together in a careful stack near the fruit bowl, four copies total, though Buck did not know how they had ended up with four. One from the service. One from the wake. One Maddie must have pressed into his hand when he couldn’t find his. One maybe Eddie’s.
Bobby’s face looked up from the top one.
Buck’s stomach tightened.
Eddie followed his gaze but did not move to hide it. That was Eddie, too. He did not rush toward the wound unless Buck gave him a reason. He just stayed close enough to stop the bleeding if it started.
“You hungry?” Eddie asked.
Buck huffed. “Wow. Straight to the hard questions.”
“Buck.”
There it was. Not sharp. Not annoyed. Just his name, grounded and low, with all the nonsense trimmed off. Buck looked into his coffee. “Not really.”
“Toast?”
“Eddie.”
“Eggs?”
“You’re doing the thing.”
“What thing?”
Buck gestured vaguely with the mug. “The thing where you keep naming food until I give in.” Eddie leaned back against the sink, towel still in his hands. “Hasn’t failed yet.”
“It has absolutely failed.”
“You ate soup after the lightning strike.”
“I was concussed.”
“Still counts.”
Buck looked up despite himself. Eddie’s expression was careful, but there was something almost normal threaded through it. A familiar dry patience. The kind of thing they could have had on any other morning, if any other morning had survived long enough to reach them.
For a second, Buck wanted to step into it. Let the banter carry him across the kitchen. Let Eddie make toast and pretend toast had medical properties. Let himself be handled in all the ways Eddie knew how to handle him without calling it that. Then his eyes caught on the stack of programs again.
The second passed.
“Maybe later,” he said.
Eddie nodded once. “Okay.”
He did not push. That almost made Buck angrier than if he had. Buck took another sip of coffee and burned his tongue because apparently learning was beyond him. He set the mug down, breathing through his nose, and looked around for a task. Any task. There had to be one. Dishes. Laundry. Calls. Something broken. Something needing hands.
The counters were clean.
The dishwasher hummed softly.
Eddie had already gathered the funeral clothes that could not be ignored and set them into two careful piles: dry cleaning, laundry. There was a note on the fridge in Eddie’s handwriting—Call Christopher after school—and beneath it, another note in Buck’s handwriting from days ago: Buy cereal. The cereal had been bought. Two boxes sat on top of the fridge because the cabinet was full. Every crisis had been assigned a container.
Every container was full.
“Did you sleep?” Eddie asked.
Buck blinked. “Did you?”
“Some.”
“That’s not an answer.”
“It’s the answer you’re getting.”
Buck nodded toward him. “You don’t get to dodge my question and then feed me. Pick one.”
“I can do both,” Eddie said.
“That’s cheating.”
Eddie’s mouth twitched again, but the amusement did not hold. His gaze drifted toward the fridge, to the note about Christopher. Buck watched it happen and felt something low and ugly twist beneath his ribs. Not jealousy. He hated himself for even having to clarify that internally. Christopher was Christopher. The center. The kid Buck would rearrange planets for if anyone handed him the equipment. But the note was a reminder.
Eddie’s life was split.
Not metaphorically. Not poetically. Logistically. There were flights and custody paperwork and school schedules and a house in El Paso with a room that still held Christopher’s things. There was a teenager sitting hundreds of miles away after watching Bobby’s funeral through a screen, and Eddie was here because Bobby had died and because Buck had needed him and because the 118 had needed him, but need was not the same thing as permanence.
Need was a siren. It got answered. Then the call cleared. Buck reached for his mug again because his hands had started to feel too empty.
“You checking flights?” he asked, aiming for casual and landing somewhere near open flame.
Eddie looked back at him. “What?”
“Nothing. I just—” Buck shrugged. “You were up early. Figured maybe you were looking at options.”
Eddie’s face changed by less than an inch.
That was enough.
“I checked messages from Jacob,” he said carefully.
Buck nodded. “Right.”
“And Chris.”
“Yeah.”
“Not flights.”
“I didn’t say—” Buck stopped, because he had. Basically. “I mean, you have to go back sometime.”
Eddie set the towel down on the counter with deliberate care. “Eventually.”
Eventually.
That was not a date. It should have helped.
It did not.
Buck forced a laugh and hated the sound of it. “No, yeah. Obviously. I’m not asking you to stay for me.”
“Buck.”
“I know Christopher needs you.”
“Buck.”
“And Jacob’s great, but he’s not— I mean, he’s twenty-four, right? He shouldn’t have to be the one holding down the fort forever. And Chris has school, and your parents are there, and there’s the house, and—”
“Evan.”
The name cut through cleaner than it should have.
Buck stopped.
Eddie stood across the kitchen from him, no longer leaning. His shoulders were squared, but his face had softened in that dangerous way that meant he had heard everything Buck had tried not to say and was deciding whether to step on the land mine anyway.
“I’m here,” Eddie said.
Buck swallowed. “I know.”
“No, I don’t think you do.”
That made Buck look away. The window over the sink faced the narrow side yard of the sublet. Nothing dramatic out there. A fence. A trash bin. A strip of weeds making a brave, stupid attempt at life through cracked concrete. Morning light touched the top of the fence now, less gray than before. The world kept brightening without asking anyone if it was allowed.
“I’m not leaving today,” Eddie said.
Buck nodded once.
“I’m not leaving tomorrow.”
Another nod. Smaller.
“After that, I don’t know yet.”
There it was. The honest part. Buck appreciated honesty. In theory. In practice, it felt like pressing a bruise to check whether it still hurt.
“Yeah,” he said. “That makes sense.”
Eddie exhaled through his nose. “Does it?”
“Yeah.” Buck picked up the funeral program from the top of the stack without meaning to. Bobby’s face looked back at him, gentle and formal and nothing like the man who had once caught Buck eating shredded cheese directly from the bag at two in the morning and said, with devastating disappointment, at least use a bowl. “Your kid’s in Texas. You should be where your kid is.”
“My kid is in Texas with someone I trust.”
“That doesn’t mean he doesn’t need you.”
“I know that.”
“I’m just saying.”
“So am I.”
Buck’s grip tightened on the program, bending the already bent corner a little more. Eddie noticed. Of course he noticed. His voice dropped. “This isn’t a call I’m clearing, Buck.”
Buck’s throat went tight.
He looked up.
Eddie held his gaze, steady despite the exhaustion, despite the grief, despite the impossible geography of their lives. There was no grand declaration in it. No sudden fix. No promise big enough to cover everything waiting outside the kitchen. Just Eddie standing there in bare feet and yesterday’s dress pants, telling Buck in the only language either of them trusted before coffee and catastrophe had fully released them.
I’m here.
I know what you’re afraid of.
I’m not making you say it first.
Buck looked back down before it could become too much. The program had a fingerprint near Bobby’s name. Not Buck’s, he didn’t think. Maybe Eddie’s. Maybe Maddie’s. Maybe one of the hundreds of people who had held paper yesterday because paper gave grief edges.
“There’s nothing to do,” Buck said.
The sentence came out small. Not dramatic. Not shattered. Just true. Eddie did not answer right away. Buck kept staring at Bobby’s name. “I keep thinking there’s something. Like I forgot a call, or Chim needs me to pick up flowers, or Athena needs—” He stopped. Athena needed Bobby. That was the only sentence that fit, and there was nowhere safe to put it. “Yesterday, we had the service. And the procession. And the wake. And the station. There was always a next thing.” Eddie’s voice was quiet. “Yeah.”
“Now there’s not.”
“There will be.”
Buck laughed once, humorless. “That’s not comforting.”
“Wasn’t trying to be.”
Despite everything, Buck looked at him. Eddie shrugged slightly. “There’ll be things. Bad coffee. Calls. Groceries. Chris needing help with homework over FaceTime. Chim pretending he’s fine and fooling exactly no one. Hen yelling at someone for putting something in the wrong cabinet because the cabinet is easier than grief. You burning toast because you’re watching your phone instead of the toaster.”
“That toaster runs hot,” Buck said.
“The toaster,” Eddie repeated.
“It does.”
Eddie let it go, which was its own answer. The air shifted. Barely. Not lighter, exactly. Less airless. Buck looked back at the program and smoothed the bent corner with his thumb. It did not flatten. Paper remembered.
“I turned off the light,” he said.
Eddie’s expression softened.
“I know.”
“It felt…” Buck searched for the word and found nothing that didn’t sound too simple. “Wrong.”
“Yeah.”
“But leaving it on felt worse.”
“Yeah.”
Buck’s thumb moved over Bobby’s printed name again. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do without him.” Eddie crossed the kitchen then. Not fast. Not like Buck was breaking. Just steadily, closing the space between them with the same quiet certainty he brought to bad rooms and hospital beds and doorways Buck could not make himself cross alone. He stopped beside him, close enough that their shoulders almost touched.
“You don’t have to know today,” Eddie said.
Buck closed his eyes.
That was the kind of sentence Bobby would have said. Not in those words, maybe. Bobby would have made it about chopping onions or letting sauce simmer or not trying to pull bread from the oven before it had finished becoming what it was supposed to be. He would have said something practical enough to hide the mercy inside it. He would have given Buck a task and pretended the task was the point.
The ache of that nearly folded him. Beside him, Eddie’s hand brushed his wrist. Not grabbing. Not holding. Just there. Buck turned his hand before he could think better of it.
Their fingers touched.
Neither of them moved for a second. Then Eddie linked their smallest fingers together like it was an accident he intended to keep committing. Buck stared at their hands.
It was not enough.
It was too much.
It was Wednesday morning, and Bobby was dead, and Christopher was in Texas, and the coffee was too strong, and Eddie’s pinky was hooked around his like a promise too small to scare either of them into running.
Buck breathed in.
Breathed out.
The house held.
After a while, Eddie said, “Toast?” Buck let out a wet, unwilling laugh. Eddie did not look smug about it, which was generous of him.
“Fine,” Buck said. “But I’m supervising.”
“Naturally.”
“And if you make the coffee this strong again, I’m telling Cap.”
The word was out before he could stop it. Buck looked down at the program in his hand.
“Cap,” he said again, quieter. Testing whether it was still allowed.
The word landed between them.
Buck froze.
For half a second, the whole kitchen stopped with him. The coffee maker, the dishwasher, the weak morning light, Eddie’s hand against his. Everything seemed to draw one careful breath. Then Eddie squeezed his finger once.
Not correction. Not pity.
Permission.
Buck looked at Bobby’s picture. His chest ached so sharply he had to swallow around it.
“Yeah. Cap would back me up on this.”
Eddie’s voice was rough when he answered. “He’d tell you to make your own coffee.”
Buck nodded. “He would.”
“And then he’d make breakfast.”
“Yeah.”
They stood there with that for a moment. Not fixing it. Not closing it. Just letting it stay in the room without turning away. Eventually, Eddie released his hand to reach for the bread.
Buck missed the contact immediately and pretended he didn’t. He set the program down on the counter, faceup, beside his coffee. Then he looked at it, at Bobby’s steady printed smile, at the crease his thumb had made worse, at the name that still looked impossible in black ink. Without thinking, he turned the program facedown. The white back stared up at him.
Blank. Clean. Easier.
His stomach twisted.
No.
Buck reached out and turned it back over. Bobby’s face returned to the kitchen.
It hurt.
Hiding it had hurt worse. Eddie slid two pieces of bread into the toaster without comment. Buck picked up his coffee, took another careful sip, and let the morning keep happening.
Ethan arrived at Station 118 with three inventory sheets, two foil-covered pans from Maddie, and no real, defensible reason to be there. The inventory sheets were real. Buck had texted him about them two days ago, before the funeral had swallowed the calendar whole and turned every hour into something ceremonial or impossible. Ethan had finished cross-checking the CERT supply list last night because sleep had not seemed interested in negotiating with him, and because numbers were easier than silence. Gauze. Gloves. Saline. Tourniquets. Thermal blankets. Things that had quantities, locations, expiration dates.
The pans were also real. Maddie had handed them over that morning with both hands on the foil like she was transferring something more fragile than enchiladas and banana bread.
“You don’t have to stay,” she had said.
Ethan had looked at the pans. Then at her. Then at the way Chimney’s untouched coffee sat on the counter behind her, cold enough that the cream had started to separate at the edges.
“I know,” he said.
Maddie had nodded like she knew he knew and like neither of them believed it mattered.
So now he stood outside the open bay doors with one pan balanced awkwardly against his hip, the other braced against his forearm, and the folder tucked beneath his elbow in a way that made the whole arrangement feel one bad wrist movement away from disaster. The morning had warmed since he left Maddie’s place. The marine layer was burning off by inches, sunlight finding the top edges of buildings and windshields but not quite reaching the floor of the bay. From the sidewalk, the station sounded almost normal. That was the first problem.
A radio murmured somewhere inside. Boots moved across concrete. Someone laughed once—short, startled, cut off too quickly to become anything. The coffee maker clicked with the same stubborn rhythm it always had. A compartment door slammed downstairs, then opened again a second later, followed by Ravi’s voice saying, “No, sorry, I know, I just—wrong one.”
Normal sounds. Station sounds.
None of them fit.
Ethan stepped over the threshold. The bay looked exactly the way it should have looked on a Wednesday after shift change. The engine was back in its place, polished chrome catching dull light. The ambulance sat ready, rear doors closed, oxygen restocked, stretcher locked in position. Turnout gear hung in careful rows. Helmets. Boots. Jackets. Names in white lettering across the backs. The floor had been washed recently enough that faint wet arcs still marked the concrete near the drains.
Nothing about it said Bobby Nash had died. Nothing about it said yesterday had happened. Ethan hated that, then immediately hated himself for hating it. What was the building supposed to do? Sag? Crack open? Refuse to hold the trucks? The station had no moral obligation to rearrange itself around grief. It was brick and steel and concrete and pipes. It housed people, and people broke. Buildings mostly did not.
Still.
The open captain’s office window above the bay looked dark.
That was different.
Ethan stopped without meaning to. The office light had been on for days. Through logistics and phone calls and the list and the funeral morning. Through the first night after Bobby died, when no one seemed able to decide whether leaving it on was denial or tribute. Through the afternoon when Buck stood beneath it like he was waiting for instructions to come down from the loft. Through yesterday, until Buck turned it off.
Now the window looked like any other unlit window. That should have made the station feel more settled. It made the absence sharper instead.
“You planning to commune with the apparatus bay, or are those for us?”
Ethan looked down.
Hen stood near the ambulance with a clipboard in one hand and her expression set to a level of controlled competence that made him instantly concerned. Her uniform was neat. Too neat. Sleeves crisp, radio clipped properly, boots clean enough that someone had either polished them last night or Hen had taken a brush to them before sunrise because sleep had failed her too. Her eyes moved from the pans to his face.
“Maddie sent food,” Ethan said.
“Of course she did.” Hen set the clipboard on the ambulance bumper and crossed the bay toward him. “Give me one before you drop both and make this day more metaphorical than it needs to be.”
“I had it handled.”
“You were two seconds from wearing an enchilada casserole.”
“It’s not casserole.”
“Everything in foil is casserole until proven otherwise.”
Ethan handed her the top pan carefully. “That feels questionable.”
“So does your balance.”
He huffed, but it came easier than he expected. Hen turned toward the stairs, and Ethan followed with the second pan and the folder tucked tighter against his side.
The loft was awake.
Not alive, exactly. Awake in the way a house could be awake after everyone inside it had slept badly and resented the sun for noticing. The kitchen lights were on. Someone had brewed coffee and either forgotten or refused to drink it. Four mugs sat scattered across the counter in various stages of abandonment. One had lipstick on the rim. One had Chimney’s name written on masking tape across the side, which Ethan suspected was Buck’s doing from another lifetime. One was Bobby’s blue mug. It sat near the coffee pot.
Not on the shelf.
Not in anyone’s hand.
Just near enough to the machine that someone had moved it and then stopped being able to decide what came next. Hen saw him see it.
“Don’t,” she said.
Ethan blinked. “I didn’t say anything.”
“You were about to.”
He wasn’t. He had been looking at the mug, and they both knew it. She set the pan on the counter with more care than the words required. “Food goes here. Paperwork goes wherever Buck told you paperwork goes, which means probably somewhere inconvenient.”
“He said clipboard by the duty board.”
“See? Inconvenient.”
Chimney appeared at the far end of the loft with his phone pressed between his shoulder and ear, a pen in his mouth, and a stack of forms tucked beneath one arm. He was not walking so much as orbiting. His eyes tracked the room, the counter, Hen, Ethan, the pans, the stairs, then the forms again without settling anywhere long enough to be accused of resting.
“No, I understand,” Chimney said into the phone, voice polite in a way that made Ethan’s shoulders tighten. “I’m not asking for an exception. I’m asking whether the finalized incident debrief packet goes to operations first or chaplain services first, because yesterday Lieutenant Rhodes told me—yes, I can hold.”
He lowered the phone half an inch, took the pen from his mouth, and looked at the food.
“Maddie?”
“Yeah,” Ethan said.
Chimney nodded once. “Great. Great, that’s—thank you. Did she eat?”
Ethan hesitated.
Hen’s eyes flicked toward him.
“She had toast,” Ethan said.
Chimney’s expression sharpened. “Actual toast, or…?”
“I’m not touching that question.”
“Ethan.”
“She ate half a piece and yelled at me with her eyes.”
Chimney exhaled. It almost became a laugh. Almost. “Yeah. That’s my wife.” The phone crackled against his ear. He snapped back upright so quickly Ethan’s stomach twisted.
“Yes, I’m here. Sorry. Okay. Operations first. Do you have an email for—no, not the generic inbox. The last time I sent something to the generic inbox, it vanished into a hole in the earth.” A pause. “No, I’m sure your hole in the earth is very well maintained.”
Hen closed her eyes.
Ethan looked at her.
She shook her head minutely. Not now. So Ethan moved to the duty board. The board had changed since the last time he looked at it. Not dramatically. It never did. Names, assignments, inspection reminders, a note about hose testing, another about mandatory counseling resources printed in department font and pinned with a magnet shaped like a taco. Someone had written RESTOCK TRAUMA BAGS in red marker, then crossed it out and written DONE beneath it in smaller black letters. Bobby’s handwriting was still on the lower left corner.
Not fresh. Not from this week. Just an old note near the margins where the dry-erase marker had ghosted into the board no matter how many times someone wiped it clean.
Check batteries before shift.
No name. No signature. It did not need one. Ethan slid the folder into the clipboard marked CERT and tried not to touch the board more than necessary. Behind him, Ravi came up the stairs carrying a crate of water bottles and wearing the expression of someone who had accepted a task too quickly and regretted the physics of it halfway through.
“Where do these go?” he asked.
Hen turned. “Storage.”
Ravi looked toward the storage room. Then toward the kitchen. Then back to Hen. “Which storage?”
“The one where water goes.”
“Right.”
He did not move.
Hen’s face softened by a fraction. “Under the stairs, Ravi.”
“Under the stairs,” Ravi repeated. “Great. Yes. I knew that.”
He turned too fast, bumped the crate against a chair, and winced like the chair had personally accused him of incompetence.
“Sorry,” he muttered.
No one told him he did not need to apologize. Maybe because if they started that sentence, it would have to apply to too many things. Chimney’s call ended with a tone sharp enough to make him stare at the phone like it had betrayed him. He immediately unlocked it again. Hen moved before Ethan could decide whether he was allowed to notice.
“Chim.”
Chimney did not look up. “I need to send these before noon.”
“It’s nine-fifteen.”
“Exactly.”
“You have forty-five minutes before that becomes concerning even by your standards.”
“My standards are efficient.”
“Your standards are setting a very low bar.”
That got his eyes up. For a second, Ethan thought Chimney might snap. Not badly. Not cruelly. Just fray open because Hen had tugged at the wrong thread. Instead, Chimney blinked, looked at the forms under his arm, then at the phone in his hand, and his mouth twitched with something exhausted.
“The bullet points are alphabetized,” he said.
Hen’s shoulders eased half an inch. “Of course they are.”
“I’m not an animal.”
“No one said you were.”
“Gerrard implied it once.”
Hen’s expression went flat. “Gerrard implies a lot of things because direct speech requires courage.” Ravi, halfway to the stairs with the crate, made a strangled sound that might have been a laugh trying not to exist. Chimney pointed at him with the pen. “Careful. That’s how she gets you.”
“I didn’t say anything,” Ravi said quickly.
“Smart kid,” Hen said.
For half a breath, the loft almost worked. Then the coffee maker clicked off. The sound was small. Absurdly small. A little mechanical sigh at the end of a warming cycle. But everyone’s eyes moved toward the counter at once, toward the machine, toward the blue mug sitting beside it. No one reached for it. Ethan felt the moment stretch until it had edges.
“I can move it,” he said before he thought better of speaking.
Hen looked at him.
Chimney looked at the mug. Ravi stopped on the stairs. Ethan immediately regretted every word he had ever learned. “Or not. I just meant—if it’s in the way.”
“It’s not in the way,” Chimney said.
Too fast.
Hen’s voice stayed careful. “It’s okay where it is.”
“Is it?” Chimney asked.
The question did not sound like an argument. It sounded like something that had been scraping at him since he saw it and had finally found a crack wide enough to get through.
No one answered.
Chimney set the forms on the table. Slowly. Like moving too fast might make the mug disappear. He crossed to the counter and stood in front of it, hands at his sides, staring down at blue ceramic.
“I put it there,” he said.
Hen’s face changed. “Okay.”
“I don’t know why.” Chimney rubbed a hand over his mouth, then dropped it. “I was making coffee, and it was in the cabinet, and I saw it, and I thought—”
He stopped.
Ethan wanted to look away. He did not. Chimney let out a breath that shook once at the end. “I thought, Cap’s mug is clean. Like that was useful information. Like he was going to come up here and be annoyed that someone used his mug because everyone pretends he didn’t care about that, but he absolutely cared about that.”
Hen’s mouth pressed tight.
“He cared,” she said.
“He labeled the good spatula,” Ravi said quietly from the stairs.
Everyone looked at him.
Ravi’s eyes widened. “Sorry. I just—he did. It said for eggs only. In tape. On the handle.” For one dangerous second, silence held.
Then Hen laughed.
It was not clean. It broke almost immediately, bending into something wet and breathless, but it was a laugh. Chimney covered his face with one hand, shoulders shaking once. Ravi looked horrified until Ethan huffed too, because he had seen that spatula. He had thought it was a joke. Of course it had not been a joke. Bobby Nash had apparently assigned kitchen utensils moral categories.
“For eggs only,” Chimney repeated into his palm.
Hen wiped beneath one eye with the heel of her hand. “He caught Buck using it for pancakes once and gave a speech about cross-contamination that had no basis in science.”
“Pancake batter and eggs are both breakfast,” Ravi said.
Hen pointed at him. “Not according to Captain Robert Nash.”
There it was.
The full name.
Not from a podium this time. Not amplified through speakers. Just Hen in the loft, voice rough around the edges, saying it like an accusation and a blessing and a fact she hated.
Chimney lowered his hand.
His eyes were red, but his voice steadied. “Leave the mug.”
Hen nodded. “Okay.”
“Not forever,” he added quickly.
“Okay.”
“Just today.”
“Howie.”
He looked at her.
Hen held his gaze. “Okay.” That seemed to be enough. Or at least enough to keep the room from collapsing around them. Chimney picked up the forms again, but he did not unlock his phone. Ravi continued down the stairs with the water bottles. Hen took the foil off one pan and inspected Maddie’s enchiladas like they might contain instructions.
“These need heating,” she said.
“Probably,” Ethan said.
“That was not an invitation for uncertainty.”
“Then yes.”
She slid him a look. “You’re learning.” Ethan leaned against the edge of the table, the tension in his shoulders settling a little lower. He still did not know what to do with his hands. The folder was gone. The food had been delivered. His excuses were running out. From downstairs, the bay doors rattled faintly as someone came in. A second later, Buck’s voice floated up. “If anyone asks, I was never here.” Hen closed her eyes. “Lord, give me patience.”
Eddie answered from below, dry as dust. “You walked through the front bay in uniform.” Then Buck said, quieter, “Yeah.” The loft shifted around the word.
Ethan looked toward the stairs as Buck appeared, Eddie a step behind him. Buck had showered. His hair was damp and unruly, his uniform clean, his face doing a very poor impression of functional. He carried a garment bag over one shoulder, probably dry cleaning from yesterday, and a paper bag in his other hand. Eddie looked no more rested, but more contained, which Ethan had learned was different from okay. Buck stopped when he saw Ethan.
“Hey.”
“Hey,” Ethan said.
Buck’s eyes flicked to the pans. “Maddie?”
“Yeah.”
“She eat?”
Chimney looked up sharply from the table. Ethan pointed between them. “You two are terrifying.”
Buck blinked. “What?”
“Nothing. Half a piece of toast.”
Buck grimaced. “Half a piece,” he confirmed. Chimney pointed at him. “Thank you.” Eddie stepped around Buck to set the paper bag on the counter. “Breakfast burritos.” Hen looked from the burritos to the enchiladas to the banana bread. “Apparently the plan is to defeat grief with carbohydrates.”
“It’s working so far,” Buck said.
“You would.”
“Carbs have never let me down.”
Eddie made a sound that suggested he had a list and was choosing mercy.
Buck caught it. “Don’t.”
“I didn’t say anything.”
“You were going to.”
Hen looked at Ethan. “Told you. They do this all day.” Ethan lifted both hands. “Noted.” Ravi reappeared at the top of the stairs just in time to look confused by the room’s emotional weather. He took in Buck, Eddie, the food, Hen’s expression, Chimney’s forms, the blue mug by the coffee maker. His eyes caught briefly on the mug, then moved away with visible effort.
“Water’s put away,” he said.
“Good,” Hen said. “Eat something.”
“I’m not really—”
Hen did not raise her voice. She did not have to. Ravi changed direction mid-sentence and took a burrito. Buck dropped the garment bag over the back of a chair and moved toward the coffee maker. His hand reached automatically for a mug from the cabinet. Then stopped.
Ethan saw it happen. So did Eddie. So did Hen. Probably Chimney, though his head was bent over paperwork again with the transparent intensity of a man pretending not to monitor every molecule in the room. Buck’s hand hovered near Bobby’s blue mug.
Not touching.
Just close.
His face went still.
“Chim put it there,” Hen said, not defensively. Just giving the fact somewhere to stand.
Buck nodded.
“Okay.”
He reached past it for another mug, one of the plain white station ones with a chip near the handle. Poured coffee. Added nothing. Took a sip. Made a face.
“Who made this?”
“I did,” Eddie said.
Buck looked at him. “Again?”
“You drank the coffee I made at home.”
“Under duress.”
“You asked for seconds.”
“I was in a vulnerable place.”
Chimney, without looking up, said, “If you two are done reviewing the coffee—I’ve been transferred four times, and I’m starting to think the chaplain’s office doesn’t exist.”
Silence hit.
Then Buck snorted.
It surprised him. Ethan could see that. The sound broke out before Buck could control it, and once it did, Ravi made another strangled noise around his burrito. Hen leaned back against the counter, eyes closing as a reluctant smile pulled at her mouth. Eddie looked down, rubbing a thumb along the edge of his coffee cup. Chimney finally looked up, offended. “What?”
“The chaplain’s office,” Buck repeated. “Still?”
“The packet has to go somewhere,” Chimney said.
“Don’t mock my system. My system is the only thing keeping this place functional.”
Hen’s smile faded, but not all at once. “Howie.” Chimney waved the pen once, less dismissive than desperate. “I know. I know. I’m over-tasking. Maddie has already diagnosed me from home. You can all save the intervention for at least lunch.”
“Brunch,” Buck said.
Chimney pointed at him. “You’re on thin ice.”
“That’s fair.”
Eddie moved closer to Buck. Not touching, not quite, but near enough that Buck’s shoulders changed. Ethan had started noticing that without meaning to. Eddie’s proximity had a visible effect on Buck, like gravity restoring a wobbling object to center. Buck did not relax. Relaxation seemed ambitious. But some part of him recalibrated.
Hen noticed too.
Of course she did.
She said nothing.
The station radio crackled downstairs, dispatch voice sliding through routine traffic from another unit. Not them. Not yet. Everyone paused anyway. Bodies knew before minds had context. Heads tilted. Shoulders set. Buck’s hand tightened around his mug. Ravi swallowed half a bite too quickly and coughed once.
The radio moved on.
The loft exhaled badly.
“This is going to be annoying,” Ravi said, then looked horrified at himself. “Sorry. I don’t mean—”
“No,” Hen said. “You mean it.”
Ravi looked down at his burrito. “Every sound feels like the start of something.”
“That’s because it might be,” Chimney said.
Buck’s eyes lifted toward him. Chimney set the pen down. “Sorry. That was not helpful.”
“It was true,” Eddie said.
Everyone looked at him now. Eddie leaned against the counter beside Buck, coffee untouched in his hand. “The job didn’t stop. That’s the part that sucks.” Hen gave a small, humorless huff. “One of many.”
“Yeah.” Eddie’s gaze moved around the loft, then briefly up toward the office door. “But it didn’t stop before either. Not for any of us. Not for Bobby.”
Buck looked at the floor. Ethan felt the name settle differently this time. Not as rupture. Not cleanly, either. More like a weight someone had set in the center of the table so everyone could stop pretending they were not walking around it.
Hen crossed her arms. “I keep waiting for him to come out of that office and tell us we’re all doing too much.”
“He would,” Chimney said.
“Then he’d assign half of it to himself,” Buck added.
“And pretend he wasn’t doing that.”
“Badly.”
Ravi looked toward the office. “I almost asked if Cap wanted the updated—” He stopped so hard the sentence seemed to bruise him.
No one moved.
The word hung there.
Cap.
Ethan watched Ravi’s face go tight, shame flickering across it before grief could get there first. He opened his mouth, probably to apologize, because apparently that was where his body went when there were no protocols. Buck shook his head before Ravi could speak.
“Don’t,” Buck said.
Ravi swallowed. “I wasn’t thinking.”
“You were.” Buck’s voice was rough but steady. “That’s the problem.”
Ravi looked at him.
Buck glanced toward the dark office window, then back down at his coffee. “I did it this morning.”
Hen’s eyes softened.
Chimney picked up his pen, then set it down again.
“I did it yesterday,” Hen said.
“I did it on the phone with the funeral director,” Chimney said. “Asked if Cap’s—” He cut himself off, jaw working once. “Yeah.”
Ravi breathed out shakily.
Eddie said, “Nobody has to correct it every time.” The room accepted that in pieces. Ethan felt something in his own chest shift. He was not sure what he had expected. Maybe for someone to declare a rule. Bobby was dead, and therefore language had to adjust by force. Past tense. Formal name. Captain Nash. The late captain. All the phrases people used when they were trying to be respectful and ended up making the person sound further away. But the 118 did not work like that.
Cap could be dead and still be Cap. Apparently grief did not have to be grammatically consistent. The dispatch tones dropped at 9:43. This time, the sound was theirs. The overhead speakers cracked awake, bright and merciless. “Station 118, respond to traffic collision, two vehicles, possible entrapment. Wilshire Boulevard and South La Brea Avenue. Engine 118, Truck 118, Rescue Ambulance 118.”
For one fraction of a second, no one moved. Not because they did not know what to do. Ethan could see the knowledge hit every body in the room. Buck’s mug lowered. Eddie straightened. Hen was already shifting before the address finished. Chimney’s face went blank in the professional way, grief sealed behind training because training was the door that still closed. Ravi set the burrito down with careful precision.
Then the station moved.
Chairs scraped. Boots hit stairs. Coffee was abandoned. Hen was past Ethan before he had fully stepped out of the way, one hand already reaching for her radio. Chimney swept his forms into a stack and left them on the table like he was trusting the building to keep them there. Buck moved fast but not frantic, Eddie beside him, both of them descending toward the bay with the old choreography Ethan had only begun to understand. Halfway down, Buck looked back.
Not at Ethan.
At the loft. The kitchen. The mug. The dark office beyond. Then Eddie’s hand touched the rail near his, close enough to call him forward without pulling. Buck turned and kept moving.
Ethan stayed at the top of the stairs as the bay came alive beneath him. Gear snapped into place. Doors slammed. Radios clicked. Ravi climbed into the engine with his face set pale and determined. Hen called something to Chimney that sounded practical and impossible to parse over the engine roar. Buck rounded the truck, helmet in hand, and Eddie followed half a step behind, shoulder brushing his as they moved. The engine pulled out first.
The ambulance followed.
Sirens rose into the morning, sharp enough to cut through everything the station had been holding.
Then they were gone.
The bay emptied around the echo.
Ethan stood very still.
Upstairs, the coffee maker clicked again. The blue mug remained beside it. The foil pans sat open on the counter. Chimney’s forms waited in a stack on the table. The captain’s office stayed dark. The station had moved because it had to. The grief had not moved with it.
It stayed behind too.
Christopher woke to the sound of Jacob swearing at a cabinet. Not loudly. Not in a way that suggested actual injury. Just a low, offended “Oh, come on,” from somewhere in the kitchen, followed by the hollow clatter of plastic containers shifting against each other. Chris opened one eye and stared at the ceiling for three full seconds before deciding he was awake enough to be annoyed.
The laptop was still on his desk. Closed now. Black-screened. Harmless-looking in the pale morning light coming through the blinds. That made it worse, somehow. Yesterday, it had been a window. A bad one. A lagging, pixelated, too-small window into Los Angeles, into Bobby’s funeral, into his dad standing beside Buck, into the bell count Chris had heard half a second late and felt everywhere at once. Now it was just a laptop.
School laptop. Homework laptop. Video-call laptop. The same rectangle he used to submit math assignments and watch YouTube and message May when neither of them had better words. It should not have been allowed to look that ordinary. From the kitchen, Jacob said, “You’ve got to be kidding me.”
Chris blinked.
Another cabinet opened.
“Why does your family own seven lids and zero containers?”
Chris pushed himself up on one elbow. His room felt stale from sleep and yesterday’s closed-door quiet. His crutches leaned against the wall within reach. His phone lay facedown beside his pillow. He had put it there at some point after Dad’s last text, after May’s last update, after the words Buck turned off the office light had sat on his screen until they stopped looking like words and started feeling like a door closing somewhere inside him. He did not pick it up yet.
Instead, he reached for his glasses, shoved them on, and called, “Good luck in there.”
A pause.
Then Jacob’s head appeared in the doorway, hair messy, expression serious in a way that was definitely fake. “Seven lids. Zero containers. I counted.”
“You counted?”
“I needed to know,” Jacob said.
Chris sat up fully and reached for his crutches. “The lids are in the bottom drawer.”
Jacob stared at him.
Chris stared back.
“That is a terrible system,” Jacob said.
“It works if you know where things are.”
“That’s not what a system is. That’s a secret.”
Chris smiled before he remembered he had not planned to. Jacob noticed. He was too smart not to. But he did not point at it or soften his face into the careful expression adults got when they thought a smile was evidence of recovery. He just tapped the doorframe twice and disappeared back toward the kitchen.
“Breakfast in ten,” he called. “And before you ask, yes, it’s edible.”
“That makes me trust it less.”
“Good. Keeps you humble.”
Chris huffed and swung his legs carefully over the side of the bed. His body felt heavy in that weird post-bad-day way, not tired exactly, but like everything had settled an inch lower overnight. His shoulders. His hands. The space behind his eyes. He moved through the morning routine slowly—bathroom, teeth, face, hoodie from the chair instead of the closet because the closet felt like effort. The house made its usual small noises around him. Air conditioner clicking on. Refrigerator hum. Dishes. Jacob moving through rooms with the careful confidence of someone who had been given temporary authority and was trying not to make it weird.
It was weird.
Not bad. Just weird.
Dad was not here. Buck was not here. Bobby was not anywhere. And the house, traitor that it was, still smelled like toast. When Chris reached the kitchen, Jacob had two plates on the table, a skillet on the stove, and his phone propped against the fruit bowl. He was wearing yesterday’s faded green t-shirt and basketball shorts, with one sock inside out. There was a dish towel over his shoulder like he had seen someone competent do that once and decided to commit to the bit.
“Breakfast tacos,” Jacob announced.
Chris eyed the plate. “Those are scrambled eggs in tortillas.”
“That’s what breakfast tacos are.”
“No, it’s not.”
“Okay, Gordon Ramsay.”
“I’m Texan.”
Jacob put a hand to his chest. “I’m wounded by the implication that I’m not.” Chris sat down, setting his crutches against the chair. “You lived in South Carolina for like, a decade.”
“And what about it?”
“Now you’re from California, if you think about it.”
“I visited for three days.”
“And came back talking about fish tacos like they changed your life.”
Jacob pointed the spatula at him. “They did change my life. I think about those tacos, like, once a week.” The laugh came easier this time. Small, but real enough that Chris felt it in his chest. He looked down at his plate before Jacob could see too much of it. The tortilla was warm. The eggs were a little overdone, but not terrible. There was cheese, salsa, and a heroic amount of pepper because Jacob apparently believed seasoning was a personality trait. They ate without turning on the TV.
That had become a rule without either of them saying it. The TV made the room too loud or too quiet, depending on what was on. News was worse. Anything cheerful felt offensive. Anything sad felt obvious. So they let the house make its own noise: forks against plates, AC, the occasional car passing outside, Jacob’s phone buzzing once and being ignored. Chris checked the screen automatically.
“Dad?” Jacob asked.
“No. Just a notification.”
Jacob nodded and took another bite. He did not say he’ll call. Chris appreciated that. Dad would call when he could. That was true. It was also not useful to hear more than once.
The morning stretched.
That was the problem.
Yesterday had been awful, but it had shape. The livestream start time. The bell. The procession. May texting. Dad texting. The laptop. The notebook. The terrible title card that said the rest was private, like privacy was something Chris had done wrong by wanting through a screen.
Today had nothing.
School had already been called off for him, officially because Dad thought he needed another day and unofficially because Chris had not argued. His homework was in his backpack. His laptop sat closed. His notebook waited on the desk, full of lines he did not want to read yet. The couch looked like a trap. The whole house looked like a waiting room. Jacob seemed to notice at the exact same time.
He leaned back in his chair and looked around the kitchen, eyes moving over the breakfast dishes, the crutches, the phone, the hallway toward Chris’s room. His expression shifted into something thoughtful and a little dangerous. Chris narrowed his eyes. “What?”
“We have to leave.”
“For what?”
“Emergency.”
Chris’s stomach tightened before he could stop it. Jacob saw that too, and his face changed immediately. “No—sorry. Bad word. Not that kind. Nobody’s hurt.” He pushed his plate away and leaned forward. “I mean if we stay in this house all day, we’re going to go feral. Both of us.”
Chris stared at him.
“Feral,” Chris repeated.
“Feral.”
“That’s stupid.”
“Accurate, though.”
Chris looked toward the living room. The folded blanket on the couch. The laptop charger still plugged in by the side table from yesterday’s backup plan. The glass of water he had left there and forgotten. The whole room waiting for him to sit down and think about the same things until the day ended without anything happening. He hated how accurate it was.
“Where would we even go?” he asked.
Jacob’s mouth curved.
Chris immediately regretted asking.
“No,” Chris said.
“You don’t know what I’m going to say.”
“It’s going to be dumb or expensive,” Chris said.
“It’s not dumb.”
“Expensive, then.”
“Cheaper than you think,” Jacob said, which was not an answer. He grabbed his phone, tapped quickly, then turned the screen around. Bright blue water filled the display. Slides. Lazy river. Wave pool. A logo Chris recognized immediately because every kid within driving distance of El Paso had seen the commercials at least once.
Wet N’ Wild Waterworld.
Chris looked at the phone.
Then at Jacob.
“Are you serious?”
“Extremely.”
“It’s Wednesday.”
“It opens at eleven. I checked,” Jacob said.
“I mean, people have school.”
“Which means fewer people at the water park.”
“It’s the day after Bobby’s funeral.”
Jacob’s expression sobered, but he did not look away. “Yeah.” The quiet that followed did not feel like the kitchen quiet from before. This one had more air in it. Chris looked down at his plate. His eggs had gone cold around the edges. “It feels weird.”
“I know.”
“Like… going somewhere fun.”
“I know.”
“It’s not—” Chris stopped, frustrated by the sentence before he finished it. “I’m not saying I want to sit here and be sad all day.”
“Good, because that sounds terrible.”
“But if we go to a water park, it’s like…”
Jacob waited.
Chris picked at the edge of the tortilla. “Like I’m acting normal.”
“You’re allowed to act normal for a few hours.”
“I’m not normal.”
“Nobody is. Normal is a scam invented by people with boring lives.”
Chris gave him a look. Jacob held up both hands. “Okay. Too broad. Let me try again.” He leaned his elbows on the table. “Fun isn’t disrespect. It’s oxygen. And I’m not saying that in a greeting-card way. I mean literally, if we stay in here, we’re going to keep breathing the same air as yesterday. And yesterday sucked.”
Chris swallowed.
“So,” Jacob continued, gentler now, “we go somewhere loud and bright and aggressively unserious. We eat overpriced fries. We get sunburned in weird places. We spend three hours thinking about locker keys and wet pavement and whether a tube slide is worth the line. Then, if it feels wrong, we come home.”
Chris looked back at the phone. The picture on the screen was almost obnoxiously blue.
“Dad would freak out.”
“Already texted him.”
Chris’s head snapped up. “You what?” Jacob turned the phone back and read aloud. “Thinking of getting Chris out of the house for a while. Wet N’ Wild, maybe drive by the mountains after. I’ll keep it accessible and low-key. Tell me if no.”
“You said accessible?”
“Because I’m not an idiot.”
“That’s debatable.”
“Hearts can be wrong.” Jacob tapped the screen. “Your dad said, Good. Send pictures. Sunscreen. Don’t let him pretend water doesn’t count as exertion. Then he sent another text that just says, Seriously. Sunscreen. Then Buck apparently stole his phone because the next one says, Snacks. Hydrate. Also lazy river supremacy.”
Chris stared at him.
Jacob turned the screen so he could see. There they were. Dad’s texts. Buck’s too, from Dad’s phone, because of course. Chris read them twice, and something inside him loosened so fast it almost hurt.
Dad knew.
Dad was letting him go. Not because he did not care. Because he did. Chris handed the phone back. “Lazy river supremacy?”
“Buck has strong opinions.”
“Buck always has strong opinions.”
“That’s how you know he’s alive.”
The words landed, and for a second Jacob looked like he might apologize. Chris did not want him to. He did not want every accidental sentence dragged into grief court and sentenced to meaning.
So he said, “Fine.”
Jacob blinked. “Fine?”
“We can go.”
“Wow. That was easier than I expected.”
“I can change my mind.”
Jacob stood so fast his chair scraped backward. “Nope. You said fine. No take-backs.”
“That’s not a rule.”
“It’s the oldest rule.”
Jacob pointed toward the hallway. “Swimsuit. Towel. Dry clothes. Shoes that can handle getting gross. We leave in twenty.”
“Thirty.”
“Twenty-five.”
“And we stop for real breakfast.”
Jacob looked wounded. “You ate real breakfast.”
“I ate scrambled eggs in a tortilla.”
“Breakfast tacos,” Jacob corrected. “We’ve been over this.”
“Twenty-five and Whataburger.”
Jacob considered him with narrowed eyes. Then nodded once. “You drive a hard bargain, Diaz.”
Chris grinned.
This time, neither of them pretended not to notice. The next half hour unfolded with more logistics than adventure probably should have required. Chris packed his backpack with the seriousness of a military operation: towel, sunscreen, backup shirt, medication, phone charger, plastic bag for wet clothes, water bottle, extra socks because wet socks were evil. Jacob checked the park website twice, then called once to confirm locker access and paved routes between attractions, which Chris pretended not to hear from the hallway.
He heard anyway.
Jacob did not ask if Chris could handle it. He asked where the ramps were, whether they allowed personal mobility aids near the wave pool, and how close the accessible parking was to the entrance. Practical questions. Useful questions. Questions that made the day easier without turning Chris into the day’s problem. By the time they locked the house, the sun had already sharpened over the street.
El Paso looked too bright for the kind of week it had been. The sky was huge and clean. The mountains cut dark along the horizon, steady in a way Chris had hated when he first moved here and found comforting now despite himself. Jacob loaded the crutches into the back seat, then opened the passenger door with exaggerated formality.
“Your chariot.”
Chris looked at the dusty sedan. “This is barely a cart.”
“Ungrateful.”
The drive to Anthony took them out of the neighborhood and onto roads that widened toward the edge of the city. They stopped for Whataburger because Chris had negotiated correctly, then ate fries from the bag while Jacob drove with one hand and complained about the difficulty of opening ketchup packets with one hand and your teeth, while driving. The further they got from the house, the less the morning felt like a continuation of yesterday. Not an escape. Chris knew better than that. Bobby’s death did not get smaller because they drove north.
But the car had different air. Grease and sunscreen and Jacob’s playlist, which moved from early 2000s pop-punk to Selena with absolutely no explanation. Sun through the windshield. The AC fighting bravely. Jacob singing half the words wrong until Chris corrected him with increasing offense. By the time the water park signs appeared, Chris had finished his fries and was pretending he had not been watching for them.
Wet N’ Wild rose out of the heat like someone had dropped a cartoon into the desert. Bright slides twisted against the sky. Palm trees stood in aggressively planned clusters. Kids shrieked somewhere beyond the entrance gates. The parking lot shimmered. Everything smelled like sunscreen, hot asphalt, chlorine, and fried food.
It was ridiculous.
That was the point.
Jacob parked close enough that Chris did not have to say anything about distance. He got the crutches out, handed over the backpack, then held up a spray bottle of sunscreen with grim authority.
“Your dad said seriously.”
Chris sighed. “I know how sunscreen works.”
“Great. Then you understand why this is happening.”
“You’re not spraying me in the parking lot.”
“Oh, but, I am.”
“Jacob.”
“Christopher.”
They stared at each other beside the car while a family of four walked past them carrying pool noodles and a cooler shaped like a watermelon. Chris lost first because laughing made it harder to look intimidating.
“Fine,” he said, turning around. “But if you get it in my hair, I’m telling Dad.”
“Your dad gave me orders.”
“Buck will take my side.”
“Buck told me lazy river supremacy, so he’s not going to be any help.”
The first spray hit cold between Chris’s shoulders, and he yelped despite himself. Jacob laughed so hard he nearly dropped the bottle. It should have felt wrong. For a second, Chris waited for it to. Waited for guilt to come in like a teacher catching him out of bounds. Waited for the thought: Bobby is dead, and you are laughing in a parking lot.
The thought came.
It did not hit as hard as he expected. Bobby was dead. Chris was laughing in a parking lot. Both things were true. Neither canceled out the other.
Maybe Jacob was right.
Maybe fun was oxygen.
Inside the park, the noise hit first. Water rushing through slides. Kids shouting. Lifeguard whistles. Music from speakers hidden somewhere near the concession stands. The whole place moved in bright, chaotic loops around them, and Chris felt overwhelmed for about fifteen seconds before his brain started sorting it into categories.
Paths. Shade. Benches. Lockers. Restrooms. Wave pool to the left. Lazy river beyond that. Bigger slides farther back. Food court near the center. First aid station clearly marked under a red sign. Jacob watched him scan. “Assessment?” Chris adjusted his grip on the crutches, checking the wet rubber tips against the pavement before he started forward. “Manageable.”
“Wow. Rave review,” Jacob said.
“You asked.”
“I was hoping for some excitement.”
Chris looked at a giant blue slide where someone was currently screaming all the way down. “Working on it.” They started with the lockers because Jacob insisted, then the lazy river because Buck had apparently infected the plan from Los Angeles. Chris expected to hate the transfer awkwardness more than he did. There were benches. Space. Jacob stayed close without hovering and only asked, “Want a hand?” once. When Chris said, “No, I’ve got it,” Jacob believed him.
That helped.
The water was colder than expected. Chris sucked in a breath as he lowered himself into the tube, then glared when Jacob grinned.
“Don’t.”
“Wasn’t going to.”
“You were.”
“Maybe a little,” Jacob admitted.
Jacob barked a laugh so loud a little kid in the next tube looked over, delighted by the idea of adult-sized people being stupid. Chris found himself grinning back before the current caught them and pulled them forward. The lazy river did not solve anything.
It was not magic. It did not erase the funeral or the laptop or Dad’s tired face through the phone last night. It did not make Bobby less dead. It did not make Los Angeles closer.
But it carried them.
Slowly. Ridiculously. Past fake rocks and spraying fountains and a teenage lifeguard who looked bored enough to have achieved enlightenment. Jacob kept bumping into the wall because he claimed steering was optional. Chris called him a traffic hazard. Jacob splashed him. Chris splashed back harder and got water up his own nose, which made Jacob laugh, which made Chris laugh too, which made the tube wobble dangerously until the lifeguard sat up straighter.
“We’re fine,” Jacob called.
“We are not,” Chris said, coughing.
“We’re going to get kicked out,” Chris added, laughing too hard to mean it.
“By him?” Jacob nodded toward the lifeguard stand. “He can barely stay awake.”
That set them off again. The laugh came from somewhere deeper this time. Not polite. Not careful. Not the kind of laugh people used to reassure adults they were doing better. Chris laughed until his stomach hurt and the water carried him under a low spray feature that dumped a sheet of cold water directly over his head. Jacob caught the edge of the spray and yelled in protest.
Chris laughed harder.
For one clean minute, grief did not disappear. It just had to wait its turn. They did two circuits, then took a shade break because Jacob declared himself a responsible adult and Chris told him responsible adults did not eat chili cheese fries at eleven-thirty in the morning. Jacob said that was exactly when responsible adults ate them because the lines were shorter. Chris could not argue with the logic, only the cholesterol.
They ate at a picnic table under a bright green umbrella, damp towels around their shoulders, sandals squeaking against the concrete. Chris’s hair kept dripping into his eyes. Jacob had sunscreen streaked unevenly across one cheek like war paint.
“You look ridiculous,” Chris said.
Jacob wiped the wrong cheek. “Fixed?”
“Worse.”
“Good,” Jacob said. “This is my look now.”
“Your look is a sunburn,” Chris said.
Jacob gasped. “Dad voice.”
Chris threw a fry at him. It bounced off Jacob’s shoulder and landed on the table with depressing softness.
“Weak,” Jacob said.
“It was a warning shot.”
“You warned my sleeve.”
Chris reached for another fry, but his phone buzzed against the table before he could throw it. He glanced down.
Dad: How’s it going?
A second later:
Dad: Sunscreen?
Chris rolled his eyes so hard Jacob leaned over to see.
“Wow,” Jacob said. “He really committed to the bit.”
Chris: Yes, Dad. Jacob attacked me in the parking lot.
Dad: Good.
Then, after a pause:
Dad: Having fun?
Chris looked at the message. The noise of the park kept going around him. Water, whistles, kids, music, Jacob slurping soda too loudly through a straw. The question should have been easy. It was not. Not because the answer was no. Because the answer was yes. He typed, deleted, then typed again.
Chris: Yeah. It’s weird but yeah.
Dad’s response came slower this time.
Dad: Weird is okay.
Chris swallowed and looked away from the screen. Jacob pretended to be very invested in the map of the park.
Chris appreciated that too.
They spent the next few hours negotiating the park like a team, with Chris setting the pace and Jacob adapting without making a production of it. Some slides were an immediate no. Too many stairs. Too much jostling. Too much chance of Chris ending up annoyed before he reached the top. Some were possible with planning, and Chris got the final say on every one. Jacob carried the tubes when carrying made sense. Chris handled his own transfers when he wanted to. They took shade breaks before either of them got stupid about it, though Jacob did have to be reminded twice that drinking soda did not count as hydration.
They found one raft ride with a manageable line and a ramped approach, and Jacob spent the entire wait hyping it up like they were about to launch into space.
“It’s a family raft ride,” Chris said.
“You’re going to scream anyway,” Chris said.
“Obviously. That’s the whole point.”
The ride was not terrifying. It was fast enough to surprise Chris, though, and one turn dropped them sideways through a wall of spray that hit Jacob directly in the face. He came up sputtering, hair plastered to his forehead, mouth open in outrage.
Chris lost it.
Not a small laugh this time. Not a careful one. A full, helpless, ugly laugh that folded him forward and made his ribs ache. Jacob stared at him for half a second, then started laughing too, because there was no dignified way to recover from being personally assaulted by chlorinated water.
By the time they got off the raft, Chris took an extra second to find his balance on the wet platform, breathless and sun-warmed and tired in a way that felt almost clean. Jacob looked at him, smiling softer now. “Worth it?” Chris adjusted his grip on the crutches and pretended to consider. “Maybe.”
“That was at least a seven.”
“Six.”
“You snorted,” Jacob said. “I heard it. Everyone on that ride heard it.”
“Five.”
“You’re killing me,” Jacob said.
Chris grinned. “Seven.”
Jacob pointed at him. “Knew it.” They left the park in late afternoon, damp-haired and sun-sticky, with wet towels sealed badly in a plastic bag and Jacob’s flip-flops making an unfortunate squeaking sound with every step. The heat had shifted by then, less punishing, more golden. The kind of desert light that made everything look sharper and older than it had any right to look.
At the car, Jacob opened the trunk and tossed the bag inside. “You done, or are we making one more bad decision today?” Chris looked at him. “What kind of bad decision?” Jacob nodded toward the horizon.
The Franklin Mountains rose beyond the city, catching the late-afternoon light along their ridges. Dark, steady, close enough to feel like a decision.
Chris followed his gaze.
His body was tired. His skin smelled like chlorine. His hair was drying weird. He should have wanted the couch, the AC, maybe a shower long enough to feel human again. Instead, the house came back to him as a waiting room. The laptop. The closed blinds. The notebook. He looked at the mountains.
“Dad said water counts as exertion,” he said.
Jacob grinned. “Good thing hiking is land.”
“You don’t know how exertion works.”
“We’ll get snacks.”
Chris looked at him for another second, then opened the passenger door.
“Fine,” he said. “But if you call it character-building, I’m pushing you off the trail.”
Jacob laughed and shut the trunk. They pulled out of the parking lot with the windows cracked, cheap fries between them, and the mountains waiting ahead in the gold light like the day had not ended after all.
The crib was supposed to arrive on Tuesday. Maddie had told herself that several times over the past two weeks, usually while standing in the doorway of the nursery with one hand pressed to the underside of her belly and the other holding a list she no longer needed because she had memorized it. Tuesday. May sixth. Plenty of time. Not comfortable time, maybe, not the luxurious kind of time other people seemed to have when babies arrived politely after every shelf was assembled and every tiny sock was folded into a drawer. But enough.
Tuesday had become Bobby’s funeral. The crib had not arrived. Now it was Wednesday morning, and the delivery tracker still said delayed in transit with the bland confidence of a system that did not understand it had become her enemy. Maddie stood barefoot in the nursery and stared at the empty space against the wall.
It was not even a dramatic empty space. That almost made it worse. The room was small but warm, painted a soft blue-gray that had looked gentle in the store sample and slightly different on every wall depending on the hour. The changing table was assembled. The dresser was anchored. A basket of swaddles sat beside the rocker, washed twice because pregnancy had made her suspicious of fabric softener and grief had made her suspicious of everything else. There were diapers stacked in careful rows, wipes, tiny hats, a sound machine still in its box because Chimney insisted he wanted to test every setting and then had not been able to make himself sit in the room long enough to do it.
Everything was almost ready.
Almost was unbearable.
Her phone buzzed in her hand. She looked down too fast. Not the delivery company. Not a scheduling update. Not the magical reversal of logistical incompetence that would somehow put a crib on her porch before noon. Just a promotional email from the same baby store that had failed to send the one thing she needed.
Last chance: nursery essentials sale ends tonight.
Maddie stared at the subject line for one long second, then laughed. It came out wrong. Thin. Sharp. Almost a hiccup. The baby shifted beneath her ribs, a slow roll from left to right that made her breath catch and her free hand flatten instinctively against her stomach.
“I know,” she whispered. “I know. I’m sorry.”
She was not sure what she was apologizing for. The laugh. The stress. The fact that his room still had a crib-shaped absence. The fact that she had spent yesterday sitting through Bobby’s funeral with swollen feet and a borrowed black dress and a baby named after him pressing insistently against her lungs like grief had not already taken up enough space. Robert Nash Han was a secret.
The good kind. The kind that lived inside exactly one house and belonged to exactly three people: Maddie, Chimney, and Jee-Yun, who had earned her clearance by being four years old and leaking nothing more specific than Baby Nash to a stuffed rabbit. Not Buck. Not Hen. Not Athena, who had stood with Maddie near a table of untouched tea sandwiches after the service and held her hand and been told, truthfully, we have a name picked out, and nothing more. Some things could not survive the week they were living through if spoken too early. A name was a promise, and promises were fragile, and this one they were keeping until there was a boy in the world to pin it to.
Chimney had been the one to say it first. Not as a plan. Not with ceremony. Just quietly, late at night, after they had gone through five baby-name lists and rejected everything for being too common, too trendy, too close to someone’s cousin, too easily turned into a playground insult by children with underdeveloped empathy and too much time.
“What about Nash?” he had said.
Maddie had looked up from the list. Chimney had been staring at the wall, thumb worrying at the edge of the blanket over his lap. “As a middle name. Maybe. I don’t know. It might be too much.” It had been too much. It had also been right.
Now the name lived in the room without being written anywhere. Not on a blanket. Not on a sign. Not yet. Just in the space between the rocker and the empty wall, in the drawer full of folded onesies, in the way Chimney sometimes stood at the doorway and looked in without crossing the threshold. Maddie looked at the empty space where the crib should have been and felt something inside her tilt.
“Okay,” she said.
Her voice sounded too calm. That was never a good sign. She opened the tracking page again.
Delayed in transit. Updated delivery estimate unavailable.
She refreshed.
The same sentence reloaded.
She refreshed again.
Nothing.
From down the hall, Jee-Yun sang something to herself in the living room, tuneless and bright, punctuated by the soft plastic clack of blocks being stacked and knocked down. The babysitter had canceled that morning because of a stomach bug, which meant Maddie had kept Jee home from preschool instead of making herself ask Hen or Karen or literally anyone else for one more favor after the week they had all survived. It was fine. Jee was playing. Maddie was handling things. Maddie was absolutely not handling things.
Her phone buzzed again.
This time, Chimney.
Chim: How are you feeling?
She looked at the message until the screen dimmed.
He had sent it from the station. Probably from the loft table, with three forms in front of him and six things he had decided were his responsibility because if he stopped moving, the grief would catch up. She could see it too clearly. The careful posture. The too-polite phone voice. The way he would ask about her blood pressure while forgetting his own breakfast. The way he would read any honest answer from her as a call to action and try to split himself across the city by sheer force of guilt.
She typed, Fine.
Deleted it.
Typed, The crib still isn’t here.
Deleted that too.
Maddie: Tired. Baby is kicking like he has opinions. You?
The response came faster than she expected.
Chim: He gets that from you.
Chim: I’m okay.
Maddie closed her eyes.
There it was. The exchange of lies married people learned to identify by shape.
Maddie: Eat something.
Chim: you too.
She almost smiled.
Almost.
Then her eyes landed on the empty wall again, and the almost disappeared. She left the nursery before the room could win. Jee had built a tower in the middle of the living room and was now explaining to a stuffed rabbit why gravity was mean. Her curls were wild from sleep, one sock missing, her face serious in the way only small children could be serious about laws of physics they had personally offended.
“Mama,” Jee said without looking up, “Bunny did it wrong.”
“Did he?” Maddie eased herself onto the couch with the careful, inelegant motion of someone whose center of gravity had officially resigned.
“He made it fall.”
“Maybe Bunny needs more practice.”
Jee considered that, then handed the rabbit a block. “Try again.” Maddie watched her daughter rebuild the tower, one plastic piece at a time. Red. Yellow. Blue. Green. Her little hands moved with absolute conviction, and for a moment Maddie let herself breathe with it. Stack. Balance. Adjust. Try again.
Then the door unlocked.
Chimney stepped inside with a paper bag in one hand and his station jacket over his arm, moving like someone trying to enter quietly and failing because every part of him carried tension. His eyes found Maddie first, then Jee, then the hallway toward the nursery. He did a fast scan of the room the way he always did after hard shifts, even when he was not technically coming off one.
“Hi,” he said.
Jee looked up. “Daddy!”
His face changed at once. Not fixed. But brighter where she could see him. “Hey, trouble.” She stood and ran into his legs hard enough that he took a half-step back, laughing softly as he bent to catch her. The paper bag crinkled against his side.
“Careful,” Maddie said automatically.
“I’m okay,” Chimney said.
Jee hugged his knee. “Bunny’s bad at towers.”
“Bunny always seemed shady to me.”
Jee gasped. “Daddy.”
“What? Look at his eyes.”
“He’s nice.”
“That’s how they get you.”
Maddie did smile this time, despite herself. Chimney caught it, and something relieved flickered across his face. He set the paper bag on the coffee table.
“I brought bagels.”
“You left work?” Maddie asked.
“Briefly.”
“Howie.”
“I had to drop something at admin.”
“Did you?”
He hesitated.
Maddie raised an eyebrow.
“Nearby admin,” he said.
“There's no nearby admin.”
“Emotionally nearby.”
“Howie.”
His smile gave out around the edges. He lowered himself onto the armchair across from her, Jee still attached to one leg. “Hen told me to take thirty minutes.”
“Good.”
“She used her scary voice.”
“Better.”
“I’m being bullied by people who love me.”
“You’re being supervised by people with pattern recognition.”
He looked at her for a beat. Then huffed quietly. “Yeah, okay.” Jee released his leg and climbed onto the couch beside Maddie with the boneless determination of a child who did not care that her mother’s lap had become contested territory. Maddie shifted to make room. The baby rolled again, lower this time, and she pressed a hand to her stomach with a small wince.
Chimney noticed immediately. “Contraction?”
“No. Just a kick.”
“You sure?”
“Yes.”
“Because if it’s—”
“Howie.”
He stopped.
Jee patted Maddie’s belly with both hands. “Baby Nash says hi.”
The room changed.
Not dramatically. Not enough that Jee noticed. She had learned the name because they used it at home in small, private ways now, testing it in the air, letting it belong before the birth certificate made it official. To her, it was simple. Baby Nash. Her brother. The baby who kicked Mama and made Daddy talk to her stomach in funny voices when he thought no one was listening. To Chimney, the name landed like it always did now.
With love.
With terror.
With Bobby standing in the space behind it. His eyes dropped to Maddie’s belly, then away.
Maddie’s chest tightened.
“He does,” she said, smoothing Jee’s hair. “Very enthusiastically.”
Jee giggled and slid off the couch again, apparently satisfied. She returned to Bunny and the compromised tower. Chimney stood too quickly. “I’m gonna check the nursery.” Maddie’s whole body went still.
“You don’t have to.”
“I know.”
He was already moving down the hall. Maddie pushed herself up, slower than frustration wanted and faster than her hips appreciated. “Howie.” He stopped in the nursery doorway. She reached the hall a few seconds later and found him exactly where she had stood earlier, facing the empty wall. For a moment, neither of them said anything.
The room looked different with him in it. Smaller. More fragile. Chimney’s shoulders were squared as if he had walked into an emergency scene and was waiting for the problem to identify itself. The problem, unfortunately, was an empty rectangle of wall and a delivery tracker that had chosen violence.
“It was supposed to be here yesterday,” he said.
“I know.”
“I thought—” He stopped, swallowed, tried again. “I thought Buck said the delivery window changed.”
“It did. Then it changed again.”
“To when?”
Maddie held up her phone, screen still open to the tracking page.
He read it.
His face tightened. “Unavailable?”
“Apparently time is a concept now.”
“Okay. That’s—okay.” He ran a hand through his hair, then immediately pulled out his phone. “I can call them.”
“I called.”
“When?”
“This morning.”
“And?”
“And a woman named Denise told me she understood my frustration in a tone that suggested she absolutely did not understand my frustration.”
Chimney’s jaw flexed. “I’ll call again.”
“Howie.”
“Maybe they can reroute it. Or cancel it. Or there’s a warehouse pickup. Or—”
“Howie.”
He stopped because her voice broke on the second one. Maddie hated that. She hated the way his face changed, how quickly his panic redirected toward her. She hated that she could feel tears rising over a crib when yesterday Athena had buried her husband and Buck had turned off an office light and everyone she loved had come home with pieces missing. But the tears came anyway.
“I just need one thing ready,” she said.
Chimney’s phone lowered.
“Maddie.”
She shook her head, pressing the heel of her hand beneath one eye before anything could fall. “I know it’s stupid.”
“It’s not stupid.”
“It’s a crib.”
“It’s his crib.”
That undid her more efficiently than anything else could have. She turned away, one hand braced against the dresser, the other pressed to her belly. “Everything feels unfinished. The room, the laundry, the hospital bag, my body, all of it. And I know babies don’t care about perfect nurseries. I know he can sleep in the bassinet. I know the practical answer.”
“Okay.”
“But I need one thing to be ready before he gets here. One thing that isn’t delayed or missing or broken or—” Her breath caught. “Gone.”
The word sat between them. Chimney flinched like it had touched him. Maddie closed her eyes. “I’m sorry.”
“Don’t.”
“I didn’t mean—”
“I know.” His voice was rough now. “I know.”
He looked at the empty wall again, and Maddie could see the thought move through him because it had been moving through her too. Bobby died so Chimney could live. Chimney lived, and now they were bringing a son into a world Bobby had left. A son carrying Bobby’s name. A crib against a wall. A room waiting for a baby who would never know the man whose name sat in the middle of his.
Joy had become complicated.
Not less real.
Just threaded through with absence so tightly Maddie did not know how to tug one loose from the other. Chimney stepped closer and wrapped an arm around her carefully, mindful of the belly between them. Maddie leaned into him harder than she meant to.
“I should be better at this,” he said into her hair.
“At delayed shipping?”
“At being happy.”
Her throat tightened.
He let out a shaky breath. “Every time I think about him, I think about Bobby. And then I think about Bobby, and I think about the lab, and the antiviral, and Buck’s face, and Hen, and Athena, and—”
“I know.”
“He saved me.” Chimney’s voice nearly disappeared on the last word. “And I’m going to have a son.”
Maddie closed her eyes.
There it was.
The sentence beneath every almost-sentence he had not finished since the name became real. She turned enough to look at him. “Both things can be true.”
“I don’t know how to do that.”
“Me neither.”
He laughed once, broken and fond. “That was supposed to be where you had wisdom.”
“I’m thirty-eight weeks pregnant and mad at a tracking page. Wisdom is temporarily unavailable.”
His mouth trembled toward a smile.
It helped.
Not enough. But enough to breathe. Her phone buzzed again, startling them both. Maddie looked down, half-expecting Denise from customer service to have developed a conscience.
Ethan: Delivered the food. Everyone alive. Questionable coffee situation. You okay?
Maddie stared at the message.
Then, before she could overthink herself into lying, she typed:
Maddie: No. Crib still delayed. I’m being normal about it.
She hit send and immediately regretted it. Three dots appeared almost instantly.
Ethan: Define normal.
Maddie let out a watery laugh. Chimney looked at her. “Ethan?” She nodded and typed back.
Maddie: Standing in nursery trying not to commit crimes against a delivery company.
Ethan’s reply came in pieces.
Ethan: Send model number.
Ethan: Order number too if you have it.
Ethan: And crib dimensions. Not committing crimes. Researching alternatives.
Maddie looked at the messages for a second too long. Chimney leaned slightly to read them and huffed. “He’s Buck’s nephew.”
“He’s my son,” Maddie said softly.
The room stilled again, but differently this time. She had said the words before. In therapy. To Chimney. Once to Buck, with a glass of water in both hands. Around Ethan, she still usually softened the edges: family, my kid, him. Not because she did not mean son, but because the word was complicated by all the years she had not been allowed to use it.
Chimney’s face softened.
“Yeah,” he said. “He is.”
Maddie swallowed and sent Ethan the order screenshot before she could lose nerve. Then the model number. Then a photo of the empty wall, which felt ridiculous until it was gone from her phone and sitting in their text thread like evidence. Ethan responded with terrifying efficiency.
Ethan: Discontinued on manufacturer site. That may be why delivery is weird.
Then:
Ethan: Found recall notice for similar model, not same one. Checking.
Then:
Ethan: There are three stores within 40 miles with comparable convertible cribs in stock. One says hardware included but floor sample. One pickup today. One delivery Friday maybe.
Maddie read the messages and felt her knees go weak with the specific relief of someone handing her a solvable problem.
Not solved.
Solvable.
That was different from everything else.
Maddie: You don’t have to do this.
Ethan: I know.
Ethan: But send your preferences before Buck finds out and buys the first crib with five-star reviews and a cupholder.
Maddie laughed harder this time. Chimney blinked at the phone. “Do cribs have cupholders?”
“No.”
“Should they?”
“Howie.”
“I’m just asking.”
For a moment, they were almost themselves in the doorway of their son’s unfinished room. Tired. Scared. Absurd. Standing over a crisis made of wood slats and missing hardware because the larger crisis had no customer service number.
Maddie sent Ethan the crib color, size, and the phrase simple, safe, not ugly, which made Chimney say she had narrowed it down to every crib and no crib simultaneously.
Ethan replied with a thumbs-up, then:
Ethan: I’ll help find one.
Maddie typed thank you so fast her thumb slipped. She stared at the sent message.
Too fast.
Too obvious.
Too revealing of how close she had been to standing in the nursery until the empty space swallowed her. If Ethan noticed, he did not call it out.
Ethan: We’ll get him somewhere to sleep.
Maddie pressed the phone against her chest. Chimney’s arm tightened carefully around her shoulders. From the living room, Jee shouted, “Bunny did it!” followed by the crash of a tower giving up on architecture. Maddie laughed again, wiping at her face.
“We should go congratulate Bunny,” Chimney said.
“In a minute.”
He nodded.
They stayed in the nursery doorway for that minute. Maybe longer. The house moved around them: Jee chattering, traffic outside, the distant hum of the refrigerator, a phone buzzing with Ethan’s follow-up questions. Maddie kept one hand on her belly, feeling Nash shift beneath her palm like he was listening, like he had opinions, like he was impatient to arrive in a world that was not ready and would never be ready and would have to love him anyway. The empty space against the wall was still empty. But now it had edges.
A measurement. A problem. A plan. Maddie stood there with Chimney beside her, her son moving under her hand, her daughter rebuilding a tower in the next room, and her phone warm against her palm.
One thing ready.
She could start there.
Eddie counted heads out of habit. Buck at the sedan’s driver door, spreader braced against the frame, talking the whole time in the low, unhurried register he saved for trapped people. Hen at the passenger window with the cuff and an expression that allowed no debate. Ravi on c-spine, both hands steady, jaw set like he had personally promised this woman’s neck that nothing else bad would happen on his watch. Chimney forty feet out, waving the second ambulance into the pocket he had built for it out of cones and sheer insistence.
Everyone where they were supposed to be. Everyone doing the job. The pole had done most of the damage and was getting blamed for all of it, which Eddie considered fair. Two cars, one green light, a left turn somebody had chosen to interpret generously. The driver of the sedan had a fractured wrist, a cut along her hairline, and a mortified loop of apologies aimed at her own airbag, as if Wilshire Boulevard were a dinner party she had ruined.
“You’re gonna be okay,” Buck was telling her. “That’s my whole job today, alright? Making sure you’re okay.”
He sounded fine. That was the problem. Eddie had known him too long to trust fine. Fine was a coat Buck wore over other things, and today the coat was doing heavy work.
Eddie finished the secondary survey on the second driver—refused transport, alert and oriented, lucky in the specific way that made your hands shake an hour later—and signed the refusal, and by the time he looked up, the sedan’s door was off and Buck was guiding their patient onto the stretcher like tenderness came standard with the uniform.
Maybe it did. Maybe that was the trick of the job. You borrowed tenderness from the uniform on the days you ran out of your own. He waited for the voice that usually came next.
It took him three full seconds to understand what he was waiting for. Bobby used to find each of them after a call. Not with speeches. With specifics. Good read on that second line. You called the stabilization early, saved us ten minutes. That was the right kind of patient with her. Small, exact sentences that told you he had been watching the whole time, that somebody with rank and a calm face had registered your work and filed it under good.
The silence where that used to happen had a shape. All of them were walking around it without looking down. Hen signed off the run sheet and handed it to Chimney, who initialed the box Bobby used to initial, and neither of them said anything about it, and Eddie turned away first because somebody had to.
Back at the station, the bay had the scrubbed, emptied-out feeling it got after a call. The enchilada pans sat open on the counter upstairs, half-finished. The coffee maker had clicked itself off again. Eddie restocked the ambulance by muscle memory—gauze, saline, c-collars, tape—and tried not to notice how quiet the floor got whenever his boots stopped moving.
Buck worked beside him without talking, which was its own emergency broadcast. Buck processed out loud. Buck narrated. Buck filled silences the way he filled grocery carts, indiscriminately and past capacity. Today he checked oxygen levels like they had personally offended him, and when he reached up to swap a cylinder, he winced—a small thing, gone almost before it existed—and rolled his right shoulder like he could erase the evidence. Eddie filed it. Said nothing. Yet.
“You two,” Hen said from the bottom of the stairs, “are done.”
Buck looked up. “We’re restocking.”
“You came in with breakfast and ended up on a call. You’re not even on shift.” Hen’s voice stayed level, the version she used when she had already decided. “Go home. Eat something that isn’t from a foil pan. Sleep if you can. That’s an order from no one with the authority to give it, which means you should actually listen.”
“Hen.”
“Buck.”
Chimney appeared at the top of the stairs with his phone in his hand and grief worn like a second radio. “She’s right. The schedule’s a mess anyway. Gerrard’s office sent over interim coverage assignments, and I have feelings about them that I’m saving for a formal setting.”
“So the chaplain’s office does exist,” Buck said.
“Don’t start.”
It was almost banter. It had the skeleton of banter. Eddie watched Buck try to put meat on it and fail, watched the joke land at half weight and lie there. Nobody blamed him. Yesterday they had buried Bobby. Today the world wanted forms initialed in his boxes.
Buck untied his turnout boots slower than necessary, buying time in laces. Eddie recognized the maneuver because he had invented the maneuver. When there was nowhere to put yourself, you made the leaving take longer.
“I’ll drive,” Eddie said.
Buck didn’t argue. That was data too. The Jeep smelled like leather and the ghost of every coffee Buck had ever balanced in the cupholder without a lid. Eddie adjusted the seat back three clicks—Buck’s legs were longer, the geometry of this car had never once acknowledged Eddie’s existence—and waited while Buck folded himself into the passenger seat with the care of a man whose body had started filing complaints.
“Shoulder,” Eddie said.
“It’s fine.”
“I didn’t ask a question.”
Buck looked at him. “It’s fine,” he repeated, which answered the question Eddie hadn’t asked. Eddie put the Jeep in reverse. There would be ice and an anti-inflammatory and a conversation Buck would lose later. For now, there was traffic, and traffic was easier.
They made it two blocks before Buck’s head tipped back against the seat and his eyes went somewhere else. Not sleeping. Eddie checked at the red lights. Buck went quiet in a way he only managed when he thought nobody was watching—the performance let go of him all at once, and what was left underneath looked about ninety years old. Eddie’s phone buzzed in the cupholder. He glanced down.
Jacob: We’re in. Locker secured, sunscreen deployed over objections. He’s already smiling. Don’t tell him I told you.
Then, a photo.
Chris in a tube on the lazy river, sunglasses too big for his face, hair wet and standing up in the back, mid-laugh at something outside the frame. The water around him was so blue it looked artificial. Everything about the picture was loud—sunlight, chlorine, motion—and Chris was laughing in the middle of it like the week hadn’t happened. Eddie’s chest did something he didn’t have a name for.
Bobby was dead. His son was laughing on a lazy river. Both things were true, and the space between those two truths was the size of the entire country, and Eddie was driving through it one red light at a time.
“Chris?” Buck asked. He had turned his head without lifting it.
“Yeah. Jacob took him to the water park.”
“The one in Anthony?” Buck’s voice warmed by a degree. “Lazy river supremacy.”
“You stole my phone this morning to send that.”
“I borrowed it. There was important context missing.”
“It was one text.”
“It was a philosophy.”
Eddie almost smiled. The light changed. He handed the phone over without thinking, and Buck looked at the photo for a long time—long enough that Eddie knew he was memorizing it, the wet hair, the too-big sunglasses, the proof that joy was still technically legal—and handed it back without saying whatever had moved through his face.
“He needed that,” Buck said finally.
“Yeah.”
“Jacob’s good with him.”
“Yeah,” Eddie said again, and heard the split in his own voice, the way the word had to cover both I’m grateful and I should be the one doing it. “He is.”
The parish hall sat behind the church where they had held the service, a low beige building with a parking lot that still showed the chalk outlines of the procession staging. Eddie pulled in near the side door. Sixteen folding chairs rode in the Jeep’s cargo space, stacked and strapped, borrowed for the reception because the hall’s own supply had run out at two hundred and forty people and the funeral director had said, in the tone of a man who had solved this exact problem a thousand times, everyone always needs more chairs.
Eddie had volunteered to return them. It had seemed, at the time, like a thing he could carry. Buck woke enough to help, or at least to stand beside the Jeep and take the chairs two at a time when Eddie passed them over. They worked without discussing it. The side door was propped open with a rubber wedge, and inside, the hall was already mostly reset—tables folded into a rolling rack, the long buffet counter wiped down, somebody’s forgotten cardigan draped over a chair near the kitchen.
It still smelled like yesterday. Coffee from the big urn, industrial and burnt at the edges. Flowers going sweet and tired somewhere near the front. Lemon polish. Eddie’s body recognized it before his brain did, and for a second he was standing in the reception line again, shaking hands with a deputy chief whose name he had never caught, watching Athena hold herself upright like the building depended on it.
“Chairs can go anywhere along that wall,” a woman said from the kitchen doorway. Church volunteer, maybe sixty, with reading glasses on a beaded chain and the gentle, efficient sadness of someone who had hosted a lot of these. “You were here for the Nash service?”
“Yes, ma’am,” Eddie said.
“That was a beautiful turnout. The firefighters lined up all the way down the block. My husband was LAFD, back in the eighties.” She nodded toward the stacked chairs. “He would’ve told you that captain of yours ran a good house. You can tell by how many people show up.”
Eddie’s throat did a thing. “Yeah,” he said. “A lot of people showed up.” She smiled at him the way women like her had smiled at him his whole life—at the academy, at the VA, at Christopher’s school—like she could see the tired under his skin and had decided to be kind about it. Then she went back to her kitchen, and Eddie stood in the empty hall with the last two chairs in his hands.
Bobby, five years ago, up to his elbows in the station sink after a Sunday dinner. Eddie’s first year at the 118. Eddie had tried to leave early—Chris had been fighting a cold, or Eddie had said he was fighting a cold, which was not the same thing—and Bobby had handed him a dish towel instead of an answer.
You don’t have to earn a seat at a table that’s already yours, Bobby had said, and gone back to the pots like he had just commented on the weather. Eddie set the chairs against the wall with more care than folding chairs required.
When they got back to the Jeep, Buck was pale around the mouth and pretending not to be. Eddie watched him circle to the passenger side without being asked. Watched him not offer to drive. Watched him not ask for anything at all.
“Groceries,” Buck said, consulting the list on his phone like it had personally promised him structure. “Then home. I can do dinner.”
“You did dinner the last three nights.”
“And I’m undefeated. Why break the streak?”
It was a good effort. Eddie let it stand, because taking apart Buck’s good efforts in public was its own kind of cruelty, and pulled back into traffic. The phone buzzed again at the next light. Eddie glanced down.
Jacob: Morning was rough. He read his notebook pages for an hour before I got him out. This is helping, though. He’s doing the ride assessments himself.
Eddie read it twice. The light went green.
“Chris had a rough morning,” he said.
He didn’t plan it. The sentence just came up out of the place where he kept the Texas half of his life, the half that ran on a different clock and answered to a different set of emergencies. Out the windshield, LA did its midday indifference. Beside him, Buck shifted.
“You should be there,” Buck said.
It wasn’t unkind. That was the thing Eddie would turn over later, at red lights and in the shower and at three in the morning—how kind it was. Buck said it the way you’d tell somebody their taillight was out. Helpful. Factual. Already moving on to the part where he adjusted around the information.
Eddie heard concern. He also heard what lived under it, or thought he did, the quick flinch of a man handing you your coat before you’d decided to leave.
“I’m here now,” Eddie said.
“Yeah. I know.”
Buck said it the way people said bless you. Automatic. Weightless. A sound shaped like agreement. Eddie drove. The words sat in the cab between them, matching on the surface and pointing in opposite directions underneath, and neither of them picked them up to check.
The grocery store was doing a brisk Wednesday business in people who had run out of things. Eddie parked near the cart return out of reflex—Chris had trained him years ago, shortest distance with wheels—and Buck was already out of the Jeep before Eddie finished setting the brake, list open, mission face on.
“Produce first,” Buck said. “Then proteins, then dairy, then the middle aisles are a war we choose carefully.”
“You made a route.”
“I made a route.”
It would have worked better if Buck had been able to hold the list and push the cart at the same time. The right shoulder had quietly demoted him to one functional arm, which meant he kept steering one-handed and reading his phone with the other, and the cart drifted toward the displays like it had its own grief. Eddie took over steering without comment on the second near-collision. Buck let him. Another data point for the file Eddie wasn’t supposed to be keeping.
They moved through produce. Buck handled avocados with a concentration usually reserved for the Jaws of Life, discarding four for every one he bagged. Eddie watched him work and thought about the kitchen that morning—Buck’s hand around the mug, the program faceup, Cap would back me up on this—and how Buck could hold an avocado like it mattered and a funeral program like it might detonate, and how both of those were the same hand.
“You’re staring,” Buck said, not looking up.
“You’re bruising the merchandise.”
“I’m evaluating the merchandise.”
“You squeezed that one like it owed you money.”
Buck huffed. It wasn’t a laugh, but it was in laugh’s neighborhood, and Eddie took it. In the cereal aisle, Buck stopped. Eddie watched it happen in real time. Buck’s hand went out to the shelf—the cinnamon one, the box with the grinning mascot on the skateboard, the one Chris could burn through in three days—and closed around it, and it was already in the cart before the rest of Buck arrived at the decision. He stood there looking at it.
“That’s Chris’s,” Buck said.
“Yeah.”
“I don’t—” He reached for it, to put it back. “Habit. Sorry. Dumb.”
“Leave it.”
Buck looked at him.
“He’ll eat it when he visits,” Eddie said. “Or I will. Leave it.”
Buck left it. His hand stayed on the box a second longer than it needed to, and then he was moving again, too fast, reading the list out loud for no one’s benefit: “Eggs, bread, the good coffee because someone’s commits war crimes with a drip machine—”
“It’s coffee. It’s not a war crime.”
“You’ve never had to drink your own,” Buck said. “That’s privilege. That’s what that is.”
They were in line at checkout when Eddie’s phone buzzed again. He assumed Jacob. It wasn’t.
Marcus Whitfield — Sun City Realty: Eddie, following up on our conversation. If you’re still thinking about listing the Cielo Vista property this spring, I’d love to walk through timeline with you. Market’s strong for your neighborhood right now.
Under it, the calendar app had queued a notification he’d set weeks ago: Chris’s school — last day May 30. And under that, unopened, the tab he’d told himself he was only going to look at once: LAX to ELP, Friday, prices listed in a merciless little column.
Eddie stood in the checkout line of a Ralphs in Los Angeles with his whole other life stacked on a four-inch screen, and for a second the store sounds went away—scanners, carts, a child negotiating for candy with the weary sophistication of a career diplomat—and there was just the arithmetic of him. One person. Two cities. No configuration that didn’t leave somebody on the wrong end of a departure.
He locked the phone.
When he looked up, Buck was watching the conveyor belt with absolute dedication. The cereal boxes rode between the eggs and the coffee. Buck’s face was doing nothing, carefully, which was how Eddie knew he had seen the screen.
He didn’t ask. That was the thing about Buck and evidence—he never presented it, he just filed it, and you could watch the filing happen behind his eyes, and the file kept getting thicker, and nowhere in it was there a tab labeled things I’m allowed to ask for.
“Bags,” Buck said to the cashier, and started loading with his good arm.
Eddie took half the bags off the scale without a word. Buck let him. Neither of them mentioned the shoulder, or the phone, or the way I know had sounded in the car, and the silence between them wasn’t empty. It was full. It was luggage. The house, when they got back, did the thing it always did now.
Eddie had lived in it for years and he still noticed it, the way the rooms had quietly rearranged themselves around Buck. The mugs hung where Buck’s reach expected them. The cutting boards had migrated to the counter beside the stove, because Buck cooked like a man defending a perimeter and wanted tools in radius. Eddie’s own measuring spoons hung on a little rack by the window that Eddie had not bought, in an order that was not Eddie’s order, and worked better than Eddie’s order ever had.
It should have felt like being displaced. It mostly felt like walking into a house that had been loved while he was gone.
Buck put groceries away with the one good arm and refused help by ignoring the offer of it, narrating the whole time in a low murmur that wasn’t aimed at Eddie. Cans here. Rice up top. We’re out of the good olive oil, note to self. He moved through the kitchen like a man restocking a cabin ahead of a storm, and Eddie stood at the counter with the last two bags and understood, slowly, what he was watching. Buck was making the house easy to come back to.
Full fridge. Clean counters. The good coffee, bought today, unopened on the shelf like an apology for every morning Eddie had burned the other stuff. Nothing in this kitchen asked Eddie for anything. Nothing in it needed him to stay. Buck had spent the whole day—maybe the whole two weeks, maybe the whole year, maybe his whole life—building environments that functioned perfectly without requiring anyone to remain in them.
He did it at the station. He did it for Maddie. He did it here, in a house that wasn’t his, in a life he kept treating as borrowed, with a man he would not ask to stay.
Not because Buck didn’t want him to stay. Eddie had stood in this kitchen at seven in the morning and felt that want like a change in air pressure, had felt it in the pinky hooked around his, in don’t go never said out loud. The want was the loudest quiet thing in the house. Buck wasn’t asking because Buck didn’t think he was allowed to ask.
It landed the way the truth sometimes landed for Eddie—not as a revelation, but as a diagnosis. Something he had been carrying symptoms of for weeks, finally given its name. You couldn’t treat what you wouldn’t name. He’d learned that in a desert, and relearned it in a hospital in Texas, and was apparently going to keep learning it in a kitchen in Los Angeles for the rest of his life.
“You don’t have to do all that,” Eddie said.
Buck looked up from the pantry, a jar of something in his hand. “Do what?” Genuine. That was the worst part. He genuinely didn’t know.
“Nothing,” Eddie said. “Forget it.”
Buck’s eyes narrowed, tracking him for a second—Buck read him the way Eddie read monitors, constant and automatic and mostly without being noticed—and then the moment passed, because Buck let it pass, because passing things was what they were doing now. Stacking up unspoken things like chairs against a wall.
“I’m doing sauce,” Buck announced. “The good cans are in the bag by your elbow. And before you say anything—yes, we’re out of basil, no, the dried stuff is not the same, and yes, I checked the windowsill thing you guys had going and it’s dead. It was dead before I got here. I want that on the record.”
“It was a grocery store basil plant. It was never going to make it.”
“It had potential.”
“It had root rot.”
“You’re a pessimist.”
“I’m a medic.”
Buck laughed. Short and real, gone before it could settle. Eddie filed that too, in the folder labeled progress, which was thinner than the other folder but existed.
His phone buzzed one more time. Jacob again: a picture of the two of them at a picnic table, towels around their shoulders, Jacob’s face streaked with sunscreen like war paint, Chris throwing what appeared to be a french fry at the camera. Under it:
Jacob: Weird but good. His words. Heading to the mountains after this, I’ll keep him on the flat trails.
Eddie: Good. Tell him I love him. Water, not just soda.
Jacob: Bossy. He gets it from you.
Eddie huffed. Then he did a thing he had been practicing all day, badly: he set the phone facedown on the counter. The flight tab was still open underneath it. El Paso wasn’t going anywhere—that was the whole problem, it wasn’t going anywhere, it was always going to be there needing him—but the phone could sit still for an hour. The arithmetic would keep. He was here, in this kitchen, and here was where the work was.
Buck had the sauce going now, one-handed, garlic hitting the oil in a sound Eddie had apparently memorized without ever deciding to. He was humming. Not a song—Buck never committed to songs, just strung notes together until they resembled confidence. The windows had gone gold with late afternoon. The funeral program sat faceup on the counter where Buck had left it, Bobby’s steady printed smile presiding over the onions.
Eddie leaned against the counter that had become Buck’s, in the kitchen that had become Buck’s, in the house that answered to Buck’s systems now, and watched him move through it—careful, thorough, quietly apologizing to furniture—like someone trying to make a borrowed house behave like home. Like if he got the shape of it right, the house might forget it had ever belonged to anyone else.
Like if he kept everything clean enough, full enough, ready enough, no one would ever have a reason to leave. Eddie picked up the dish towel hanging by the window—the rack that wasn’t his, in the order that worked better—and went to dry the cutting board, because standing watch was one way to stay, but it wasn’t the only one. Behind him, the phone stayed facedown. For now, that was the whole promise.
The first casserole was already on the porch when Ethan arrived. It sat beside the welcome mat in a glass baking dish, wrapped in foil and tied with a ribbon someone had chosen carefully from a drawer—wire-edged, cream-colored, a bow that had been retied at least once. A card leaned against it, held down by a ceramic weight shaped like a lemon. Ethan did not read the card. It felt like reading mail addressed to a house instead of a person.
He was holding his own contribution to the problem: a collapsible dish rack, three insulated carriers from the reception, and—because Maddie had pressed it into his hands with the immovable conviction of a woman thirty-eight weeks pregnant—a foil-covered pan of ziti. Adding food to this house felt like bringing sand to the beach.
He had tried to say so. Maddie had looked at him over the pan with an expression that ended the conversation. “It’s not about the food,” she had said. “The food is just the shape it comes in.” So here he was. Thursday morning, on Athena Grant-Nash’s porch, holding the shape it came in.
A delivery sedan idled at the curb behind him. The driver was carrying a foil tray the size of a suitcase toward the walkway with the careful stride of a man who had done this route three times this week. He nodded at Ethan as they passed. The nod said you too, huh. Ethan nodded back. Grief had become a delivery corridor. He raised a hand to knock. The door opened before he made contact.
May took in the dish rack, the carriers, the pan, and finally his face. Her hair was pulled back in the kind of knot that suggested the morning had already been long. She looked older than she had at the reception, and younger too, somehow. Grief did that. It moved the numbers around.
“You brought more food,” she said.
“I brought a dish rack,” Ethan said. “The food was a hostage situation.”
Something moved through May’s face that was almost a laugh. She stepped back to let him in. “Maddie?”
“Maddie.”
“She knows we can’t—” May gestured behind her, at the house, at all of it. “Never mind. She knows. She sent it anyway.”
“It’s not about the food, apparently. The food is just the shape it comes in.”
May closed the door behind him. “That sounds like her. That sounds exactly like her, and I hate it.” Then Ethan stepped fully inside, and the scale of it hit him. The Grant-Nash house had always struck him as a place with good bones and better light—the kind of warm, settled order that came from two people who had both spent careers walking into chaos and had decided, deliberately, that home would be the opposite. The bones were still there. The light was still there. But the order had been overrun.
Foil pans covered the kitchen counters in ranks. Casseroles in glass, casseroles in disposable aluminum, lasagnas, enchiladas, baked ziti in enough variations to constitute a census. A ham. Two spiral-cut hams, actually, one partially sliced, one still sweating in its plastic. A fruit tray sweating under cling film. Three vases of flowers on the dining table, another two on the sideboard, and one—white lilies, already browning at the edges—on the floor beside the fireplace because the horizontal surfaces had run out. Condolence cards stood in overlapping rows along the mantel like a paper skyline. The island held a slow avalanche of Tupperware in every color, lids nested or, worse, not.
The refrigerator door hung open. Harry stood in front of it, staring in, holding a carton of orange juice. He was not pouring it. He was just looking, the way a person looks into a refrigerator when the refrigerator has become an allegory.
“Harry,” May said.
“There’s no room,” Harry said. Not complaining. Reporting. He had his mother’s cadence when he wanted it. “I moved the lasagna onto the shelf with the other lasagna and now there’s just… two lasagnas where the juice goes.”
“The juice can go on the door.”
“The door is full of pie.”
Ethan looked. The door was, in fact, full of pie.
“Why is the door full of pie,” May said, in the tone of someone who had stopped expecting answers to be satisfying.
“Because the pie shelf has the cobbler,” Harry said. “And the cobbler’s too big to—you know what, it doesn’t matter. Nothing matters. There’s forty dollars of juice and nowhere to put it.”
He said it flat, a teenager announcing absurdity, and then his voice snagged on the last word, just barely, just enough to hear the whole week underneath it. May’s face changed. Harry saw it change and immediately looked back into the refrigerator, because he was his mother’s son, and being seen was apparently a family-wide hazard.
Ethan set the pan of ziti on the only clear six inches of counter and picked up the dish rack like a man with a purpose.
“Where do you want me?” he asked.
May pointed him toward the dining room, where the table had become a sorting operation. Index cards. A roll of masking tape. A marker gone slightly dry. Someone—May, Ethan guessed, because May had inherited her mother’s inability to stand still inside a disaster—had started a system: name of sender, dish type, date, keep / freeze / distribute. Half the cards were filled out in handwriting so controlled it looked printed. The other half were blank.
“The system broke around ten last night,” May said, following his eyes. “Mrs. Calloway from three doors down brought a—I don’t actually know what it was. A casserole shaped thing. And I stood here with the marker and I couldn’t remember the word for… food. The word food. So I went to bed.”
“That seems like a good place to stop.”
“That’s what I told Mom.” May’s mouth pressed flat. “She was still up when I came down at two. She’d done the whole sideboard. Alphabetical by sender.”
Ethan absorbed that. “Alphabetical.”
“Alphabetical.”
As if summoned by the mention of systems, Athena came in from the kitchen with a trash bag in one hand and a stack of empty Tupperware in the other, moving at the pace of a woman who had decided that the house would be handled, and therefore it would. She wore no uniform—Ethan had almost never seen her in anything else, and the sight of her in a soft gray sweater registered as its own kind of wrong—but she wore the sweater like a uniform anyway. Pressed. Deliberate. Armor by other means.
“Ethan.” She said his name like a confirmation, not a question. Her eyes went to the dish rack, the carriers, the ziti. “You brought food into this house.”
“Maddie sent it. I tried to refuse. I want that noted.”
“Mm.” The sound carried an entire paragraph. She took the pan from him anyway, weighed it once in her hands like evidence. “How is she?”
“Mad at a delivery company. The crib’s still delayed.” He hesitated, then added the useful part: “We’ve got leads. I’m doing a store run later.”
“Good. That baby needs somewhere to sleep, and Maddie needs one thing to go right.” Athena set the ziti down with the others, and Ethan noticed it then—the shape of what she hadn’t asked. How is Maddie. How is the baby. No how is Howie. The name was not in the room, and the not-being-in-the-room of it was precise, like a outline taped around a missing picture.
He filed it. That was apparently what he did now.
“Harry,” Athena said, without raising her voice, in the direction of the open refrigerator. “Close that door before you cool the whole neighborhood.”
“There’s nowhere to put the juice.”
“Then drink some.”
“That’s not—” Harry stopped. Sighed. Poured himself a glass of orange juice with the tragic dignity of a fifteen-year-old being managed. “Fine.”
Athena turned back to Ethan. “The cards on the table are for the dishes that have names on them. If a dish has no name, it goes in the blue bin by the garage door—donations to the station, and the church freezer, and Mrs. Calloway can take her own casserole-shaped thing back if she wants it, which she will not.” A pause, dry as paper. “Nobody wants their own casserole back. That is a law of nature.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Ethan said.
Her eyes settled on him then, direct in the way that had probably ended interrogations. “You don’t have to call me that in my own kitchen.”
“Habit. Sorry.”
“Mm.” She handed him the marker. “Bobby's handwriting was better than mine, so from now on we use mine and we don’t discuss it.”
She said it plainly, reading labels off a dish as she spoke, and it took Ethan a half-second to understand that meant the kitchen labels, the grocery lists, the thousand small handwritten infrastructures of this house. That Bobby’s handwriting was in here somewhere. That she was telling him, in the only register she had available that morning, where the edges of the room were.
“Got it,” he said.
They worked.
It settled into a rhythm faster than Ethan expected. May read labels. Ethan wrote cards. Athena carried things from one surface to another with the economy of someone clearing a scene—nothing wasted, no step repeated, every object ending up where it would do the most good or the least harm. Harry drank his juice at the kitchen table and then, unasked, started consolidating the hams.
“Not like that,” Athena said. “Slice it first. It freezes better.”
“I was getting there.”
“You were getting nowhere near there.”
“I had a process.”
It was ordinary. That was the strangest part. The house did what houses did: it made work, and the work made talk, and the talk stayed shallow where everyone could stand in it. May told a story about a girl in her program who had brought a casserole to a funeral repast in a slow cooker and then could not find the slow cooker afterward. Athena said the woman had conducted three separate investigations into missing slow cookers, and they were always, without exception, in the trunk of somebody’s car. Harry said the ham was judging him. Nobody asked anybody how they were doing. The question had been retired for the day by unanimous, unspoken consent.
Then Ethan picked up the glass dish near the end of the sideboard.
It was a nice one. Heavy, pale blue, the kind people registered for. Chicken and rice, by the look of it, neatly browned. A piece of masking tape was already stuck to the foil, written in a careful, slanted hand:
For Captain and Sergeant Nash. With love, the Delgados.
Ethan stood there with the marker in his hand. It was the and that got him. Not To the Nash family. Not For Athena. Somebody—some Mrs. Delgado, who had stood in her own kitchen two days ago and browned the top of this dish and tied it in a towel—had written both their ranks down like they were still a matched set. Like you could still address a casserole to a marriage. He looked up to ask May where it should go, and the words died.
Athena was beside him. He hadn’t heard her cross the room. She was reading the label over his shoulder, and her face— Her face was doing nothing. That was the terrible part. It was composed the way a door is composed, all the working parts shut up flush. But her hand had come to rest on the edge of the sideboard, fingers flat against the wood, and her wedding rings caught the light, and the stillness of her was so complete that Ethan understood he was looking at the loudest thing she had.
“Mrs. Delgado,” Athena said at last. Her voice was entirely level. “She was at the service. Front of the church. Her husband was LAFD, thirty years. He died in ’23, and Bobby—”
She stopped.
The room went very quiet. May had stopped reading. Harry had stopped slicing. The refrigerator hummed like nothing was happening.
“Bobby drove to Whittier every week for a month,” Athena finished. “With her husband’s benefits paperwork. He said nobody should have to learn that system grieving. He learned it for her.”
She picked up the dish. She looked at the label one more time, the way you look at a map of a place that no longer exists.
“Freeze,” she said.
Then she carried it into the kitchen herself, and the room breathed again, carefully, the way you breathe around a patient with a chest wound. Ethan wrote Delgado — chicken and rice — freeze on a card and made his letters neat.
They finished the sideboard. They finished the mantel. May went to walk the donation bin out to the garage, and Harry followed her with the ham, muttering about it under his breath in a way that made May’s shoulders shake once, and then it was just Ethan and Athena and the last row of dishes.
“You came early, Tuesday,” Athena said. Not a question. She was lining lids up along the counter, matching them to containers by size, and she did not look at him while she said it. “To the service. Buck told me you helped with the procession staging. Before anyone asked you to.”
“There were a lot of chairs,” Ethan said.
“Mm. There are always a lot of chairs. Nobody ever thinks about the chairs.” She set a lid down. “You thought about the chairs.”
Ethan didn’t know what to do with that, so he wrote a card. Ortiz — tamales — distribute. His handwriting had gone careful again. Athena was quiet for a moment. He could feel her deciding something, the particular stillness of a person who had spent thirty years deciding things quickly and was now, for reasons having nothing to do with him, forcing herself to decide this one slowly.
“He did like you,” she said.
Ethan stopped writing.
“He came home from that station dinner in March talking about you. The young man from the CERT program who restocked the kitchen without being asked and then apologized for where he’d put the cups.” Her mouth moved, almost a smile, except smiles had muscles she wasn’t using this week. “I told him that was the most Bobby Nash sentence I had ever heard. He apologized for the cups, 'Thena. He said it like he’d found money.”
“I did put them in the wrong cabinet,” Ethan managed.
“There was no wrong cabinet. There was the cabinet, and then there was wherever you put them, and Bobby rebuilt the whole system around your cups and never told you.” She said it with the flat authority of a woman presenting case notes. “He collected people. You may have noticed. Strays and probies and broken-down cases the rest of the department had given up on. He didn’t do it to fix them. He just… decided they were his, and then they were, and after a while you couldn’t remember the before.”
Ethan looked at the tamales. The card blurred a little at the edges and he blinked it back into focus, because crying in Athena Grant-Nash’s kitchen over an index card was not what he had driven across town to do.
“I only knew him a few months,” he said.
It came out before he could weigh it, and it sounded like what it was: an apology for taking up space at the edge of other people’s cathedral grief. A man returning a dish rack. A man writing cards. Athena set down the lid she was holding.
“Ethan. Look at me.”
He looked.
“Time is not the measure,” she said. “I have arrested people who knew each other thirty years and meant nothing, and I have watched my husband decide in one afternoon that a person belonged at his table. Months, years—that’s arithmetic. Bobby didn’t do arithmetic. He did seating charts.” She let that stand for a second. “You were on the chart. You are on the chart. The chart is mine now, and I am telling you you’re on it.”
Ethan’s throat was doing something he declined to permit.
“Yes, ma’am,” he said.
She let him have that one. He could see her let him have it. May came back in from the garage and took one look at the two of them—Athena with her lids, Ethan with his marker, the silence between them sitting warm instead of hollow—and did not ask. Ethan was starting to understand that not-asking was its own language in this family, and that he was becoming fluent.
“Good news,” May said. “The bin’s in the car. Bad news, Harry named the ham.”
“It was a joke,” Harry said from the doorway.
“It stopped being a joke when you wrote a name on the foil in marker.”
“…It was mostly a joke,” Harry said, with the confidence of someone who had lost track of when it stopped being one.
“Harry.” Athena did not turn around. “The ham goes to the 118 tomorrow. Name or no name.”
“Obviously,” Harry said, aggrieved, and went to find his shoes, and the ordinary machinery of the house turned over one more time.
It was when Ethan reached for his keys that he saw it: on the side table by the stairs, half-tucked under a stack of sympathy cards, a sheet of notebook paper folded into quarters. The creases had gone soft and gray with handling. He recognized the handwriting before he could stop himself—uneven lines, letters that leaned like they were tired. He had seen it on a laptop screen through a photograph Jacob had sent, weeks ago now, of a boy writing instead of sleeping.
Christopher’s letter.
May followed his eyes. “Harry keeps it there,” she said quietly. “He won’t put it in his room. He says it’s not his, it’s for the house.” She straightened the stack of cards so the letter sat a little less buried. “He reads it some mornings. Thinks I don’t hear him up that early.”
Ethan thought about Chris on a lazy river yesterday, laughing with his hair sticking up. About the letter traveling further than the boy who wrote it. About all the ways this family had learned to hand each other proof.
“It’s a good letter,” he said.
“Yeah,” May said. “It really is.”
He understood, standing there, what he had actually lost. Not the dinners—there had only been a few. Not the station afternoons, the cooking lessons, the big calm presence at the center of the room. He had lost the next of it. The accumulated future of Bobby Nash—the man deciding, over years, in small unannounced installments, exactly where Ethan fit. The cup cabinet rebuilt around him. The seat at the table with his name worn into it by repetition. He had been at the beginning of that, of being someone’s collected person, and the collection had closed with four months in it.
It was a small grief compared to the one in this house. He knew that. But it was his, and it had edges, and for the first time he let himself feel where they were.
“Now,” Athena said behind him, with an abrupt change of register that made him straighten, “you are taking food.”
“I’m really—”
“That was not a question.”
She moved past him into the kitchen, and what followed had the efficiency of a tactical operation. A bag appeared. Then a second. Sliced ham, a brick of the baked ziti—not Maddie’s; Maddie’s had been claimed for the family dinner she was apparently already planning in her head—a container of soup, two slices of pie on a paper plate wrapped in foil, a tin of something labeled only cookies?? in Mrs. Calloway’s handwriting. May packed without being told. Harry carried the first bag to the door and then, with a sidelong glance at his mother, slipped an extra container in on top.
“I saw that,” Athena said.
“I did it for you,” Harry said.
“Mm-hm.”
At the door, Ethan stood with both bags and the tin balanced on top, and Athena looked at him the way she had in the kitchen—straight on, nothing wasted. The house loomed warm behind her, full of food and cards and flowers going slowly brown, an entire neighborhood’s worth of love stacked in foil, and her alone in the middle of it, matching lids.
“You’ll eat,” she said.
“Yes, ma’am,” Ethan said, and this time neither of them corrected him.
He was halfway down the walk when she called after him, one last time, not loud—she had never once needed loud.
“Ethan. The store run for Maddie’s crib.” He turned. She was framed in the doorway, one hand on the jamb, the afternoon behind her. “Buy the good one. Send me the receipt.”
It took him a second. Then it didn’t.
“Yes, ma’am,” he said.
The door closed softly. Ethan stood on the walkway with two heavy bags and a tin of cookies?? and the ribbon-tied casserole still waiting on the porch behind him for someone to claim it, and he thought about seating charts, and casseroles addressed to a marriage, and a folded letter that belonged to the house. Grief had made feeding people absurd. It had also made it necessary. He carried the bags to the car like they mattered, because they did.
Buck brought a dolly to pick up a crib. Also ratchet straps. Also a folded stack of moving blankets, a tape measure clipped to his belt loop, and a folder—an actual folder, with a metal clasp—that he set on the console between the Jeep’s front seats like a case file.
Ethan stood on the curb outside the loft with his own keys in his hand, taking inventory of a vehicle that had apparently been converted into a mobile extraction unit while he was at Athena’s.
“You brought a dolly,” he said.
“Warehouses have concrete floors,” Buck said, through the open passenger window. “Loading docks. Long carries. A dolly is just—it’s good practice.”
“It’s a crib, Buck.”
“It’s a crib in a box, and the box is sixty pounds, and Maddie sent you a photo of an empty wall like a ransom note. We're not doing three trips.”
Ethan got in. The Jeep smelled faintly of ham, because the Jeep had briefly contained both of Athena’s hams—one of which had apparently been named, and was now riding to the 118 tomorrow with its name written on the foil in marker—and under that, the ghost of every coffee Buck had ever transported without a lid. The folder was heavier than it looked. Ethan opened it.
Printouts. The recall notice for the similar-but-not-identical model, annotated. The warehouse’s inventory page, with the stock count circled. Maddie’s requirements, copied out in Buck’s handwriting: simple, safe, not ugly. Convertible. Hardware included. WHITE. The word white had been underlined twice.
“You printed the recall list,” Ethan said.
“I highlighted the relevant parts.”
“You highlighted it.”
“Do you want to be the one who tells Maddie we brought home a recalled crib? Because I don’t. I’d like to live.”
Buck pulled into traffic with the smooth, focused aggression of a man who had been given a mission and a destination. Ethan watched him check the mirrors, signal, settle into the lane. Everything crisp. Everything deliberate. Buck driving like the road was a scene size-up. Ethan had known him long enough to recognize what that meant.
“So,” Buck said, eyes forward. “How was Athena’s?”
“Full of food. She sent you some. It’s in my fridge.”
“How is she?”
Ethan considered the question and what was safe to hand over. “Alphabetizing,” he said finally. “At two in the morning. By sender.” Buck’s jaw did a small, complicated thing. “Yeah,” he said. “That tracks.”
“She’s funding the crib, by the way. Her exact words were buy the good one. I’m supposed to send her the receipt.”
Buck huffed. “Of course she is.” Then, quieter: “She beat me to it.”
“To the crib?”
“To the thing.” Buck changed lanes, signaled, precise as a metronome. “The one thing you can actually fix. There’s like… four of those total, right now. In the whole city. The crib’s one of them.”
Ethan looked at him.
Buck did not look back. The folder sat between them, its highlighted recall notices visible through the clasp, and Ethan thought about the dolly, and the tape measure, and the sixty-pound box, and exactly how long Buck had spent preparing for a twenty-minute pickup. He filed it. He was aware he had started saying that a lot.
“Bobby would have had this handled, by the way,” Buck said. “Like, day one. Three backup crib options, price-matched, and a guy at a warehouse in Commerce who owed him a favor.”
“That doesn’t sound like emergency preparedness,” Ethan said. “That sounds like a minor crime network.”
“He knew a guy for everything. Flooring guy. Permit guy. Guy who could get you a karaoke machine at eleven at night on a Sunday.” Buck’s voice stayed level, but the wheel creaked once under his hands. “I used to think he was making them up. Then Chimney needed a—God, what was it. A specific kind of fish tank. For the station, for like two days, don’t ask. Bobby made one call. Forty minutes later a guy named Wendell pulled up with a thirty-gallon tank and a castle.”
“A castle.”
“For the fish. It had turrets.”
Ethan laughed before he could check whether laughing was allowed. Buck heard it and something in his shoulders unhooked, just slightly, like a strap loosening one notch.
“Anyway,” Buck said. “I don’t have a Wendell. I have a highlighted folder and a dolly. It’s the budget version.”
“It’s a good folder,” Ethan said.
“Thank you. Finally.”
The 60 carried them east through the soft industrial sprawl, warehouses giving way to warehouses, and for a while neither of them talked. Buck drove. The folder sat between them. It should have been comfortable—they had logged a lot of miles in this Jeep over the spring, hardware runs and CERT drills and one memorably cursed trip to a restaurant supply place in Vernon—but the quiet had a texture to it today, and Ethan had learned to read textures.
“How’s Chimney?” he asked. “Really.”
Buck’s eyes stayed on the road. “He organized the nursery dresser,” he said. “Onesies by size. Then by color. Then by size again, because he decided the color system was—and I’m quoting—unstable.”
“That sounds like Chimney.”
“That’s the thing. It does. It sounds exactly like him, right down to the label maker.” Buck’s hands adjusted on the wheel, a small reset. “But he won’t go in the room, Ethan. He’ll stand in the doorway with his arms crossed like he’s inspecting a building he doesn’t think is safe to enter. Maddie says he still hasn’t opened the sound machine. It’s been on the dresser for a month. In the box.”
“Maddie told you that?”
“Maddie tells me everything when she’s worried. It’s our system. She worries out loud, I fix things, nobody discusses it.” A beat. “I can’t fix this one. There’s no dolly for—your husband being afraid of the baby’s room.”
Ethan watched the overpasses slide by. “You think he’s afraid of the room?”
“I think the room is where it all adds up for him. Bobby, the lab, the antiviral.” Buck said it carefully, like carrying something full. “Every time he walks past that doorway it’s like the math hits him again. He’s alive. Bobby’s not. And now there’s going to be a whole person in the middle of that equation.”
Ethan didn’t answer right away. There was nothing to fix in it, and he was getting better at recognizing which silences were load-bearing.
“Maddie’s due in two weeks,” Buck went on. “Her hospital bag is half-packed because she keeps unpacking it to reorganize. She alphabetized my spice rack on Sunday, Ethan. I don’t have a spice problem. I have four spices. She gave them a system.”
“Nesting,” Ethan said.
“Nesting at other people’s houses, because her own nursery won’t cooperate.” Buck exhaled through his nose. “Which is why we are getting the crib. Not because a baby can’t sleep in a bassinet for a month—he can, babies are famously portable, I’ve read the books—but because Maddie needs one wall of one room to be finished. That’s the actual mission. The crib’s just the hardware.”
“The crib’s the shape it comes in,” Ethan said.
Buck glanced over. “That’s good. That’s—yeah. Exactly.”
“It’s Maddie’s line. I’m just passing it along.”
“Of course it’s Maddie’s line,” Buck muttered. “The good ones always are.”
The warehouse sat off a frontage road in the City of Industry, one of those vast beige buildings that looked like it had been designed by a spreadsheet. Inside, it smelled like cardboard and dust and forklift propane. Aisles rose thirty feet overhead, racked with flat-packed futures: bookshelves, dressers, bed frames, an entire wall of strollers folded up like insect shells. Buck walked in like he was clearing a structure. Ethan followed with the folder.
The pickup counter was staffed by a man in his fifties with a badge that said TED and the calm of someone who had delivered bad news about furniture professionally for decades. Buck gave the order number. Ted typed. Ted’s eyebrows did something small.
“Yeah,” Ted said. “So. The white’s out of stock in the box.”
Buck did not move. “The website said six.”
“The website lies,” Ted said, without heat, the way other men said good morning. “What I’ve got is the floor model in white, and the boxed version in espresso.”
“She wants white,” Buck said.
“Everybody wants white. White’s the one that photographs.” Ted leaned on the counter. “Floor model’s nice, though. Barely sat on. I can do twenty percent off.”
They went to look at it. That was the first mistake, though Ethan would understand that only later: looking at it made it real. The floor model stood in a staged nursery vignette under warm lighting, between a fake window and a rug no parent would ever keep clean. White convertible crib, simple lines, solid slats. Maddie’s photo of the empty wall had apparently printed itself on the inside of Ethan’s skull, because he could see exactly how the crib would sit against it.
Buck crouched to check the slats. It was a firefighter’s inspection, not a shopper’s. He ran a hand along the rail, tested the corner posts, gripped two slats and torqued gently—and that was when his right arm failed him. It was small: the grip slipped, the shoulder hitched, the whole thing smoothed over in under a second into a crouch-to-stand that looked almost casual. Ethan had spent enough of the spring watching people hide things from him to know the shape of it.
“What happened to your shoulder?” he said.
“Nothing. It’s fine.” Buck was still facing the crib. “Sleeping weird.”
“Buck.”
“Yesterday. The extrication. It’s a strain, it’s nothing, Eddie already did the whole—” Buck waved a hand, a gesture that somehow contained an entire other conversation. “It’s fine.”
Ethan let it go, because there was a crib to fail to buy. But he marked it: hurt Wednesday, hid it Wednesday, still hiding it Thursday. The folder in his arms suddenly felt less like Buck being prepared and more like Buck being armored.
“Second slat from the left,” Buck said, in a different voice.
Ethan looked. The crack was hairline, running maybe two inches along the grain, invisible until you were looking for it. Buck was looking for it. Of course he was looking for it.
“That’s a no,” Ethan said.
“It’s cosmetic.”
“It’s a load-bearing slat on a floor model that’s been leaned on by every toddler in the City of Industry. It’s a no.” He heard his own voice come out flat and certain and thought, with some distant surprise, that’s Hen’s voice. I borrowed Hen’s voice.
Buck looked at him for a second. Then he nodded, once, and stood, and Ethan watched the last hope of the white floor model leave Buck’s posture.
“The espresso,” Buck called to Ted, with the air of a man negotiating against his own interests now. “Is the boxed one actually in the box? Hardware, instructions, all of it?”
Ted checked. Ted’s eyebrows did the thing again.
“Box has been opened,” Ted reported. “Hardware bag’s… yeah, hardware bag’s gone. I can order you the hardware kit. Two weeks, maybe three.”
“She’s due in two weeks,” Buck said.
“Then,” said Ted, with the deep, genuine sympathy of a man who was still going to say it, “you want a different crib.”
They stood in the parking lot with the dolly folded flat between them, useless, a sixty-dollar accessory to nothing. The light had started its long California slide toward evening. Somewhere behind the warehouse a forklift beeped, reversing, patient as a metronome. Buck had his phone out. Ethan watched him scroll the folder’s contents against the screen, cross-referencing, jaw working.
“Okay,” Buck said. “Okay. So. Plan B.”
“Buck.”
“The one in Carson has two in white, in the box, hardware confirmed—I checked while Ted was doing his eyebrow thing. They hold until six. We can make it if we don’t stop.”
“It’s rush hour. Carson’s an hour.”
“Fifty minutes if the 710 behaves.”
“The 710 never behaves.”
“Then fifty-five.” Buck looked up from the phone, and there it was—the thing under the dolly and the folder and the highlighted recall notices, standing in a parking lot with its jaw set. “We are not going back to Maddie with a photo of a cracked floor model and a we tried. She doesn’t get another thing that doesn’t show up. Not this week. Not the crib.”
Ethan said nothing.
Buck’s voice dropped. “The funeral had a hundred moving parts and every single one of them showed up. The flowers. The honor guard. The—the flag. Everything arrived on time and did its job, and he’s still—” He stopped. Looked at the dolly. “The crib is going to show up, Ethan. I don’t care if I have to drive to Carson. I don’t care if I have to drive to the factory.” The forklift beeped. The light slid another degree.
“If I stop moving,” Buck said, very precisely, like he was reading the words off a card, “I’m going to fall apart. So I’m not going to stop moving. That’s the whole plan. That’s the whole folder.”
It landed between them without decoration. Buck didn’t look up when he said it. He kept his eyes on the dolly, on the straps, on the equipment he had staged that morning in his borrowed kitchen like a man packing a chute.
Ethan thought about everything he could say. You can’t out-drive it, which was true and useless. Falling apart is allowed, which was also true and also useless. He thought about his first month in Los Angeles, sleeping in Buck’s old loft under Buck’s old ceiling, cooking in a kitchen where the mugs had hung in another man’s reach, and how long it had taken him to stop feeling like a squatter in a good life.
“You know I live in your apartment,” Ethan said.
Buck blinked. “What?”
“The loft. It was yours. You gave it up to sublet Eddie’s place, and now I’m in it, and you’re in his, and his house in Texas has Jacob in it, and your whole life is…” Ethan gestured vaguely, trying to find the shape of it. “Everyone’s living in someone else’s rooms. We’re a whole family of people housesitting.”
Buck was quiet for a moment. The parking lot shimmered.
“You found the loose cabinet hinge,” he said finally. “In the kitchen. Next to the stove.”
“I tighten it every two weeks.”
“It’s the screw. It’s stripped. You have to pack it with a matchstick.” Buck said it automatically, the knowledge still living in his hands two apartments later. Then he huffed, almost a laugh. “I kept meaning to fix it for real. Never did. Now it’s your hinge.”
“It’s a good hinge,” Ethan said. “I’ve gotten attached. That’s how it works, right? You inherit the rooms, you inherit the problems, eventually you stop remembering whose they were.”
“Yeah,” Buck said quietly. “Something like that.”
Ethan picked up the dolly and walked it to the Jeep, and when he came back, Buck was still standing there, phone in hand, Carson glowing on the screen.
“Fifty-five minutes,” Ethan said. “You drive. You’re not carrying anything heavier than the folder with that shoulder, and when we get there, I’m the one who lifts. That’s the deal. Take it or I call Hen.”
Buck stared at him. “You wouldn’t.”
“I have her number and poor impulse control.”
Something moved through Buck’s face—the argument, then the math, then the small bewildered gratitude of a man being handed a mission with guardrails. He folded.
“Deal,” he said.
The 710 did not behave.
It gave them brake lights from the interchange onward, a red river crawling south through the industrial flats, and Buck took it with the eerie patience of a man who had already spent his frustration budget for the day. He drove one-handed, right arm resting loose, and narrated the route in a low murmur—this exit floods, that merge is a trap, the express lanes are a scam—and Ethan realized after a while that the narration was not for him. It was Buck keeping the engine of himself running. Words as RPMs.
Ethan let him narrate. He had stopped moving once, back in New Haven, for most of a February. He knew what the stillness cost. He also knew you couldn’t talk a person out of their coping mechanism from the passenger seat—you could only ride in it with them and keep your hands where they could see.
His phone buzzed.
Maddie: Status.
He typed back with one thumb.
Ethan: Warehouse 1 had a cracked floor model and a missing hardware bag. Currently en route to warehouse 2. Two white cribs in stock, hardware confirmed, held until 6.
Maddie: Ethan.
Maddie: You don’t have to drive all over LA for this.
He looked at Buck, signaling into the express lane with serene determination, and typed the truest available sentence.
Ethan: We know. We’re doing it anyway. Buck brought a dolly.
The reply took almost a full minute, which for Maddie was an era.
Maddie: Of course he did. Tell him I love him. Tell him with WORDS, not by letting him carry things.
Ethan huffed. He did not pass the message along verbatim—some texts were for the person who received them—but he looked over and said, “Maddie says hi, and you’re not allowed to lift anything.”
“That is not what she said.”
“It’s the authorized translation.”
Buck grumbled something into the windshield. But he was smiling, faintly, the real kind, the kind that snuck past him while he was busy being a man with a folder.
The Carson warehouse rose off the freeway at 5:40, same beige, same spreadsheet architecture, and Ethan felt Buck’s focus narrow to a point beside him. Two in stock. Hardware confirmed. Held until six. It wasn’t hope, exactly. Ethan had learned to be careful with that word this week. It was a lead, and a lead was a kind of rope, and rope was something you could hold.
Buck pulled into the lot and parked facing the door, dolly waiting in the back, straps coiled like the Jeep had been expecting this all along.
“Okay,” he said. “Round two.”
Ethan looked at him—at the set jaw, the folder under his arm, the shoulder he was pretending not to favor, the whole rattling apparatus of motion he had built to keep the stillness from catching him—and thought about hinges, and matchsticks, and how you fixed what you could while the things you couldn’t fix rode along in the passenger seat.
“Round two,” he agreed, and got out of the car.
The house went quiet at ten, and Chimney stayed up with the quiet. Maddie had gone to bed at nine-forty, walked there by Jee-Yun and a picture book, one hand under her belly the whole way like she was carrying something out of a burning building. Jee had surrendered to sleep mid-sentence—something about Bunny and a pool—and Maddie had texted Chimney from the bedroom twenty minutes later: Out. Love you. Don’t alphabetize anything.
He had smiled at the phone. Then he had finished the incident debrief cover sheet, initialed it in the box that was still not Bobby’s box, put it in the envelope for operations, sealed the envelope, aligned the envelope with the edge of the table, and run out of tasks.
It was 10:52 on a Thursday night. The dishwasher hummed. The house held its breath the way houses did, and from the hallway, the nursery door stood open four inches, the way it always stood now, because neither of them could close it and neither of them could say why. Chimney stood in the kitchen for a while. Then he went and got the sound machine.
It had been sitting on their dresser for a month, still in the box. Maddie had bought it in March, or it had arrived in March, one of the half-dozen things that had shown up in the automatic, algorithmic way of late pregnancy—you looked at a crib once and the internet decided to furnish your child’s entire childhood. The box was white and soothing and showed a sleeping baby on the front who had clearly never met a family like his.
Maddie had asked him, twice, if he wanted to test the settings. Both times he had said later, and later had done its usual hardworking service as a place to put things.
There was no more later. She was due in twelve days. Buck and Ethan had driven halfway to San Diego tonight and come home with a crib in a box—one corner crushed, which Buck had sworn was cosmetic, on a stack of highlighted recall notices—and the box was currently standing against the nursery wall where the crib was supposed to go, which meant the room was officially closer to ready than Chimney was. So. The sound machine. A small thing. A thing with buttons.
He could do buttons.
The nursery was dark except for the plug-in nightlight shaped like a moon that Jee had picked out for the baby, unasked, with the solemnity of a four-year-old making a religious offering. Chimney didn’t turn on the lamp. He knew the room by now. Rocker in the corner. Dresser anchored to the wall—he had anchored it himself, twice, because the first anchor kit had felt flimsy in a way he could not explain to the hardware store employee. The changing table with its baskets, organized. The crib box against the wall, tall and flat and waiting, a door leaning against the place where a door was supposed to be.
And on the wall beside the closet, Jee’s drawing. Crayon on construction paper. Four stick figures of decreasing height, and a fifth, tiny one in a scribbled circle, labeled in Maddie’s handwriting because Jee’s letters were still mostly theoretical: BABY NASH. Chimney looked at it for exactly as long as he could stand to, which was about three seconds.
He did the rest of the room the way he did a scene size-up, quick and thorough and from a safe distance. Diapers stacked in the changing-table baskets, newborn and size one, because Maddie believed in redundancy and he believed in Maddie. Wipes. Creams lined up by height. The shelf he had bought in February, still leaning against the dresser in its shrink-wrap, because hanging it meant drilling, and drilling meant noise, and noise meant—no. He knew what it meant. It meant the room being done, and done was a door he had not been ready to walk through.
The mobile sat on top of the dresser in its box, little felt animals going nowhere. The hospital bag waited in the hall closet, half-packed, because Maddie kept unpacking it to reorganize it, a process she called optimizing and he called Monday.
A month of this, he thought. A month of standing right here, in the doorway, close enough to inventory every object and far enough to pretend he wasn’t really in the room. He had measured his visits in inches. Step in, adjust something, step out. The doorway had become a decon line, and everything past it was a hot zone he kept not entering.
Then he sat down in the rocker, put the sound machine box on his knees, and opened it. The machine itself was a smooth white pebble of a thing, pleasantly heavy. He approved of it immediately, in the abstract. It looked like something that had been designed by people who understood that parents would be operating it one-handed, in the dark, at their worst. Then he read the quick-start guide.
Step one was to download the app. The app required an account. The account required an email, a password—twelve characters, one uppercase, one number, one special character, one blood sample—and a verification code that went to the email he barely used, which meant standing in the hallway with his phone tilted toward the nightlight, squinting, while the code timed out twice.
“It’s a noise,” he muttered. “It makes a noise. My grandmother’s noise machine was a fan.”
The app accepted him on the third try. The machine needed a firmware update. Chimney sat in the rocker in the dark nursery at 11:19 at night and watched a progress bar crawl across his phone screen, updating the firmware of a machine whose entire job was to sound like rain, and something in his chest started to feel very, very tight.
It wasn’t the update. He knew it wasn’t the update. The update was forty seconds of his life. He had waited on hold with the county for ninety minutes that week and survived. This was nothing.
The update finished. The machine chimed, soft and pleased with itself. The app offered him sounds in a tidy grid of icons: Rain. Ocean. Wind. White noise. Lullaby. Heartbeat.
Heartbeat.
His thumb stopped over the screen. It was just a setting. A little icon, a stylized waveform. Every sound machine had it; it was for newborns, it mimicked the womb, it was the whole point, it was—
He pressed it.
The nursery filled with a slow, muffled, rhythmic thump. Steady. Patient. Lub-dub. Lub-dub. A machine pretending to be a heart so a baby would sleep. Chimney made it eleven seconds. His thumb jabbed the screen—Rain, rain, just rain—and the room turned to weather, and he sat there breathing like he’d sprinted up stairs, one hand braced on the rocker’s arm, and the whole month—the whole year, the whole stupid impossible year—came up through the floor at once.
Because here was the math he had never once been able to do out loud: he was alive because a vial had his name on it. One vial. One dose. Athena had carried it in through a hot zone and they had put it in his veins while his heart tried to quit, and Bobby—
Bobby had stood there with blood at his nose and no protection and no backup dose and he had let them do it. Because Chimney had a family, and a brand-spanking-new baby on the way.
As if Bobby hadn’t had one. As if Bobby’s family hadn’t been the entire fire department of Los Angeles and one stubborn sergeant and two kids and a man named Buck who kept turning off his office light.
And now there was going to be a baby. A son. A whole new person who would learn to sleep to the sound of rain from a white plastic pebble, in a room his father could barely stand to enter, carrying a dead man’s name in the middle of his own like a—like a thing Chimney had no right to hand him.
I don’t know how to do this, he thought, and the thought had no object. This. The room. The name. The breathing. The rocker creaked. The rain played on. Somewhere down the hall, the refrigerator shifted cycles, and the house held its breath, and Chimney sat very still in the dark and did not leave, because leaving was the thing he had been doing for a month and he was, he realized abruptly, extremely tired.
“You’re crying,” Maddie said from the doorway, very softly, like she was naming weather.
He wiped his face with the heel of his hand, a motion so practiced it had stopped meaning anything. “It’s the rain sound. It’s very realistic.”
“Howie.”
“There was a firmware update. For the sound machine. I want that noted, for the record, when historians—” His voice broke cleanly in half, right down the middle, and he stopped.
Maddie came in. She moved the way she moved now, careful and wide-stanced and a little sideways, and lowered herself onto the ottoman beside the rocker with the slow dignity of a woman docking a ship. She didn’t turn on the lamp. She took his hand off the rocker’s arm and held it in both of hers, and her hands were warm, and that was somehow the worst thing that had happened all night.
“You set it up,” she said, nodding at the white pebble glowing faintly on the dresser. The rain played on, soft and even.
“It has thirty settings,” Chimney said. “There’s one called heartbeat.”
Maddie went very still. She understood immediately. Of course she did. She had been there; she had heard the machines that made that sound for real, in the hospital, when it had been his heart on the monitor and Bobby’s blood on the floor of a lab neither of them could stop seeing.
“We’ll return it,” she said.
“We’re not returning it.”
“Howie—”
“It’s a good machine. The baby’s gonna love it. It’s got—it has ocean.” He laughed, and it came out cracked, and he stopped pretending the laugh was a laugh. “I’m not returning a sound machine because I can’t handle a setting, Maddie. I’m a paramedic. I have heard actual hearts. Actual—I have held—”
He stopped again. The rocker creaked. Her thumbs moved slowly over his knuckles, patient as weather.
“Say it,” she said. Not pushing. Just leaving the door open and standing beside it.
Chimney looked at the crib box against the wall. The crushed corner Buck had sworn was cosmetic. The flat-pack shape of a bed for a boy who was, by every medical measure available, almost here.
“I don’t know how to put his name in this room,” Chimney said.
There. Out. A month of doorway-standing, of organizing onesies by size and then color and then size again, of saying later about the sound machine and the shelf and the mobile, all of it compressed into one sentence he had been carrying around like a second spine.
“Every time I think about him sleeping in here—the baby, our son, Nash—I hear myself saying the name, and then I hear the whole rest of it. Who it belonged to. Why it’s available.” His voice went rough and quiet. “It’s available because Bobby’s dead, Maddie. That’s the—that’s the transaction. He stood there with no dose and he let them give it to me, and now I get to have a son, and he doesn’t get to meet him, and I am supposed to put his name on the wall like it’s a—a tribute. Like it makes anything better. Like it’s not just the receipt for the worst trade in history.”
“It wasn’t a trade,” Maddie said.
“I know what it wasn’t.”
“Howie. Look at me.”
He looked. Her face in the nightlight’s glow was tired and round and fierce, eight months pregnant and crying now too, unembarrassed about it, the way she had learned to cry without scheduling it first.
“I am not going to tell you it’s okay,” she said. “It’s not okay. He should be here. He should be standing in this exact doorway pretending not to cry about a sound machine, and he’d have had opinions about the app, and he would have built that crib in one afternoon with Buck holding the instructions upside down.” Her voice wavered and held. “He should get to meet him. He doesn’t. There is no version of this where I absolve you, because there’s nothing to absolve. You didn’t make the trade, Howie. You survived it. There’s a difference, and Bobby knew the difference better than anyone alive, and he chose you on purpose.”
Chimney’s breath shuddered.
“So what am I supposed to do with that?” he whispered. “What am I supposed to do with being chosen? Because I’ve been—Maddie, I have been so angry. At him. For dying. At me for being the one with the working heart. At the baby—” His voice broke on it, horrified. “I have been angry at the baby, Maddie, for one half of one second, for being the reason I have to feel all of this every day forever, and I will never forgive myself for that half-second as long as I live.”
“You already have,” Maddie said. “You just haven’t noticed yet.”
They sat in the dark awhile, hand in hand, the rain setting playing soft and steady from the dresser. The crib box stood against the wall. Jee’s drawing held its five figures in their crayon row. Nothing was fixed. Chimney was aware, in a distant, professional corner of himself, that he was shaking slightly, and that Maddie’s hands were the warmest thing in the room.
“I organized his onesies twice,” he said.
“I know. I watched you do it. You were muttering about structural integrity.”
“The color system was unstable.”
“Howie.”
“I know,” he said. “I know. It’s the same thing as the envelope and the forms and the—I know what I do. Buck knows what I do. Buck does the same thing, except his version has a dolly.”
Maddie laughed, wet and surprised. “He told you about the dolly?”
“He showed me the dolly. He has feelings about the dolly.” Chimney’s mouth twitched. “He also photographed the crushed corner of that box like he was documenting a hit-and-run. Fourteen photos. There’s a scale ruler in three of them. I don’t know where he got a scale ruler.”
“He’s had it since the St. Patrick’s Day thing,” Maddie said. “Don’t ask.”
“I’ve learned not to.”
It almost tipped into normal. He could feel the edge of it, the old rhythm, the two of them lobbing small absurdities back and forth in the dark. A month ago he would have chased it. Now he let it settle, and the settling was its own kind of progress, because underneath it, the grief stayed put, and he was still sitting in the room. He had not left the room.
He noticed that the way you notice a heartbeat on a monitor changing rhythm—quietly, with your whole attention. A month of standing in the doorway, and he was six feet inside it, in the rocking chair, crying and joking and breathing, and the room had not collapsed. It was just a room. A blue-gray room with a moon-shaped nightlight and a crayon drawing and a box that would be a bed.
“Come here,” Maddie said suddenly, and took his hand.
She pressed it flat against the side of her belly, low and to the left, and held it there with both of hers. For a moment, nothing. The rain played. The house hummed.
Then the baby kicked.
Not a flutter. A kick—a decisive, whole-body, furious little thump, right into the center of Chimney’s palm, strong enough that he felt it in his wrist. His entire hand curled around it reflexively, medic training and fatherhood arriving in the same motion.
“There,” Maddie whispered.
Chimney could not breathe.
It was not the first kick he had felt. There had been flutters for weeks, rolls and ripples, the strange aquarium life of Maddie’s third trimester. But this one, tonight, in this room, with the rain playing and Bobby’s name still wet in the air between them—this one had timing. This one landed like an answer to a question Chimney had been afraid to finish asking.
I’m here, the kick said. I’m the whole point. Do the math again.
He broke in the quieter way. No sound, just tears, his forehead coming down to rest against the back of Maddie’s hand where it covered his on her belly. She leaned forward and pressed her lips to his hair. The baby kicked again, once, like punctuation. They stayed like that for a long time.
“Robert Nash Han,” Chimney said finally, into the dark, into the room, his palm still against the place where his son was.
The name came out whole. It did not catch on anything. It filled the nursery the way sound was supposed to, the way the rain did, evenly, and the room took it in—the walls, the moon light, the crayon baby in his scribbled circle, the box against the wall—and nothing broke.
“Hi, Nash,” Chimney said, and his voice only shook at the very end. “Sorry about the firmware update. You’re going to hear a lot of stories about a guy who would’ve handled it better.”
Maddie made a sound that was half laugh and half sob, and rested her head against his. Behind them, the doorway stood open the way it always did. The room stayed unfinished—the shelf unhung, the mobile in its box, the crib still flat-packed against the wall where a wall of readiness was supposed to be.
Chimney did not leave.
He sat in the rocker with his wife’s head against his and his son kicking slow and steady under his palm, in the dark, in the middle of the room, and let the rain play until it was just weather again.
The call was medical: elderly fall, possible hip, 1400 block of Orange Grove. Hen rode backward with the kit across her knees, running the checklist by feel, and let the siren do what sirens did to her nervous system—namely, organize it. Noise with a job to do. She had always liked that about them.
Mrs. Petrakis was seventy-nine, quick-eyed, and furious about her own floor. She had missed the edge of her recliner, gone down on her left side, and was now sitting in said recliner with an ice pack, scolding the furniture under her breath in a language Hen was fairly sure was Greek.
“I am not going to the hospital,” she announced, before Hen had both knees on the carpet. “I went in 2019. Four thousand dollars and a paper gown. I have the receipt somewhere.”
“Let’s see about the hip first,” Hen said. “Then we’ll negotiate.”
The house was tidy in the way of houses kept by one person where two used to live. The dusting was current. The photographs were not recent. A man’s wool coat hung on the hook by the door beside a rain jacket with a pink lining, and neither hook was crowded, and Hen had been a paramedic long enough to read that coat from across the room.
Vitals were good. Hip was tender but tracking—no shortening, no rotation, full cranky range of motion. Hen called it a deep bruise and a warning, and started the speech about rugs and walkers and pride being a leading cause of preventable injury in adults over seventy-five. Behind her, Ravi re-checked the stair chair straps. Then re-checked them again.
“Ravi.” It came out harder than she meant it. Sharper. A blade instead of a hand. “They’re fine. They were fine the first time. Stop re-checking my straps.”
The room went one degree quieter. Ravi froze with the webbing in his fist, going still in the quick, inward way of a man whose confidence had been assembled recently and with inadequate hardware. “Right. Sorry. Yes.” Hen’s stomach dropped through the subfloor.
Because he hadn’t done anything. That was the whole miserable truth of it: he had checked a strap, twice, the way she had taught him, the way Bobby would have wanted, and she had bitten his head off for it because she had not slept, because there was a memo in her pocket, because the station had a pulse and she had been the only one taking it for eleven days.
“She’s good, the bossy one,” Mrs. Petrakis said to Ravi, conspiratorially, bailing them both out. “You keep the bossy ones. They notice things.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Ravi said, and meant it, which made Hen feel worse.
She finished the assessment. Walked Mrs. Petrakis through the refusal form. The woman signed it with a flourish and then caught Hen’s wrist, briefly, with a dry, strong hand.
“People keep telling me to pack up his things,” she said, nodding toward the coat by the door. “My daughter, mostly. She means well. She flies in and stands in my hallway with boxes.” Her thumb moved once over Hen’s wrist. “I tell her the house still works. Why would I break a house that works? You grieve how you grieve. But you don’t have to wreck the plumbing to do it.”
Hen stood there with her kit in one hand and her whole week in the other.
“No, ma’am,” she said. “You don’t.”
In the ambulance, before they rolled, she turned around in the jump seat.
“Ravi. I snapped at you.”
“It’s okay—”
“It’s not,” she said. “But thank you. And for the record: you check my straps any time you want. Twice. Three times. That’s not a flaw, that’s the job I trained you to do.”
Ravi nodded, staring at his boots, and then looked up and almost smiled, and Hen thought about how easy it was to damage the load-bearing people by accident, the ones who were holding more than they showed. She was one of them. That was the thought she had been not-having all week, and the siren, when it came, was almost a mercy.
Back at the station, the morning had reached its middle hours, the part of shift where the coffee went stale and the adrenaline banked itself low. Buck had set up in the supply cage with the inventory tablet and the total innocence of a man who had definitely not been told to go home twice. Eddie had graduated from leaning against the wall to leaning against a different wall, same angle, same surveillance. Chimney had stopped pretending to read the roster and was now openly not-calling the chaplain’s office from the couch, phone facedown on his chest like a Ouija planchette.
She tried it on Buck first. Or meant to. He was hip-shot among the shelving, reading quantities like they might confess. Hen leaned on the doorframe. “You know you’re not on shift.”
“I know,” Buck said cheerfully. “The saline was facing the wrong way. I fixed it.”
“Buck.”
“I’m fine, Hen.” He said it without looking up, which was how she knew he’d been rehearsing it. “It’s restocking. It’s not a cry for help, it’s inventory.”
She looked at him for a long moment—the set of his shoulders, the careful industry of a man holding a door closed with both hands—and thought about saying it plainly. You don’t have to earn it. You never had to earn it. Then Chimney’s voice floated down from the loft, mid-argument with a dial tone, and the moment re-shelved itself.
“Label maker’s mine,” she said instead. “Return it in the condition you found it.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Eddie appeared at the cage door with two coffees, read the entire scene in one glance, and handed one to Hen without being asked.
“You’re not on shift either,” Hen said.
“I’m a chauffeur,” Eddie said.
“Mm,” said Hen, and took the coffee, and noted that chauffeurs did not usually stand at parade rest outside supply cages. She let it go. There were worse formations.
Hen found Ethan in the ambulance bay, restocking the trauma bags that Ravi had already restocked twice. He was doing it well. That was almost the worst part. Everything back in its true place, fluffed and squared, expiration dates facing out. He had even made a notation on the inventory card in that careful handwriting: saline restock due 5/12. She had not asked him. Nobody had asked him. The CERT binder sat beside him, open to a page of checklists he had clearly decided were his now.
Hen leaned against the ambulance door and watched him for a moment.
“You know you don’t have to earn your place by being useful,” she said.
Ethan didn’t startle. He’d known she was there—the kid had situational awareness like a nurse. “I know,” he said.
He kept working.
Hen gave him the look. The full one. The one that had gotten confessions out of drunk college students and silence out of lieutenants.
“I know,” Ethan repeated, softer, not looking up from the kit, and they both heard it for what it was.
“Uh-huh,” Hen said.
She let the engine tick cool beside them for a minute. Then she picked up the second kit and started checking it against the card, because standing watch was one thing, but Hen Wilson had never once in her life delivered care from a leaning position alone.
“Bobby used to catch people doing that,” she said. “The usefulness thing. He had a radar for it. New probies organizing the pantry at midnight. Chimney with his spreadsheets. Buck with—everything.” She checked the seal on a IV line. “You know what he’d do? He’d hand them a spatula. I need onions chopped. He’d take the thing you were doing to feel okay and aim it at dinner.”
Ethan’s hands slowed on the kit. “That sounds like him.”
“He wasn’t perfect,” Hen said. It came out firm, because she needed it on the record somewhere, even here. “He held things too long. He carried stuff he should’ve handed off, and he could be a stubborn, mule-headed man about his own—about asking for help. But he knew when to push you and he knew when to feed you, and he never once confused the two.” She clicked the kit closed. “And he made this place a house without ever pretending the job was gentle. That’s the whole trick of this work, and he did it every day for years, and nobody—” Her voice thinned, just slightly, at the seam. She let it. “Nobody teaches you how to keep the house after.”
Ethan was quiet for a moment.
“For what it’s worth,” he said, “you do it the same way he did. I’ve watched you all week. You just do it with a clipboard instead of a spatula.”
Hen huffed. It ambushed her—a real sound, not a managed one.
“Don’t tell Chimney,” she said. “He’ll put it in a debrief packet.”
“Your secret’s safe. He’s currently not-calling someone very hard over there.”
Hen glanced toward the loft. “The chaplain’s office. He’s decided they’re a hoax.”
“Are they?”
“They’re real and they’re lovely, and he’s going to wear them down to a nub.” She shook her head, fond despite herself. “He’s not avoiding the chaplain. He’s avoiding what happens after the last form is filed. Paperwork’s the only grief that has a submission portal.”
Ethan looked at her with something like recognition, and Hen remembered—folder, highlighted recall notices, a dolly. Maddie had texted her about the dolly. Twice.
“Speaking of,” Hen said. “How’s the crib situation?”
“There’s a box,” Ethan said. “The box is home. The box has a crushed corner that Buck photographed like evidence. We find out what’s inside tomorrow, and I’ve decided not to pre-grieve a box.”
“That’s wise,” Hen said. “Nothing inside a box has ever respected pre-grieving anyway.”
Karen called at 2:40, in the dead middle of the afternoon lull. Hen took it in the ambulance bay, because the loft was full of people performing okayness at each other and the bay at least had the decency to be empty. She sat on the back bumper of the ambulance with her boots on the concrete and the door open and the sun coming in at a long angle, and she said, “Hey, baby,” and her voice came out tired in a way she hadn’t authorized.
“Uh-oh,” Karen said. “That’s your 2 a.m. voice at two in the afternoon.”
“It’s been a day.”
“It’s been a week.” Karen’s voice was warm and unhurried, lab-coat calm, the voice of a woman who ran experiments on things that exploded and therefore could not be rattled by her wife’s employer being a burning building with feelings. “Talk to me. How’s the crew?”
“Chimney’s at war with the chaplain’s office. Buck reorganized the supply cage. Eddie’s shadowing him like a Secret Service detail. Ravi polished everything with a reflective surface. Ethan restocked things that were already stocked.” Hen rubbed a hand over her face. “And I snapped at Ravi over a strap check. A strap check, Karen. The thing I taught him. The thing Bobby—”
She stopped.
“There it is,” Karen said gently.
“There’s nothing,” Hen said.
“Henrietta.”
And that was all it took. One word, her name in Karen’s mouth, and Hen felt the whole scaffolding creak—the early arrivals, the roster oversight, the run sheets initialed in boxes that weren’t hers to initial, eleven days of taking the station’s pulse and writing nothing down about her own.
“I don’t know who we are without him,” Hen said.
It came out quiet and precise, because she was Hen, and even her admissions arrived with their dosage measured.
“I keep waiting to feel like—like we’re still the 118, just minus one. But it’s not minus one. He wasn’t a number, he was the—he was the thing the rest of the math was for. And everybody’s standing in my eyeline performing functional so that I won’t worry, and I’m standing in theirs doing the exact same thing, and I snapped at the baby probie over a strap, and there’s a ham in our fridge with a name on it, and I don’t know who we are without him yet, Karen. I don’t know who I am at that station without him.”
The line was quiet for a moment. Not empty. Karen’s silences had furniture in them.
“You know what I love about you,” Karen said finally, “is that you just said the truest thing I’ve heard all week and you said it like a diagnosis. No drama. Just: here is the injury.”
“Karen.”
“I’m not being flip. I mean it. Nobody knows who you all are without him. Not you, not Buck, not Chimney, not Athena. You’re all finding out at the same time, in the same building, pretending to be each other’s witnesses.” A pause; Hen could hear her shift, could picture her at the kitchen counter with her reading glasses pushed up into her hair. “Denny asked me last night if the station is still the station. That’s how he put it. I told him yes, because it’s not a building, it’s his mama’s people. But I think you’re allowed to not know for a while. The not-knowing isn’t you failing, Hen. It’s the honest answer.”
Hen looked out at the bay. The engine gleamed. The floor was clean. Somewhere upstairs, Buck was alphabetizing hose couplings or whatever came after supply cages, and Eddie was holding a wall up with his shoulder, and the whole apparatus of them was holding, barely, because nobody was willing to put it down first.
“I snapped at Ravi,” she said again, softer.
“And you apologized?”
“Immediately.”
“Then the house still works,” Karen said.
Hen sat very still with the phone against her ear. Why would I break a house that works, Mrs. Petrakis had said, standing in her hallway with her husband’s coat on the hook. And here was Karen, an hour from a rocket test, telling her the same thing in a different key.
“I love you,” Hen said. “You know that, right? More than is reasonable.”
“I do know that. It’s mutual and well-documented.” Karen’s smile came down the line. “Come home on time tonight. I’m making the chicken you like, and Denny has a diorama situation that requires a structural engineer, and you’re the closest thing we’ve got.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Hen said, and hung up smiling, which she had not planned on doing today.
She sat in the ambulance bay a moment longer, letting the sun do its one job. Then she went upstairs. The loft was doing its afternoon impression of calm. Buck was at the table with Eddie, heads bent over something on Buck’s phone—Chris at a water park, Hen guessed, or the mountain after; the boy had earned a ridiculous day. Chimney had fallen asleep on the couch with the phone still on his chest, and nobody had the heart to wake him. Ravi was reading a training manual he had already read.
And beside the coffee maker, exactly where it had been since Wednesday morning, sat the blue mug. Three days. Nobody had touched it. It had migrated exactly nowhere. The coffee got made around it every morning, awkwardly, by people reaching past it like it was a hot zone, and every day it stayed, and every day the reaching got more careful, and Hen understood all at once that the mug was not a tribute anymore. It had become a thing they were all afraid to be first about. Hen crossed to the counter.
She picked up the blue mug. She did not wash it. She did not put it away. She moved it two feet to the left, onto the shelf beside the other mugs, next to the one with Chimney’s name on tape and the plain white one with the chip that Buck had been using, where mugs lived, where it would be found by hands that needed mugs.
In the cabinet’s way. Out of the brewing lane. Two feet. Buck had looked up when she crossed the kitchen. He watched her do it. Nobody said anything. Chimney slept on, and the coffee maker sat there with its brewing lane suddenly, unspectacularly clear, and Hen thought: we are not erasing him. We are keeping the house workable. There is a difference, and the difference is the whole job now.
“Thank you,” Buck said quietly.
Hen nodded once. Then she picked up the memo from the counter—sorted and cleared of personal effects, end of next week—folded it in half, and set it under the fruit bowl where she would not have to look at it until Monday.
“Now,” she said, to the room, to the house, to the week, “who’s actually making coffee, because I’ve been up since five and I’m not drinking anything Eddie brewed.”
“It’s not that bad,” Eddie said.
“It’s worse,” said Buck, and the loft laughed—rusty, startled, real—and the house held.
Jacob checked the weather for the fourth time that afternoon, and decided this information was for him alone.
Friday, 4:10 p.m. High of ninety-seven, already sliding off the peak. Sunset at 8:12. Wind out of the west, which meant the ridgeline would cool before the valley did. He had two liters of water in the backpack and two more in the car, a bag of trail mix Chris had picked over for the good stuff, sunscreen—the spray bottle, veteran of the parking lot skirmish—a small first aid kit, a headlamp he did not plan to need and refused to not bring, and a route.
Wednesday had not worked. They had gotten all the way to the trailhead after the water park, both of them damp-haired and chlorine-sticky, and sat in the car at the base of the Franklins while the light went from gold to rust to gone. Chris had taken one look at the rocky pitch of the trail in the failing light, then at his own crutches, then at Jacob, and said, “Tomorrow me hates today you,” and Jacob had done the smart thing, which was to turn the car around.
But he had said, in the lot, before starting the engine: Friday. When it’s earlier and cooler and we’ve eaten actual food. And Chris, watching the mountains go dark, had said, “We’ll see.”
Then Friday had come, and the house had spent the morning doing its waiting-room impression again—TV off, blinds half-closed, Chris reading the same page of a library book four times—and at 3:45 Chris had appeared in the kitchen doorway in his hiking shoes and said, “If we’re going, we should go before I think about it,” and Jacob had nearly dropped his keys in his haste to be the kind of person who was already holding keys. Now he zipped the backpack and called toward the hallway: “Hydration check.”
“I had water at lunch.”
“That was four hours ago.”
“I had water at lunch and a juice box at two.” Chris appeared in the doorway, crutches planted, unimpressed. “Dad already texted. Twice. Sunscreen, and then water counts as exertion, which still isn’t a real thing.”
“It was one text when I answered him. The second one’s your fault.” Jacob held up the spray bottle. “Arms. Come on. You know the drill.”
Chris submitted with the deep, tragic patience of a boy who had decided that resistance lengthened the process. Jacob misted his arms, his neck, the backs of his hands. “Ears,” Chris said.
“What?”
“You missed my ears. If you’re going to be weirdly thorough, be accurately thorough.”
Jacob did his ears. “You’re a delight.”
“I’m a delight with UV protection.”
They locked the house behind them. The sedan ticked in the heat. The Franklins stood to the northeast, closer than they looked, the way they always were—the mountains had a way of seeming painted onto the sky until you started driving, and then suddenly they were simply there, enormous and unbothered, the city’s whole reason for having a horizon at all.
Chris watched them come closer through the windshield and did not say anything, but his knee was bouncing, which Jacob had learned meant something closer to eagerness than nerves. The trailhead lot was half empty, which Chris counted as a win. Friday late afternoon meant a handful of cars, a family packing up near the restrooms, and two mountain bikers loading bikes onto a rack with the exhausted satisfaction of people who had made worse decisions than he was about to make.
Jacob got the backpack. Chris got his crutches. The air hit him as he stepped out—hot still, but thinned out, and underneath the heat there was the smell of the desert doing its late-day work: dust and creosote and rock giving back the afternoon. Nothing like chlorine. Nothing like the house. His hair was dry for the first time in two days.
“Okay,” Jacob said, coming around the car with the pack. “Two options. The flat wash trail goes basically nowhere but it’s smooth the whole way. Or the cave trail, which is a mile-ish, rocky at the top, and has an actual payoff.”
“What kind of payoff?”
“Caves. And a view of the whole city.” Jacob held up the park map on his phone. “The last stretch is the rough part. Steps, kind of. Rock steps. Everything before that is doable.”
Chris looked at the map. Then at the trail, a pale line climbing the flank of the mountain. Then at the low sun, doing the math on light.
“The cave trail,” he said.
“You sure?”
“The wash trail goes nowhere, Jacob. You said that. Those were your words.”
“I also said the cave trail has a rough stretch.”
“And we’ll deal with the rough stretch when we get there.” Chris started up the trail, setting his own pace, because that was the deal they had never said out loud and both of them honored: his pace, his calls, his stops. “If it’s too much, we turn around, and you don’t get to be sad about it.”
“I’m contractually allowed to be a little sad,” Jacob said, falling in beside him—not behind, not ahead, beside, half a step to the left where the trail gave room.
“You can be sad at the car.”
“Noted. Sadness is car-based.”
The first stretch was good. Better than good. The trail was decomposed granite, firm underfoot, climbing gently enough that Chris could find a rhythm—plant, swing, plant, swing, the crutch tips biting in with a sound like punctuation. His shoulders settled into the work. Two days of sitting in a house had made his whole body feel like a saved file nobody had opened, and this was the opposite of that. This was use.
The mountain gave them things to look at. A lizard doing push-ups on a rock, which Jacob insisted was showing off for Chris specifically. Ocotillo stalks still holding a few late red blooms. The city dropping away behind them a little more with every switchback, the grid of El Paso spreading out toward the river, Mexico on the far side of it, everything going slowly, enormously gold.
They stopped for water at the first bench. Jacob drank too fast and coughed, and Chris didn’t laugh at him because he was saving it for something better, and Jacob gave him a look that said he knew exactly what kind of mercy that was.
“How’s it feel?” Jacob asked. Not are you okay. He had learned. Are you okay was a question about worry. How’s it feel was a question about the work.
“Good,” Chris said, and meant it. “My arms are going to hate me tomorrow.”
“Tomorrow-you can file a complaint.”
“Tomorrow-you hates today-you,” Chris said. “That’s the rule now. I made it Wednesday.”
“It was a good rule. Terrible for me. Great for the bit.”
The rough stretch announced itself about three-quarters of the way up, right when Chris’s shoulders had started to feel the work of the crutches.
The trail stopped being a trail in the polite sense and became a negotiation—rock steps of uneven height, loose gravel in the seams, a couple of spots where the route just pointed at a boulder and trusted you to feel motivated. Chris handled the first two sets slowly, planting the crutches high and stepping up between them, and it worked, and it also cost. He could feel it in his forearms, the specific burn that meant the account was spending faster than it earned.
Above him, the trail bent left around an outcrop, and he could see where it got worse before it got better: a forty-, maybe fifty-yard scramble, rock over rock, to the cave mouth and the overlook shelf. He stopped. Leaned into the crutches. Did the math he hated doing, the math that had nothing to do with want. Jacob stopped two steps below him and did not say anything. Chris could feel him not saying anything, loudly.
“Go ahead,” Chris said.
“I didn’t say anything.”
“You were breathing helpfully.”
Jacob huffed. Then he came up level with Chris, looked at the scramble, looked at the light—still gold, still with an hour in it—and said, in the tone he used for reading a menu: “So. Option one, we take it slow, twenty minutes, lots of rest stops, totally fine. Option two, I carry you up the staircase section, you ride like a tiny emperor, and we watch the sunset from the top instead of from the bottom of the top.” Chris stared at him. “You want to piggyback me up a mountain.”
“Not the whole mountain. The stupid part of the mountain.”
“That’s—” Chris felt his face heat, and hated it. “I’m not five.”
“Correct. You’re thirteen, you weigh, what, eighty pounds? I squat more than you for fun.” Jacob shrugged, easy, like this was engineering and not a whole emotional event. “And you can say no. For real. No is a full sentence and we sit right here and the view from here is honestly also great. I just figure—the point of today was the good stuff being reachable. That’s all this is. Reachability.”
Chris looked at the scramble. Looked at the cave mouth, dark and waiting above it. Looked at the light. The annoying part—the actually annoying part, the part he would not be admitting to anyone ever—was that he wanted the top. He wanted the cave and the shelf and the whole city going to lights below him. And his arms were already shaking a little, and fifty yards of boulder steps would spend whatever was left, and then the walk down in the dark would be miserable, and tomorrow would be worse.
And Jacob was standing there reading his phone—deliberately, conspicuously, giving the decision air—like the answer genuinely did not matter to him either way. That was what did it. Not the offer. The not-caring-how-it-came-out. Nobody hovering. Nobody arranging their face.
“If you drop me,” Chris said, “I’m telling Dad, and then I’m telling Buck, and Buck will literally drive here.”
“That’s the scariest threat anyone’s ever made to me,” Jacob said sincerely, and turned around and crouched.
The logistics were awkward for exactly nine seconds. Crutches stowed through the backpack’s side straps, handles up, like the world’s least threatening lances. Then Chris’s arms over Jacob’s shoulders, Jacob’s arms hooked under his knees, the two of them negotiating center of gravity like a docking maneuver.
“You’re all elbows,” Jacob grunted.
“You’re all shoulders. I have nowhere to put my chin.”
“Chin tax. Pay up.”
“If you fall I’m landing on you on purpose.”
Then Jacob stood, and the mountain tilted, and they were moving.
It was ridiculous. It was immediately, obviously ridiculous—Jacob wheezing theatrically within four steps, Chris clinging on with his chin parked on a shoulder blade, both of them listing sideways around the first boulder like a shopping cart with a bad wheel. A woman coming down the trail pressed herself against the uphill wall to let them pass and said, “You boys are a whole situation,” and Chris, who two days ago would have died before being seen like this, heard himself say, “He’s my Uber,” and heard the woman laugh, and found that he did not care even a little.
“Uber,” Jacob wheezed. “I want five stars.”
“Four. Your suspension’s bad.”
“I’m writing a letter.”
Chris started directing. He couldn’t help it. The view from up here was different—he could see over the rocks, see the line of the trail the way it was meant to be read—and his hands were braced at Jacob’s collarbones and his whole body was learning the balance of another person’s climb, and it turned out that being carried, when you had chosen it, felt less like being a kid and more like being cargo of unusual importance. Precious freight. A moon rock.
“Left,” he said. “Not that rock, the flat one. Good. Now straight. Watch the gravel.”
“Anything else, boss?”
“Faster. And I’d like a beverage.”
“I’m going to leave you in a cave.”
They were both laughing by the last ten yards, helpless, Jacob’s breath sawing and Chris’s arms aching from holding on and neither of them willing to stop. The sun had dropped into the best part of itself. The rocks were warm through Jacob’s shirt where Chris’s hands pressed, and the wind had come up off the ridge, cool against the back of his neck, and everything smelled like dust and stone and evening.
Jacob took the last three steps at a stagger and set Chris down on the overlook shelf like a man delivering something he had personally carried through a war.
“Five stars,” he gasped. “Say it.”
“Four and a half,” Chris said, and then turned around, and forgot about the stars entirely.
The whole city was below them.
El Paso spread out toward the river in its evening grid, streets coming on in strings of light, the Franklin Mountains’ shadow stretching long and blue across the east side while the west still burned gold. Beyond the river, Mexico shimmered in the haze, Ciudad Juárez starting to glitter. The desert had stopped being one color and become a hundred—rust and rose and violet sliding over each other as the sun dropped, the rock under Chris’s hands still warm from the day, the wind cool enough now to raise goosebumps on his sunscreened arms.
The cave mouth gaped dark behind them. They had both agreed, without discussion, that the view came first. They sat on the shelf, legs dangling, passing the water bottle back and forth. Jacob’s breathing came back to him in stages. Chris’s arms throbbed in a way that felt honest.
“Okay,” Chris said, after a while. “This helped.”
Jacob looked over.
“The whole day. Wednesday, and today. The stupid park, and the fries, and—this.” Chris gestured at the city with the water bottle, at all of it, at the entire visible world. “I didn’t think it would. I thought it would just be… stuff happening while I felt the same. But it didn’t feel like that. It felt like a day. An actual day, that I was in.”
Jacob nodded slowly. “That was the plan,” he said. Then, quieter, honest in the way the mountain was making everyone: “I didn’t know if it would work. I had, like, a thirty percent confidence rating on the whole week. I kept expecting you to figure out I was making it up as I went.”
“I figured that out on Wednesday,” Chris said. “You read the lazy river rules out loud to yourself. Twice.”
“Those rules were ambiguous.”
“They were about tubes, Jacob.”
“Tubes are complicated.”
Chris grinned. The light kept changing. Neither of them reached for a phone.
“I just didn’t want it to be a waiting room,” Chris said finally, and his voice did something careful. “The whole month. The house, and missing Dad, and Bobby being—the whole thing. Like we were just supposed to sit there until it was over. And it’s not going to be over. That’s what nobody says. So we can’t wait for that.”
Jacob was quiet for a moment. The wind moved over the shelf.
“No,” he agreed. “We can’t.”
And that was all they did with it. The name stayed wherever names went on evenings like this. The mountain did not require a eulogy. What it required was water, and balance, and two people splitting a bag of trail mix that had already been robbed of its good parts, which Jacob was now eating anyway, sadly, like a man eating evidence.
Chris watched him for a second. Jacob had not texted Dad for instructions once today. Hadn’t checked in about the route or the turnaround time or any of it. He had just—decided things. Sunscreen. Water. The cave trail versus the wash. The piggyback offer, made flat and take-it-or-leave-it, like it was a bridge and not a favor.
Somewhere in the last few days, Jacob had stopped doing an impression of a responsible adult and started just being one, in his own ridiculous key. Chris decided not to tell him. He’d get weird about it.
“What,” Jacob said, catching him looking.
“You have trail mix dust on your whole face.”
“It’s called rugged.”
They watched until the gold went out of it and the lights took over, two cities stitching themselves together along the dark line of the river. Then Jacob produced the headlamp from the backpack with the smug ceremony of a man whose paranoia had been vindicated, and Chris put his crutches back under his arms, and they started down.
The descent was slower than the climb and easier than feared. The rocks had let the day’s heat go and taken the evening’s cool instead. Jacob went ahead on the rough stretch with the headlamp, calling out the bad steps—“loose here, go left, this one wobbles”—and Chris came down on his own legs and his own balance, which mattered, which was the whole shape of the thing: the carry had been a bridge, not a pattern. At the bottom his arms were trembling and his shoes were gray with dust and he had never been so pleased to see a dusty sedan in his life.
Jacob unlocked the car and leaned against it, too winded to open his own door.
“Five stars,” he said, one more time, mostly into the roof.
“You’re getting four and a half and a tip,” Chris said. “The tip is I won’t tell Dad about the part where you nearly walked us into a cactus.”
“It was one cholla and I had it handled.”
“You were apologizing to it.”
“It startled me!”
They were still arguing about it when they pulled out of the lot, windows down, the desert rushing cool past the glass, the mountain going black and star-backed behind them. The house was waiting. The laptop was waiting. The week was waiting, with all its weight, exactly where they had left it. But the day was theirs now. They had carried it up the mountain between them, and they were bringing it home.
The crack ran along the top edge of the rail, three inches long, clean as a split lip, right where the box’s crushed corner had been pressing for a day and a half. Nobody said anything for a second. Buck turned the rail over once, gently, like checking a pulse.
“Cosmetic,” he tried.
“Buck,” Maddie said.
“It could be cosmetic.”
“It’s a load-bearing rail on the side my son will be chewing on,” Maddie said. “We are not cosmetic-ing the rail.”
Buck opened his mouth, closed it, and then produced his phone with the grim satisfaction of a man whose paranoia had just been federally validated. “I photographed the crushed corner at pickup. Fourteen photos. With a scale ruler. The damage pre-dates us, which means the exchange is pre-documented, which means Carson owes us a rail, no questions.”
“Where did you get a scale ruler?” Eddie asked.
“That is not the headline here,” Buck said.
Chimney was already dialing. He put it on speaker and paced while it rang, and Maddie watched him shift into his other mode—the competent one, the one that negotiated with insurance companies and county offices and once, memorably, a funeral home—and felt something in her chest unknot slightly. The Carson warehouse answered. Chimney explained. Buck texted over three photographs. There was a pause while someone named Denise—a different Denise, a better Denise—looked things up. A replacement rail would be ready for pickup Tuesday, or shipped by Friday.
“Tuesday,” Chimney confirmed, and hung up, and stood there with the phone in his hand. “So we can build everything except the one wall of it that keeps the baby in.”
“That’s crib assembly,” Ethan said. “That’s just—that’s the genre.”
“We build the rest today,” Maddie said, from the rocker. Her voice came out very even. “Three walls and the frame, and the rail goes on Tuesday. It’s still a crib. It’s a crib with a door open. That’s fine. We’re doing it.”
Four men looked at her. She knew what she sounded like. She did not care. She was thirty-eight weeks pregnant, the funeral flowers were still wilting on her porch rail, and there was going to be a crib-shaped object in that nursery by tonight if it took every grieving man in Los Angeles to make it happen.
“Okay,” Chimney said softly. “Three walls and a door.”
They built.
Maddie lasted nine minutes in the rocker before the not-being-needed started to itch.
She offered to read the instructions aloud. Chimney took the booklet into protective custody. She offered to hand out hardware; Ethan had already pre-sorted every bolt into a muffin tin silently commandeered from her own kitchen, each cup labeled by step. “Is that my muffin tin?” she said. “It’s a good tin,” Ethan said. “The system needs it more than the muffins do right now.” She offered, last-ditch, to hold the rails steady while Buck worked the bolts, and four men said “no” in a chord.
“I hate this,” she announced.
“You’re the foreman,” Buck said. “Foremen don’t lift. Foremen point.”
“Foremen get to walk around.”
“Foremen get a chair, water, and total narrative control,” Buck said. “Narrate.”
So she narrated—mostly slander, delivered to Jee’s stuffed rabbit, who had been left behind in her place and was doing a better job of sitting still than Maddie was—and watched.
And watching, she caught something she was not supposed to see. Every time Buck reached for the long end of anything—a rail, the box at the start, the frame—Eddie was already there, hands on it first or second, taking the weight without a word. And the third time it happened, Buck rolled his right shoulder when he thought the room was looking elsewhere, and Maddie understood that there was a shoulder, and that Eddie had been quietly carrying it all afternoon, and that Buck was letting him. Neither of them would ever mention it. It was, she thought, the most married thing she had ever seen two people do without discussing it.
It went the way these things go. Buck announced, eleven minutes in, that he didn’t need the pictograms because he had spatial instincts, and installed the mattress platform at the toddler height, upside down. Eddie knelt, looked at it for a long moment, and then silently reversed it while Buck was reading a warning label aloud to no one. He did not say anything about it. He caught Maddie’s eye over Buck’s bent head and gave her half a shrug, and she thought, not for the first time, that Eddie Diaz had a way of fixing things that made the fixing feel like weather—it just happened, and afterward everything stood straighter.
“Whoever designed cam locks,” Buck said, wrestling one, “should have to answer for it.”
“The arrow faces the bolt,” Ethan said, without looking up from the manual.
“I know that.”
“Your arrow is facing the wall, Buck.”
“It’s a stylistic choice.”
The included Allen key gave out on bolt eleven, rounding itself into a useless nub, and for one terrible second everyone just looked at it. Then Buck produced a multi-tool from his pocket, because Buck was the kind of person who brought a multi-tool to a crib assembly, and the build resumed. “They put two spares in the hardware bag,” Chimney said, with feeling. “Two. They know what they did to that key.”
Chimney laughed—his first real one of the day—and then, halfway through tightening a corner post, he went quiet. Maddie watched it happen. He had the multi-tool in one hand and the half-built frame in front of him, and something about it—the hexagonal bit, the smell of new wood and packing cardboard, four people building something small and sturdy on a Saturday morning—stepped on him.
“Bobby would’ve—” he started.
He stopped.
The room held still. Buck’s hands paused on the cam lock. Eddie, kneeling, did not look up but did not move.
“Would’ve either supervised or cooked,” Chimney finished, roughly. “That was the deal with him and manual labor. Supervise or cook. He’d have brought chili and stood right there telling us the arrows face the bolts.”
“The arrows do face the bolts,” Ethan said, into the silence, very gently, and Chimney laughed again, wetter this time, and tightened the post.
Maddie pressed her water glass to her sternum and watched them—her husband, her brother, her son, the man her brother loved—building a bed for a baby whose name none of them knew yet, in a room that had been waiting longer than any of them, and the love in it was so thick she could barely breathe around it. Which was maybe why she got up.
It was such a small thing. That was what she would keep coming back to later, in the retelling, in the dark. The frame was up on three sides, and Buck and Eddie were easing it upright, and the base of it snagged on the rug—the soft blue-gray rug she had ordered in March, in the before—and Maddie rose from the rocker and crossed four steps and bent to tug the rug corner free.
“Maddie, don’t—” Chimney said.
“I’m bending, Howie, I’m not deadlifting—”
The pain arrived like a grabbed rope. It cinched across her belly, hard and total, mid-sentence, and she made a sound she had not planned to make and straightened up too fast with one hand braced on the dresser and the other clawed around the underside of her bump. Four men froze. The crib frame hung half-upright between Buck and Eddie like a paused diagram.
“Maddie,” Chimney said, and his voice had changed key entirely.
“It’s fine,” she said. “It’s—give it a second, it’s a—” Her belly stayed hard under her hand, seized, a drum. “It’s just a—Braxton Hicks, I think, I’ve had these, they’re not—”
“Sit down,” said four voices, in four different registers of terror.
And then Ethan was there. Maddie would think about the speed of it later. He had been across the room with the manual; now he was beside her with one hand hovering at her elbow and the other already finding the rocker’s arm, and his voice had gone somewhere she recognized from ride-along videos and had never once heard aimed at her—flat, calm, unhurried, with all the static filtered out.
“Okay, Maddie. Rocker, not the couch—closer. I’ve got you, lean on me if you want. There you go.” He lowered her like she weighed nothing, like she was made of something more breakable than bone. “Tell me what it feels like.”
“Tight. It’s just tight, it’s like a cramp, it’s—” She hated that her voice was shaking. “It’s easing. It’s easing already.”
“Good. Breathe through it anyway, in for four, out for six, I’ll count with you.” His hand rested light against the side of her bump, feeling for it—clinical, careful, watching his own watch. “Any bleeding? Any fluid? Pain in your back, or wrapped around front?”
“No, no—front, wrapped around, it’s going, Ethan, it’s going—”
“You’re doing great. When did you last eat? How much water today?”
“I had toast. I’ve had—” She gestured weakly at the glass.
“That’s half a glass. We’re going to fix that.” He looked up, and his voice stayed exactly level, and what he said was: “Buck. Water, full glass, not cold. Chimney—come here. Right here, next to her. Your job is her hand. Eddie, the frame can go down gently, thank you, and then nobody lifts anything for the rest of the day, we’re done with that.”
And they moved. All of them. Chimney folded into the space beside the rocker and took her hand in both of his, and his were ice-cold, and Maddie realized that while Ethan had been calm for her, her husband had been dying quietly two feet away, holding himself together with fingernails.
“I’m okay,” she told him. “Howie. Look. It’s easing, feel—”
The tightness loosened under her palm, under Ethan’s, like a fist slowly opening. Chimney exhaled like a man surfacing.
“If that was a Braxton Hicks,” he said, “then Braxton Hicks can take his stupid contractions and—”
“Howie.”
“I’m fine. I’m fine, I’m great.” He was not fine or great. He kissed her knuckles and held on.
Ethan sat back on his heels. He was still watching her—counting, she realized, tracking the minutes since onset, doing a job she had not asked him to do and could not have stopped him from doing with a court order.
“Two more glasses of water, feet up, and you’re done for the day,” he said. “If it comes back, or if anything else shows up—back pain, pressure, anything—we go get checked, no debate. And Monday you call your OB and mention it. That’s the whole plan.” A pause. His voice came down out of the flat place, and what was under it was younger. “Please?”
“Okay,” Maddie said softly.
They installed her on the living room couch like a head of state. Water, full glass, not cold. Feet up on the ottoman with a cushion arranged by Buck, who approached the task with the solemnity of a man building a crib out of pillows. A throw blanket, refused, then accepted when three people stared at her. The baby, apparently delighted by the drama, resumed doing laps under her ribs, and Maddie put Chimney’s hand on the movement without a word, and felt him steady by degrees.
From the nursery doorway, the three-walled crib stood in the afternoon light, open on one side, waiting for Tuesday. Buck and Eddie cleaned up in a silence that had agreed upon itself—cardboard broken down, pictograms squared back into their bag, the Allen key surrendered to a zip-top bag that Ethan labeled, because of course Ethan labeled it. Nobody said the word contraction. Nobody said what if. The house hummed with the specific industry of people who had all just been frightened and were now processing it through chores.
Ethan was the last one still working. He had migrated to the kitchen, where he was very quietly, very thoroughly washing her breakfast dishes. Maddie watched him from the couch.
He had been so calm. That was the thing she couldn’t stop turning over. Not competent—she had seen competent, she had a whole family of competent—but calm in the specific way of people standing on both sides of a moment at once, one hand in the fear and one hand in the protocol, holding the door between them open by sheer will. It was a paramedic’s trick. It was a firefighter’s trick. She had watched Hen do it a hundred times.
She had never expected to see it in her son’s hands. And then, as he set the last dish in the rack, she saw his hands shake. Once. A small tremor, there and gone, tucked away fast into a towel. He thought no one had seen.
Maddie closed her eyes against the tears that came up fast and hot, because she understood suddenly that it had never been clinical. Not for him. The flat voice and the watch-checking and the water, not cold—that hadn’t been training covering the fear. It had been love wearing training’s coat.
Her boy had a steady set of hands and a heart the size of a house, and she had missed twenty-one years of watching him become it.
“Ethan,” she said.
He looked over from the kitchen, dishtowel in hand, carefully neutral.
“Thank you,” she said. “For the—all of it. The calm. The water. The whole thing.”
“It’s my job,” he said, automatically, and then stopped, and something moved through him—the same shift she’d felt, the coat slipping. “No. It’s not. It’s—” He folded the towel over the rack, very precisely. “You’re not a call, Maddie. That’s the thing. Out there it’s a job. Here it’s just—you’re my—”
He didn’t finish it. He looked at the towel like it had betrayed him.
“I know,” Maddie said, thick with it. “Me too.”
Chimney, beside her, tightened his arm around her shoulders and said, to the room, with tremendous and deliberate lightness: “The crib looks great, by the way. Structurally. Emotionally it’s a disaster. It has one wall open like a—like a crib with commitment issues.”
“Howie,” said Maddie, laughing and leaking.
“I’m processing,” he said. “This is how I process.”
Buck appeared in the nursery doorway, drying his hands, surveying the three walls with his head cocked. “It’s good,” he decided. “It’s square. It’s solid. Tuesday we put the door on it and it’s done.” He looked back at them all, at Maddie on her throne of cushions, at Ethan in the kitchen doorway, at the room they had all spent the afternoon inside of. “It’s gonna be a good crib.”
Maddie looked at the open fourth wall, and the rug with its one crooked corner, and her family scattered through the room like furniture that had finally found its places.
Three walls, she thought, and a door.
Tuesday, she thought.
She put her hand over the spot where her son had counted minutes on his watch, and let herself believe him.
Ethan counted minutes for forty-five more of them. Not obviously. He refilled Maddie’s water glass without being asked. He answered Buck’s question about the replacement rail—Tuesday, pickup, Buck had already put it in his phone with a reminder and a backup reminder. He ate half a sandwich someone put in front of him. He was, by every external measure, fine. Internally, he was still in the nursery at the moment her voice had changed.
He knew what the scare had been. He knew the statistics. Braxton Hicks, third trimester, triggered by bending and mild dehydration, self-limiting, benign. He could have recited it from the manual, and part of him was reciting it, on a loop, in the back of his head where the protocols lived. Uterus practicing. Body rehearsing. Not labor. Not an emergency. His hands did not care about the statistics.
That was the thing nobody warned you about, the thing the CERT workbook never covered: it was different when it was yours. On a call, the calm came standard, issued with the kit. The patient was a person you were helping, and the distance was a mercy, and the protocols filled the space where the fear would go. Here, the distance had closed somewhere between a doorstep in January and a porch in April, and the protocols were still running—but they were running on top of something now, something with her laugh in it, and her terrible half-pieces of toast, and the way she said my son like she was still surprised she was allowed.
He had not known, until the moment she gasped and grabbed the dresser, that there was a version of afraid he hadn’t met yet. So he counted minutes. He tracked the glass. He listened, without appearing to listen, for the shower, for the kettle, for the sound of her moving. At 12:50, Maddie decided she had been seated long enough.
“Okay,” she announced, gathering the blanket off her legs. “I’ve been horizontal for almost an hour, I’m hydrated, I’m starving, and you five have been tiptoeing around my kitchen like it’s a—a museum. I’m making lunch.”
“We can make lunch,” Chimney said.
“Chim, you once set fire to pasta.”
“That was almost a decade ago and it was flambé—”
“I’m fine,” Maddie said, and got one hand on the couch arm to push herself up, and that was as far as she got.
Ethan was on his feet before he’d decided to stand. He heard himself say, too quickly, “You should stay seated another—”
“Ethan.” She said it warmly, firmly, the voice of a woman who had been managing brothers and dispatch lines and disaster boyfriends for years and knew how to close a subject. “I’m okay.”
“Mom, stop.”
It came out of him whole. No planning. No runway. Just the word, standing in the middle of the living room, in his own voice, in front of everyone.
The house stopped.
Buck stopped with a stack of cardboard half-folded in his hands. Chimney stopped halfway out of his chair. Eddie, by the window, turned his face toward the glass and gave the room its privacy in the only way available to him. Ethan heard it a half-second too late to catch it.
“Maddie—” he tried. “I didn’t—I meant—Sorry, I—”
Every version was wrong. Every version was a bucket pulled up empty. He could feel the blood in his ears. Nearly twenty-one years of not having the word, four months of circling it, of Maddie said carefully like her name was glass, of her never once pushing—and his fear had just reached out and grabbed the whole thing by the throat in front of an audience.
Maddie looked at him.
She did not cry. Later, he would be grateful for that, would understand that she had chosen it, that some part of her dispatcher soul had heard the panic under the word and triaged it before the joy was allowed to move. She just looked at him, one hand still on the couch arm, suspended between sitting and standing, and her face did something small and enormous.
“Okay,” she said.
She sat back down.
“I’ll sit,” she said, and her voice was steady, and her eyes were not, quite. “You make lunch. I’ll supervise. From the chair. Like a duchess.”
It took him a second to understand that this was acceptance. That she had heard the word and received it and handed it back to him without a cage on it. That she was obeying the request—his request, the one wrapped in the word—because that was the part she could say yes to without making the rest of it too big to survive the afternoon.
“Okay,” Ethan said.
His voice came out young. He did not look at Buck, or Chimney, or Eddie. He went to the kitchen and made lunch, and if his hands were not entirely steady on the bread knife, the bread did not comment. Lunch happened. Turkey sandwiches, chips, the kind of food that existed to give hands something to do.
The room recovered the way rooms do—in layers, from the outside in. Buck carried the broken-down cardboard to the garage with excessive ceremony. Eddie washed dishes that were not dirty. Chimney stayed on the couch arm beside Maddie, one hand resting on her shoulder, and told a story about a guy he’d once transported who’d been bitten by a parrot, and it was a good story, and nobody minded that they’d all heard it before, because the point of the story was not the parrot.
Nobody said the word.
Ethan could feel it sitting in the room with them, not heavy exactly. Present. Like a new piece of furniture nobody was ready to use yet.
He ate half a sandwich standing at the counter, answered a text from Jacob—a photo of Chris, dusty to the knees, grinning in front of a mountain—with a thumbs-up and nothing more complicated than that, and then drifted to the nursery doorway with the instruction booklet, because the crib was three-walled and blameless and did not require him to have a face. He stood there reading the pictograms without absorbing a single one.
The little manual man frowned at his Allen key. Frowned differently. Frowned at a wall panel. Ethan turned the page. The man frowned at a mattress. Ethan realized he had read the same four steps five times and that his thumb had pressed a crease into the corner of the booklet, and that the word was still sitting on him, right in the center of the chest, like something laid gently over a wound.
He hadn’t planned it. That was the thing he couldn’t get over. Four months of Maddie, said carefully, said warmly, said like a name he was honored to be allowed to use—and the one time the other word had come out, it had been yanked out of him by fear, in front of Buck, in front of Chimney, in front of Eddie, like some kind of—
“Ethan.”
Maddie’s voice, from the living room. Not loud.
“Come sit with me a minute.”
He went.
She had migrated back to the couch—the throne of cushions, the blanket, the water glass sweating on the side table. Chimney had been dispatched to the kitchen to supervise Eddie’s dishwashing of clean dishes, which was a two-man job in the same way the crib had been a four-man job, which is to say not at all, which was the point. Ethan sat on the ottoman, facing her, elbows on his knees.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “Not for—I’m sorry it came out like that. Like an accident. It shouldn’t have been an accident.”
“Ethan. Look at me.”
He looked.
Her face was calm in the way that cost something, and soft in the way that didn’t.
“I have been waiting twenty-one years to hear that word in your voice,” she said. “I would have taken it at any volume, in any room, under any circumstances, including—especially—as a direct order from someone who loves me enough to boss me around about hydration.”
His eyes stung. He looked at the blanket.
“And,” she continued, “you do not have to say it again until you’re ready. It’s not a toll. There’s no schedule. If it’s Maddie tomorrow, that’s fine. If it’s Maddie for a year, that’s fine. I’m not keeping a ledger.”
“I know,” he said.
“Do you?” Not unkind. Genuine. “Because you have a tell, Ethan, and the tell is that you apologize for taking up space that people are actively handing you.”
That landed somewhere deep. He thought about Athena’s kitchen, the cards, the marker. You were on the chart.
“I meant it,” he said.
It came out small. It was supposed to. Maddie did not gasp. She did not gather him up. She reached out and took his hand, and squeezed once, and said, “I know you did, baby. That’s why I’m sitting in this chair drinking this water, letting you check my pulse with your eyes every ninety seconds. That’s the deal. You get to care out loud, and I get to let you, and nobody treats it like a transaction.” He nodded. His throat was too full for anything with more syllables.
“Also,” Maddie said, after a moment, in a voice that was very deliberately a degree lighter, “for the record? As first words in that category go, stop is extremely on-brand for this family. Buck’s first word to me after we reconnected was wait, and Chimney’s vows included the phrase technically legal.”
Ethan laughed. It surprised out of him, wet and short, and it broke whatever had been holding his shoulders up around his ears.
“Okay,” he said.
“Okay,” she agreed.
He went back to the nursery eventually, because the crib was still three walls and a door, and Tuesday was still coming, and his hands needed somewhere to be.
Buck was in there.
Of course Buck was in there. He had the replacement-rail confirmation email open on his phone and the unbuilt fourth side leaned against the dresser, and he was running his thumb along the top of the built frame the way you’d check a sawhorse, steady and absent, his eyes somewhere else. He looked up when Ethan came in. For a second, neither of them said anything.
Buck had heard. Obviously Buck had heard. The living room was twelve feet away and Buck had the hearing of a man who had spent a decade sleeping above a pole. He didn’t say congratulations. He didn’t say about time. He didn’t do any of the hundred Buck things Ethan had braced for, the warmth-detonations, the arms. He just reached over and held out the multi-tool, handle first.
“Cam locks on the third wall need another quarter turn,” he said. “You want to do the honors? My hands are trashed from the box staples.”
His hands were fine. They were both looking at his perfectly fine hands.
“Yeah,” Ethan said. “Yeah, I’ve got it.”
He knelt by the frame. The wood was smooth and pale under his fingers, the cam locks sitting in their housings, a quarter turn from true. He fitted the bit into the first one and turned, felt the mechanism bite and seat, the joint going from almost to exactly. His hands were not quite steady.
They got the job done anyway. Quarter turn. Quarter turn. Quarter turn. Behind him, Buck talked about nothing—about whether the mobile should be centered over the crib or offset, about a guy at the 118 who’d built a crib on a firehouse coffee break, about the structural integrity of the stuffed rabbit’s supervision—and the sound of it moved around the room like weather, and Ethan understood that this was the family’s other language, the one under the words: we heard, we love you, here is a small job, take your time.
In the living room, Maddie stayed seated. He could hear her laughing at something Chimney said, the real laugh, the one that had started coming back in pieces. He could hear the clink of her water glass. He could hear his mother, resting, letting herself be cared for, because she had decided that was the gift the day called for. Ethan tightened the last cam lock and sat back on his heels.
Three walls and a door, he thought. Almost true. Tuesday, and then true. He put the multi-tool down and steadied his hands on his knees, and let the word sit where it had landed—in the room, in the family, in the small square truth of a crib that was being built by people who would still be here when it was done. It did not need to be taken back.
It was load-bearing now.
Chris answered on the second ring, which meant he’d been waiting for the call. Eddie registered that the way he registered vitals—noted, filed, no outward change. Sunday morning, 9:15 LA time, 10:15 in El Paso, and his son had been sitting close enough to the phone to catch it on two rings.
“Hey, mijo.”
“Hey, Dad.” Chris’s voice came down the line warm and quick, and he launched into the hike before Eddie could ask—the cave trail, the overlook, Jacob’s cholla incident, which had apparently escalated in the retelling into Jacob apologizing to the cactus out loud. Eddie laughed in the right places. He was getting good at this kind of call, the daily check-in disguised as entertainment, and he hated being good at it.
“Sounds like you two had a week,” Eddie said.
“Yeah. It was—yeah. Really good, actually.” A pause. The sound of Chris shifting, settling, the phone moving closer. “Hey, Dad?”
“Yeah, buddy.”
“When are you coming back?”
Eddie looked out the kitchen window of the sublet—the narrow side yard, the fence, the weeds making their brave stupid attempt through the cracked concrete—and felt the question go through him like weather.
“I don’t have a date yet,” he said. Careful. True. “Soon. I’m working on it.”
“Is it the station stuff?”
“Some of it.”
“Is it Buck?”
Eddie closed his eyes. Thirteen years old and the kid could put a finger on the seam like he’d drawn the map himself.
“It’s a lot of things,” Eddie said. “It’s not any one thing. And none of it is you, and none of it is me not wanting to be there. You know that, right?”
“I know,” Chris said, and it was a good imitation of believing it. Then, lighter, with the deliberate subject-change he had absolutely learned from Eddie: “Jacob fell asleep at the kitchen table yesterday. Like, mid-sentence. I finished his sentence for him and he didn’t wake up.”
Eddie’s stomach tightened. “Yeah?”
“He’s been doing the garden, and the garage, and he drove to Abuela’s twice, and he does all the driving for me, and he cooks—like, real food, not just tacos—”
“Hey. Hey, slow down. That’s not your job to track, okay? That’s mine. I hear you, and I’ve got it.”
“Okay,” Chris said, unconvinced but willing to be carried. Then, quieter: “I could help more. If I was home. With you. I could—Dad, I can do my schoolwork anywhere. They already said. Ms. Reynolds said I can finish the year online if—if there’s family stuff.”
There it was. Laid out with the careful preparation of a kid who had rehearsed it in the shower. Family stuff. His son had built a custody argument out of a euphemism.
“Let me think about it,” Eddie said. “That’s not a no. It’s also not a yes yet. Okay?”
“Okay,” Chris said again.
Then Chris said, “I’m still doing the notebook. The lines. I’ve got a lot of new ones. I’ll show you when I come home.” He didn’t say if. He didn’t say when you visit. He said when I come home, like it was already decided, like the only remaining question was logistics, and Eddie held onto the sentence like a rail.
“I’d like that,” he said. “More than anything, mijo.”
They talked about nothing for four more minutes—a movie, a meme, Buck’s coffee crimes—and when they hung up, Eddie stood in the kitchen for a long time with the phone in his hand.
I could help more. If I was home.
His son was thirteen and trying to arrange himself into usefulness, because everyone around him had been doing it for two weeks and he had learned the choreography through a phone screen. Eddie did not know whether to be proud or to drive to El Paso tonight. Both. The answer was both, and both was the problem.
He texted Jacob instead of calling, because calling meant Buck might hear his side of it from the bedroom, and he had not figured out yet how much of this was Buck’s to carry.
Eddie: Chris says you fell asleep at the kitchen table mid-sentence.
The reply took a minute.
Jacob: That is a vicious exaggeration. I was resting my eyes in a seated position.
Eddie: Jacob.
Jacob: We’re good. He’s good. The week actually helped a lot. I’m just doing a mediocre job of hiding that I’m tired.
Eddie: You shouldn’t have to hide it at all. Not from me.
Three dots. They came and went twice. Eddie watched them, reading the hesitation like a telemetry strip.
Jacob: I know. Old habit. Talk later? He’s making me pancakes and I don’t want him thinking about who taught him to flip them.
Eddie: That was me. I taught him that.
Jacob: That’s the problem, yes.
Eddie huffed, once, alone in the kitchen. Then the thread went quiet, and he was left holding the shape of it: Jacob, twenty-four, running a household, a garden, a garage, a teenager’s grief logistics, and a poker face. Jacob had not complained once. That was the most alarming data point of all. Eddie had been the one to teach him—not deliberately, never on purpose, but taught all the same, the way fathers taught by weather—that the one who holds things does not get to be the one who drops them.
The phone buzzed again. Not Jacob. The other front.
Marcus Whitfield — Sun City Realty: Eddie, circling back once more. Totally understand the timing is complicated. When you’re ready to talk about listing the Cielo Vista place, I’m here. Market stays strong through summer.
Eddie set the phone facedown on the counter.
Then he picked it back up, because facedown was avoidance, and read it again. The house on Cielo Vista. The porch he had repaired with his own hands. The room that still held Christopher’s bed and Christopher’s books and the whole elaborate architecture of a decision he had made when Texas was supposed to be the answer. Selling it meant the answer was Los Angeles. Selling it meant telling Chris the ground was shifting under a house he had only just stopped hating. Not selling it meant limbo, and limbo had a mortgage.
Bobby would have had thoughts about this.
The thought arrived uninvited and fully formed, the way Bobby thoughts did now: he would have leaned against the counter, crossed his arms, and asked what the house was for. Not what it cost, not what it meant. What it was for. Bobby had understood that a house was a tool and a story at the same time, and that you had to answer the story question honestly before the tool question would hold still.
Eddie did not have an answer to the story question yet. He put the phone down again, screen-up this time, which was the best he could do. While Buck showered, Eddie sat on the edge of the bed and did a thing he told himself was research.
LAX to ELP, Friday. Then, before he could think better of it, the reverse: ELP to LAX, one-way, Chris’s age selected, the unaccompanied-minor fee toggled off because Christopher Diaz would rather walk to Los Angeles than wear the lanyard. He priced out both directions of his own life in two tabs, and the numbers looked back at him, identical and merciless. A seat was a seat. The plane did not care which way it was flying.
He closed the tabs when he heard the water shut off. He told himself it was the same thing he had always done: gather the data before the decision. Reconnaissance, then movement. It was how he had survived every deployment of the heart so far. He did not ask himself why reconnaissance felt, lately, so much like packing.
They went to Maddie’s at two, because Buck said they should check on her and Eddie said he’d drive, and both of those sentences meant the same thing.
She was in fine form, which is to say seated. The couch had become a kind of throne—cushions, blanket, water glass, the stuffed rabbit standing guard on the side table—and she held court from it with Jee asleep on her shoulder and a crossword she kept pretending to do. The contraction had not come back. Her OB had been called, per Ethan’s whole plan, and had pronounced it textbook and told her to keep doing exactly what she was not being allowed to stop doing.
The crib stood in the nursery with its three walls. Eddie went in to see it, and Chimney followed, and the two of them stood there for a moment looking at it the way men looked at unfinished work.
“Tuesday,” Chimney said. “The rail comes Tuesday.”
“It’s good,” Eddie said. He put a hand on the frame, tested it, felt the squareness of it. Built by people who had buried someone that week. He could feel it in the joints. “It’s really good, Chim.”
Chimney nodded, not trusting his voice for a second, and then said, “Jee keeps calling it the baby’s spaceship. Don’t ask me. Nobody knows why.”
“It does look like a spaceship,” Eddie said, and Chimney laughed, and they left it there.
In the living room, the thing Eddie had come to expect from this family was happening again, and it took him a minute to name what was different about it. Ethan was refilling Maddie’s water.
That was all. That was the whole visible event. Ethan took her glass to the kitchen, came back with it full, not cold, set it within her reach, and Maddie said “thank you, baby,” without looking up from her crossword, and Ethan’s ears went red, and nobody commented, and the room just—absorbed it. Folded it in. The way a house absorbs a new piece of furniture, the way a family absorbs a person: gradually, and then all at once, and then like it had always been that way.
Eddie stood in the doorway with his hands in his pockets and felt something in his chest pull tight in about four directions.
He wanted Chris home. He wanted Jacob settled, sleeping in a bed, not holding a household together out of sheer character. He wanted Buck to stop watching doors. He wanted to walk into the 118 on a random Tuesday and hear Bobby tell him he was doing too much. He wanted all of it at once, the whole impossible combination, the future and the past in the same room, and he stood there in Maddie’s doorway understanding that wanting was free and everything else cost.
Buck appeared beside him. Watched Ethan and Maddie for a moment. “He’s good at this,” Buck said quietly.
“Yeah,” Eddie said.
“He told me something Saturday night, after we dropped the crib stuff.” Buck’s voice was casual, the careful kind of casual that had been ironed flat. “He offered to fly to El Paso. Help Jacob get the house ready—paint, repairs, staging, whatever the realtor needs. He said Jacob shouldn’t be doing it alone, and he’s got the summer, and he’s handy.”
Eddie turned it over. It was generous. It was so obviously, characteristically generous that he felt something in him ease and ache at the same time—the kid had heard the shape of the problem through walls and built a solution out of his own summer.
“That’s—yeah. That’s really generous.”
“Yeah,” Buck said.
Eddie looked at him. Buck’s face was pleasant and open and completely unreadable, which Eddie had learned this week was the face Buck used when he was filing something.
“What?” Eddie said.
“Nothing. It’s a good idea. It’d help Jacob a lot.” Buck smiled, and it was almost real. “Ethan’s great. He’ll get the whole house painted in, like, four days. With tabs.”
Eddie let it go. He would think about that later, at red lights, whether letting it go had been a mistake. Evening came down soft over on South Bedford. Buck made dinner—not the sauce, something simpler, chicken and rice, the kind of meal that didn’t ask anything of anybody—and they ate at the counter with the game on mute, and it was almost easy, the way it had been almost easy all week, tenderness with its volume turned down.
After, Buck did the dishes. Eddie dried. The choreography had become automatic enough that they moved around each other without looking, and Eddie thought, not for the first time, that this was the most dangerous part of all of it—not the grief, not the distance. This. The way the kitchen had learned them both.
“Chris asked when I’m coming back,” Eddie said, to the plate he was drying.
Buck’s hands paused in the water, half a second. “Yeah?”
“He wants to finish the school year from LA. Online. He’s already scoped it out—his teacher told him it’s allowed for” —Eddie’s voice caught on the euphemism, once, quietly— “family stuff.”
“Huh,” Buck said. “He really is your kid. That’s a fully researched escape plan.”
“It’s not an escape plan.”
“I know. I didn’t mean—” Buck handed him a wet bowl. “I just mean he’s thirteen and he built a proposal. He’s got a teacher citation and everything.”
Eddie dried the bowl. Set it in the cabinet, in the place Buck’s system said it went.
“I don’t know what to do with it,” Eddie admitted. “I want him home. I want him home so bad I can feel it in my back teeth. But if I pull him out of that house right now—that house is the only normal he’s got left, and Jacob’s there, and his routine, and—I’m afraid of rushing him back here because I can’t stand the distance, and calling it what’s best for him.”
Buck was quiet a moment. The faucet ran.
“You’ll figure it out,” he said. “You always do the right thing by him.”
Kind. It was such a kind sentence. Eddie stood in it and felt it land nowhere, because the sentence was about Chris, and the thing pressing on the kitchen was not only about Chris.
“I can’t be in both places,” Eddie said.
“Yeah,” Buck said. “I know.”
It hurt in a way Eddie could not locate. Buck was agreeing with him. Buck was being reasonable, supportive, dry-eyed, rinsing a plate. Buck was saying I know like it was a settled fact they had both already accepted, and maybe that was the problem, maybe that was exactly the problem, but Eddie could not find the edge of it to pull on without unraveling the whole evening.
He thought Buck understood this was temporary. The way Eddie understood it: Texas was logistics, LA was life, and the gap between them was a thing to be managed, not a direction. He thought they had that in common, that understanding. Buck did not have it. Eddie did not know that Buck did not have it. The kitchen kept its counsel.
“The Ethan thing,” Buck said, after a while, back to the water. “You should let him do it. Go to El Paso. It’s a good idea.”
“You think?”
“Jacob’s drowning in a house full of paint cans, and Ethan’s drowning in a loft full of quiet. Put them together, maybe they both float.” Buck said it lightly, rinsing. “Plus, you know. Maddie’s due in ten days. If the house is handled by the time the baby comes, that’s one less thing on fire.”
Eddie leaned against the counter and turned it over one more time. Ethan in El Paso. Jacob with backup. The house prepped, listed, resolved—the story question answered by a paintbrush while Eddie kept watch here. It was generous. It was practical. It was, he realized slowly, the first configuration in two weeks that let everyone be useful without anyone having to leave the people they were holding up.
Almost everyone.
He looked at Buck, at the back of his neck, at the way he was washing the same pot for the second time.
“Hey,” Eddie said. “I’m not—”
Going anywhere. He didn’t say it, because saying it made it a question, and it wasn’t a question, it was a fact, and facts didn’t need saying. That was what he told himself. He would think about that later too.
“Nothing,” he said. “The chicken was good.”
Buck huffed. “High praise from you.” Later, when Buck was in the shower, Eddie stood at the kitchen counter with his phone, and the overhead light, and the whole weight of two cities, and texted Jacob.
Eddie: Can we talk tomorrow? Nothing wrong. I just want to plan some things out loud with you.
He set the phone down, screen-up, beside the fruit bowl, and went to find the good coffee for the morning. Behind him, on the counter, the message preview sat in the quiet kitchen light, plain as print: Can we talk tomorrow?
Buck came back through the kitchen a few minutes later, damp-haired, reaching for his water glass. His eyes passed over the phone. Over the preview. Eddie was at the coffee shelf with his back turned, and so he did not see Buck read it, and he did not see Buck’s face do nothing, carefully, and he did not see Buck take his water and go to bed without saying a single word about it. The phone stayed screen-up on the counter all night. Neither of them moved it.
Gerrard was standing in Bobby’s office doorway when Buck came up the stairs Monday morning, and Buck’s whole body noticed before his brain did. He wasn’t doing anything wrong. That was the worst of it. He was standing in the open doorway with a clipboard and a measuring tape, making notes—furniture dimensions, probably, or where the desk would go, some perfectly reasonable interim-captain errand—and every firefighter in the loft was performing not-looking at him with the dedication of people defusing a bomb.
“Buckley.” Gerrard nodded at him, friendly enough. “Good weekend?”
“Yeah,” Buck said. “Built a crib.”
“That’s right. Han’s kid. Any day now, huh?” Gerrard made a note on his clipboard, already moving on, and Buck stood there with his coffee and his overnight static and thought, he doesn’t know. He doesn’t know what he doesn’t know, and there’s no way to tell him, because the thing he doesn’t know is a whole house.
Chimney appeared at Buck’s elbow, voice low. “He’s been up there twenty minutes. He measured the window. He hasn’t touched anything.” A pause. “I watched the whole time. From here. Like a sniper.”
“He’s allowed to be up there,” Buck said. It tasted like cardboard, but it was the right sentence, and somebody had to keep saying the right sentences until they became true.
“I know he’s allowed,” Chimney muttered. “That’s the problem. He’s allowed.”
At the counter, the coffee maker hissed. The blue mug sat on the shelf with the other mugs, where Hen had put it Friday, and Buck had already watched three people use mugs from that shelf this morning without comment, without ceremony, without anybody’s hand hesitating. The shelf worked. The house was workable. He didn’t know why it sat in his chest like a toothache anyway.
And under all of it, running like background radiation: Can we talk tomorrow? Which was today. Eddie had taken his coffee to the porch at eight, phone in hand, and Buck had left for the station without asking what the talk was about, because asking would have meant admitting he’d seen the preview, and admitting he’d seen the preview would have meant explaining why he’d read it like a weather report. Eddie would tell him after. If it mattered, Eddie would tell him. The tones dropped at 9:20.
“Station 118, structure fire, reported kitchen fire at a restaurant, 8400 block of Melrose Avenue. Engine 118, Truck 118, Rescue Ambulance 118.”
Buck was moving before the address finished, out of pure relief. The diner sat in the middle of a one-story strip, wedged between a laundromat and a closed-for-reno nail salon, with gray smoke pushing lazily from the kitchen vent at the roofline. Not a monster. A working fire, the kind that filled a shift report with one line and a kitchen with months of grief.
The family was on the sidewalk. Buck read them as he pulled his helmet on: the owner—mid-fifties, apron still on, arms crossed so tight his knuckles had gone pale—and next to him a girl of maybe seventeen in a grease-spattered chef’s coat three sizes too big, and an older woman in a folding chair that someone had brought out from God knew where, a dish towel pressed to her mouth. A family restaurant, then. The kind where the recipes lived in somebody’s grandmother.
Gerrard had command. He took the 360 with the kind of efficiency Buck couldn’t fault and didn’t have to like, and started talking assignments into the radio, calm and clipped. “Engine 118, interior attack, front entrance, hit the kitchen. Truck 118, utilities and vertical ventilation on my mark. RA, medical standby.”
By the book. Textbook. Buck had read the same textbook. And still, as he pulled the attack line with Ravi flaked out behind him, Buck’s ears did the thing. Waited. Half a beat, at the decision point, for a voice on the channel that sounded like a kitchen at Sunday dinner.
Read it again, Buck. What’s it telling you?
Nothing came, of course. The channel carried Gerrard and dispatch and nobody else.
“Interior,” Buck said to Ravi, and they went in.
Inside, the diner was all low smoke and eerie ordinary—tables set for a lunch that would never happen, ketchup bottles standing at attention, a pie case glowing in the haze like nothing was wrong. The kitchen door swung free where someone had run through it. Fire showed in the back, chewing at the range hood and the wall behind the line, black smoke banking down from the ceiling.
On the stove, half-scorched, sat an enormous pot of something red. Sauce. Somebody’s Sunday gravy, mid-simmer, abandoned at the exact second ordinary life had ended for the morning. Buck looked away from it. Opened the nozzle. Went to work.
The fire gave up the range wall in about ninety seconds of solid water. Buck and Ravi beat it back off the hood line, drove it down into the grease-blackened corner it had started from, and the kitchen went from roaring to steaming, thermal layers collapsing as the heat bled out. And that was when Buck saw it.
The smoke at the ceiling wasn’t behaving. It should have been thinning with the knockdown, lifting toward the vent. Instead it kept sliding sideways, north, toward the laundromat wall, lazy and continuous, like it had somewhere to be. He tilted his head back. The ceiling tiles above the dish pit were bowing. Just barely. A sag you’d miss if you were watching the fire.
Buck keyed his radio.
“Command, interior. Fire’s knocked down in the kitchen, but I’ve got smoke drifting north overhead and a sagging ceiling line. I think it’s in the common attic. If it runs the shared void, we lose the whole row, not just the restaurant.”
A pause on the channel. Buck listened to his own breath inside the mask and waited.
Good eyes, Buck.
Nobody said it. Nobody was going to. Gerrard’s voice came back, level, giving it the half-second of actual consideration it deserved. “Interior, Command. Copy common attic. Pull to the doorway and standby.” Then: “Truck, report.”
Chimney’s voice, from the roof or the alley, calm and exact. “Command, Truck. Utilities are cut, gas is shut at the meter, and I’ve got smoke pushing from the north parapet, light gray, steady. I can be through the roof over the laundromat side in two minutes on your mark.”
“Make it one,” Gerrard said. “Interior, you hold the kitchen. Nobody chases it into the ceiling void from below. Truck opens it up from above, engine crews reposition lines to the laundromat entrance. Let’s cut it off at the property line.”
It was the right call. It was, Buck noted distantly, the call he’d just made, converted into orders by a man who had been a captain for four days. Gerrard wasn’t wrong. Gerrard was never going to be the problem because Gerrard was wrong. That would have been so much easier.
Buck backed the line to the doorway, Ravi moving with him in the old choreography, and they held the kitchen while overhead the saws started. Chimney opened the laundromat roof in fifty seconds.
Buck heard it through the structure—the saw pitch changing, the give of the deck, Chimney’s flat “hole’s open” on the channel—and the smoke found its exit and turned black and then gray and then tired. The common attic had flashed light but not far: a measured, textbook save, the kind that kept a family’s kitchen burned but their neighbors’ livelihoods standing.
After, in the dripping wreck of the kitchen, the owner stood in the doorway in his apron, looking at his scorched range and his drowned sauce pot with the composure of a man doing math about insurance.
“Your captain said the wall’s going to be okay,” he said to Buck, nodding toward the street, toward Gerrard. “The laundromat too. He said you’re the one who caught it going into the roof?”
The words moved through Buck’s chest like water through a cracked pipe.
Your captain.
He wanted to correct it. He wanted to not correct it. He wanted, with a sudden ferocity that nearly folded him, for the whole exchange to be happening in a universe where the sentence made sense.
“Yeah,” Buck said. “That’s—yeah. The wall’s okay. The laundromat’s okay. Your hood system’s done, but the building’s fine.”
The owner nodded slowly. Then he reached out and shook Buck’s gloved hand, both of his wrapped around it. “We had a grease fire in ’17. That time it took the whole kitchen. Your guys were here then too. Different captain. Older guy, big mustache.” He paused. “Actually, no mustache. Kind face. Cooked for my crew once, after, while we were cleaning up. Can you believe that? Firefighter cooked for us. My mother talked about it for years.” Buck stood very still inside his turnout gear.
“Yeah,” he said, roughly. “That sounds like him.”
Overhaul took an hour.
Buck pulled ceiling tiles in the dish pit with a pike pole, dirty water sheeting down his sleeves, while Ravi manned the line and Hen checked the owner’s smoke-inhalation vitals he insisted he didn’t have. Through the wall, the laundromat dripped and steamed and survived. The nail salon didn’t even get wet. Gerrard came through once, during. He surveyed the kitchen, the opened ceiling, the neat line where the damage stopped.
“Good catch on the attic, Buckley,” he said. “That read saved the row.”
It was correct. It was professional. It was even generous, by Gerrard’s lights—the man had many flaws, and stinginess with credit had never been one of them. Buck said, “Thanks, Cap,” because that was the word the moment required, and the word did what it did in his mouth, and Gerrard nodded and stepped back out to the command post, unaware he’d been thanked in a language Buck was still learning to speak.
That was the thing nobody could have explained to the interim office. It wasn’t that Gerrard was wrong. It was that good catch from Gerrard was information, and good catch from Bobby had been shelter. Same words. Different house. Hen caught up to him by the engine while he was swapping his bottle. She looked at him the way she looked at gauges.
“That was a hell of a read,” she said.
“Thanks.”
“I mean it, Buck. Two years ago you’d have been so busy swinging water at the visible fire you’d have missed the smoke story. Today you read the building.” She let that stand. “That’s not nothing. That’s the job, at its best.”
It was kind. It was true. It was almost the right voice, and the almost was nobody’s fault, and Buck smiled and said something and let her get back to work, and only after she’d gone did he stand there with the empty bottle in his hands and let himself know what he’d been listening for.
You called the extension early. Saved the whole row. That was good work, kid.
Specifics. Bobby’s praise had always had the working parts in it, so you knew it was real. Nobody was ever going to say it in that voice again. Chimney found the sauce pot during overhaul.
Buck watched it happen. Chimney had come down off the roof to help with the wall, and he’d ended up near the range, and there it was: the pot, scorched black on one side, an inch of scorched red still clinging to the bottom. Somebody’s Sunday gravy. Somebody’s family recipe, the kind that got argued over and handed down. Chimney stood there with his tools hanging loose in his hands and looked at it for a long moment.
“He would’ve asked what was in it,” Chimney said finally. Not to Buck. To the room. To the pot. “He’d have stood right here in this burned-out kitchen and asked the guy’s mother for the recipe, and she’d have told him, crying and laughing, and he’d have written it down on the back of a run sheet.”
Buck leaned on the pike pole. “He kept a sauce recipe on a grocery receipt once. Sent me a photo of it three weeks before—” He stopped. Swallowed it. Finished anyway: “Three weeks before. Because I’d asked once and forgot, and he hadn’t.”
Chimney nodded. Looked at the pot a second longer. Then he picked it up, carried it carefully to the triple sink, and set it down in the one clean corner like it was evidence, or an offering, and went back to work, and didn’t say anything else for the rest of overhaul. The ride back was quiet in the particular way of good calls.
Not heavy quiet. Working quiet. The engine cab smelled like smoke and wet gear and somebody’s electrolyte drink, and Ravi had both windows cracked, and Hen drove, and nobody rehashed it, because there was nothing to rehash. The read had been made. The row had been saved. The job had worked. Buck watched the city slide past and tried to feel the shape of the win.
It was there. That was the disorienting part. The 118 could still do it—still read a building, still cut a roof in fifty seconds, still hand a family back their kitchen minus one wall. Bobby was gone and the work still worked. The crew still added up. Buck could not decide whether that was the relief or the betrayal, and by the time they crossed Highland he had stopped trying to.
He thought about texting Eddie. Saved a strip mall. The diner owner says Bobby cooked for his crew in ’09. He typed neither. He sat with his phone dark in his hand and let the win and the loss ride in silence, one on each knee. The engine turned onto the station street a few minutes later.
Eddie was there, in the bay. Of course he was—he’d texted Buck around noon that he was stopping by with the good coffee and the intention of being told about the call. He stood at the edge of the apron as the rig backed in, hands in his pockets, watching the dance: Hen at the wheel, the guide whistles, the slow reverse thunder of forty thousand pounds trusting one person’s hands.
The rig rolled back into its place. The bay took it in—took them all in, the way it had taken them in after ten thousand calls, the concrete indifferent and welcoming at once. The doors rattled down behind them. Somewhere upstairs, the coffee maker would be doing its little stubborn click. The shelf with the mugs. The duty board with its ghost handwriting. The dark office window, and beside it, for now, a clipboard and a measuring tape.
The bay accepted them. It accepted the whole ragged, working, wounded crew of them, like it always had. It did not know the difference. That was the cruelest thing about buildings, Buck thought, dropping down from the cab. They held you exactly the same whether you came home whole or short one.
Eddie crossed the bay. He didn’t ask about the call. He looked at Buck’s face, read whatever was written there—the win, the voice, the pot of sauce, all of it, in one pass, because Eddie had always read him like telemetry—and simply fell in beside him, shoulder to shoulder, walking him toward the stairs like a man walking a partner off a scene.
“Coffee’s the good stuff today,” Eddie said. “I fixed the machine. There was a setting.”
“There’s not a setting.”
“There was a setting,” Eddie repeated, and Buck laughed—once, cracked, real—and let himself be walked inside.
Behind them, the bay settled around the cooling engine, and held them, and kept its count of everyone who was there, and made no comment at all about who wasn’t.
Ethan packed the way he did most things: with a list, in sections, on Monday night at nine, in a loft that had spent four months becoming his.
It had started empty. That was the part he kept thinking about, circling the rooms with the duffel open on the bed he had assembled himself. January: the door opening onto hardwood and afternoon light, steam-cleaned surfaces, empty drawers, a medicine cabinet so blank it looked like a hotel. No signs of anyone before him. Whoever had lived here last had moved out down to the last fork, and Ethan had sat cross-legged on the floor under the mezzanine and watched the sunlight crawl across wood that held nobody’s history at all.
He had furnished it in a single frantic day—same-day delivery, splurged assembly, a record shelf taller than expected—and then, over weeks, in smaller strokes. The canvas prints over the couch, mustard and rust and navy, chosen at midnight with the careful bravery of a man decorating a life he wasn’t sure he’d get to keep. The leather chair under the loft. The glass coffee table. None of it matched anybody’s memory. That had been the point, and for a while it had also been the loneliness: a space with no history but his, and his barely started.
He had found out a few weeks later whose loft it had been, over hashbrowns, from a man named Buck who had stared at him and said that used to be my loft like the floor had tilted.
By then it hadn’t mattered the way it should have. The loft was already Ethan’s—already full of his books, his sketchbooks, his terrible first attempts at cooking for one. Buck’s history here was a story someone had told him, not a ghost he lived with. He had been grateful for that then, in a vague way. He understood it better now. Some inheritances arrived as empty rooms. Some arrived as people. Because somewhere between January and tonight, the loft had filled up with people.
The evidence was everywhere once he looked. A casserole dish of Athena’s on the counter, washed, waiting to be returned—or not returned, because the sending of dishes was a round-trip ticket and he was on the chart now. A CERT binder swollen with his own tabs. A photo Maddie had texted him printed out and stuck to the fridge with a taco-shaped magnet she’d declared was his now: the four of them at Sunday dinner, Chimney mid-argument, Jee blurring. A takeout menu on the counter that Chimney had annotated in pen, three items circled with the note TRUST ME.
And the hinge.
Ethan went to the kitchen, opened the cabinet beside the stove, and looked at the loose hinge he had been tightening every two weeks since February. It’s the screw. It’s stripped. You have to pack it with a matchstick. Buck’s voice, from a warehouse parking lot, carrying a dolly and a week of grief. The one piece of the loft’s Buck-era that had survived the move-out, because it was part of the building, and buildings kept what people couldn’t take with them.
He got the matchbox from the junk drawer. Snapped a match, packed the stripped hole, drove the screw home with the little screwdriver from the toolkit, and swung the door. It hung true. It did not sag. It had been sagging since long before the loft was his—since Buck’s tenancy, probably, since some earlier tenant neither of them would ever meet—and now it wasn’t.
“Huh,” he said to the empty kitchen.
You inherit the rooms. You inherit the problems. And if you were very lucky, you inherited the people who knew why the hinge sagged, and then one day you fixed it yourself, and the room was just yours. He put the matchbox in his pocket, out of some instinct he didn’t examine, and went to check his phone. Jacob answered with his voice already smiling, which was new.
“Tell me you’re packed,” Jacob said.
“I’m packed. Mostly. I’m list-packed.”
“You’re the only person I know who could say list-packed and mean it as a distinct, superior category.” A chair creaked down the line, the sound of Jacob settling somewhere. Porch, Ethan guessed. The evening air came through the phone in a texture he’d learned to recognize over the spring—Texas quiet, wider than LA quiet. “Flight’s still Wednesday morning?”
“Lands at eleven your time. And before you ask: window seat, one duffel, one carry-on, and I already checked seating situation. The crib rail ships to Maddie's house Friday. Buck arranged it. There was some kind of scale-ruler incident I don’t fully understand.”
“There usually is,” Jacob said.
And then, because apparently the dam had been waiting for exactly this, Jacob started telling him about the week.
Not the heavy version. Ethan braced for that out of habit—the funeral recounted, the silences itemized—and it didn’t come. What came instead was the hardware store run that had gone sideways because Chris had talked the floor guy down twelve dollars on a dented ladder using, quote, “a technique he learned from watching Buck argue with a parking meter,” and Jacob had stood there watching a thirteen-year-old out-negotiate a grown man and hadn’t known whether to intervene or take notes. What came was the drive to the Scenic Overlook that was supposed to take ten minutes and became three hours because they kept pulling off to look at things. What came was Jacob burning the pancakes twice and Chris eating them anyway, standing at the stove, both of them pretending this was fine.
Ethan lay back on the bed and listened, and heard it. The change. Texas was still heavy—he could hear that too, under the stories, the way you could hear a river under ice—but they weren’t sitting in it anymore. They were moving through it, badly, joyfully, with burned pancakes and a discounted ladder. Chris and Jacob had stopped being two people assigned to a waiting room and started being a team with an era.
“You sound better,” Ethan said.
Jacob went quiet for a second. “Yeah?”
“Yeah. Last week you sounded like you were reading from a script. Tonight you sound like you.”
“Last week I was reading from a script,” Jacob admitted. “The script was called Everything Is Fine, Please Don’t Fly Here.” He exhaled, and Ethan heard the thing Jacob had been not-saying all week finally come loose: “I’m really glad you’re coming, man. I’ve been trying not to be obviously, enormously glad, because it makes it seem like I couldn’t handle it, and I could handle it, I’ve been handling it—”
“Jacob. I know you’ve been handling it. I’m not coming to handle it. I’m coming to paint a house and see my favorite Diaz and Diaz-adjacent.”
“Your favorite Diaz,” Jacob repeated. “You’ve seen me once, and haven't seen Chris at all.”
“You both made an impression.”
There was a muffled negotiation on the El Paso end, and then Chris had the phone.
“Hey,” Chris said, in the tone of someone announcing he could not have cared less about the topic at hand. “I heard you’re coming Wednesday.”
“I heard you heard,” Ethan said. “You sound really broken up about it.”
“I’m fine either way.”
“Obviously.”
“It’s just a guest. People have guests.”
Ethan looked at the ceiling and smiled where no one could see it. He had been on the receiving end of Christopher Diaz’s casual voice before. The casual voice meant the opposite thing. The casual voice had taken the whole walk down the hallway to compose.
“Totally,” Ethan said. “I’ll barely register. I’m very quiet. I read manuals.”
“Good,” Chris said, and then dropped the act entirely, the way you could when you were thirteen and had decided this person was safe: “Okay, so, the guest room has the good pillows already, and I told Jacob you’re not allowed to see the garage until you’ve had the tour, and Dad said you’re helping with the house, which means you need to know the rules.”
“The rules.”
“Of what not to let Jacob do unsupervised.” Ethan heard paper unfold. The kid had written it down. “One: he cannot be trusted with the paint color decisions alone, because he’ll pick something called like, Sand Storm, and then the whole house looks like a boot. Two: if he says shortcut, it’s not. Three: he’s only allowed to make pancakes if I’m home. Four: he cries at commercials now? Like, car commercials. So just—be ready for that.”
Ethan pressed his lips together. “That last one’s not a rule, buddy, that’s intel.”
“It’s a vulnerability assessment,” Chris said, with immense dignity, and Ethan heard Jacob in the background demanding to know what was being said about him, and Chris saying nothing, and the whole sound of it—the two of them in a kitchen in El Paso, bickering over a phone, mid-era—did something warm and painful to Ethan’s chest.
They talked practicalities after that. The flight. What Chris wanted from LA—a specific cereal, the cinnamon one, because the Texas version of everything was slightly wrong, and two books he’d left behind, and his good headphones from home—from the house, from wherever they’d ended up when everything got packed into other people’s lives. School: Chris was finishing the year either way; the online thing was still a maybe, a question mark with his dad’s fingerprints on it. The house: paint, the garden, the garage that Ethan was not allowed to see until the tour.
“And hey,” Chris said, near the end, quieter, “when you’re here. We’re going back up the mountain. The cave trail. You have to see the overlook. Jacob will try to carry you and you should let him, it’s hilarious.”
“I’ll rate his suspension,” Ethan said.
“Four and a half,” Chris said, with feeling, like it was scripture.
Jacob took the phone back, said, “I don’t know what he told you and it’s all lies,” and then, before hanging up, more quietly: “Wednesday. Fly safe. Text me when you board.” Not if you’re still coming. Jacob wasn’t doing that anymore either. Maddie called at ten, as he was rolling socks.
“You don’t have to do this,” she said, first thing, no greeting. Their old line, from the back porch, from the crib texts, from every handoff they’d ever had. It had become their way of saying the true thing in safe packaging.
“I know,” Ethan said. Their other line.
“I mean it this time. Slightly more than usual.” He heard her shifting on the couch, the careful choreography of thirty-eight weeks. “It’s a long way to go for people you’re not related to.”
“Maddie.”
“That was a test and you passed,” she said, and he could hear her smiling, and then not smiling. “Text me when you board. Text me when you land. Text me when you see the house, because I need to know if Jacob’s okay in the walls of the place, not just on the phone. And Ethan—” a pause, not long, aimed— “thank you for Saturday. For all of it. I’m glad it was you standing there.”
The word hung between them in the quiet that followed. Mom. Neither of them used it. Neither of them needed to. It was load-bearing now; you didn’t hang pictures on a wall you’d just built.
“Get some sleep,” he said. “Feet up. Water. I’ll check in on the whole—the whole situation, every day.”
“The whole situation is fine and kicks like a mule,” Maddie said. “Goodnight, baby.”
After they hung up, Ethan looked at his phone. Her contact card glowed: Maddie, with the photo from the spring, the one where she was laughing at something off-camera.
He opened the edit field. Typed five letters. Deleted them. Typed them again.
Then he hit save before he could think about it, looked at Mom sitting in his recent calls like it had always been there, felt his heart slam once against his ribs, and put the phone facedown on the bed.
He picked it up a minute later. He did not change it back. Buck showed up at ten-forty with a six-pack of the good ginger beer and an expression that was doing very convincing lightheartedness.
“You’re still up,” Buck said. “Good. I come bearing provisions.” He set the ginger beer on the counter, surveyed the duffel on the bed, the list, the tidy zones of packing. He stopped, briefly, in the middle of the room, and looked around—at the prints, the record shelf, the chair, the whole assembled shape of a life that had replaced his own without a trace—and whatever crossed his face was gentle. “You did good with the place,” he said. “It looks like you.”
“It looked like nobody for a while,” Ethan said. “You guys took the fork population to zero on your way out.”
“That was the agreement with the landlord,” Buck said. “Full reset. I was very thorough. I didn’t want you living in my—” he gestured vaguely, “wake.”
“I know,” Ethan said. “It helped, actually. Blank slate.”
Buck nodded. Then he talked. That was the tell—Buck narrating, filling the loft with words the way he filled grocery carts. The flight time, the weather in El Paso, whether Ethan had enough sunscreen, a story about a layover in Dallas that had no plot. He was supportive. He was genuinely, generously supportive, and every sentence of it landed a half-step too bright, like a light bulb about to go.
Ethan let him talk. He knew—could feel, the way you feel a draft—that something in Buck was standing by a window watching the driveway. It wasn’t the loft. Buck had emptied this place gladly and signed it over without a backward look; that decision had its own history and its own peace. This was something else. Another person packing a bag. Another car pulling away from the curb of a week when everyone who mattered seemed to be holding a ticket to somewhere.
Ethan didn’t know whether to name it. He thought about it. In the end he did the thing that seemed more useful, which was to hand Buck a ginger beer and say, “It’s ten days. I’m back before you miss me, which will be never, because you’ll be too busy reorganizing the supply cage.”
“I did not—” Buck stopped. “Okay. Once. Hen told you.”
“Everybody knows, Buck. There was a label maker involved.”
Buck huffed, and it was almost real, and then he reached into his pocket and held out the multi-tool, handle first, the same one from the crib, the same gesture from the nursery.
“For the house,” Buck said. “Paint cans, picture hooks, whatever Jacob’s got going on. It’s seen things. It’s good luck.”
Ethan took it. It was heavier than it looked, warm from Buck’s pocket.
“I’ll guard it with my life,” he said.
“Just bring it back,” Buck said, and then, quieter, not quite looking at him: “Bring it back.”
After Buck left, Ethan stood in the middle of the loft and finished the bag.
The crib instruction booklet went in flat against the back—the pictogram man still frowning at his Allen key; the Carson rail was coming Friday, and Ethan had promised Maddie photographic documentation. The printed trail map of the Franklins went in next, the cave trail circled, because Jacob’s phone had died on the drive home from the hike and paper didn’t do that. A portable charger. Two boxes of the cinnamon cereal, because Chris had asked and because some cargo was sacred. Buck’s multi-tool in the side pocket, where he could feel it through the canvas.
He looked around the loft one more time. The hinge hung true. The fridge held its photo. The prints glowed faintly in the streetlight coming through the tall windows, mustard and rust, the first things he had ever chosen for a home. The rooms were his now, and the rooms would keep, because that was what rooms did when the people in them were real: they waited.
He was carrying the whole week with him to Texas—the grief, the program, the picture of the finished crib that didn’t exist yet. But that wasn’t all the bag held, and he knew it, zipping it. He was also carrying the map.
The rail came home on Tuesday, and Buck came with it.
Maddie heard them before she saw them: the dolly’s wheels on the front walk, Buck narrating something about traffic on the 710, Chimney already at the door with the eagerness of a man who had been watching for the car since breakfast. Ethan had come straight from a final walkthrough at the CERT office—signing his summer coverage notes over to a sophomore named Priya who had apparently already color-coded them better—and Eddie had driven Buck, because Eddie always drove Buck now, a fact nobody commented on anymore.
By two in the afternoon, the whole crew of Saturday had reassembled in the nursery doorway, plus Jee, who had been promised, in writing, that she could watch.
“Careful with it,” Chimney said, as Buck lifted the replacement rail out of its cardboard sleeve.
“I’m being careful.”
“You’re being loud careful. I need quiet careful.”
“There’s no volume setting on careful, Howie.”
Maddie watched from the rocker—her assigned post, her throne, the seat she had been legislated into by four men and one obstetrician—and held her water glass and her tongue in about equal measure. The new rail was white, uncracked, hardware bagged and sealed. Buck inspected it against the recall list anyway, out of respect for the process. Ethan checked the hardware count twice. Nobody said anything about it taking two of them, because Saturday had taught everybody something. The assembly took eleven minutes.
After a week of delays, a cracked floor model, a missing hardware bag, a crushed corner, a scale ruler, a multi-tool, and one small cardiac event in the form of a Braxton Hicks contraction—after all of it, the fourth wall of the crib slid into its tracks and seated with a soft, definite click, and Ethan turned the cam locks one quarter turn each, and it was done.
Nobody cheered. That surprised Maddie about them, and then it didn’t. Chimney put both hands on the top rail and leaned his weight against it, testing, and the crib took his weight without a sound. Square. Solid. White against the blue-gray wall, exactly where the empty space had been, the crib-shaped absence finally occupied by the thing itself.
“It’s good,” Buck said quietly.
“It’s good,” Chimney echoed, and his voice only wavered at the very end.
Jee, cross-legged on the rug with the solemnity of an inspector, nodded once. “The baby’s spaceship is done,” she announced, and climbed into Maddie’s lap to recover from the emotion of it. Maddie held her daughter and looked at the crib and waited to feel triumph.
What she felt instead was tender and unfinished, in a way she could not have explained out loud. The room was ready. The room had a crib, a changing table, a sound machine with rain in it, a drawing of a family taped beside the closet. And the room was never going to be finished, because the person it was missing had never once stood in it, and readiness had turned out to be a thing you built with your hands around a hole that stayed exactly its own size.
Bobby would have supervised or cooked. Today, they had all supervised. It was the closest the room could get. Later, when the men had carried the cardboard out and the room had settled into its new shape, Maddie did the thing she had been planning without letting herself call it a plan. She went to the dresser and took out the blanket.
It had arrived Thursday in a bag of too much food from Athena’s house—tucked between a foil pan and a tin of somebody’s cookies, wrapped in tissue, no card, because Athena Grant-Nash did not need a card to say a thing. Cream-colored, crocheted, soft with the particular hand of something made by a person who knew exactly what babies needed and exactly how hard it was to say so right now. Maddie had cried for four minutes in the kitchen and then folded it away, waiting for the crib. Now there was a crib.
She laid the blanket over the rail and smoothed it once with her palm. Not arranged. Not displayed. Just set there, the way you set a place at a table for someone running late. Chimney appeared in the doorway. He looked at the crib, at the blanket, at her.
“Athena?” he asked.
“Thursday,” Maddie said. “No card.”
“She doesn’t need one,” Chimney said, and came to stand beside her, and put his arm around her shoulders, careful of the belly between them, the way he had learned to be.
They stood there a while. The sound machine played rain, soft, from the dresser. The mobile turned a fraction in the vent’s breath. On the wall, Jee’s crayon family stood in their row, and Maddie looked at the smallest scribbled figure, at the two words in her own handwriting under it, and thought the name to herself, in the house, where it lived.
Chimney’s hand found the top rail. “Almost ready, little man,” he said, very quietly, to the crib, to the room, to the future. It was enough. It was theirs. The rest of the world could learn his name when he arrived carrying it. From the living room, Buck’s voice rose, arguing cheerfully with Eddie about something, and Jee’s laughter detonated over it, and the house did what the house had been doing all week, shakily, on purpose: it kept going.
They fed him, of course. Nobody let a person leave Los Angeles unfed; it was in the family charter, somewhere after the clause about casseroles.
Dinner was loud and small at once—just the Saturday crew plus Jee, crowded around Maddie’s table, eating the lasagna Chimney had made under strict supervision—and Ethan sat in the middle of it with his boarding pass on his phone and his duffel already in Eddie’s car, and let the noise of them wash over him. Jee told him, at length and with diagrams drawn in rice, that he was going to see the mountain and that he was not allowed to fall off it. Buck and Eddie argued, fondly and at cross purposes, about whether Ethan’s window seat had been the right call. Chimney kept getting up to check on things that did not need checking.
Ethan watched Maddie not get up, once, when she wanted to, and saw Chimney see it too, and saw the whole table quietly redistribute so she didn’t have to. After dinner, Jee pressed a piece of construction paper into his hands. Crayon. A brown triangle with a smaller triangle on top of it, and three stick figures at the bottom holding hands, and a fourth figure who appeared to be floating.
“That’s the mountain,” Jee said, pointing. “That’s the little mountain. That’s Chris and Jacob. And that’s you.”
“Why am I floating?”
“Because you’re on the airplane,” Jee said, with deep patience.
Ethan looked at the drawing. “This is the best thing anyone’s ever given me,” he said, and meant it, and Jee permitted him one hug, brief and bone-crushing.
The goodbyes happened at the door, because Maddie was not coming to the airport—thirty-eight weeks, one scare, four men with opinions—and so the threshold did the work instead. Chimney shook his hand and then pulled him in, hard. Buck hugged him and said “ten days” like a countdown he intended to enforce. Eddie just gripped his shoulder and said, “Tell them goodnight for me,” and Ethan nodded, because there were two people in El Paso who were going to hear goodnight from Dad whether they liked it or not.
Maddie was last. She rose from the couch—they let her, for this—and stood in the doorway with the nursery light on behind her, down the hall, the door open on a finished room.
“You don’t have to do this,” she said, one more time, smiling.
“I know,” Ethan said.
He hugged her carefully, around the baby, who kicked him once in the ribs for the road. And then, at the door, with the night waiting and Eddie’s car idling and the whole impossible week at his back, Ethan said it. Deliberately this time. Not yanked out by fear. Placed.
“I’ll call when I land, Mom.”
Maddie’s face did not break. It held, the way she had held it Saturday, the way she had been holding things her whole life—but her eyes shone, and her hand came up to touch his cheek, once, brief as a signature.
“You better,” she said.
Eddie drove him back to the loft. Buck came along, in the passenger seat, because the drive was twenty minutes and neither of them had said anything about it being unnecessary.
The city went past in its night register, all sodium lights and long shadows. Eddie drove the way he always drove—steady, both hands, checking mirrors like the car held something breakable—and once, at a light, he said, “Thank you. For going. Jacob’s—it’s been a lot for him, and he’s not going to say that, so I’m saying it for him. Thank you.”
“He already said it himself,” Ethan said. “Last night. Sort of. In code.”
“That’s the only way he says it,” Eddie said, and there was something warm and tired in it, and Ethan understood that Eddie had spent the whole day quietly watching his life get easier and feeling guilty about the relief.
Buck watched the window. At the next light he said, without turning, “Text when you land. Maddie’s going to ask, and if you don’t, she’ll call me, and I’ll have to be the one who failed to confirm.”
“I’ll text,” Ethan said. “I promise. Everybody. Boarding and landing.”
“Good,” Buck said, and went back to the window, and the light changed, and nobody filled the silence after that, because some silences were just a week sitting between people who loved each other, riding along.
Ethan saw Eddie glance at Buck once. A quick read, telemetry-sharp—and then away again, the read filed as something to think about later, the way you file a symptom that doesn’t fit the diagnosis yet. Buck didn’t notice. Buck was watching a plane climb out of the south, its lights blinking steady against the dark, heading somewhere over the desert.
At the loft, they didn’t come up. Ethan understood that too. The doorway had already done its work; the car would only try to repeat it smaller.
“Ten days,” Buck said through the window.
“Ten days,” Ethan agreed.
“Text when you land,” Eddie said, and Ethan said, “I will, I will,” and stood on the curb until the taillights turned the corner, because he had learned this family’s rules by now, and one of them was that you watched the car until it was gone.
Upstairs, the loft was dark and full and his.
He set the alarm. He plugged in his phone, and the screen lit up with the day’s texts—Jacob’s thumbs-up, Chris’s single word wednesday like a countdown, and at the top of recents, Mom, where it had apparently always been. The duffel stood by the door with the multi-tool in its side pocket. Jee’s drawing was packed flat between the trail map and the crib booklet, the floating figure riding safely in the middle of everything.
Ethan stood in the middle of the room a moment longer. The week was not over. He knew that much. Wednesday would come, and the house in El Paso, and the mountain, and the work of paint and ladders and two people he loved who were learning to be a team with an era. The grief would come too. It traveled. It had already shown him it knew the way to Texas; it would be in the cereal boxes, in the map, in the shape of every room where somebody was missing.
But the crib stood. The blanket waited. The hinge held. And the week after Bobby Nash’s funeral stretched on behind him and ahead of him both—not over, not healed, only carried. He turned off the lights, one by one. The loft went dark the way rooms did when they trusted you to come back.
Chapter 12: The Long Month
Ethan had packed for six weeks and still felt like he had forgotten something.
That was the problem with six weeks. Two days could be solved with a backpack. A week could be handled with laundry math and strategic denial. Six weeks required commitment. Six weeks required weather research, calendar syncing, prescription refills he did not actually need but checked anyway, three separate chargers, two pairs of shoes he had debated for twelve minutes, and the quiet, humiliating realization that sunscreen came in more than one category and he had opinions about all of them now.
He stood at baggage claim in El Paso International Airport with his backpack hooked over one shoulder, his laptop bag pressed against his hip, and his first suitcase rotating toward him on the carousel like an accusation. The second one was somewhere behind it. Probably.
Hopefully.
His phone buzzed in his hand.
Jacob: By baggage claim. Blue shirt. Trying not to look like a hostage negotiator.
Ethan looked up.
Jacob was not by baggage claim. Jacob was leaning against a support column twenty feet past the carousel, one hand in the pocket of his jeans, the other holding his phone. The blue shirt was faded soft from too many washes, sleeves pushed up to his elbows. His hair was a little longer than it had been the last time Ethan had seen him in person, falling forward in a way that made him look younger until he glanced up and saw Ethan looking.
Then his face changed.
Not dramatically. Jacob didn't do dramatic when he could possibly get away with doing practical. But something loosened at the corners of his mouth, and his shoulders dropped half an inch, and Ethan felt the shift in his own chest before he had time to tell himself not to. Jacob pushed off the column.
“Hey,” he said.
“Hey.”
For a second, that was all either of them had.
The last time they had been in the same room, it was before everything had been moving around Bobby Nash’s funeral with the strange, blunt force of logistics. Before they had to worry about whether or not people had been fed, driven, hugged, moved from one house to another. Before the crib had been assembled. Before the hinge had been fixed. Before Ethan had stood in doorways and kitchens and parking lots, trying to be useful enough that no one noticed how badly he wanted somewhere to put his hands.
Jacob had been in El Paso for most of it. A voice on the phone. A thread of texts. A low, steady presence beside Christopher through a livestream that had made distance into another kind of injury. Now he was here, solid and sun-browned and smiling like he was not sure whether smiling was allowed to be easy yet. Ethan adjusted his grip on his phone. “You look less like a hostage negotiator than advertised.” Jacob glanced down at himself. “Damn. I was going for approachable but prepared to de-escalate.”
“You landed closer to guy waiting for a delayed dentist appointment.”
Jacob’s mouth twitched. “That’s fair. Airport lighting is brutal.” The carousel clanked. Ethan’s suitcase completed its rotation and nearly passed him because he was looking at Jacob instead of the luggage he had allegedly crossed state lines to retrieve. Jacob stepped forward before Ethan could recover, caught the handle, and hauled the suitcase off the belt with one clean motion.
“This yours?”
“Unfortunately.”
Jacob looked at the size of it. Then at Ethan. “You know you’re not moving in permanently, right?”
“It’s six weeks.”
“That’s a vacation.”
“It’s a work trip.”
“You packed like you weren’t sure El Paso had stores.”
Ethan reached for the handle. “I packed appropriately.”
“You packed like the house doesn’t have stores nearby.”
“Does it?”
Jacob gave him a look. Ethan held it for half a second, then looked away first because the second suitcase appeared around the bend, enormous and black and impossible to pretend was not also his.
Jacob saw it.
“Oh my God.”
“That one has repair clothes.”
“The first one didn’t?”
“The first one has normal clothes.”
“For six weeks.”
“Yes.”
“And the second one has clothes for the version of this trip where you become a contractor.”
“You asked me to bring knee pads. You don’t get to judge the bag.”
“I asked if you owned knee pads.”
“And now you have your answer.”
Jacob laughed then, sudden and warm, and the sound cut through the airport noise cleanly enough that Ethan had to look down at the carousel again. Six weeks, he reminded himself.
That was the agreement. Six weeks to help Jacob and Christopher with the DIY repairs Eddie had been trying to finish before selling the house. Six weeks of paint touch-ups, fence assessment, cabinet hardware, bathroom caulk, garage sorting, porch fixes, irrigation follow-up, and whatever else had been written in Eddie’s careful, practical handwriting on the list Jacob had sent in three photos and one follow-up message titled do not let this scare you.
Six weeks because Ethan had the summer.
Six weeks because Jacob should not have been doing the house alone.
Six weeks because Christopher was ready to return to Los Angeles, but ready did not mean the house would magically prepare itself for sale while everyone in LA learned how to exist after Bobby Nash.
Six weeks because Eddie could not be in two states at once.
Six weeks because Ethan had offered before anyone could ask whether it was too much.
The second suitcase thudded onto the floor between them. Jacob stared at it. “Please tell me there isn’t a third.”
“There’s a backpack.”
“That doesn’t count as a third unless there’s a cordless drill in it.”
Ethan did not answer fast enough.
Jacob’s eyes narrowed.
“Ethan.”
“It’s small.”
“You brought a drill on a plane?”
“Checked bag.”
“You brought a drill through airport security.”
“It’s not illegal.”
“That is not most people’s packing standard.”
Ethan finally took the handle of the first suitcase from him. “You said there were loose cabinet pulls.” Jacob looked at him for a long second. There was humor in it, but something else too. Something quieter. Softer at the edges.
“Yeah,” he said. “There are.”
The words landed too gently for the joke that had carried them there. Ethan nodded once, because he did not trust anything larger. “Then I brought a drill.” Jacob took the second suitcase. “Okay, Bennett. Let’s get you out of here before TSA decides to retroactively care.”
Outside, the heat was waiting. It hit Ethan in the face the moment the automatic doors opened—not humid, not coastal, not the soft Los Angeles warmth that slid around buildings and smelled faintly of traffic and salt. This was dry and immediate. It pressed against his skin like a hand. The air shimmered over the pickup lane, turning car roofs bright enough to hurt his eyes. He stopped without meaning to. Jacob glanced back. “Yeah. It does that.”
“It’s not even noon.”
“Correct.”
“This is aggressive.”
“Welcome to El Paso.”
Ethan adjusted his sunglasses. “I understand now why everyone here has strong opinions about shade.”
“Shade matters here.”
Jacob led him toward a beat-up sedan parked along the curb. It was clean in the way cars became clean when someone cared but did not have time to care aesthetically. There was a grocery receipt tucked into the cup holder, a folded park map in the side pocket, and a strip of blue painter’s tape stuck to the dashboard with three measurements written across it in black marker.
Christopher was in the front passenger seat. He had one knee bent, phone in hand, sunglasses sliding down his nose, and the expression of someone who had been forced to wait in an airport pickup lane and intended to make that everyone else’s problem at the first available opportunity. He looked past Jacob at the suitcases. Then he looked at Ethan.
“Are you moving in?”
Jacob shut his eyes. “I already did this.”
“I packed for six weeks,” Ethan said.
Christopher considered that. “With what, furniture?”
“Repair clothes.”
“That’s what Jacob said when he moved in, and he had two duffel bags and a laundry basket.”
“Jacob owns three shirts.”
“I own several shirts,” Jacob said, opening the trunk. “Some of them have sleeves.”
Christopher turned in the seat enough to watch them load the luggage. His crutches were folded neatly across the back seat, within easy reach but out of the way. Ethan clocked the placement automatically—the angle, the care of it, the way Jacob did not toss anything near them or make room around them with any fuss. It was ordinary. Practiced. The kind of attentiveness that did not announce itself because announcing it would make it about the wrong person. The trunk accepted the first suitcase with effort.
The second required negotiation.
Jacob stood back, hands on his hips. “This car was not prepared for your luggage.”
“Try turning it sideways,” Christopher said.
Jacob turned it sideways. It fit. Christopher looked quietly, insufferably pleased with himself.
“Thanks, logistics manager,” Jacob said.
“You’re welcome,” Christopher said. “It was a rectangle.”
Ethan slid his backpack into the back seat and climbed in after it. The upholstery was warm through his jeans. The car smelled faintly like dust, old coffee, and whatever lemon cleaner someone had used on the dashboard. Jacob got behind the wheel and cranked the AC before putting the car in gear. For the first minute, the vents blew hot air. Christopher leaned his head back. “It’s blowing hot air.”
“It’s thinking about being cold,” Jacob said.
“It should think faster.”
Ethan buckled his seatbelt and tried not to smile too openly.
It was strange, the ease of it. Not complete ease. Not the kind that came from years and years of knowing where everyone fit. But a working ease, like a table with one uneven leg that had been fixed with folded cardboard and was holding for now. Christopher sounded tired around the edges, and Jacob had the particular focused quality of someone who had been keeping too many lists in his head, but the car still held warmth. Irritation, yes. Dryness. A little performance. But warmth underneath it.
Outside, the airport slid away. Low buildings, wide sky, sun-baked pavement, mountains cutting dark along the horizon. El Paso opened in horizontal lines, less crowded than Los Angeles and somehow more exposed. The light did not soften anything. It made everything declare itself. Christopher twisted slightly to look back at him. “Did Buck cry when you left?”
Ethan blinked. “What?”
“Buck,” Christopher said, as if Ethan had objected to the noun. “Did he cry?”
Jacob’s hands shifted on the wheel. Ethan thought of the loft door. Of Maddie standing barefoot and very pregnant, one hand pressed beneath her belly like she was holding the baby in place by sheer will. Of Chimney pretending not to hover behind her. Of Buck hugging Ethan too tightly and saying six weeks like it was a joke, like it was not a countdown, like he had not filled the conversation with flight times and sunscreen reminders and the weather in El Paso because silence might have asked him a question.
Six weeks, Buck had said. Ethan had affirmed. Six weeks.
Buck had smiled too brightly. I know. I need you to call me before you decide to become a cowboy or whatever. Eddie had gripped Ethan’s shoulder at the door and said, Tell them goodnight for me.
No one had cried.
That was almost worse.
“No,” Ethan said. “He did not cry.”
Christopher nodded with grave disappointment. “Weak.” Jacob made a sound that might have been a cough. Ethan looked out the window. “He did send me three separate sunscreen reminders.”
“That’s Buck crying,” Christopher said.
“I thought Buck crying was Buck crying.”
“No. Buck crying is usually snacks.”
Jacob nodded. “This tracks.”
Ethan’s phone buzzed.
As if on cue, Buck’s name lit the screen.
Buck: Landed?
Buck: Do not let Jacob convince you 89 degrees is “not that hot.” It is a lie Texans tell to seem brave.
Buck: Also if the fence post is rotted below grade, do NOT just brace it and call it done. Eddie will pretend that’s fine and then think about it for six months.
Ethan stared at the messages. Christopher leaned over as far as the seatbelt allowed. “Is he crying sunscreen again?” Ethan held up the phone. Jacob glanced at it at a red light and exhaled through his nose. “First of all, 89 is not that hot.”
“It’s ninety-seven,” Christopher said.
“The car says ninety-seven because it’s dramatic.”
“The car is outside.”
“So am I, and I’m fine.”
Christopher looked at Ethan. “He says that before he gets stupid.”
“Good to know.”
“I’m sitting right here,” Jacob said.
“Then absorb the feedback.”
Ethan typed back with one thumb.
Ethan: Landed. Jacob says 97 is fake. Christopher says that’s a warning sign.
Buck replied almost instantly.
Buck: Christopher is correct. Hydrate him.
Ethan’s mouth softened despite himself. He should have expected it. Buck over text was often easier to read than Buck in person, because texts gave him fewer ways to perform. He could still overfunction in messages—could send lists, warnings, questions, reminders, all the bright practical detritus of concern—but the shape of it showed. Buck did not know how to say I am scared without turning it into wear sunscreen. He did not know how to say I love you without sounding like a man who had personally declared war on dehydration.
Maybe that was not fair. Maybe it was simply true.
“Is everyone okay there?” Christopher asked.
He did not ask it like a child. He asked it like someone who already understood the answer would come filtered and was deciding how much to resent that in advance. Jacob did not answer immediately. Ethan looked down at the phone. Buck’s messages sat bright on the screen. Too quick. Too useful. Too Buck.
“I think,” Ethan said carefully, “everyone is doing the version of okay they can do right now.”
Christopher made a face. “That means no.”
“It means complicated.”
“Adults say complicated when the answer is no but they want credit for nuance.”
Jacob murmured, “He’s not wrong.” Ethan put his phone face down on his thigh. “No. He’s not.” The car moved through a broad intersection, past a gas station, a strip mall, low stucco buildings, a tire shop with flags snapping in the hot wind. The mountains held steady in the distance. Christopher turned forward again, thumb moving over his phone. Jacob kept both hands on the wheel, posture loose but attention precise.
There was no clean way to say Bobby’s absence had traveled with Ethan. It had boarded the plane in Los Angeles, sat with him through takeoff, settled into the space between his knees and the tray table. It had followed him through the aisle when he disembarked and stood beside him at baggage claim while the carousel clanked and Jacob smiled like seeing Ethan was allowed to matter.
Grief traveled.
Everyone kept acting surprised by that. The difference was, here, grief had to share the car with Christopher’s commentary about local traffic patterns and Jacob’s ongoing argument with the AC.
That helped.
Not fixed. Not better. Helped.
“So,” Jacob said after a few minutes, voice deliberately lighter, “first order of business is food.”
Christopher looked over. “You said first order of business was picking Ethan up.”
“We did that.”
“Barely..”
“Second order of business is food.”
“What about the list?” Ethan asked.
Jacob glanced at him in the rearview mirror. “You want to talk about the repair list before lunch?”
“I want to understand the repair list before I agree to anything that involves the phrase ‘probably fine.’”
Christopher pointed back without turning around. “See? This is why we invited him.”
“We invited him because I am outnumbered by a fence,” Jacob said.
“The fence has a point.”
“The fence is leaning.”
“So is your argument.”
Jacob opened his mouth, closed it, then shook his head. “I missed when you were too sad to be this annoying.” Christopher’s face changed, just a little. Not hurt. Not exactly. More like a door had been bumped from the other side.
Jacob caught it immediately.
“Sorry,” he said, quieter.
Christopher shrugged, eyes forward. “It was fun while it lasted.” Ethan watched Jacob’s jaw work once. There were a dozen ways to mishandle a moment like that. To apologize too much. To reassure too quickly. To turn the car into a small therapy office on wheels. Jacob did none of them. He just nodded, took the next turn, and said, “Lunch, then list. Fence after four, when the sun stops trying to murder us.” Christopher tipped his head back against the seat. “Acceptable.” The moment passed because no one chased it.
Ethan filed that away.
Not as a strategy. Not exactly. More as evidence of a language already being spoken here, one he would have to learn by listening. Christopher’s grief did not need every room to stop when it entered. Sometimes it needed someone to notice and keep driving. Jacob seemed to understand that. Or he was learning quickly enough to make it look like he did.
They stopped for tacos from a place Jacob said was close to the house and Christopher said was “fine,” which Ethan had already learned meant good enough to be beloved but not so good Christopher would risk giving Jacob the satisfaction. They ate in the car because the AC had finally started behaving and no one wanted to surrender it. Ethan burned his tongue on the first bite and tried not to show it.
Christopher noticed. “Too hot?”
“No.”
“That means yes.”
“It means I’m respecting the food.”
Jacob snorted into his drink. After lunch, the neighborhood came slowly. Wider streets. Low houses. Desert landscaping. Fences in various states of confidence. The sky was too big, blue and hard-edged, with clouds so distant they seemed theoretical. Ethan recognized the house before Jacob pointed it out.
Not because he had seen it in person. He had not. But he had seen fragments through video calls and photos: the porch steps where Eddie took calls, the patch of front bed where lavender and lemongrass had been planted, the repaired lattice, the angle of the driveway in the background of a picture Jacob had sent of a bucket full of broken sprinkler heads with the caption we defeated capitalism and also irrigation.
In person, the house looked smaller and more solid than Ethan expected. Low-slung stucco. Sun-bleached. White trim that needed touch-up in places. A repaired porch that still looked like it had opinions about weather. The front beds were alive in the stubborn way desert plants were alive, practical and fragrant and not interested in anyone’s approval. The fence line along the side sagged visibly enough that Ethan understood why it had made the list.
“There she is,” Jacob said.
Christopher looked at him. “Don’t call the house she.”
“Why not?”
“Because then when the fence falls down, you’ll say she’s being dramatic.”
“The fence is being dramatic.”
“The fence is failing.”
“Listen to you. Halfway to a building inspection.”
Christopher gave him a flat look. “You know what I mean.” Jacob parked in the driveway, and for a moment no one moved. The car clicked softly as the engine settled. Heat pressed against the windows. Somewhere down the street, a dog barked once, bored by its own effort. Ethan looked at the house and felt, with no warning at all, the weight of arriving somewhere that was already halfway through becoming a place people left. That was different from the loft.
The loft had been empty when he arrived. Steam-cleaned surfaces, blank cabinets, no signs of anyone before him except the building quirks that could not be packed. He had filled it because there had been nothing there to argue. His furniture. His rug. His lamp. His hinge, eventually. The place had asked him who he was, and he had answered badly at first but honestly. This house had answers everywhere.
Christopher’s room. Eddie’s coffee mug. Jacob’s spare room. The repaired porch. The sprinkler parts. The list. The little blueberry bush near the porch that someone had planted because hope apparently came in grocery-store pots sometimes. Ethan did not know where to put himself in a house that already knew what it had survived. Jacob opened his door. “Alright. Bags inside, then we’ll give you the grand tour.”
Christopher unbuckled, then reached back for his crutches. Jacob did not reach first. He waited until Christopher had them angled the way he wanted, then got out and came around only when there was actual luggage to retrieve. Christopher unfolded the crutches with the efficient snap of habit and got himself out of the car, one hand braced on the doorframe, movements practiced and irritated by the heat rather than by anyone watching. Ethan stepped out too, and the temperature immediately made a case against human ambition.
“How,” he asked, “does anyone repair anything here?”
“Badly,” Christopher said.
Jacob lifted the first suitcase from the trunk. “Before ten in the morning or after four in the afternoon. Anything between that is for indoor work, errands, or questioning your life choices.”
“Good system.”
“We have several. Chris hates most of them.”
“I hate bad systems,” Christopher corrected, making his way toward the porch. “Good systems are fine.”
“You put container lids in a bottom drawer.”
“That is a location, not a system.”
“Exactly.”
Ethan took the second suitcase before Jacob could. Jacob started to object, then seemed to think better of it when Ethan looked at him.
“I can carry my own luggage,” Ethan said.
“I know.”
“You looked like you were about to argue.”
“I was thinking about arguing.”
“Progress.”
Jacob gave him a small, crooked smile. “Don’t get used to it.” The porch boards were warm under Ethan’s shoes. The front door opened with a familiar, ordinary sound, and cool air breathed out from inside the house. Not cold. Just cooler. Enough that Ethan’s shoulders dropped without permission.
The entry gave way quickly to the living room, then the dining room beyond, the kitchen further back. The house was single-story, practical, lived-in. The furniture had the slightly mismatched honesty of a place assembled around need rather than aesthetic. A blue couch. A coffee table with one corner bearing a faint scratch. A rug that had seen better days but had not yet been voted out. The living room walls had been painted recently enough that the color was even, but the baseboards still had scuffs where life had refused to be tidy.
There were crutch marks near one doorway, faint but visible if someone knew how to see them. Ethan looked away before looking became staring.
Christopher noticed anyway.
“Those are old,” he said.
Ethan looked back at him. “Okay.” Christopher seemed to assess the answer. Then nodded once and continued down the hallway. Jacob watched the exchange with an expression Ethan could not immediately read.
“Kitchen,” Jacob said, gesturing. “Where we keep seven lids and zero containers.”
“The containers are in the bottom drawer,” Christopher called from the hall.
“Still hate that.”
The kitchen was brighter than the living room, afternoon light falling hard across the counters. The cabinets were older but clean. One upper door near the stove sat slightly crooked, its hinge catching when Jacob opened it to demonstrate the problem.
“This is on the list,” Jacob said.
Ethan stepped closer despite himself. The screw was loose, possibly stripped. The door hung just enough to be annoying but not enough to qualify as urgent. Exactly the kind of thing people lived around for months because it was too small to schedule and too persistent to ignore. His hand lifted before he thought better of it. Jacob’s eyes flicked to him. “You okay?”
“Yeah.” Ethan touched the edge of the cabinet door, then let it go. “I know this one.”
Jacob did not ask why. Maybe he knew. Maybe Buck’s ghost lived in enough hinges that explanation felt unnecessary. Christopher reappeared in the hallway. “If you fix that before Jacob fixes the fence, he’s going to develop a complex.”
“I already have several,” Jacob said.
“New complex, then.”
Ethan stepped back from the cabinet. “Noted.” The hallway tour came next. Bathroom. Laundry area. Eddie’s room, door half-closed and left that way. Christopher’s room, pointed out but not entered because it was Christopher’s room and apparently everyone in the house had learned at least one sensible boundary. Jacob’s room, the spare room Eddie had given him months ago, plain but settled now: bed made, desk crowded with a notebook, a water bottle, a stack of mail, and a small pile of hardware packets that probably should not have been in a bedroom.
“You sleep with screws?” Ethan asked.
Jacob looked at the desk. “Those are organized.”
“They’re next to your pillow.”
“Emotionally organized.”
Christopher made a noise from behind them. “He lost the garage labels.”
“I did not lose them. I relocated them accidentally.”
“To where?”
Jacob paused.
Christopher looked at Ethan. “He lost them.” Ethan was given the other spare room. It was small, clean, and clearly prepared. A bed with fresh sheets. A dresser with two empty drawers. A desk cleared except for a lamp and a folded towel. The ceiling fan turned lazily overhead. Someone had put a power strip near the desk. Someone had set a small plastic bin on the floor beside the closet with a sticky note on it.
Repair clothes / laundry / whatever.
The handwriting was Jacob’s.
Ethan looked at the note for longer than it required.
“It’s not much,” Jacob said behind him. “But it’s yours while you’re here.”
Yours.
The word moved strangely through the room. Six weeks, Ethan thought again, but it sounded different here. Less like a duration and more like a dare.
“It’s great,” he said.
Jacob leaned against the doorframe. “There’s a working fan, AC that occasionally obeys, and the bathroom is across the hall. Chris gets first claim on shower timing if we’ve been outside too long, because fairness and also he’s mean when overheated.”
“I heard that,” Christopher called.
“You were supposed to.”
Ethan set his suitcase on the bed. The room accepted the weight with a soft creak.
He should unpack.
Not all of it. Maybe not yet. But enough to prove he was staying. Enough socks in the drawer. Chargers at the desk. Repair clothes in the bin. The drill in whatever place drills lived when they were not being transported across state lines like contraband. Instead, he stood there with both hands on the suitcase handle and felt the house moving around him.
Jacob in the doorway. Christopher in the hall, thumping one crutch lightly against the floor in impatience or rhythm or both. The AC humming. A cabinet hinge waiting. A fence leaning in the heat. A list somewhere with six weeks written across it like time was something people could measure accurately when grief kept bending it.
His phone buzzed again.
Maddie: Made it okay?
Then, almost immediately:
Maddie: Don’t let them work you too hard. And drink water. I know Buck already said that, but he’s right and it’s annoying.
Ethan smiled down at the screen.
Ethan: Made it. Room has a fan. Luggage judged by all parties. Hydration discourse ongoing.
The reply took a moment.
Maddie: Good. I’m glad you’re there.
Ethan stared at the words. He had no idea what to do with them. With the simplicity. With the absence of qualification. With Maddie saying glad like it was allowed to be that easy when nothing else was.
He typed me too, deleted it, typed yeah, deleted that too, and finally sent:
Ethan: I’ll call tonight.
Maddie: I’d like that.
He put the phone away. Jacob was watching him, not intrusively. Just enough to say he had noticed and would not ask unless Ethan gave him somewhere to start. Ethan took a breath. “So.”
Jacob straightened. “So.”
“Where’s the list?”
Christopher appeared fully in the doorway now, eyebrows raised. “He has been here seven minutes.”
“I like to understand scope.”
“That’s what contractors say before they charge extra.”
“I’m free labor.”
“That’s what Jacob said,” Christopher said. “Then he started eating our cereal.”
Jacob pointed at him. “Community cereal.”
“My cereal.”
“It was on the top of the fridge.”
“Because you’re tall.”
“That doesn’t make it yours.”
“In this house, it kind of does.”
Ethan looked between them and felt something in him ease around the edges.
This was not calm. Not exactly. It was not uncomplicated, and it was not light in the way things were light before someone died. Bobby’s absence was still in the corners. Eddie’s distance was in the hallway. Buck’s sunscreen texts were in Ethan’s phone like proof of a man trying to hold himself together through SPF. Maddie was in Los Angeles with one hand on her belly and too many people telling her to sit down. Chimney was healing. Hen was healing. Athena, May, and Harry were somewhere inside a grief Ethan could only see from the edge.
None of that disappeared because Christopher was arguing about cereal. But the argument made room around it. Jacob clapped his hands once. “Okay. Bags can wait. List can wait fifteen minutes. First, you drink water.”
Ethan looked at him.
Jacob’s expression became immediately defensive. “Buck texted me too.”
Christopher laughed.
Not big. Not healed. Not evidence of anything except the moment itself.
But real.
Jacob turned toward the kitchen, and Christopher followed, and after a second Ethan did too. He left the suitcase on the bed unopened.
There would be time.
Six weeks, after all.
The list lived on the kitchen table because Jacob had learned, through trial, error, and one incident involving a misplaced tape measure, that Christopher respected paper more than spoken plans.
Not because paper was sacred. Christopher had plenty of disrespect for paper when paper deserved it. School permission slips, for example, existed to become crushed at the bottom of a backpack until the morning they were due. Doctor forms were a different category of paper entirely and therefore subject to constitutional suspicion. But lists had structure. Lists could be argued with. Lists could be amended, annotated, cross-referenced, and, if necessary, glared into submission.
Spoken plans, on the other hand, were how adults got away with saying things like we’ll see and soon and when things calm down, which were all just lies wearing comfortable shoes. So Jacob had written the list down.
Actually, Jacob had written three lists down, because the first one had gotten coffee on it, the second one had included the phrase easy fence fix, and Christopher had objected on moral grounds.
The third list sat in the middle of the table now, weighted at one corner by the salt shaker and at the other by Ethan’s phone, because the AC had kicked on hard enough to make the paper breathe.
Across the top, in Jacob’s blocky handwriting, it said:
CIELO VISTA DIY PUNCH LIST — SIX WEEKS, GIVE OR TAKE HUMAN LIMITATIONS
Christopher stared at it from his chair like it had offended him personally.
“Human limitations feels pointed,” he said.
Jacob sat opposite him with a pen behind his ear, a glass of water at his elbow, and the expression of someone trying very hard not to look proud of the heading. “It’s inclusive.”
“It’s ominous.”
“It’s realistic.”
Ethan stood at the counter with his own glass of water, because Buck had apparently deputized half of Los Angeles into hydration enforcement before Ethan’s plane left the ground. He had unpacked exactly one charger, one toothbrush, two folded shirts, and the cordless drill, which currently sat on the kitchen counter like a small black dog waiting for instructions. Jacob had said, “You really did bring a drill,” when Ethan took it out. Christopher had said, “Name it.”
Ethan had refused.
Jacob had suggested Drilliam.
Christopher had immediately vetoed that on behalf of the household. The drill remained unnamed, but present, which Ethan privately thought was better for everyone.
“Okay,” Jacob said, tapping the pen against the table. “We’re doing this once, we’re doing it correctly, and nobody is allowed to panic about the length of the list.”
“That sounds like something people say before a panic-worthy list,” Ethan said.
Jacob pointed the pen at him. “You asked for scope.”
“I did.”
“This is scope.”
“I’m respecting the scope.”
Christopher looked between them. “You two are going to make repairs boring.”
“Repairs are boring,” Jacob said.
“Repairs are logistics with tools,” Ethan said.
Christopher leaned back in his chair. “Still bad.” Jacob circled the first item. “Fence.”
“The fence is not first,” Christopher said immediately.
Jacob looked up. “The fence is absolutely first.”
“It’s ninety-seven degrees.”
“Not right now.”
“It was ninety-seven an hour ago. The fence didn’t cool down in that amount of time.”
“We’re not fixing it tonight. We’re assessing.”
“That’s how the sprinkler system started,” Christopher said. “Then you murdered a pipe.”
Jacob put one hand flat on the table. “For the last time, that pipe was already bad.”
“It was intact before you touched it.”
“Intact and working are not the same thing.”
Ethan took a careful sip of water and decided, generously, not to point out that Jacob sounded exactly like every contractor forum post he had read on the plane. He had not meant to read contractor forums on the plane.
He had meant to sleep. Or review his summer biochemistry module. Or stare blankly at a downloaded episode of something with a plot simple enough to survive airport Wi-Fi. Instead, somewhere over Arizona, he had opened the repair photos Jacob sent and found himself reading about fence post rot, exterior caulk cure times, cabinet hinge types, and whether popcorn texture could be patched by a normal person or required a priest. Apparently, the answer depended on how badly the previous repair had gone.
“Fence stays first,” Jacob said. “Not full repair. Assessment. Photos for Eddie. Measurements. Figure out whether the post is actually rotted or just loose.”
“It’s rotted,” Christopher said.
Jacob stared at him. “You haven’t even looked at it today.”
“I looked at it yesterday.”
“From the porch.”
“You can see it from the porch.”
“The porch is not an inspection.”
“The fence has lean,” Christopher said. “Lean means force. Force means something is failing. If it was just loose, it would wobble. It doesn’t wobble. It sags.”
Jacob opened his mouth.
Then closed it.
Ethan said, “That is… probably not wrong.” Christopher gestured toward him without taking his eyes off Jacob. “See?”
“He’s been here an hour,” Jacob said.
“And yet.”
Jacob wrote ASSESS FENCE / PROBABLY ROTTED POST, APPARENTLY under the first item and underlined it twice.
“I can feel your tone in the handwriting,” Christopher said.
“Good.”
Ethan moved from the counter to the table. He did not sit yet. Sitting felt like signing something. The table already held too much evidence of a household in motion: Jacob’s list, Christopher’s water bottle, a bowl of grapes sweating faintly in the heat, a roll of painter’s tape, two mismatched screw packets, and a folded receipt from a hardware store dated three days ago. He could see how the house worked through the table.
Not neatly. Not in any way Maddie would have called settled. But functionally. Everything important returned here eventually. Tools. Food. Phones. Arguments. Updates from Los Angeles. Probably homework. Probably grief, though no one had set a place for it. Jacob tapped the second item. “Cabinet hardware.”
“You mean the hinge Ethan already looked at like it owed him money?” Christopher asked.
Ethan sat down.
Jacob’s glance flicked to him, quick and checking. Ethan shook his head once, small. Fine.
He was fine.
He hated that word more every week.
“Cabinet hardware means the hinge by the stove, two loose pulls, sticky drawer near the sink, and the pantry door catch,” Jacob said. “Indoor work. We can do that tomorrow morning if the fence turns out to be possessed.”
“The pantry catch needs replacing,” Christopher said.
Jacob looked at him. “Since when?”
“Since before Dad moved in.”
“And nobody told me?”
“It closes if you lift and push.”
“That is broken.”
“That is how it works.”
Ethan put his glass down. “If it only closes with a trick, it’s broken.” Christopher looked betrayed. “You’re supposed to be on my side.”
“I’m on the side of writing down the real problem.”
Jacob reached across the table and tapped the list. “That’s it. He stays.” Something in Ethan’s chest went too warm, too fast. He looked down at the paper.
He stays.
Jacob had meant it as a joke. Probably. Mostly. But the words had landed in a place jokes were not supposed to reach. Six weeks, Ethan reminded himself. Not permanent. Not a promise. Not a new life. Just enough time to fix what could be fixed, eat someone else’s cereal, learn where the towels lived, and then return to Los Angeles with paint under his nails and a better understanding of why Christopher could say home and mean more than one place without contradicting himself.
“Bathroom,” Jacob said, moving on before the silence could make anything obvious. “Caulk around the sink and tub. Loose towel bar. Vent cover rattles when the fan runs. Toilet seat is—”
“Haunted,” Christopher said.
“Loose.”
“Haunted loosely.”
Ethan glanced up. “What does that mean?” Christopher’s expression was completely serious. “You’ll know.”
“I don’t like that.”
“No one does.”
Jacob wrote BATHROOM: CAULK / TOWEL BAR / VENT / HAUNTED TOILET SEAT, then paused. “I’m not writing haunted.”
“You already did,” Christopher said.
Jacob looked down.
He had.
Ethan pressed his lips together. Jacob pointed the pen at both of them. “No one tells Eddie.” Christopher held up both hands. “I would never deprive Dad of accurate documentation.”
“You’re a menace.”
“Known behavior,” Ethan said.
Christopher smiled before he could stop it, quick and small and satisfied. The sight of it changed the kitchen for half a second. Not dramatically. The light did not shift. Bobby did not stop being gone. Eddie did not suddenly become less far away. But Jacob’s shoulders eased, and Ethan realized he had been watching for that smile too, though he had not known he was allowed to want it. Jacob cleared his throat and moved the pen to the next section. “Paint touch-ups.”
“Hallway baseboards,” Christopher said.
“Hallway baseboards,” Jacob agreed. “Trim by the laundry closet. Doorframe near your room.”
“That one was not me.”
“I didn’t say it was.”
“You thought it.”
Jacob looked at him.
Christopher looked back.
“Okay, I thought it,” Jacob said.
“It was Dad moving the old desk.”
“See, this is why we have you on historical incident review.”
Ethan leaned over the list slightly. “Do we have the paint?”
“Allegedly,” Jacob said.
“Allegedly?”
“There are cans in the garage.”
“Are they labeled?”
Jacob hesitated.
Christopher said, “One says inside white-ish.” Ethan closed his eyes for a second. Jacob sounded defensive before anyone accused him. “That was Eddie.”
“That makes it worse,” Ethan said. “He should know better.”
“Dad labels things by emotional proximity,” Christopher said. “Inside white-ish means not the outside white and not the bathroom white that Abuela said looked sad.”
“How many whites does this house have?” Ethan asked.
Jacob leaned back in his chair. “Too many.”
“Three,” Christopher said. “Four if you count the garage, but you shouldn’t. The garage is beige with regrets.”
Ethan looked at Jacob. “We need paint cards.” Jacob nodded gravely. “We need paint cards.” Christopher sighed. “You both sound like you joined a cult.”
“Paint matching is serious,” Ethan said.
“That’s what cults say.”
Jacob wrote PAINT CARDS / DO NOT TRUST INSIDE WHITE-ISH. By the time they reached garage cleanup, the sun had shifted enough that the table fell half in light, half in shade. Ethan had finished his water. Jacob had finished his and refilled it without comment, then refilled Christopher’s when Christopher pretended not to notice his bottle was empty. Christopher noticed the refill, obviously. He just did not object, which Ethan understood as its own kind of consent.
The garage list was longer than Ethan expected. Old paint cans. Scrap wood. Sprinkler parts. Flooring leftovers. Broken planter. Tool organization. Donation pile. Dump run. Locate missing labels. Find Eddie’s second stud finder because apparently he owned two and trusted neither.
“Why does he have two stud finders?” Ethan asked.
“Because the first one kept beeping at Buck,” Christopher said.
Ethan looked up slowly.
Jacob put a hand over his eyes.
“I’m sorry,” Ethan said. “What?”
“It was a whole thing,” Christopher said. “Buck walked past it and it beeped, and then he said, ‘Well, obviously,’ and Dad told him to get out of the hallway.”
Ethan stared at the table. He could hear it. Horribly, completely, he could hear it. Buck’s bright self-satisfaction. Eddie’s exhausted fondness disguising itself as irritation. Christopher probably laughing from somewhere nearby, delighted because adults were ridiculous and Buck was the easiest adult to catch being ridiculous. The image should have been simple.
It was not.
It was another proof of an accumulated future Ethan had arrived too late to inherit cleanly. Buck and Eddie in a hallway, joking over a tool while Christopher watched. Bobby somewhere in Los Angeles, alive then, maybe cooking or answering a call or making Buck eat something between shifts. Maddie pregnant but not yet this pregnant. Chimney whole in a way no one had known to appreciate. Everyone moving toward this summer without knowing where the road would break.
Jacob lowered his hand and looked at Ethan. The concern was quiet. Not pity. Not even sympathy exactly. Just recognition. Ethan took the pen from the table before recognition could become a conversation.
“Stud finder,” he said, and added it beneath garage.
Christopher watched him write. “We should test it on Jacob.”
Jacob frowned. “Why me?”
“Buck isn’t here.”
“That doesn’t answer why me.”
“Process of elimination.”
Ethan wrote TEST STUD FINDER? and did not look at Jacob while he did it.
Jacob saw anyway.
“Bennett.”
“Real problem.”
Christopher looked pleased enough that Ethan decided taking the hit had been worth it. The final section was labeled OUTINGS / HUMAN MAINTENANCE. Ethan looked at it for a long second.
“Human maintenance,” he said, because apparently that was where the evening had gone.
Jacob tapped the heading. “Christopher says scheduled fun is fake.”
“It is.”
“So I renamed it.”
“That made it worse,” Christopher said.
“It’s accurate.”
“So is dental cleaning. That doesn’t mean people want it on a summer calendar.”
Ethan read the items.
White Sands.
Franklin Mountains, maybe again, easy trail only.
Chihuahuas game?
Food trucks.
Juárez markets? — logistics / ask Eddie.
One full day no house repairs.
He paused on the Juárez line.
“This one needs passports?” he asked.
“Yes,” Christopher said.
“And Eddie’s permission.”
“Yes.”
“And probably not while everyone in Los Angeles is operating at sixty percent emotional battery.”
Christopher considered that. “Seventy for Maddie.”
“Maddie is thirty-eight weeks pregnant,” Ethan said. “She gets her own battery system.”
“Buck is at twelve,” Jacob said.
The kitchen went a little quieter. Not silent. The refrigerator hummed. The AC clicked. Somewhere outside, a car rolled past with bass low enough to be felt more than heard. Christopher looked at the list.
“Buck says he’s fine,” he said.
Jacob’s mouth tightened.
Ethan looked down at his hands, at the pen still between his fingers. Buck said a lot of things. Buck said I’m fine while making lists with too many items. Buck said I’m good while standing in kitchens like the room would fall apart if he stopped holding up the air. Buck said don’t worry about me and then worried about everyone else so loudly there was no room left for anyone to ask whether he had slept. Ethan had known him only months. It had been enough to learn that much.
“He says that,” Jacob said finally.
Christopher’s fingers tapped once against the side of his water bottle. “Dad says it too.”
“Yeah,” Jacob said. “He does.”
“Everyone says it.”
No one contradicted him.
Ethan wrote White Sands in slightly darker letters than necessary, because he needed his hand to do something.
“White Sands is doable,” he said.
Christopher looked up.
Jacob looked at him too, grateful or relieved or both.
“It’s a longer drive,” Ethan continued, because practical was safer and practical had never asked him to name anything he could not hold. “We’d need to plan around heat. Start early or go later. Bring more water than anyone thinks is reasonable.”
“That last part sounds like you,” Christopher said.
“Correct. Snacks, sunscreen, sunglasses. Check which areas are easiest to manage. Loose sand is going to be annoying with crutches.”
“Loose sand is annoying for everyone,” Christopher said.
“Yes. More annoying for you.”
Christopher studied him.
Ethan held the look, careful not to soften his face into anything that would make the sentence wrong. More annoying was not impossible. It was not tragic. It was not an inspirational montage waiting to happen. It was logistics. Christopher seemed to decide the answer passed inspection.
“I want to sled,” he said.
Jacob blinked. “You want to what?”
“Sled.”
“On sand.”
“That is the point of White Sands.”
“I thought the point was looking at the sand.”
Christopher stared at him. “You want to drive ninety minutes to look at ground?”
“When you say it like that—”
“We’re sledding.”
Jacob looked at Ethan. “Is that safe?” Ethan opened his mouth, then stopped.
Christopher’s eyebrows lifted.
Jacob winced. “Sorry. Wrong phrasing.”
“Very.”
Jacob turned back to him. “Is that something you want help figuring out?” Christopher’s shoulders settled a fraction. “Yes.”
“Okay.”
Ethan nodded. “We can figure it out. Lower dune first. You pick what you try. We stop before anyone gets stupid.”
“Jacob gets stupid before ten,” Christopher said.
“I’m being attacked from all sides.”
“Known behavior,” Ethan said.
Jacob pointed at him. “I regret teaching you our language.”
“You didn’t teach me. Christopher did.”
“Good,” Christopher said. “He’s learning correctly.”
Jacob wrote WHITE SANDS — SLEDDING? / WATER / SUNSCREEN / NO STUPID under human maintenance. Then, after a moment, he added ASK EDDIE ABOUT JUÁREZ beneath it.
“Week Two,” Christopher said.
“Week Two,” Jacob agreed.
Ethan looked at the phrase.
Week Two.
The first day was not even over, and already the calendar had begun extending itself. A week two. A week three, probably. A fence that might take longer than expected. Paint cards. A trip to White Sands. Maybe markets in Juárez if the logistics worked and Eddie’s nerves could survive it. A day with no repairs because human beings, apparently, required maintenance. Six weeks was starting to become more than a number. That made Ethan want to stand up.
Instead, he stayed seated.
Jacob drew a line under the last item and sat back. “Okay. That’s the list.” Christopher looked at it. “That is not a list. That is a seasonal threat.”
“It’s a plan.”
“Plans are shorter.”
“Bad plans are shorter.”
Ethan reached for the paper, turning it slightly so he could read the whole thing. “We should prioritize by contractor cost versus DIY difficulty.” Jacob’s face lit with immediate, dangerous approval.
Christopher groaned. “No.”
“Yes,” Jacob said.
“You’re making him worse.”
“He came this way.”
“I’m creating a matrix,” Ethan said.
“Absolutely not.”
“High cost, low difficulty gets first priority. High difficulty, high cost gets assessed, then maybe contractor. Low cost, high annoyance depends on morale.”
Jacob stared at him like he had just solved weather. Christopher covered his face with both hands. “I hate it here.”
“You love it,” Jacob said.
“I love LA.”
The words came easily.
Not sharp. Not defensive. Just true. Jacob’s expression softened before he could stop it. Christopher dropped his hands and caught him. “Don’t do the face.”
“I’m not doing a face.”
“You are.”
“I’m allowed to look at you.”
“Not like that.”
Jacob looked down at the list. “Okay.” Christopher exhaled, then looked at Ethan, maybe because Ethan was newer and therefore less dangerous in certain categories. “I’m ready to go back. I can still help with the house.”
Ethan nodded. “Yeah.”
“Those aren’t opposites.”
“No,” Ethan said. “They’re not.”
Something in Christopher’s face eased. Not relief, exactly. More like he had handed over a fact and it had not been mishandled. Jacob picked up his glass and finished the last of his water.
“For the record,” he said, voice light again but careful at the seams, “I also love LA. Mostly because your dad promised there’ll be space and because Buck owns too many throw pillows for one man, but still.”
Christopher made a face. “Buck’s couch pillows are awful.”
“They’re supposed to be there.”
“They’re obstacles.”
“Some people like a room to look finished.”
“Some people like sitting on the couch.”
Ethan thought of Buck’s couch, of pillows that had been moved around so often they had probably developed trauma, of Eddie standing in the kitchen at the South Bedford house, of Maddie’s couch full of blankets and water glasses and baby things. Los Angeles did not feel like one place in his head anymore. It felt like a network of rooms and people and routes between them. The loft. Maddie’s house. Athena’s porch. The station. Eddie’s house. All of them connected by grief and errands and love wearing itself thin.
Christopher loved LA.
Ethan was still learning what it meant to be allowed to miss it after only a few hours away. Jacob stood, carrying his glass to the sink. “Alright. We are not touching the fence until after four. Doctor Hydration over here will stage an intervention if we do.”
“Pre-med,” Ethan said automatically.
“Pre-doctor Hydration.”
“Fine,” Jacob said. “Pre-doctor Hydration is… a title with room for growth.”
“Better,” Christopher said.
Ethan looked at him. “You’re editing him in real time?”
“Someone has to.”
Jacob opened the dishwasher. “I live under tyranny.”
“Known behavior,” Ethan and Christopher said at the same time.
They looked at each other. Christopher pointed at him. “Okay. That was good.”
Ethan felt absurdly proud.
Jacob shook his head and loaded the glasses. “I’m outnumbered in my own kitchen.”
“Dad’s kitchen,” Christopher said.
“Temporary household kitchen.”
“Community cereal kitchen,” Ethan added.
Christopher nodded. “He gets it.” The list remained on the table while they cleaned up. Jacob rinsed glasses. Ethan stacked the extra screw packets into a neater pile without thinking. Christopher watched them both for a minute, then pulled the list closer and added one more line under human maintenance.
NO REPAIR TALK DURING DINNER.
Jacob saw it when he turned back. “That seems targeted.”
“It is.”
“What if dinner involves repair-adjacent logistics?”
“Then dinner involves me leaving.”
Ethan nodded. “Clear boundary.”
“Thank you.”
Jacob raised both hands. “Fine. No repair talk during dinner.”
“And no fence talk.”
“Fence is repair talk.”
“The fence has become more than repair talk.”
Jacob considered this. “Fair.”
Christopher underlined the rule.
The AC clicked off, and the house settled around the sudden quiet. For a second, the absence of noise made the room feel larger. Ethan could hear the hum of the refrigerator, the faint tick of something cooling in the walls, the soft scrape of Jacob’s sleeve as he leaned back against the counter.
His phone buzzed.
Buck again.
Buck: Do they have you working already?
Ethan glanced at the list. At Jacob pretending not to watch. At Christopher pretending very much to watch.
Ethan: We made a list.
Buck: Of course you did.
Then, after three dots appeared and disappeared twice:
Buck: Tell Chris I said hi. And tell Jacob if he ignores heat warnings I’ll know.
Ethan read the message aloud. Jacob looked offended. “Why is everyone assuming I’m the problem?” Christopher did not even look up. “Known behavior.”
“That phrase is being abused.”
“Known behavior,” Ethan said.
Jacob pointed at him. “You are on thin ice.”
“In this climate? Unlikely.”
Christopher smiled down at the list, and Jacob laughed despite himself, and Ethan sent Buck a thumbs-up because anything more honest would have required too many words. The list waited in the middle of the table.
Fence. Cabinets. Bathroom. Paint. Garage. Porch. White Sands. Juárez maybe. No repair talk during dinner.
Six weeks, give or take human limitations. For the first time since the plane touched down, Ethan looked at all of it and thought, with a small, dangerous flicker of belief, that maybe six weeks was not too much time. Maybe it was exactly enough.
The next morning, Ethan learned that blue painter’s tape had a personality. It clung to his fingers when he did not want it, peeled away from the baseboard when he needed it to stay, and had somehow developed an intimate relationship with every stray speck of dust in the hallway. By nine-thirty, he had a strip stuck to the inside of his wrist, another folded against itself beyond saving, and a third running almost straight along the trim outside Christopher’s bedroom.
Almost straight counted. Probably.
Across the hall, Jacob was moving like the house had personally insulted him.
He had changed into an old gray T-shirt and paint-splattered shorts, hair shoved back from his forehead, one knee braced against the drop cloth while he worked along the lower edge of the wall. There was a roll of tape hooked over two fingers, a putty knife in his other hand, and a small pile of rejected tape strips beside him like evidence of a private failure. He had been quiet since breakfast, but not still. Never still. If he wasn’t taping, he was wiping dust off the trim. If he wasn’t wiping dust off the trim, he was checking the paint cans. If he wasn’t checking the paint cans, he was reading the label on the primer as if the words might have changed since the last time.
Christopher had noticed too.
He sat in the living room with his crutches leaned against the side of the couch and the punch list balanced on a clipboard in his lap. His phone was open beside him, timer running for no reason Ethan understood except that Christopher had said, very seriously, that paint prep without timing was how adults lied to themselves.
“You’re pressing too hard,” Christopher said.
Jacob did not look up. “I’m pressing the tape onto the wall.”
“You’re pressing it too hard.”
“It keeps lifting.”
“Because you didn’t wipe that section first.”
Jacob paused.
Ethan, who had absolutely watched Jacob skip that section, focused on the baseboard with renewed moral discipline.
“I wiped it,” Jacob said.
Christopher pointed with the capped end of his pen. “You wiped the part by the bathroom door. Not the part by my room.” Jacob slowly turned his head. “Are you supervising or heckling?”
“Quality control.”
“You’re fourteen.”
“And right.”
That did, unfortunately, end the argument. Jacob peeled the tape back with more force than necessary, wiped the trim with the rag beside him, and started again.
Ethan bit back a smile and smoothed his own strip down with the edge of a plastic card. Not his driver’s license, because he was not reckless. An expired grocery rewards card he had found in the junk drawer after Christopher informed him that real scrapers were in the garage and Jacob informed both of them that no one needed a real scraper for painter’s tape. The real scrapers were now on the kitchen table.
No one had commented.
Morning had made the house look different. Less like an arrival, less like a list waiting to happen. Sun came through the living room curtains in pale, rectangular bands and caught the dust over the floorboards. The kitchen smelled like coffee, primer, and the faint metallic heat of the day beginning outside. Someone down the street was running a mower in short, stubborn bursts. Every time it stopped, the silence inside the house seemed to settle lower.
They were not painting everything. That had been established three times before breakfast and once during breakfast, when Jacob tried to say “while we’re already doing the hallway” and Christopher lowered his fork with the controlled disappointment of someone who had expected better from him.
Touch-ups only. Hallway scuffs. Baseboard corners. The patch beside the bathroom door where old damage had been sanded down but never primed. Two spots in the living room where furniture had hidden wear for long enough that the wall color underneath looked like a slightly different year.
Reasonable work. Contained work.
Jacob was treating it like a siege.
“You know,” Ethan said carefully, “primer works better when you don’t glare at it.”
Jacob reached for the rag again. “I’m not glaring.” Christopher made a mark on the clipboard. Jacob looked over. “Did you just write that down?”
“Maybe.”
“What did you write?”
“No repair talk during dinner was a good rule and should maybe be expanded to breakfast.”
“This isn’t repair talk. This is repair action.”
Ethan glanced at Christopher. “That seems worse.” Christopher nodded once. “Thank you.” Jacob looked between them, then pointed at the strip of tape Ethan had just finished. “Your line curves.”
Ethan looked down.
It did curve.
Not badly. Not enough to matter if the paint went on carefully, which was what he told himself before Christopher said, “It curves.”
Ethan peeled it off.
Jacob’s mouth twitched.
“Don’t,” Ethan said.
“Wasn’t going to.”
“You were.”
“Briefly.”
It should have been easy. It almost was. Three people in a house, tape and primer and a punch list on a clipboard. Christopher correcting them from the couch. Jacob pretending he was irritated when the corrections helped. Ethan trying to be useful without taking over. The shape of it was ordinary enough that, if he did not think about it too hard, he could pretend this was what the six weeks would be. Work in the morning. Heat in the afternoon. Food at some point because Buck would somehow know if they forgot. Small jokes. Smaller repairs. Progress that could be photographed and sent to Eddie as proof that things were moving.
Then Jacob stood too fast. It was not dramatic. He did not stumble or curse or drop anything. He just pushed up from the floor with the rag in one hand and the tape in the other, crossed into the living room, and picked up the can of primer he had already checked twice.
“We should start with the bathroom patch,” he said.
Christopher looked up. “We haven’t finished taping.”
“We can tape around it.”
“That’s not how prep works.”
“It’s one patch.”
“It’s the patch directly beside the doorframe.”
Jacob set the can down on the drop cloth. “I know where the patch is.” The sentence landed sharper than the rest. Christopher went still in the way Ethan had begun to recognize. Not scared. Not hurt exactly. Measuring. Deciding whether the shift in the room belonged to him. Jacob seemed to hear it too, because his shoulders tightened before he turned back. “Sorry. I know.” Christopher looked at him for another second, then tapped the clipboard with his pen. “Tape first. Primer after.” Jacob exhaled through his nose. “Tape first.”
He went back to the hallway. Ethan waited until Christopher bent over the list again before he moved closer to Jacob, not enough to crowd him, just enough that his voice could stay low.
“You okay?”
Jacob pressed tape along the trim with his thumb. “Yeah.”
“That was convincing.”
“I said sorry.”
“I know.”
Jacob stopped pressing. The tape lifted under his thumb. For a moment, Ethan thought he would step back into a joke. Jacob had a dozen exits available if he wanted them. The tape. The heat. The fact that Ethan’s supposedly straight line had not survived basic scrutiny. But Jacob only stared down at the wall, jaw working once before he smoothed the tape again.
“I hate this part,” he said.
Ethan looked at the half-sanded patch. “Primer?”
“Waiting.”
The word was quiet enough that it changed the room more than the sharp sentence had. In the living room, Christopher’s pen slowed against the paper. Jacob kept his eyes on the baseboard. “You sand something down, and then you have to clean it, and then you have to tape it, and then you have to prime it, and then you have to wait again before you can paint it. And if you rush any of it, it looks bad. Or it peels. Or someone has to redo it later.”
“That is, unfortunately, how paint works,” Ethan said.
Jacob gave him half a look. “I know how paint works.”
“I’m getting that.”
“I just want one thing to be done.”
There it was.
Not the wall. Not the hallway. Not the patch beside the bathroom door. One thing. Any thing. Something that could be finished cleanly enough to hold against everything that could not be.
Ethan sat back on his heels. The floor was hard under his knees. The tape strip against his wrist pulled when he moved, a small, stupid tug he had forgotten was there.
“We can finish taping,” he said. “That counts.”
Jacob huffed once. Not quite a laugh. “Barely.”
“Barely still counts.”
Christopher said from the living room, “It counts if it’s on the list.” Jacob looked over. “Is taping on the list?” Christopher wrote something down. “Now it is.”
“That feels like cheating.”
“It’s called documentation.”
Ethan nodded. “I support it.” Jacob closed his eyes for a second, and when he opened them, some of the pressure had eased from his face. Not gone. Ethan did not think gone was available that morning. But eased. They finished the hallway in a better rhythm after that.
Ethan wiped, Jacob taped, Christopher corrected from the couch when either of them tried to skip a corner. The patch beside the bathroom door got its blue border. The baseboards along the hall got neat lines. The living room scuffs were circled with little tabs of tape so no one had to remember where furniture had hidden them. Jacob marked the paint can lids with sticky notes because the labels were half-ruined and Ethan refused to let anyone trust memory around off-white paint.
“This one is warmer,” Jacob said, holding up one can.
Ethan looked at the lid. “That means nothing.”
“It means it’s warmer.”
“Warm compared to what?”
“The other one.”
Christopher, without looking up from his phone, said, “Dad called them hallway white and living room white.” Jacob pointed at him. “See?”
“Those are not color names,” Ethan said.
“They are if you know what rooms they go in.”
“That is exactly the kind of system that makes people repaint the wrong wall.”
Christopher lifted his phone. “I have pictures.” Ethan stopped. “Of the paint cans?”
“Of the walls next to the paint cans.”
Jacob stared at him.
Christopher shrugged. “You and Dad argue about paint like it’s life or death. I got bored.” Ethan held out a hand. “Please send me those.” Christopher looked pleased. “Already did.” Ethan’s phone buzzed on the windowsill where he had left it, well away from primer and Jacob’s developing feud with the tape. Three photos appeared in the thread Christopher had started the night before, each one painfully practical: paint can, wall, room angle, a corner of tape with handwritten labels visible.
“You’re hired,” Ethan said.
“I’m already working here.”
“Promoted.”
Christopher glanced at Jacob. “Can I fire him?”
“No,” Jacob said immediately.
“Can I put him on probation?”
“Also no.”
“You’re afraid I’ll be fair.”
“I’m afraid you’ll make a spreadsheet.”
Christopher did not answer, which answered enough.
Ethan labeled the cans.
By late morning, the primer was open. Jacob stirred it on the drop cloth with a paint stick, slower now, the restless edge in him worn down by the fact that there was finally something to do with his hands that counted. Ethan crouched by the hallway wall with a small brush. Christopher had moved to the dining room chair because the angle gave him a better view of the bathroom patch and, according to him, it meant he did not have to keep twisting around to see.
The first stroke of primer went on too white. It always did. Ethan knew that. Everyone knew that. Primer looked wrong before it looked useful. Jacob still made a face. Christopher said, “It dries different.”
“I know.”
“You made the face.”
Jacob dragged one hand down his own cheek. “I am surrounded.”
“You invited us,” Ethan said.
That softened him again, unexpectedly. Jacob looked down at the brush in Ethan’s hand, then at the wall, then toward the living room where morning light had shifted across the floor. For a second, he looked younger. Not in a helpless way. Just stripped of the competence he kept putting on over everything else, the same way the sanded patch had been stripped down before primer.
“I lived here fourteen years,” he said.
Ethan kept the brush still against the tray. “In El Paso?” Jacob nodded. “First fourteen. Then Charleston. Then everywhere else.”
Christopher’s pen stopped.
Jacob seemed to realize he had said it out loud only after the room had already taken it in. He reached for the roller, then changed his mind and picked up the rag instead, wiping a spot on the baseboard that did not need wiping.
“I always forget that part,” Ethan said.
“What part?”
“That you had a whole life here before the parts everyone talks about.”
Jacob’s hand slowed.
Outside, the mower started again and then cut off almost immediately, as if the heat had won.
“Most of it wasn’t interesting,” Jacob said.
Christopher looked at him over the clipboard. “That’s not true.” Jacob’s mouth moved like he might argue, but Christopher had the same expression he used when the tape was crooked.
Right was right.
Jacob looked away first.
Ethan dipped the brush into the primer because he needed to do something that did not make the moment heavier by staring at it. “How old were you when Christopher was born?” Jacob’s fingers tightened around the rag.
Not much. Just enough.
Christopher glanced between them. He did not correct the question. He did not answer for Jacob either.
“Ten,” Jacob said.
Ethan looked up.
Jacob was still watching the baseboard. “I was ten when Shannon had him.” The name changed the air.
It was not that Shannon had been absent from the house. Ethan had felt her in small, indirect ways since arriving: Christopher’s orange in the fruit bowl, the old family photo on the side table that no one had moved, the places where Eddie’s life still held the shape of choices made before Los Angeles had become home. But Jacob saying her name put her in the hallway with them, young and specific and not softened by distance into someone easy to talk about. Christopher looked down at the list.
Jacob rubbed the rag once over the already clean trim. “She was nineteen. I thought that was grown.” Ethan did the math without meaning to and felt something in him pull tight. Nineteen. Pregnant. Eddie away in the orbit of the army and war and every adult explanation that did not make loneliness easier. Jacob ten years old and watching from the edge of rooms where people probably forgot he understood half of what they said and all of what they did not.
“Was she?” Ethan asked.
Jacob’s laugh was small and not very amused. “No.” Christopher’s thumb moved over the edge of the clipboard, slow back and forth. Jacob looked toward him then, careful in a way Ethan had seen adults use around grief and teenagers and old stories that belonged to more than one person. “She was older than me,” he said. “That was different. She didn’t act like my mom. She was never trying to be that.”
Christopher nodded, barely.
“But she talked to me,” Jacob said. “Like I wasn’t invisible.”
Ethan did not answer right away. The brush in his hand had too much primer on it. A drop gathered near the bristles, heavy and ready to fall, and he wiped it carefully against the tray before it could hit the drop cloth.
“That sounds like it mattered,” he said.
Jacob looked at him.
There were a lot of ways to step wrong here. Ethan could feel them lined up between the three of them. Too sympathetic and it would turn Shannon into a lesson. Too clinical and it would make Jacob regret speaking. Too quiet and Christopher might decide the room had become another place where people were allowed to miss someone only if they did it neatly. So Ethan held Jacob’s gaze and let the sentence be simple. Jacob looked away again, but not like he was leaving.
“Yeah,” he said. “It did.”
For a while, no one said anything else. Ethan primed the patch beside the bathroom door. Jacob taped the last living room scuff even though the tape was already straight enough. Christopher added something to the list, his handwriting smaller than before. When Ethan passed behind him to rinse the brush, he glanced down.
Under PAINT / WALLS, Christopher had written:
Tape first. Primer after. Waiting counts if it means not redoing it later.
Ethan carried the brush to the sink and did not say anything. Behind him, Jacob capped the primer and set the lid down carefully, like there were some things in the house that still deserved to be handled gently.
El Paso, Late 2010
Jacob was ten years old the first time he understood that adults could look straight at him and still not see him.
It was not a new discovery, exactly. More like a thing he had known in pieces and finally had enough pieces to name. His mother could look at him while fixing her earrings in the hallway mirror and say, “Not now, Jacob,” before he had finished the sentence. His father could look over the top of the newspaper and ask if he had done his homework without waiting to hear the answer. His teachers saw grades, handwriting, whether his shirt was tucked in, whether he was talking too much or not enough.
People saw the evidence of him. They missed him all the time.
That afternoon, the house smelled like lemon cleaner and something baking that had gone a little too brown at the edges. His mother had decided everyone was coming over even though no one had explained to Jacob who counted as everyone or why everyone needed the good plates for a regular Saturday. There were cousins in the living room, adults in the kitchen, someone’s baby asleep in a carrier by the couch, and his father’s voice floating in from the porch, low and firm in the way that meant other adults were supposed to nod.
Jacob had been told to help. Then he had been told he was in the way. Then he had been told to help somewhere else. Somewhere else turned out to be the hallway, where he stood with a stack of napkins in both hands and no destination, listening to his mother say, “Jacob, honey, just put those wherever,” while reaching around him for a serving spoon.
“Where’s wherever?” he asked.
“The table.”
“Which table?”
She shut the drawer harder than she needed to. “The table people eat at.” Jacob looked toward the dining room, where there were already napkins at every place setting because his aunt had done them wrong first and then done them again after his mother corrected the fold.
“There are napkins there,” he said.
His mother turned with the spoon in her hand. “Then put them in the kitchen. Jacob, please. I don’t have time for this.” For what, he wanted to ask.
For the napkins? For him knowing there were already napkins? For him trying to do the exact thing she had asked?
He did not ask. Asking questions had a way of becoming attitude once adults were tired enough. He took the napkins to the kitchen.
The kitchen was worse. More adults. More heat from the oven. More elbows and hips moving around each other in patterns everyone seemed to understand except him. His grandmother was slicing tomatoes at the counter and telling a story that involved three different women named Maria. His aunt was opening cabinets like she had never been in the house before. Someone had put a casserole dish on the stove without a trivet and his mother was going to be mad about the mark later.
Jacob set the napkins beside the sink because it was the only empty space.
“Not there,” his grandmother said automatically.
He picked them back up.
“Where?”
“Ask your mother.”
Jacob looked through the doorway. His mother was laughing at something his aunt said in the dining room, bright and quick and nothing like the way she had said his name two minutes earlier. He tightened his grip on the napkins until the corners bent.
“Those are going to wrinkle,” his grandmother said.
Jacob loosened his fingers.
That was when Shannon came in through the back door with one hand braced low against her stomach and the other holding a plastic grocery bag by two stretched handles. Her hair was pulled up messily, pieces escaping around her face, and her cheeks were flushed from the heat outside. She looked tired in a way adults kept calling glowing, which Jacob thought was proof that adults lied about words when they wanted something to sound nicer. Shannon did not look glowing. Shannon looked like she might bite someone.
“If one more person tells me I’m carrying low, I’m going to start carrying a weapon,” she announced.
His grandmother made a sound. “Shannon.”
“What? I didn’t say I’d use it.”
Jacob’s aunt laughed from the dining room. His mother said, “Don’t encourage her,” but she was smiling when she said it. Shannon rolled her eyes, set the grocery bag on the counter, and looked at Jacob. Not past him. Not around him. At him.
“You lost?” she asked.
Jacob looked down at the napkins. “Maybe.”
“That’s honest.”
“I’m supposed to put these wherever.”
“Dangerous instruction.”
“There are already napkins on the table.”
Shannon leaned slightly to see into the dining room, then looked back at him. “And they’re the fancy folded ones, too. Very serious.”
“I didn’t fold those.”
“I can tell. Yours would have corners.”
He did not know what to do with that, because it was teasing but not mean, and because she had noticed something true without making it sound like a problem. Shannon took the stack from his hands. “Backup napkins go on the sideboard. People spill things when they try to talk with their hands.”
“We have a sideboard?”
“Apparently.” She nodded toward the dining room. “The wooden thing everyone puts mail on until company comes over and suddenly it has a name.”
Jacob followed her because no one told him not to, and because Shannon moved like she expected him to come. She set the napkins on the sideboard, squared the stack with two fingers, then shifted her weight and made a small face before she could hide it. Jacob stared at her stomach.
He did not mean to. It was just there, round under the soft blue shirt she wore, impossible to ignore and impossible to understand as a person. Everyone kept saying the baby like that explained anything. The baby was coming. The baby was active. The baby was Eddie’s. The baby was a blessing. The baby was making Shannon tired. The baby was making Shannon hungry. The baby was making everyone talk about Shannon like she was a room the baby lived in instead of Shannon.
She caught him looking.
“You got a question,” she said, “or are you trying to communicate with him telepathically?”
Jacob blinked. “Does that work?”
“If it does, tell him to stop kicking my ribs.”
He looked at her stomach again, more carefully this time, as if the baby might hear him if he aimed right. “Stop kicking her ribs.”
Shannon waited.
Nothing happened.
“Rude,” she said.
Jacob smiled before he could stop himself. Shannon saw that too. Her own smile came slower, tired but real, and for a second the noise of the house moved around them instead of through them.
“Does it hurt?” he asked.
“Sometimes.”
He waited for the part adults usually added. The part that made the truth smaller. But it’s worth it. But I’m fine. But don’t worry about it. Shannon did not add it.
She rubbed the side of her stomach with the heel of her hand. “Mostly it’s weird. There’s a person in there, and everyone keeps acting like that’s normal because it happens all the time. It is not normal. It is very strange.”
Jacob looked toward the kitchen, half-expecting someone to correct her. No one did. The adults were talking over each other again. Someone had opened the oven. His mother was asking where the foil went even though the foil always went in the same drawer.
“Are you scared?” Jacob asked.
Shannon’s hand stopped moving.
For one second, he thought he had done it wrong. Asked too much. Made a question into attitude or trouble or something adults would send him away for noticing. Then Shannon looked down at him, and the answer on her face was not the one people gave in front of grandmothers.
“Yeah,” she said.
Jacob did not know what to say to that. Shannon did not seem to need him to know. She leaned one shoulder against the wall, careful and tired, and lowered her voice just enough to make the conversation theirs. “Not all the time. Sometimes I’m excited. Sometimes I’m hungry. Sometimes I want Eddie to stop sending me letters that say things like be careful, like I’m out here doing parkour.”
“What’s parkour?”
“Running at walls because you think gravity is a suggestion.”
Jacob considered that. “That sounds dumb.”
“Extremely.”
“Is Eddie scared?”
Something changed around her mouth. Not a smile leaving. Something behind it stepping back.
“Probably,” she said. “He’s just far away, so he has to do it by mail.”
Jacob knew Eddie was in the Army. Everyone knew Eddie was in the Army. Adults said it with the same voice they used for church announcements and hospital updates. Proud and worried and expecting children to understand the proud part more than the worried part. Jacob understood the worried part fine.
“That’s harder,” he said.
Shannon looked at him again, sharper this time.
Not angry. Just focused.
“Yeah,” she said. “It is.”
From the kitchen, his mother called, “Jacob? Did you put those napkins somewhere useful?”
His face went hot.
Shannon straightened before he could answer. “Sideboard,” she called back. “Where backup napkins go.” There was a tiny pause.
“Thank you, Shannon.”
Jacob looked at the floor. Shannon nudged his shoe lightly with hers. “Don’t do that.”
“Do what?”
“Make yourself smaller because someone else missed the obvious.”
He stared at her.
No one had ever said anything like that to him before. Not because no one loved him. He knew people loved him in the way families loved kids: food, rides, reminders, school clothes, birthday candles, someone checking his forehead when he coughed too hard. But love did not always mean seeing the exact place where something hurt. Shannon saw it like she had been looking there already.
“I wasn’t,” he said.
“Okay.”
She let him have the lie without believing it. That made it worse and better at the same time. His mother came through the dining room with the foil in one hand and her phone in the other. “Shannon, honey, sit down before you wear yourself out. Jacob, go see if your father needs anything outside.” Jacob nodded because nodding was faster than being asked twice. Shannon said, “Actually, can he grab me water first?” His mother stopped. “I can get you water.”
“I know. But Jacob’s standing right here, and I’m very pregnant, and if I walk back into that kitchen your aunt is going to ask me about breastfeeding again.”
His mother’s expression pinched, then surrendered. “Fine. Water, then outside.” Jacob went to the kitchen. This time, he had a job that made sense. Cup from the cabinet. Ice because Shannon liked ice. Water from the fridge dispenser, slow because the filter was old and always made a tired grinding noise before it worked. He filled it almost to the top, then stopped before it could spill when he carried it. When he brought it back, Shannon accepted the glass like he had done something correctly instead of merely obeying.
“Perfect,” she said.
It was only water.
Jacob knew that.
Still, the word settled somewhere deep enough that he felt it after he walked outside, past the porch where his father was talking about work with two other men, past the strip of yard where the grass had gone brittle at the edges, past the place where adults would tell him to stand until they remembered what they wanted from him next. Inside, Shannon laughed at something. Low and bright and tired.
Jacob stood in the heat with his hands empty and thought, for the first time all day, that maybe being useful did not always have to feel like disappearing. Sometimes, if the right person looked at you, it felt like being called by name.
By dinner, the house had collected proof that work had happened. Blue tape lined the hallway in careful strips. The bathroom patch had dried to the dull, chalky white of primer. A fan hummed from the living room floor, angled toward the wall but mostly stirring warm air around the room. The drop cloths had been folded badly and then refolded by Ethan while Jacob pretended not to notice. The paint brushes sat clean in the dish rack beside three glasses and one fork Christopher claimed had not been his.
The repair list had migrated back to the kitchen table. Christopher had drawn a box beside TAPE HALLWAY and checked it with enough force to dent the paper. Jacob stood over it with a takeout menu in one hand. “You made taping its own line?”
“It was work.”
“It was prep.”
“Prep is work.”
Ethan reached for one of the clean glasses. “I’m with Christopher.”
“Of course you are.”
“He has documentation.”
Christopher pointed his pen at Ethan without looking up. “Promotion stands.” Jacob made a quiet sound of betrayal, but it had no real weight behind it. The sharp edge from the morning had worn down into something tired and workable. He had showered after they finished cleaning up, and his hair was still damp at the ends, curling slightly against the back of his neck. There was a faint smear of primer near his elbow that he had missed. Ethan had noticed it ten minutes ago and decided not to say anything yet.
Some discoveries deserved time.
The kitchen smelled like dish soap, dust, and the chili-lime chips Christopher had opened despite the fact that dinner was supposedly imminent. Outside, the day had not cooled so much as changed texture. The light through the window was lower, more gold than white, but the heat still pressed against the glass like it had taken up residence and started paying rent.
“We said no repair talk during dinner,” Christopher said.
Jacob lifted the menu. “This is dinner acquisition talk.”
“The list is on the table.”
“The list lives there now.”
“That sounds like repair talk.”
“That sounds like you trying to control the table.”
Christopher leaned back in his chair and looked deeply unimpressed. “I can control a table.” Ethan set the glass down. “I believe him.” Jacob pointed the menu at both of them. “You two formed a committee without me.”
“You were in the shower,” Christopher said.
“That is not a valid parliamentary window.”
“Then don’t miss meetings.”
It was too much, maybe. Too easy on the surface. A little bright around the edges in the way rooms sometimes got when everyone inside them was carefully not stepping on the darker places. Ethan could feel that too. The effort under it. The way Jacob kept glancing toward the hallway as if the primed patch might change while his back was turned. The way Christopher’s jokes came quickest whenever silence lasted longer than a breath. Still, Ethan thought there were worse things than a room trying to hold.
He picked up his phone. “What are we actually eating?”
“Tacos,” Christopher said immediately.
Jacob looked at him. “You had tacos yesterday.”
“And?”
“That was not an objection,” Jacob said. “That was me gathering information.”
“Tacos,” Christopher repeated.
Ethan looked at Jacob.
Jacob looked at the menu, then at Christopher, then back at the menu like he was pretending there had ever been another outcome. “Tacos it is.”
The nearest place had online ordering, which Ethan considered a mercy until the website asked twelve separate questions about salsa and none about whether three people who had spent the day breathing primer fumes had the executive function to choose correctly. Christopher knew everyone’s order. Jacob corrected two details. Christopher corrected his correction. Ethan added extra water bottles to the grocery list on instinct and earned a look from both of them.
“Buck texted you, didn’t he?” Jacob asked.
“Not about water.”
“That wasn’t a no.”
Ethan’s phone buzzed before he could defend himself.
Buck: If you guys painted today, open windows. Unless it’s too hot. Then don’t. But ventilation matters. Also eat real food.
Ethan read it silently.
Christopher held out a hand. “Let me see.”
“No.”
“It’s about us.”
“It is about air quality and food.”
“So us.”
Jacob leaned over Ethan’s shoulder just far enough to read the screen and laughed under his breath. “He is physically in Los Angeles and somehow still managing this house.”
“He has range,” Ethan said.
“He has anxiety with Wi-Fi.”
Christopher reached for the chip bag. “Tell him we’re eating tacos.”
Ethan typed it.
Buck: Good. Tell Chris I said extra guac if available.
Christopher looked pleased when Ethan read that part aloud. “Buck understands dinner.”
“Buck understands toppings,” Jacob said. “There’s a difference.”
The food took thirty-five minutes. Jacob said he would go pick it up. Christopher said he was coming too, because if Jacob went alone he would forget the extra salsa. Jacob said he had never forgotten salsa in his life. Christopher said the grocery-store incident from April counted. Jacob said that had been a communication failure. Christopher said yes, exactly.
They ended up all going, because Ethan had learned quickly that errands in El Paso were not just errands. They were also air-conditioning in the car, neighborhood commentary, arguments about which left turn was secretly cursed, and Christopher pointing out places with the detached authority of someone who had decided he was already leaving and therefore could narrate the city like a museum guide.
By the time they got back, the sky had deepened outside the windshield, the mountains gone dark at the edges. The tacos were warm against Ethan’s knees. Christopher had a horchata balanced carefully between both hands, and Jacob had spent the drive home pretending not to watch it every time the car turned.
“I’m not going to spill it,” Christopher said as Jacob parked.
“I didn’t say anything.”
“Your entire shoulder said something.”
Jacob cut the engine. “My shoulder is concerned about upholstery.”
“Your shoulder can relax.”
Ethan took the food bag before Jacob could reach for everything at once. “I’ve got this.”
“I can carry it.”
“I know.”
Jacob looked at him, caught by the echo from that morning, then let go of the bag. Small victory. Barely visible. Still real. Inside, the house was cooler than the porch but warmer than it should have been. The fan still hummed in the living room. The primer smell had faded but not disappeared. Ethan set the food on the kitchen table while Jacob went to wash his hands and Christopher maneuvered through the doorway with the horchata, his crutches, and too much confidence.
“Chris,” Jacob said from the sink.
“I have it.”
He did, technically. The cup was tucked against his chest, one forearm angled around it while he shifted the right crutch forward. The movement worked for three seconds, which was long enough for everyone to see why he thought it would keep working. Then the straw caught on the edge of his shirt.
Christopher froze.
The cup tipped a fraction. Jacob moved before Ethan finished inhaling. Not fast in a panicked way. Not dramatic. He crossed the few feet between them, caught the cup with one hand, and with the other steadied Christopher at the elbow, light enough that it was not a grab. He did not say, Careful. He did not say, I told you. He did not take the crutch or the drink away. He just made himself into two free hands exactly where Christopher needed them.
“Pause,” Jacob said.
Christopher paused.
“Cup first?”
Christopher’s jaw shifted.
Ethan looked down at the salsa containers and gave them both the privacy of not being stared at.
“Yeah,” Christopher said.
Jacob set the horchata on the table within Christopher’s reach, then stepped back half a pace. “Your left crutch is too far out.”
Christopher looked down.
“It is not.”
“It is if you’re turning.”
“I was not turning.”
“You were about to.”
Christopher looked annoyed because Jacob was right and because being right did not make it less annoying.
Jacob waited.
No fuss. No hovering. No wounded expression. Just waited, one hand resting on the back of the chair, his body angled like he could help again if asked and disappear if not.
Christopher adjusted the crutch.
“Better?” Jacob asked.
“Maybe.”
“Good enough.”
Christopher moved the last two steps to the chair and sat, more irritated than shaken. Jacob pushed the horchata closer with two fingers and then turned back to the sink like nothing significant had happened. Ethan stood very still with a container of salsa in his hand.
He had seen people help Christopher before. Eddie did it with the practiced ease of a parent who knew when to intervene and when to let his son fight through a motion because dignity mattered. Buck did it with his whole face, careful and bright and sometimes too earnest by half, but always learning. Maddie did it quietly, making space before anyone had to ask. Chimney turned help into a joke when the room needed air and shut up when it didn’t.
Jacob did it like someone who had learned the choreography young. Not from instruction. Not from a chart. From repetition. From watching a body and a room and the object most likely to fall. From knowing that help offered too loudly could become another obstacle. Christopher peeled the lid off the salsa. “You’re staring.” Ethan looked down at the container in his own hand. “I was thinking.”
“About salsa?”
“About logistics.”
Jacob came back with a towel over one shoulder. “That word is becoming suspicious.”
“Some words earn suspicion,” Christopher said.
Ethan set the salsa down. “You’re good at that.” Jacob’s hand stilled on the towel. Christopher looked between them and then became very interested in opening the guacamole.
“At what?” Jacob asked.
“Helping without making it a thing.”
The kitchen went quiet except for the fan in the living room and the thin crinkle of Christopher peeling back the foil lid. Jacob shrugged, but it landed late. “You do what works.”
“Not everyone knows what works.”
“Chris isn't hard to figure out.”
Christopher snorted. “That is not what my physical therapist says.” Jacob glanced at him. “Your physical therapist says you negotiate like a lawyer.”
“Because I’m right a lot.”
“Because you try to cross-examine your hamstrings.”
“They started it.”
The joke loosened the room, but not all the way. Jacob still had the towel in his hand. Ethan could see the place where the compliment had hit, not cleanly enough to accept and not wrongly enough to reject. So he did not push.
They ate at the kitchen table with the repair list turned facedown under the napkin holder in deference to Christopher’s law. Sauce dripped onto paper plates. Jacob forgot a fork and then stole one from Ethan’s side of the table even though there were three clean ones behind him. Christopher got his extra guac and pretended not to be pleased. Ethan sent Buck a photo of the food, because if Buck was going to worry across state lines, he could at least be rewarded with evidence.
Buck: Tell Chris I approve.
Buck: Tell Jacob I’m watching the fan situation.
Ethan did not read the second message aloud. After dinner, Christopher took his time getting up. Not because he could not. Ethan could tell the difference now, or thought he could. This was calculation. The chair angle. The crutches. The empty horchata cup. The trash on his plate. The distance to the counter. Pride measuring itself against fatigue. Jacob noticed without looking like he noticed.
“I’m taking trash,” he said, reaching for his own plate first.
Christopher’s fingers tightened around the edge of his paper plate. Jacob added, “If anyone else wants in on this very exclusive service, now’s the time.” That gave Christopher the out without naming it. He handed over the plate. “Don’t drop it.”
“I have carried more difficult objects.”
“Like Ethan’s luggage?”
“Exactly like Ethan’s luggage.”
Ethan raised a hand. “My luggage is not part of this conversation.”
“Your luggage is part of the house now,” Christopher said.
“It has its own room,” Jacob added.
“It does not.”
“It has a corner and ambition.”
Ethan pointed at the facedown list. “This is repair talk adjacent.” Christopher considered that, then nodded. “Allowed. It’s about luggage.” Jacob carried the plates to the trash with a smile tucked into one corner of his mouth.
Later, when the kitchen was wiped down and the fan had been repositioned one more time because Buck’s warning had entered Ethan’s bloodstream, Christopher went to shower. He waved off help before anyone offered it, which meant Jacob stayed in the kitchen and Ethan stayed at the table and both of them listened to the rhythm of crutches in the hall until the bathroom door closed. Only then did Jacob let out a breath. Ethan glanced at him. “You okay?” Jacob leaned back against the counter. “You asked me that this morning.”
“You didn’t answer very convincingly this morning.”
“I’m fine.”
Ethan gave him a look.
Jacob’s mouth twitched. “Fine-adjacent.”
“That one I believe.”
The bathroom fan clicked on down the hall. Water started a moment later, muffled through the wall. Jacob folded the towel he had used earlier, unfolded it, then folded it again.
“I used to help Shannon like that,” he said.
Ethan stayed still.
Jacob looked down at the towel. “Not the crutches. Obviously. Just… two free hands. That was what she used to say when Christopher was little.” The house seemed to quiet around the words.
“She’d be holding him and trying to open a bottle or find a burp cloth or answer the phone, and she’d say, ‘Jacob, I need two free hands.’ Like that was a job title.”
His voice was soft, but not lost. Not yet. Ethan rested his forearms on the table. “Was it?” Jacob huffed a little. “To me? Yeah.” He looked toward the hallway, where the shower ran and Christopher existed on the other side of the door as both the teenager he was and the baby he had once been in someone else’s arms.
“It felt important,” Jacob said.
Ethan thought of the way Jacob had moved in the doorway. The cup, the elbow, the step back. Help shaped by memory so old it had become instinct.
“It was important,” he said.
Jacob looked at him, and this time the vulnerability did not vanish as quickly.
“Yeah,” he said. “I think it was.”
The shower kept running. The fan hummed. The facedown repair list waited beneath the napkin holder, out of sight but not gone. Jacob folded the towel one last time and set it on the counter.
“Anyway,” he said, quieter. “That’s where that started.”
Ethan did not ask him to explain more. He did not have to. Some doors opened only because no one shoved them. So he nodded, and let the kitchen hold the shape of the memory until Jacob was ready to step through it.
El Paso, 2011
Christopher cried like he had been personally wronged by the entire house. Jacob heard him from the hallway before he saw him. It was not the small, fussy sound Christopher made when someone took too long with a bottle, or the angry squawk that meant he had dropped something and discovered, once again, that gravity did not care about him. This was bigger. Red-faced. Full-body. The kind of crying that made adults move faster and speak worse.
Shannon was in the living room with him against her shoulder, bouncing one knee while she tried to hold the phone between her ear and the side of her face. Her hair was pulled back, but half of it had escaped. There was a damp spot on the shoulder of her shirt. One of Christopher’s socks was missing. The other was halfway off his foot, hanging there with the stubbornness of something that had decided it would rather die than stay useful.
“No, I know,” Shannon said into the phone, voice tight around the crying. “I know what the paper says. I'm looking at the paper.”
Christopher screamed harder.
Jacob stopped in the doorway. He had come in because his mother had sent him to tell Shannon lunch was ready. Then his mother had told him, from the kitchen, not to bother Shannon if the baby was sleeping. The baby was clearly not sleeping. Jacob was not sure if that meant he was supposed to bother her or not bother her with more urgency. Adults made simple instructions complicated by changing the world after they gave them. Shannon saw him and closed her eyes for half a second. “Jacob.”
“Lunch is ready.”
“Great.”
She did not move.
On the phone, someone talked for a long time. Jacob could hear the buzz of a voice but not the words. Shannon shifted Christopher higher on her shoulder and reached blindly toward the coffee table, where a burp cloth, two folded papers, a pen, and an uncapped bottle of gas drops had arranged themselves into a problem.
The bottle rolled.
Jacob caught it before it reached the edge.
Shannon opened one eye.
“Thanks,” she mouthed.
Christopher’s face was scrunched against her neck, furious and wet. His tiny hand had a fistful of Shannon’s shirt. He was still new enough to look impossible to Jacob sometimes. Not impossible like magic. Impossible like he had too many needs to fit in one room. Feed him. Burp him. Change him. Rock him. Keep his head supported. Watch his breathing. Do not let him roll off things. Do not let blankets near his face. Do not shake the bottle too much. Do not warm it too much. Do not forget the drops. Do not forget the extra outfit. Do not forget the backup outfit because the first backup outfit was apparently a lie babies told.
Everyone kept saying babies were simple. Jacob thought everyone was insane. Shannon reached for the papers with the same hand holding the phone. The top sheet slid off the stack and fluttered to the floor.
“Damn it,” she whispered.
Jacob picked it up.
She held out two fingers without looking, and he gave it to her.
“No, I’m here,” she said into the phone. “Sorry. The baby is—yes, I know you can hear him.”
Christopher screamed like he wanted to make sure the person on the phone could hear him in another state. Jacob stepped closer. “Is he hungry?” Shannon gave him a look that was tired enough to be honest. “He ate twenty minutes ago.”
“Is he still hungry?”
“If he is, he can take it up with management.”
Jacob looked at Christopher. Christopher did not seem ready for paperwork. The phone voice got louder. Shannon’s mouth pressed flat.
“I understand,” she said. “But Eddie is deployed, and I already sent—yes. Yes, I can send it again.”
Jacob looked at the papers. There were forms. Lines. Boxes. A name printed wrong on one page and corrected in Shannon’s handwriting above it. Eddie’s name appeared twice. Christopher’s appeared once, very new and formal in blue ink: Christopher Garrett Diaz.
“Jacob,” Shannon said, and this time her voice was different.
He looked up.
“I need two free hands.”
It was not a question. It was not an order either. It landed somewhere better than both, like she was naming a job and trusting him to understand it.
Jacob nodded.
“What do I do?”
Shannon shifted Christopher carefully. “Take the phone.”
His stomach dropped. “What?”
“Just hold it to my ear. Don’t talk.”
“What if they talk to me?”
“Then say, ‘One moment, please,’ like you’re secretly forty.”
Jacob did not know if that was helpful, but Shannon was already lowering the phone. He took it with both hands and held it against her ear, careful not to press too hard. The plastic was warm from her skin. The person on the other end kept talking.
Shannon now had one hand under Christopher and one hand free. She grabbed the pen, uncapped it with her teeth, and leaned over the coffee table while still rocking the baby.
Christopher hiccuped between cries.
“Okay,” Shannon said into the phone. “Tell me exactly which number you need.”
Jacob held the phone.
It should not have felt important. He was standing in a living room with his arm starting to ache, holding a phone to Shannon’s ear while a baby screamed six inches from his face. His mother would have called it helping. His father would have called it doing what he was told. His grandmother would have said careful, careful, as if the word itself could keep things from breaking. Shannon had called it two free hands.
That was different.
It made him part of the solution instead of part of the room.
“Policy number,” the phone voice said, suddenly clear.
Jacob’s mouth went dry.
Shannon looked up at him. He remembered what she had said. “One moment, please.” Shannon’s tired face broke into a quick smile. Then she looked down at the paper again. “Bottom left,” she murmured. Jacob leaned enough to see without moving the phone too far from her ear. “There are two numbers.”
“Read me the one under Eddie’s name.”
He did.
Shannon repeated it into the phone, slower, sharper, each digit like a nail going exactly where it belonged. Christopher’s crying changed halfway through, slipping from outrage into broken, hiccuping complaint. Shannon adjusted him without looking away from the paper, hand sure under his back.
Jacob watched that too.
She looked exhausted. She looked young. She looked like she had not slept correctly in weeks and had not eaten lunch even though lunch was ready and cooling in the kitchen. But her hands knew Christopher. Even tired, even angry, even while talking to someone who kept making her prove things already written down, she knew where his head needed to be. She knew how to pat his back without jostling him. She knew when to shift his weight before his cry turned worse.
Jacob wondered if knowing came from loving someone or from having no choice.
Maybe both.
“Yes,” Shannon said. “Yes, that is the same address. No, he is not here to confirm it because he is deployed. That's why I'm calling.”
Her voice cracked on the last word.
Only a little.
Jacob would not have heard it if he had not been close enough to feel the heat coming off Christopher’s face. He looked toward the kitchen. No one came in. The adult voices stayed where they were, moving around lunch and each other, rising and falling in ordinary shapes. Maybe they thought Shannon had it handled because she sounded like she had it handled. Maybe sounding fine was all adults needed from each other.
Jacob did not think Shannon was fine. He shifted the phone carefully from one hand to the other so his arm could rest, then used his free hand to pick up the burp cloth from the table.
Shannon glanced at him.
He held it up.
She tilted her chin toward her shoulder. Jacob tucked the cloth between Christopher’s cheek and Shannon’s shirt. Christopher made a miserable, offended sound, then turned his face into it.
Shannon’s eyes softened.
She did not say anything. She was still listening to the phone. But she saw him do it.
That was enough.
The call lasted forever. Or maybe seven minutes. Jacob had learned that time was different when his arm hurt and a baby was crying and Shannon’s whole future seemed to depend on whether someone in an office believed the same forms twice.
Finally, Shannon said, “Thank you,” in a voice that meant the opposite of gratitude, took the phone from Jacob, and ended the call. For two seconds, she just stood there. Christopher hiccuped once against her shoulder. Then Shannon looked at Jacob. “You were excellent.” Heat went up his neck.
“I just held the phone.”
“You held the phone, read the number, saved the gas drops, rescued the paper, and invented customer service voice at age ten.”
“You told me what to say.”
“And you said it.”
He looked down because looking at her while she meant it was too much. Shannon moved toward the couch and sat carefully, Christopher still tucked against her. The crying had burned down into soft, exhausted grumbles. His missing sock was nowhere to be seen. His visible toes flexed and relaxed against Shannon’s side.
“Can you grab that bottle?” she asked.
Jacob picked it up from the coffee table. “The gas drops?”
“Yeah. And the little syringe thing.”
He found it under the paper he had picked up earlier. “This?”
“That.”
He handed both to her, then hovered because hovering seemed rude but leaving seemed wrong. Shannon noticed. “You can sit.”
“Mom said lunch is ready.”
“Your mom can survive without us for five minutes.”
That sounded dangerous, but Shannon said it like a fact. Jacob sat on the far end of the couch. Christopher opened one wet eye at him. Jacob looked back. “You’re loud.”
Christopher hiccuped.
“He knows,” Shannon said.
She measured the drops with the kind of concentration adults used for important things, then gave them to Christopher with practiced awkwardness. Some went in his mouth. Some went on his chin. Shannon wiped him with the burp cloth and sighed.
“Parenting,” she said, “is mostly trying to get liquids into and out of the correct places.”
Jacob thought about that.
“That sounds gross.”
“It's frequently gross.”
Christopher blinked at him again, no longer screaming, which made his face look completely different. Smaller. Curious, maybe, though Jacob was not sure babies could be curious on purpose.
“Does he know who I am?” Jacob asked.
Shannon looked down at Christopher. “Probably not in words.” Jacob nodded, pretending that answer was fine.
“But he knows voices,” she added. “And hands. And who panics.”
“I didn’t panic.”
“I know.”
Again, she said it like the fact mattered. Jacob looked at Christopher’s small hand, now unclenched against Shannon’s shirt. One finger opened and closed slowly, catching on the fabric.
“What does he know about hands?”
“Whether they’re careful.”
Shannon shifted, then held Christopher a little outward. Not away from her. Just enough that Jacob could see him better. “Want to try?” Jacob’s whole body went still.
“Try what?”
“Holding him.”
“Me?”
“No, the other Jacob.”
He did not laugh. His hands had started sweating. Shannon’s face changed. Softer, but not the soft voice adults used when they thought children were about to cry. “You don’t have to.” That helped. The not having to. It made the wanting clearer.
“I can,” he said.
“Okay. Scoot closer.”
He did.
Shannon talked him through it, direct and calm. Arm here. Support his head. Keep him angled a little. Don’t lock your elbow. Babies were heavier than they looked and lighter than they should have been. Christopher made a suspicious little sound during the transfer, but Shannon did not snatch him back. She kept one hand under him until Jacob had the weight, then loosened it slowly. Christopher settled against Jacob’s chest. Jacob forgot how to breathe.
“You can breathe,” Shannon said.
He breathed.
Christopher smelled like milk, detergent, and the top of his own head. His hair was soft and dark and ridiculous. His face, when it was not screaming, looked almost serious. Jacob stared down at him, terrified by how little there was between Christopher and every bad thing in the world except other people paying attention.
“He’s small,” Jacob said.
“Yeah.”
“Too small.”
Shannon leaned back against the couch, empty hands resting in her lap for the first time since Jacob had entered the room. She looked at Christopher, then at Jacob holding him, and something tired in her expression loosened.
“He won’t always be.”
Jacob tried to imagine Christopher bigger. Walking. Talking. Having opinions about food and television and whether napkins belonged on the sideboard. It seemed impossible, but so did everything about babies, and everyone kept insisting they happened anyway. Christopher’s hand moved against his shirt. Jacob lowered his voice. “Hi.”
Christopher did not answer.
“He’s not a great conversationalist yet,” Shannon said.
“I noticed.”
She smiled.
From the kitchen, his mother called, “Shannon? Jacob? Food’s getting cold.”
Jacob tensed.
Shannon did not move. “Two minutes,” she called back. There was a pause. Then his mother said, “Alright,” in a voice that meant it was not alright but would become alright if no one argued. Jacob looked at Shannon. “She’s mad.”
“She’ll live.”
“Because of lunch?”
“Because everyone thinks a baby makes time more flexible until it’s their food getting cold.”
Jacob thought that was probably true. Christopher made another sound, softer now, almost a sigh. His body went heavier in Jacob’s arms.
“Is he asleep?”
Shannon leaned in to check. “Almost.”
Jacob stayed very still.
The room felt different when Christopher was quiet. The forms were still on the table. The gas drops still smelled weirdly sweet. The phone call had still happened. Eddie was still far away. Lunch was still cooling in the kitchen and someone would still have to explain whatever had gone wrong with the papers to someone else later. But Shannon had two empty hands for a moment. Jacob had Christopher held safely against him.
For once, the thing he was doing was not something adults had forgotten to assign clearly. It was not carrying napkins to the wrong place or standing in a doorway waiting to be redirected. It was specific. Needed. Trusted. Shannon reached over and adjusted the edge of the burp cloth under Christopher’s cheek, then tapped two fingers lightly against Jacob’s wrist.
“Good hands,” she said.
Jacob looked down at where Christopher’s tiny fingers had curled into his shirt. He wanted to keep the words. Not in a notebook. Not anywhere someone could find and tease him for it. Just somewhere inside where they could not get wrinkled or moved to the wrong table or dismissed because someone did not have time.
Good hands.
Two free hands.
For the first time, Jacob understood that being useful could be more than being available. Sometimes it meant someone trusted you with what they loved.
By eight the next morning, the fence had stopped being a line item and become a diagnosis.
Ethan stood in the side yard with his phone in one hand, a tape measure in the other, and enough sweat gathering under his collar to make him reconsider every confident thing he had ever said about hydration. The sun had not reached full cruelty yet, but it was working toward it. Heat came off the stucco wall in quiet waves. The gravel shifted under his shoes. Somewhere beyond the fence, a dog barked once and then apparently decided the day was already too much effort.
The fence leaned.
Not subtly. Not in a way a person could politely ignore because old houses had character and outdoor structures developed opinions. It leaned with purpose, the whole side run pulling away from the post nearest the gate as if it had been trying to leave the property in slow motion for years.
Christopher sat on the porch steps in the only strip of shade available, sunglasses on, clipboard balanced across his knees. One crutch rested beside him. The other was angled within reach because he had already informed both of them that “sitting down” and “being trapped” were not synonyms.
Jacob was at the fence post with a screwdriver, a work glove tucked into his back pocket, and the expression of someone preparing to take an argument personally.
“It’s not that bad,” he said.
The fence made a soft, dry creak in the wind. Christopher looked at Ethan. “Write down that it made a noise.” Ethan typed into the shared note. Fence made noise when Jacob lied. Jacob glanced over. “I can see your thumbs moving.”
“Documentation.”
“You two have ruined that word.”
“Known behavior,” Christopher said.
Jacob pointed the screwdriver at him without turning fully around. “That phrase is on probation.”
“You don’t have authority over phrases.”
“I have authority over this screwdriver.”
“Barely,” Christopher said.
Ethan stepped closer to the post before the screwdriver could become part of the family history. “Let’s start with photos.”
“I already took photos yesterday,” Jacob said.
“From the porch,” Christopher said.
“The porch can see.”
“The porch cannot inspect rot.”
Jacob opened his mouth, then shut it again because even he apparently had limits. Ethan took photos from three angles: the full fence line, the base of the post, the gap where the gate no longer sat square. Then he crouched, careful not to put his bare hand on the metal latch after yesterday’s lesson with the car door handle, and aimed the camera at the wood near the soil line.
Up close, the problem was worse. The base of the post had darkened in a ragged ring where dirt and old sprinkler runoff had held moisture too long. The wood did not look split so much as tired. Ethan pressed the screwdriver tip against the lowest visible section and felt it sink farther than it should have.
Jacob saw it.
His face went still.
“Don’t,” he said.
Ethan looked up. “I didn’t say anything.”
“You were about to use your medical voice.”
“I do not have a medical voice.”
Christopher snorted from the porch. Ethan let that pass. “I was going to say the post is compromised below grade.”
“That is worse than medical voice,” Jacob said.
“It’s also accurate.”
Jacob took the screwdriver from him and tested the same spot, as if the wood might behave differently for family. It did not. The tip went in. A small crumb of softened wood broke away and fell into the dirt. For a second, no one spoke. Then Christopher said, quieter, “So I was right.” Jacob’s shoulders rose and fell once. “Yeah.”
“About the lean.”
“Yeah, Chris.”
Christopher looked down at the clipboard. He did not smile. That was how Ethan knew the victory had cost too much to enjoy. Jacob crouched beside the post and brushed dirt away with the gloved tips of his fingers. The movement was careful at first. Then less careful. Gravel scraped. Dry soil shifted. He cleared enough to reveal another inch of darkened wood and made a sound under his breath.
“We can brace it,” he said.
Ethan lowered his phone.
Christopher’s head came up.
Jacob kept talking before either of them could answer. “Not permanently. I know that. But we can brace it enough to keep the gate from pulling on it, then replace the post after we get the right hardware. It’s not complicated. Dig out around it, set a temporary support, cut—”
“Jacob,” Ethan said.
Jacob did not stop. “—or we could sister a new post next to it if the concrete isn’t cracked too badly, but I’d need to check the footing, and if it’s just the bottom section—”
“Jacob.”
This time, he stopped.
The heat pressed in. The fence creaked again, softer than before, almost apologetic. Ethan kept his voice even. “This is contractor territory.” Jacob looked at him like he had said something obscene.
“No, it isn’t.”
“The post is rotted below grade, the gate load is pulling the run out of alignment, and we don’t know what the footing looks like.”
“I can figure out the footing.”
“I believe you.”
That landed wrong. Ethan saw it immediately. Jacob’s jaw tightened, not because he thought Ethan was lying, but because belief was not the same as permission. Christopher set the clipboard aside. “Jake.”
Jacob looked toward him.
“We’re supposed to figure out what Dad can hand off,” Christopher said. “Not become the handoff.”
Jacob’s grip shifted on the screwdriver.
“I know that.”
“Do you?”
It was not sharp. That made it sharper. Jacob stood too fast, then seemed to regret it when the sudden motion made the fence shudder where his shoulder brushed it. “I’m not trying to rebuild the whole thing.”
“You just said cut and footing.”
“Because those are parts of the problem.”
“They can be parts of someone else’s problem.”
Jacob looked away.
Ethan wished, briefly and uselessly, that Buck were there. Not because Buck would know what to do with the fence. Buck would absolutely make the fence worse if left unsupervised with a power tool and enough emotional motivation. But Buck would know what this expression meant on someone else’s face. Or Eddie would. Eddie, who had spent half a life converting guilt into labor and calling it responsibility until someone finally stood in front of him and refused to let the math work.
Ethan was still new enough to be careful. Maybe careful was what he had. He stepped back from the post and held up his phone. “What if the job today is information?” Jacob looked at him. “That’s not a job.”
“It is if the information keeps Eddie from paying someone to come out twice.”
Christopher pointed at Ethan. “That’s true.”
“We document the rot,” Ethan continued. “Measurements, photos, gate alignment, latch issue, possible sprinkler contribution. Then we send it to Eddie and ask for contractor names or realtor recommendations. That is work.”
Jacob stared at the post.
“Useful work,” Ethan added.
That was the word that did it. Not fixed. Not easy. Useful. Jacob looked down at the screwdriver in his hand. “It feels stupid to call someone for one post.”
“It is not one post,” Christopher said.
Jacob looked at him.
Christopher nodded toward the fence line. “It’s the gate, the fence line, the soil, the sprinkler runoff, and whatever Dad will worry about if we pretend it’s smaller than it is.” The sentence had Eddie in it so clearly that the yard seemed to shift around the absence of him. Jacob’s expression changed. Not softened. Not exactly. More like the fight in him lost its first target and had to look for another.
“He already has enough to worry about,” Jacob said.
“Yeah,” Christopher said. “So don’t give him a fence that falls down after he sells the house.”
Ethan pressed his lips together and did not smile, because Christopher was right and because Jacob looked personally offended by how right he was.
“You are both very annoying,” Jacob said.
“Known behavior,” Christopher said.
“Probation.”
“Still accurate.”
Jacob looked at Ethan as if hoping for backup from the only person in the yard not already committed to disagreeing with him. Ethan lifted the phone. “I’m making a contractor packet.”
“Of course you are.”
“It will have sections.”
“I hate that I like that.”
“Photos first,” Christopher said. “Then measurements. Then we test the gate, but nobody pulls hard because if the whole thing falls down, I’m not helping you explain that to Dad.”
Jacob pointed at him. “You would help me explain it.” Christopher gave him a look over the top of his sunglasses. “I would tell the truth.”
“That is not the same thing.”
“It is if you’re innocent.”
“I use evidence,” Christopher said, and Ethan decided the measurements needed his full attention.
Ethan crouched again before the argument could become structural. “Christopher, can you note the lean direction?” Christopher picked up the clipboard, all business again. “Toward the gate. Slightly toward the street.”
“Jacob, can you hold the tape at the post?”
Jacob looked like he might object to being assigned something he had already been about to do, then crouched and held the tape against the base. Work helped. Ethan could see that too. Not because it solved the feeling underneath, but because it gave everyone somewhere to put their hands.
They moved through the fence like that: measurements, photos, notes. Ethan called out numbers. Christopher wrote them down and corrected one when Ethan reversed the width and height of the gate opening. Jacob tested the latch carefully after three warnings and one very pointed silence. The latch stuck, then gave with a metallic scrape that made all three of them look at the post.
The post held.
Barely.
“Add latch strain,” Ethan said.
“Already did,” Christopher said.
Jacob wiped sweat from his temple with the back of his wrist. “It might just need adjustment.”
Christopher looked at him.
Jacob sighed. “And a contractor.”
“Thank you.”
“Don’t enjoy this.”
“I’m enjoying being correct safely.”
Ethan took the last photo, then stepped back far enough to get the whole run in frame. The house sat solid behind them, stucco bright in the morning light, porch shade thin and temporary. The fence looked worse through the camera. More honest, maybe. Less protected by familiarity. He sent the photos to the shared thread with Eddie.
Ethan: Fence assessment attached. Post rot below grade near gate. Recommend contractor/realtor handoff instead of DIY repair. We can brace temporarily only if needed before appointment.
He hesitated before sending the next line, then added it because Eddie would ask and Buck would somehow know if Ethan left out the human part.
Ethan: Everyone hydrated. No one has attempted heroic fence behavior.
Jacob looked at him. “I feel targeted.”
“You are not named.”
“That makes it worse.”
Christopher leaned back against the porch rail. “If the heroic fence behavior fits.” Jacob held up a hand. “You are both done.” Eddie’s reply came three minutes later.
Eddie: Contractor.
Then:
Eddie: Please do not dig up the fence.
Then, almost immediately:
Eddie: Jacob.
Christopher laughed so hard he had to put one hand against the porch step. Jacob stared at the phone. “This family has no trust.” Ethan turned the screen toward him. “This family has data.” Jacob took the phone, typed with unnecessary force, and handed it back.
Jacob: I am not digging up the fence.
Eddie’s answer came fast enough that Ethan wondered if he had been waiting with the phone in his hand.
Eddie: Thank you.
A second later:
Eddie: Also, seriously. Thank you. All of you.
The yard went quieter.
Jacob looked at the message for a long second. His thumb hovered near the screen, then dropped. Christopher’s smile faded into something smaller and less easy. Ethan looked away, giving them both the space of not being watched too closely.
The fence creaked again.
“Even the fence is emotional,” Christopher said, but his voice was softer now.
Jacob handed the phone back to Ethan. “Fence is done for today.” Christopher pointed at the clipboard. “Fence assessment is done. Fence is contractor pending.”
“Fine. Fence assessment is done.”
Ethan checked the box on the digital list. Jacob watched him do it. For a moment, satisfaction and frustration moved across his face together. The task was complete. The problem was not solved. Ethan understood, suddenly, that Jacob had been trying to make those two things the same for so long that separating them felt like failure.
“It counts,” Ethan said.
Jacob’s eyes flicked to him. Christopher said from the porch, “It counts if it keeps Dad from worrying about the wrong thing.” Jacob looked back at the fence. The sun had climbed higher while they worked. The strip of shade on the porch had narrowed around Christopher’s shoes. Sweat darkened the collar of Jacob’s shirt. Dust clung to the glove hanging from his pocket.
“I should be able to fix one post,” Jacob said.
There was no joke in it. Ethan slid his phone into his pocket. “Why?” Jacob gave him a quick, almost startled look.
“Because it’s one post.”
“That’s what it is,” Ethan said. “Not why.”
Christopher went very still on the porch. Jacob looked at the ground near the rotted base. For a second, Ethan thought he would shut down. Or snap. Or make some dry remark about Ethan doing therapy voice again. Instead, Jacob said, “Because somebody has to.”
The words sat there in the heat. Too old for the fence. Too practiced for this morning. Christopher looked away first, toward the street beyond the gate and the hard white sky over the roofs.
Jacob pressed the heel of his hand against his forehead, like he could push the sentence back where it came from. “Forget it.”
Ethan did not.
He only nodded once and looked at the fence, at the rotted post, at the line between work a person could do and work a person had been carrying so long it had started to look like personality.
Somebody had to.
Maybe Jacob had been telling himself that since he was ten years old.
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By the time Christopher was walking, the house had learned to move things higher. Remote controls lived on the mantel. Pens disappeared into drawers with latches. Coffee cups migrated toward the backs of counters. Anything breakable, sharp, spillable, swallowable, or interesting enough to become dangerous had been lifted out of reach until the rooms looked normal only to people who did not know what had been moved.
Jacob knew.
He knew where the batteries used to be. He knew which cabinet still had the old rubber band around the handles because the plastic baby lock had snapped in July. He knew the end table by the couch had a pale square where a lamp used to sit before Christopher learned that cords could be pulled. He knew Shannon kept her good earrings in a coffee mug on the top shelf now because Christopher had once tried to feed one to the heating vent.
Christopher knew things too.
Mostly, he knew when people had hidden something from him. That afternoon, the thing was a plastic dump truck. It was not hidden well. It sat on top of the low bookcase in the living room, bright yellow and impossible to miss, one wheel cracked from being thrown against the porch step two days earlier. Shannon had put it there after Christopher hit his cousin with it. Not hard enough to injure anyone, but hard enough that several adults had said his full name and Christopher had screamed as if consequences were brand-new information.
Now he sat on the rug in front of the bookcase with one leg tucked awkwardly under him, one hand braced against the floor, the other stretched upward. His fingers opened and closed three inches below the truck, not quite steady enough to catch the shelf and not quite strong enough to pull himself closer without tipping sideways.
“No,” Shannon said from the couch.
Christopher looked at her.
“I mean it.”
He looked back at the truck. Jacob sat cross-legged on the floor with homework open in front of him and a pencil trapped between his teeth. He had been trying to finish a worksheet about fractions for twenty minutes. Every time he wrote one answer, Christopher found a new way to make the room require attention.
Shannon was on the couch with a basket of laundry beside her, one bare foot tucked under her leg, dark circles under her eyes. She looked better than she had when Christopher was a baby, or maybe just different-tired. Less like she might fall asleep standing up. More like she had accepted that sleeping normally belonged to a previous version of her life.
“Truck,” Christopher said.
“No truck.”
“Truck.”
“You hit Mateo with it.”
Christopher frowned. “No.”
Shannon lifted one eyebrow. “You did. I was there.”
“No.”
“That’s not what happened.”
Christopher made a frustrated sound and reached again.
The shelf wobbled.
Jacob pulled the pencil from his mouth. “Chris.” Christopher ignored him with the full commitment of a toddler who had already selected a future. Shannon started to sit forward, but the laundry basket caught against her knee and a folded towel slid onto the floor. She closed her eyes for one second. Jacob saw the shelf wobble again.
He got up.
“Don’t give it to him,” Shannon said.
“I’m not.”
“Jacob.”
“I’m not,” he repeated.
He crossed the room and lowered himself onto the rug between Christopher and the bookcase, not close enough to crowd him. Christopher’s face went red immediately.
“Truck.”
“You can’t have the truck.”
“Mine.”
“Yeah,” Jacob said. “Still no.”
Christopher’s lower lip pushed out. His body leaned toward the bookcase in a frustrated, uneven reach, one hand flat to the rug as he tried to make his grip and balance cooperate through sheer will.
Jacob looked at the truck. Then at Christopher’s hands. Then at the shelf, which had one corner that did not sit flush against the wall because the floor in that room slanted slightly toward the porch. He had noticed it months ago when a marble Christopher dropped rolled the same direction every time.
If Christopher caught the shelf wrong, it would not fall all at once. It would tip first. The picture frame on top would go, then the truck, then maybe the whole thing if he startled, lost his balance, and grabbed harder because his body had not given him a cleaner way to stop. Adults would move the truck later and say they should have known.
Jacob knew now.
“Shan,” he said.
Shannon opened her eyes. “What?”
“The bookcase needs to be moved.”
She looked at the bookcase. “It’s fine.” Christopher’s fingers caught the lower shelf, more instinct than plan.
The top frame rattled.
Shannon sat up fully. “Christopher.” Jacob put one hand lightly over Christopher’s, not holding him down, just giving the reach a safer place to stop. “It leans forward if he puts weight on it.”
Shannon looked again.
This time, she saw it. Her face changed in a way Jacob had learned to recognize: tired becoming alert, irritation becoming math.
“Okay,” she said. “Back up, kiddo.”
Christopher did not back up. He looked at Jacob’s hand over his and made a furious, betrayed noise.
“I know,” Jacob said. “You’re mad.”
“Truck!”
“Not truck.”
Christopher tried to twist around him. Jacob shifted with him, keeping his body between Christopher and the shelf. “You can be mad over here.” That made Shannon look at him again. Jacob felt it and almost lost his nerve.
He was not trying to parent. He was not trying to be in charge. He hated when adults accused him of acting grown because they only said it when they wanted him to stop noticing things. But Christopher was still reaching toward the shelf, frustrated enough that his careful balance was turning into a fight, and Shannon had one hand on the arm of the couch like she was deciding whether she could get there before the frame fell, and the bookcase was still leaning. Somebody had to move first.
So Jacob did.
He picked up the basket of board books from the floor and set it three feet away on the rug. “What about blocks?” Christopher’s face crumpled harder. “Truck.”
“Blocks can crash.”
“Truck crash.”
“Truck lost crashing privileges.”
Shannon made a sound that might have been a laugh if she had more energy available. Christopher did not laugh. He folded himself sideways onto the rug with great tragedy, kicked once, and then looked offended when his sock slid halfway off.
Jacob sat down near him, leaving space. Not too close. If he got too close, Christopher kicked at him. If he went too far, Christopher got louder because his audience had left.
“Sock,” Christopher said miserably.
“Yeah, your sock’s messed up.”
“Fix.”
Jacob looked at Shannon.
She nodded once.
He reached slowly, because Christopher hated surprise hands, and tugged the sock back over his heel. Christopher watched him with wet, suspicious eyes.
“There.”
Christopher sniffed.
“Blocks?” Jacob asked.
Christopher looked at the blocks. Then at the truck. Then at Shannon.
“Mad,” he announced.
“I can tell,” Shannon said.
Jacob picked up one block and set it on the rug. “This one can be the truck.” Christopher stared at him like Jacob had insulted his intelligence.
Fair.
Jacob picked up another block and stacked it on top. “Or it can be a wall.” Christopher’s eyes tracked the movement despite himself. Jacob stacked a third block, then nudged the tower with one finger. It fell over with a soft clatter. Christopher stopped crying mid-breath. Jacob rebuilt it, then waited. Christopher’s hand shot out. The tower collapsed. For half a second, Christopher looked startled by his own power. Then he laughed, wet and breathless and still a little angry.
“Again,” he said.
Jacob built it again.
Behind them, Shannon stood carefully and took the picture frame off the bookcase. Then the truck. Then the little ceramic bowl his aunt had given her that served no purpose except being breakable. She set all of it on the mantel, higher than before, then crouched awkwardly beside the bookcase and pushed it back against the wall with both hands.
It still leaned.
“We need one of those brackets,” Jacob said.
Shannon looked down at him. “What brackets?”
“The metal ones. To attach it to the wall.”
“How do you know that?”
He shrugged, suddenly embarrassed. “They had them at the hardware store. For shelves.”
“You remember hardware-store shelf brackets?”
“They were by the cabinet handles.”
Shannon stared at him for a second too long. Jacob looked back at the blocks and built the tower crooked. Christopher knocked it down anyway.
“You’re right,” Shannon said.
Jacob’s hand paused over the blocks.
“About the bracket,” she added. “And the shelf. I didn’t see it.”
He did not know what to do with the admission. Adults did not usually say that to him. They said good catch sometimes, but in a quick way, already moving on. They said you’re too observant like it was half compliment and half warning. They did not often say, plainly, that he had seen something they had missed.
Shannon did.
“It was leaning,” he said.
“Yeah.” She looked at the bookcase again. “It was.”
Christopher knocked down another tower and yelled, “Boom!” Shannon smiled at him, tired and warm. Then she looked back at Jacob. “Can you write bracket on the grocery list? If I don’t write it down, I'll completely forget.”
Jacob got up before she could change her mind. The grocery list was on the fridge under a magnet shaped like a chili pepper. He took the pen from the counter and wrote bookcase bracket carefully under milk, wipes, and bananas.
“Two brackets,” Shannon said.
He added a two.
“And maybe ask somebody at the store which screws.”
Jacob wrote screws?
Shannon came up beside him, Christopher on her hip now, calmer but still blotchy from crying. She read the list over Jacob’s shoulder.
“Good,” she said.
Christopher reached for the pen. Shannon moved it out of reach without looking. Jacob noticed that too: the easy lift, the adjustment, the way her body had learned the map of Christopher’s hands.
“You notice stuff,” she said.
Jacob capped the pen. “Sometimes.”
“No. A lot.”
He kept his eyes on the list.
“People don’t like it.”
Shannon was quiet for a moment. In the living room, the blocks waited in a messy pile. The truck sat on the mantel, sentence not forgiven. Outside, a neighbor’s sprinkler ticked against a fence in steady little bursts.
“People like things to be easy,” Shannon said finally. “They don’t always like the person who points out it isn’t.”
Jacob looked at her then. She was not smiling. That made it easier to believe.
“But Christopher could’ve pulled that over,” she said. “So today, noticing was useful.”
Useful.
The word went into him fast, too warm and too sharp. He wanted to keep it the way he had kept good hands, tucked somewhere private, proof that the parts of him adults corrected could be something else if the right person understood them. Christopher leaned toward him, still on Shannon’s hip, and held out a block.
Jacob took it.
“Again,” Christopher said.
Shannon shifted him higher. “You’ve been hired.”
“For blocks?”
“For demolition supervision.”
Jacob looked at Christopher, who was now smiling around two fingers in his mouth like he had not been betrayed by the entire world five minutes earlier.
“He’s not very professional,” Jacob said.
“He pays in drool and yelling.”
“That’s not pay.”
“Benefits are terrible too.”
Jacob laughed.
Shannon laughed with him, and for a moment the living room was only that: a crooked bookcase, a forbidden truck, a toddler waiting to destroy another tower, Shannon warm beside him with Christopher on her hip and the grocery list behind them carrying proof that Jacob had seen the problem before it fell.
Later, someone would buy the brackets. Someone would install them badly first and correctly second. The truck would come down after Mateo’s mother forgave everyone, which took less time than Christopher did. The bookcase would stay against the wall for years, solid enough that no one thought about it unless they knew where to look.
Jacob would know.
He would know because he always knew where the weak points were. And because Shannon had looked at him, tired and serious, and made that knowing feel like something the family needed.
By the time the contractor appointment was officially on Eddie’s calendar, Christopher had started calling the fence “pending” like it was a person who had failed to text back.
Jacob hated this enough that he corrected him twice before dinner and then stopped, which Ethan took as proof that the day had done real damage. Not to Jacob’s patience. That seemed difficult to damage in any lasting way, mostly because it regenerated out of spite. But to the private little belief he had been carrying since morning that enough effort could make the fence into a solvable problem.
It was solvable.
Just not by them.
That difference had followed them inside. The evening moved around it anyway. Showers. Laundry. A second inspection of the bathroom primer, which Christopher declared “acceptable” after Jacob threatened to promote him to unpaid foreman. Leftover tacos warmed in the oven because the microwave made the tortillas sad, according to Christopher, and because Jacob apparently respected food rules when they were specific enough. Ethan sliced limes at the counter and tried not to think about how quickly the kitchen had begun to feel familiar.
Not his. Not home.
Familiar.
That was already dangerous enough. Eddie called while they ate. Not a long call. He was between things in Los Angeles; Ethan could hear traffic somewhere behind him, and Buck’s voice farther away saying something about taking the left lane before it disappeared under Eddie’s weary, “I know where I’m going.” Christopher lit up first, then tried not to. Jacob leaned back in his chair and pretended the call was not aimed partly at him until Eddie asked about the fence and Jacob took the phone with the expression of a man walking into court.
“I didn't dig up anything,” Jacob said.
Eddie’s voice came tinny through the speaker. “That’s not what I asked.”
“It was implied.”
“It was absolutely implied,” Christopher said.
Jacob pointed at him. “You are not helping.”
“I helped all morning.”
“You sat in shade and judged.”
“Quality control.”
Eddie laughed then, low and surprised, and the sound changed the kitchen for half a second. Christopher looked down at his plate. Jacob looked toward the window. Ethan looked at the lime in his hand and suddenly understood that hearing someone laugh from another state could make a room feel both fuller and emptier.
“Contractor’s going to call me tomorrow,” Eddie said. “Realtor gave me two names. You did good.”
Jacob’s grip on the phone shifted.
“We took pictures of rotten wood.”
“You stopped before it turned into a bigger job,” Eddie said. “That counts.”
Christopher’s eyes flicked to Jacob. Jacob did not look back.
“Yeah,” he said. “Okay.”
After the call, dinner got quieter. Not bad quiet. Just lower. They cleaned up without assigning tasks. Jacob rinsed plates. Ethan dried. Christopher sorted the leftover salsa containers by likelihood of being eaten before they became suspicious, which was apparently a real category. Then Christopher got himself to the fridge first, crutches set in a steady rhythm across the kitchen tile, and opened it.
The orange was in the lower drawer with the apples and a bag of baby carrots no one had touched since Ethan arrived. Ethan watched Christopher take it out, set it on the counter, then reposition one crutch so he could reach the paring knife from the block by the stove. It was practiced, unremarkable, and slower than an able-bodied person would have made it, which made Ethan notice how little Christopher seemed to think about the sequence at all. The knife looked small in his hand. The orange looked bright under the kitchen light, all clean skin and roundness after a day of splintered wood and dust.
Jacob, at the sink, went still. Not dramatically. The plate in his hand stayed under the water. The faucet kept running. But his shoulders changed, and Ethan had spent enough of the last three days learning Jacob’s silences to notice when one arrived. Christopher cut away the peel in clean strips.
No hesitation. No sawing at the pith. He turned the fruit in his palm and slid the blade along the membrane, easing out a segment so neatly it almost looked rehearsed. The first piece dropped into a small bowl. Then another. Then another. Ethan leaned one hip against the counter. “That is more elegant than how I eat fruit.”
“You eat apples while reading emails,” Christopher said.
“Efficient.”
“Sad.”
Jacob shut off the water. Christopher glanced over, then back to the orange. “What?”
“Nothing.”
“You’re doing the thing.”
“What thing?”
“The remembering thing.”
Jacob dried his hands on a towel. “That’s not a thing.”
“It is with you.”
Ethan stayed quiet.
Christopher cut another segment free. Juice gathered on the board, sharp and sweet in the air. He pushed the bowl slightly toward the center of the counter without looking at either of them.
“You told me before,” he said. “About doing it like this when I was little.”
Jacob folded the towel once, then unfolded it. “Yeah.”
“Because I couldn’t grab the big slices.”
“You could grab them,” Jacob said. “You just crushed them immediately and got mad.”
Christopher’s mouth twitched. “That sounds fake.”
“It was very real.”
“I was two.”
“You had strong opinions.”
“Known behavior,” Ethan said before he could stop himself.
Christopher pointed the knife at him carefully, blade angled down. “Correct.” Jacob huffed a laugh, but it faded quickly. Christopher finished the orange and set the knife aside. He picked up a spoon, took one segment, then pushed the bowl toward Jacob.
Jacob looked at it.
For a second, Ethan thought he might refuse. Not because he did not want it. Because wanting it was visible, and visible things seemed complicated for Jacob when they came attached to memory. Then Jacob took the spoon.
“Still the best way to eat them,” he said.
Christopher settled his hip against the counter, one crutch tucked close enough to catch before he shifted his weight too far. “Mom taught Dad, right?” Jacob’s hand paused over the bowl.
The kitchen shifted.
It was such a small question. Practical, almost. A question about fruit and family habits and the way someone learned to cut an orange. But Shannon’s absence had a way of making small questions deeper than they looked.
Jacob swallowed.
“Yeah,” he said. “I think so.”
Christopher watched him.
Jacob set the spoon down. “I showed her first.”
Christopher blinked.
Ethan looked between them and said nothing.
“You taught Mom?” Christopher asked.
Jacob rubbed the back of his neck. “Not like— I mean, it wasn’t a lesson. I figured it out because your hands kept fighting the slices.”
“I was not mad at oranges.”
“Chris.”
Christopher considered that, then shrugged. “Okay, maybe.” Jacob’s smile came and went. “The regular slices were too big. Too slippery. You could get your fingers around them, but then your grip would clamp down and they’d collapse, or they’d shoot out of your hand.”
“Reasonable,” Christopher said. “Sticky hands are bad.”
“They were a whole event.”
Christopher took another orange segment and looked down at it. His voice, when he spoke again, had lost some of the teasing. “So you figured it out.”
Jacob nodded once.
“And Mom asked you to show her?”
There it was: the real question under the question. Not who held the knife first. Not how the habit entered the house. Whether Shannon had noticed. Whether she had cared enough to learn something from someone else for him. Jacob seemed to understand that too.
His face softened in a way that made him look younger and older at the same time. “Yeah,” he said. “She asked me to show her.” Christopher looked at the bowl for a long moment. The refrigerator hummed. The fan in the living room clicked as it turned. Outside, something brushed against the fence and made a dry sound that did not send anyone running because the fence was, officially, contractor pending.
“Dad still does it,” Christopher said.
Jacob’s eyes moved to him.
“Not all the time,” Christopher added. “But when I was younger. If I was tired, or sick, or my hands were being stupid.” He shrugged. “He’d do it like this.”
Jacob looked away fast, but not before Ethan saw the hit land. Shannon had learned it from Jacob. Eddie had learned it from Shannon. Christopher had grown up with the shape of that care in his hands without knowing the whole route it had taken to reach him. A clean slice in a small bowl. Small enough for his grip. Clean enough not to fight him. No sticky hands if someone paid attention.
“She liked when things worked,” Jacob said quietly.
Christopher looked up.
Jacob picked at the edge of the towel. “Your mom. She liked practical fixes. Not in a cold way. Just— if something made your life easier, she wanted to know it. Even if it was small.”
“Like oranges.”
“Like oranges.”
Christopher nodded, but his mouth had gone tight. Ethan wanted to leave. Not because he felt unwelcome. Because the moment belonged so clearly to the two of them that staying felt almost like touching it. But he also knew walking out would make a sound. It would announce itself. It would turn his absence into another presence they had to manage. So he stayed at the edge of the counter and kept his hands still.
Jacob took another segment from the bowl and held it out toward Christopher on the spoon, not feeding him, not making a thing of it. Just offering.
Christopher took the spoon.
“You know,” he said after a second, voice still careful, “I used to think Dad was the only one who did weird food stuff right.”
Jacob’s eyebrows lifted.
“Not weird bad,” Christopher said. “Just specific. Like cutting crusts when I was little. Or peeling apples. Or keeping soup noodles separate until I was ready, because soggy noodles are disgusting.”
“They are,” Jacob said.
“Thank you.”
“Finally, common ground.”
Christopher looked back at the orange. “I didn’t know some of it was her.” Jacob’s expression changed again. Slower this time. “Some of it was him too.”
Christopher nodded.
“I know.”
“Good.”
“But some was her.”
Jacob’s voice softened. “Yeah. Some was her.” Christopher ate another segment, spoon held carefully enough that Ethan could see the old habit inside the motion. His eyes shone a little, but he did not cry. Ethan did not think that was avoidance. Sometimes grief did not come out as tears. Sometimes it came out as a teenager learning the map of an orange and realizing his mother’s hands had once been part of his father’s hands, and his cousin’s hands before that.
“Can you tell me?” Christopher asked.
Jacob looked at him. “About what?” Christopher shrugged one shoulder. “How it happened.” Jacob was quiet long enough that Ethan thought the answer might be no. Then Jacob reached for the orange peel on the cutting board and gathered it into one neat pile, buying himself a few seconds with cleanup. “You were maybe two and a half,” he said. “Still small enough that everybody said little like that explained everything, but big enough to get furious when your hands didn’t do what you wanted.” Christopher’s mouth shifted. “That sounds like me.”
“It really does.”
Jacob looked at the bowl, then at Christopher. “And Shannon was tired. Not baby tired anymore. Toddler tired. Which is worse in a different way.”
“How?” Ethan asked, because the question felt safe enough and because Jacob’s gaze flicked to him like he had forgotten Ethan was allowed to be part of the room.
Jacob considered it. “Baby tired is everything happening to you. Toddler tired is everything running away from you while yelling.” Christopher nodded solemnly. “I respect my earlier work.”
“You shouldn’t.”
Jacob smiled, then looked down at the orange again. The smile faded, but the room did not go cold.
“There was this one afternoon,” he said. “You wanted an orange. Shannon gave you one the normal way. And you looked at it like she’d handed you a big, messy problem.”
Ethan felt the next memory gather itself around them. Christopher rested his spoon in the bowl. Jacob leaned back against the counter, eyes on a spot somewhere between the cutting board and 2012.
“So,” he said softly, “I tried something else.”
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Christopher wanted the orange until the orange required hands. That was the part nobody said out loud at first, because people liked pretending food was simple. Food was not simple. Cups tipped. Spoons twisted sideways. Crackers broke when his fingers closed too hard. Banana pieces stuck to his palm and made him furious. Orange slices were the worst because they looked easy until they weren’t.
Jacob knew this. Shannon knew this. Christopher knew it with the full-body certainty of a toddler who had learned that wanting something and getting it into his mouth were sometimes two separate battles.
He sat in his booster seat at the kitchen table, one hand braced against the tray, looking at the fruit bowl like happiness was inside it and everyone else was being slow about delivery.
“Orange,” he said.
Shannon looked up from the grocery receipt she was trying to decode. “You sure?” Christopher nodded hard enough to make the curls at the back of his head bounce. “Orange.”
Jacob sat across from him with a library book open and his math homework shoved under it like camouflage. Mostly, he had been watching Shannon try to stretch twenty dollars of groceries into more meals than twenty dollars wanted to become. She peeled the orange with her thumb. The sharp, bright smell filled the kitchen. Christopher bounced once in his seat and slapped one open hand against the tray.
She separated the fruit into wedges and put three on the small plastic plate in front of him. Christopher picked up the first wedge between thumb and forefinger. For half a second, it worked. Then his grip tightened too much, the slice buckled, and juice ran over his knuckles.
His face changed.
“Hands,” he said, already upset.
“Okay, okay.” Shannon reached for the damp washcloth by the sink. “Hands first.”
Jacob slid out of his chair and got the cloth faster. Shannon took it from him and wiped Christopher’s fingers while he kicked once against the footrest, angry at the orange, at his hand, at the fact that the two had become the same problem.
“Orange,” Christopher said again, miserable.
Shannon looked at the plate. “Buddy, I don’t know how to make it less slippery.” Jacob looked at the wedge. Too big. Too curved. Too easy to crush if Christopher’s fingers clamped down, too slick if they didn’t. The problem wasn’t that Christopher didn’t want it. The problem was that the orange kept asking his hand to do something too precise for a hand already working hard.
“Wait,” Jacob said.
He grabbed the family laptop from the little desk by the phone before he could lose his nerve. It took too long to wake up. Christopher made a frustrated sound and pushed at the plate with the back of his wrist.
“I’m looking,” Jacob said.
“Looking for what?”
“An easier way.”
Shannon did not tell him that was ridiculous. She only shifted the plate a few inches farther from Christopher’s reach and said, “Okay.” Jacob typed how to cut orange no skin segments, then changed it to orange slices no membrane, then clicked a video with a title that sounded too fancy for a kitchen table and a toddler yelling at fruit. The woman in the video cut the top and bottom off the orange, sliced the peel away in clean strips, then slid the knife along each membrane.
“Supreme,” Jacob read under his breath.
Shannon leaned closer. “That’s a word?”
“Apparently.”
Jacob replayed the first part twice, then took the paring knife when Shannon handed it to him handle-first. He cut off the top and bottom. Too much fruit came away with the first strip of peel. The second strip left too much white. By the time he slid the knife along the membrane, the segment came out ragged, half-clean and half-mangled.
He put it in Christopher’s bowl anyway and gave him the toddler spoon with the blue handle. Christopher stared at it, suspicious and tear-blotchy.
“Orange,” Jacob said. “Little piece.”
Christopher picked up the spoon. The segment wobbled but stayed. He got it into his mouth, chewed, frowned, and swallowed.
Shannon went very still.
Christopher reached for more.
“Okay,” Jacob breathed. “Okay, that works.”
It worked badly for the rest of the first orange. Two pieces tore. One had too much membrane and Christopher pushed it out with his tongue. Another slipped off the spoon and had to be rescued before it became a floor casualty. But enough pieces made it into the bowl, small enough for Christopher to manage, that the screaming did not come back. Then Christopher pointed at the fruit bowl. “More.”
The second orange went better. Jacob slowed down. Cut the ends flatter. Followed the curve instead of fighting it. Held the orange over the bowl so the juice fell where it was supposed to. The first segment dropped free almost perfect. The second came cleaner. By the fourth, Shannon made a soft sound beside him.
“Look at you,” she said.
Christopher ate the second orange with both hands clean, spoon clutched in his fist, concentration furrowing his little face. The pieces were small enough that he did not have to pinch hard. They stayed in the bowl. They stayed on the spoon. His hand still wobbled sometimes, but the orange no longer punished him for it. Shannon watched him for a long second, then looked at Jacob. “Show me.”
“The video is right there.”
“Yeah, and you just learned it faster than me while Christopher was threatening war on fruit. Show me.”
So they used two more oranges. Jacob showed her the ends first, then the curve of the peel, then the thin walls between segments. Shannon messed up the first piece and ate it. Jacob messed up the second and ate that one because Christopher had enough. On the next pass, Shannon got a clean segment into the bowl.
“Like that?” she asked.
Jacob smiled before he could stop himself. “Like that.” They finished the oranges together, passing the bowl between them and Christopher. Shannon gave Christopher the smallest pieces. Jacob took the ragged ones. Shannon ate the ones she called evidence. The kitchen smelled bright and sharp and sweet, and for once Christopher’s hands stayed clean enough that he forgot to be angry at them.
“You solved the afternoon,” Shannon said.
Jacob shrugged. “YouTube solved it.”
“You looked.”
He did not have an answer for that. Shannon nudged his shoulder with hers. “Good work, Jake.” But Christopher was fed, and Shannon was calmer, and there were four oranges divided between them like proof that a problem could get smaller if someone cared enough to study it. Jacob had not known the answer when he started. He had found it, tried it badly, tried again, and then taught Shannon how to keep doing it after him. Responsibility, he was learning, could feel warm when someone handed it to him gently.
That was the dangerous part.
Chapter 13: Smoke on The Water
The first thing Ethan saw when the plane broke through the marine layer was water. Not the city. Not the low white spread of Los Angeles or the concrete channels cutting through it. Water—flat and silver beyond the wing, bright enough that he had to look away.
His phone remained locked in airplane mode on the tray table. There were no messages yet. No new instructions. For the last hour and forty-eight minutes, nobody outside the cabin had been able to reach him, and the relief of that had lasted almost twelve minutes. Then he had started thinking about everything waiting when they landed.
Beside him, Jacob slept with his head tipped against the seat and his arms folded too tightly across his chest. The posture compressed a body that did not compress easily. Even after the unstable year had taken weight from him, Jacob remained broad enough that the armrest had become more theoretical than functional. One shoulder pressed against Ethan’s. His knee angled into the narrow space beneath the seat ahead. He had fallen asleep before takeoff.
Ethan had watched him fight it through boarding, the safety demonstration, and two increasingly incoherent observations about luggage weight distribution. Then Jacob had blinked slowly and said, “I’m not tired. I’m conserving resources.”
He had been unconscious thirty seconds later. Across the aisle, Christopher sat by the window with both crutches wedged carefully between his seat and the fuselage. He was awake. Ethan could tell because the hood of his sweatshirt had shifted and because Christopher’s phone was held low against his lap, where the flight attendant could not see that he had ignored the request to stow larger devices for landing. The wheels lowered beneath them. Christopher looked across the aisle.
“Is he drooling?”
Ethan glanced at Jacob.
“No.”
“You checked too fast.”
“I have strong observational skills.”
“You’re protecting him.”
“From an unsubstantiated allegation.”
Christopher leaned as far as the seat belt allowed. “There’s a spot on his shirt.” Ethan looked down. Jacob’s face was turned toward him, mouth closed, cheek pressed into the shoulder of Ethan’s sweatshirt. The dark spot on Jacob’s shirt was several inches lower and shaped like the neck of the water bottle that had leaked during takeoff.
“Water,” Ethan said.
Christopher considered it. “Convenient.”
The plane touched down hard. Jacob woke with a full-body jolt, caught the armrest, and nearly drove his knee through the seat ahead.
“I’m awake.”
“Strong opening,” Ethan said.
Jacob looked at him, then at the runway passing beyond Christopher’s window. “We landed?”
“No. This is a very committed turbulence demonstration.”
Christopher raised his phone. “Also you drooled.”
“I did not.”
“Ethan lied for you.”
Jacob looked at Ethan.
Ethan pointed at the wet mark. “Your water bottle leaked.”
“Thank you.”
“He still looked,” Christopher said.
Jacob’s mouth moved at one corner. Sleep softened his face in a way Ethan had not seen before El Paso. For ten days, they had shared early mornings, late repairs, grocery runs, and the slow accumulation of ordinary information. Ethan knew Jacob needed two alarms if he had slept less than five hours. Jacob knew Ethan’s habit of reading emails while eating apples was, according to Christopher, “efficient sadness.” They had learned the boundaries of the Cielo Vista kitchen by moving around each other until neither had to ask.
Ten days.
Ethan had packed for six weeks. The plane turned toward the gate. Passengers began switching on phones despite the seat-belt light. Screens lit in every row, a private constellation of missed calls and waiting obligations. Ethan turned off airplane mode.
Messages loaded.
Maddie: Text when you land. I’m at work but I’m keeping my phone nearby.
May: Welcome back to the city where apparently the WATER is flammable now.
UCLA Alert: Do not consume or heat municipal tap water until further notice. Methane contamination may create a fire or explosion hazard.
The family group chat held a photograph of Chimney in front of a grocery-store display, one arm around three cases of bottled water.
Chimney: WHO’S PARANOID NOW?
Hen: Still you.
Harry: Is the water really on fire?
May: Only if you set it on fire, so don’t.
No message from Buck.
There should not have been. Buck did not know which flight they had taken. He did not know they had found seats on the morning nonstop. As far as Ethan knew, Buck did not know they were coming home at all. Ethan texted Maddie.
Ethan: Landed. All three of us. Nobody slept enough.
Her answer arrived almost immediately.
Maddie: Good. I’m glad you’re home.
Home.
The word had become crowded. The loft was home because Ethan had chosen every piece of it after Buck removed the last of his belongings. Los Angeles was home because he had spent years aiming himself toward it before anyone here knew he existed. The Cielo Vista house had become something adjacent to home in ten days through blue painter’s tape, cut oranges, and Jacob’s voice from the kitchen asking whether Ethan had seen the drill bit visibly tucked behind his ear.
Jacob checked his phone.
“Methane.”
Christopher looked across the aisle. “Yes or no.” Jacob frowned. “You haven’t asked a question.”
“Can water catch fire?”
“The water itself—”
“Yes or no.”
Jacob made a visible effort. “No.”
Christopher waited.
“The methane dissolved in it can.”
“That was almost good.”
The seat-belt light switched off. Everyone stood at once. Ethan remained seated. So did Jacob. Across the aisle, Christopher slid his phone into his backpack and waited for the crowd to clear enough that people would not lean over him while he arranged his crutches. The flight attendant paused beside them. “Would you like the aisle chair?” Christopher shook his head. “I can walk to the terminal. I need my chair at baggage claim.”
“It’ll be waiting.”
Jacob stood first and retrieved the carry-ons. He caught Ethan’s bag before Ethan could reach the overhead bin.
“I can get it.”
“I’m already up.”
“That doesn’t mean you need to carry everything.”
“I have two bags.”
“And no sleep.”
Jacob set the bag in the aisle. “I slept.” Christopher accepted one crutch from him. “You lost consciousness in public.”
“That’s called sleeping.”
Christopher used the seatback and one crutch to stand, then took the second. Both hands became occupied. His backpack remained at his feet. Ethan picked it up. Christopher looked at him.
“You have both crutches,” Ethan said.
Christopher nodded once and moved into the aisle. They did not rush. Jacob walked ahead with the bags. Ethan stayed behind Christopher through the jet bridge, close enough to catch something if asked and far enough not to make ordinary movement into a medical event. Halfway up the incline, Christopher shortened his steps.
“Chair at baggage claim?” Jacob asked.
“Yeah.”
Nothing else.
The terminal televisions showed fire rising from a kitchen sink beneath a warning not to drink, boil, or intentionally ignite tap water. A 2.8-magnitude tremor in North Hollywood had disturbed an underground gas pocket beneath the Headworks Reservoir, sending methane through the municipal supply. Christopher stopped long enough to watch a man belch flame after drinking from a faucet.
“People needed the third instruction?”
“Apparently,” Ethan said.
Jacob opened his mouth.
Christopher pointed a crutch at him. “No mechanism.” By baggage claim, Christopher’s chair waited beside the airline service desk. Jacob held both crutches while Christopher sat, then hooked them over the push handles. Ethan placed the backpack across Christopher’s lap. The carousel had started. Eddie stood beyond it.
He wore jeans, boots, and the brown jacket that lived on the back of Buck’s dining chair when nobody remembered to hang it up. His eyes found Christopher first. Eddie moved through the crowd.
He stopped in front of the chair and crouched. Not because Christopher needed him lower. Because after months apart and ten days of plans built around six more weeks, Eddie looked like standing had become too far away. Christopher leaned forward. Eddie caught him around the back. Christopher wrapped both arms around his neck.
“Hey, buddy.”
“You called after midnight.”
“I know.”
“We had to throw out yogurt.”
“I’ll buy you more.”
“It was the good kind.”
Eddie held him tighter. “I’ll find it.” When Eddie stood, his hand remained on Christopher’s shoulder.
“Flight okay?”
“Landing sucked.”
“Language.”
“You called after midnight.”
Eddie looked at Jacob next. Jacob stood with two carry-ons over one shoulder and the particular stillness he got when he was preparing to make himself easy to accommodate.
“Give me one,” Eddie said.
“I’ve got them.”
“I know.”
Eddie took the heavier bag anyway. Jacob let him. There was no question about how long Jacob was staying. No qualification attached to the call home. Eddie slung the bag over his shoulder as though Jacob’s things belonged in the same load as Christopher’s. Then Eddie looked at Ethan.
“You okay?”
Ethan glanced at the carousel. His first suitcase approached, followed by the second one he had packed for six weeks.
“I brought too much.”
Jacob made a tired sound that might have been a laugh. “He brought a drill.”
“Checked luggage,” Ethan said.
Eddie hauled the first suitcase off the belt. “You can bring it back when we finish the house.”
When.
Christopher watched Eddie. “Where’s Buck?” Something closed behind Eddie’s face.
“Working.”
“Does he know you picked us up?”
Eddie looked toward the luggage. “He knows I went to the airport.”
Not the same answer.
Christopher knew it. His mouth tightened.
“Parking’s this way,” Eddie said.
He took the wheelchair handles. The emergency alert sounded as they entered the garage elevator. Five phones shrieked in the enclosed space.
DO NOT DRINK OR HEAT MUNICIPAL TAP WATER. FLAMMABLE GAS MAY BE PRESENT.
Christopher read it and looked at Eddie. “I was gone ten days.” Eddie pushed the button for parking. “Los Angeles missed you.”
“It could’ve sent a text.”
“This is more on brand.”
The elevator opened onto heat and exhaust. An SUV blocked part of the access aisle beside Eddie’s truck while a man loaded suitcases. Eddie stopped the chair. “That your car?” The man looked at the blue stripes under his shoes. “I’m leaving.”
“Good.”
He moved faster.
Christopher looked up. “Cop voice.”
“I’m not a cop.”
“You have a cop voice.”
Jacob began loading luggage. Eddie intercepted Ethan’s largest suitcase.
“Careful,” Ethan said. “Tools.”
Eddie stared at him.
“The drill is in a case.”
They settled Christopher in the front and folded the chair behind the seat. Ethan and Jacob took the back. Jacob angled his knees and shoulders to fit without pressing Ethan against the door. As Eddie pulled out, the radio reported a growing list of methane-related fires.
Ethan found the folded Cielo Vista punch list in his backpack. He had taken it from the kitchen table at three in the morning while Jacob cleared the refrigerator and Christopher argued that an unopened jar of salsa did not need an emergency disposition plan.
Fence. Cabinets. Bathroom. Paint. Garage. Porch. White Sands. Juárez maybe. No repair talk during dinner.
Only two items were crossed out. Jacob saw it.
“I wasn’t throwing it away,” Ethan said.
“I know. You folded it like a failed inspection report.”
“Administrative evidence of failure.”
Jacob took the list, folded it carefully, and tucked it into the back of Ethan’s notebook.
“Deferred maintenance.”
From the front seat, Christopher said, “That’s the saddest possible encouragement.”
“I’m tired.”
“You were bad at it yesterday too.”
Eddie turned onto the freeway. Christopher looked out the window. “Buck really doesn’t know?” Eddie’s hands tightened on the wheel.
“Not yet.”
“Who knows we’re coming?” Jacob asked.
“Pepa.”
Christopher looked over. “You told Pepa before Buck?”
“I called her after I booked the flights. She’s meeting us at the house with food and bottled water. She checked your room this morning and said she’d help clear the spare room for Jacob.”
Jacob straightened slightly. “She didn’t have to do that.”
“I know.”
Ethan felt Jacob absorb the familiar problem of receiving help that had not been requested and could not be repaid immediately.
“She’s also staying close,” Eddie continued. “If I get called in or need to handle anything, she’ll be with Chris.”
Christopher frowned. “I don’t need a babysitter.”
“Didn’t say you did. She’s family. She wants to see you.”
That answer Christopher accepted. Nobody spoke for the next mile. Los Angeles opened around them, hazy and familiar, while Buck remained somewhere inside it with no idea they had come home. Traffic slowed before the airport interchange had fully released them. Eddie changed lanes twice, abandoned the third attempt, and settled behind a shuttle van with one brake light.
Christopher watched the city pass. Familiar exits appeared in the wrong order after months of Texas roads. Sepulveda. La Cienega. Signs he used to ignore because somebody else always knew where they were going.
“My room?” he asked.
Eddie looked at him. “What about it?”
“Did you change anything?”
“No.”
“Nothing?”
“Buck put books on your desk.”
“That’s not changing it.”
“Then nothing.”
Christopher looked out the window again. Jacob shifted beside Ethan. His thigh pressed briefly against Ethan’s before he moved closer to the door, trying to reduce himself inside a back seat that had not been designed for him.
“Stop,” Ethan said.
Jacob glanced over. “Stop what?”
“You’re halfway into the door.”
“I’m fine.”
“You’re folding your shoulder.”
“That isn’t a thing.”
Ethan moved toward the center until their legs touched. “There.” Jacob went quiet. The contact was ordinary. It had become ordinary in El Paso—knees beneath the kitchen table, shoulders over the repair list, Jacob’s hand at Ethan’s back while he balanced on a ladder. That did not explain why Jacob looked out his window as if the freeway had become unexpectedly interesting. Eddie’s gaze flicked to them in the mirror and away. The radio listed another methane fire.
“Should we call Buck?” Christopher asked.
Eddie’s answer came after one full exit.
“He’s working.”
“That wasn’t the question.”
“I know.”
Christopher let out a breath through his nose. Ethan looked at the unfinished list in his notebook. Eddie had called them home because one fight had made distance intolerable. Buck still had no idea the distance was already closing. The shuttle van finally moved. Eddie accelerated into the opening and immediately had to brake for a sedan crossing three lanes without signaling.
“Home,” Christopher said under his breath.
Eddie looked over. “What?”
“Nothing.”
The skyline appeared through the haze ahead of them. Ethan had spent years imagining this approach before he ever saw it: Los Angeles as destination, answer, risk. Now he knew which freeway lanes vanished without warning. He knew where the light struck the downtown towers in late afternoon and which exit Buck always missed while insisting the navigation had changed. He knew the city could hold a fire in a laboratory, a funeral procession, a loft emptied for him, and three people returning from Texas before one of them understood they were coming.
Jacob shifted again, not away this time. His leg remained against Ethan’s.
“You okay?” he asked quietly.
Ethan looked at the folded list.
“Deferred.”
Jacob nodded.
It was not a promise. It was enough to keep the unfinished future from feeling discarded. At the next interchange, Christopher began giving Eddie directions to a house Eddie had driven to for years. Eddie followed the first two before pointing out that he knew the way.
“You left for Texas, for months,” Christopher said. “Things could’ve changed.”
“The freeway didn’t move.”
“The water catches fire now.”
Eddie conceded the point by taking the exit Christopher named.
Buck had spent most of the morning believing Eddie was somewhere between a departure gate and Texas. He had found the note on the couch beneath Eddie’s keys to the back door.
Went to the airport.
No name. No flight. No promise to call. Four words in Eddie’s compressed handwriting after four sentences the night before that Buck could not stop hearing. Airport meant Texas. Eddie had received the El Paso offer. Eddie had already stayed longer than intended. Eddie had made clear exactly what he thought of Buck’s grief and Buck’s part in Bobby’s death.
Buck had stood in the empty house with the note in his hand until Gerrard called to ask whether he planned to report for shift before the city finished poisoning itself. Now he was kneeling on a bathroom floor while a woman with a melted bite block tried to swear at him through her teeth.
“She says she can’t open her mouth,” Buck told Hen.
Hen adjusted the small saw. “I know what she said.”
“How?”
“Because I listen.”
Ravi held suction near the patient’s cheek. “I thought he was right.”
“Do not encourage him.”
The dentist sat against a cabinet while another firefighter irrigated the burns across his arms. The operatory smelled of scorched plastic and antiseptic. A black mark climbed the wall where methane released through the water line had ignited beneath the drill. Buck looked at the patient. “Lorna?”
Her eyes narrowed.
“I knew you looked familiar.”
She made another furious sound. Hen glanced at him. “Now is not the time.”
“She turned blue at Christmas.”
Lorna’s eyes narrowed further.
“Right. Not relevant.”
Hen cut through the warped block and eased it free. Lorna opened her jaw, inhaled, and immediately pressed both hands to her face.
“Better?” Hen asked.
“My tooth stopped hurting.”
The remains of it dropped into the tray.
Ravi winced.
Buck said, “That’s one way to avoid a follow-up.” Hen pointed the silent saw at the door. His radio activated before she could banish him. Dispatch reported a trapped caller in an upstairs bathroom on Old Topanga Canyon Road. Fire involving a bathtub and vanity. Possible methane ignition. Hen was moving before the transmission ended.
“Ravi, finish the red tag. Buck, with me.”
That part still worked. An order arrived and his body answered. No room between being needed and knowing what to do. No question about what a sentence meant or whether somebody had left because Buck had made staying impossible. At Metro Dispatch, Maddie sat forward with one hand cupped over her headset.
“Erin, listen to me. Don’t stand up.”
Fire cracked close enough to the caller’s phone that Maddie could hear tiles breaking.
“The whole bath is burning.” Erin coughed over the line. “I can’t get to the door.”
“The fire department is coming through the house now. You said you’re beside the toilet?”
“Yes.”
Maddie studied the property record and satellite map. “Your house uses septic. There’s a silver water line behind the toilet. Can you reach it?”
“I think so.”
“Turn the valve clockwise and unscrew the hose.”
Metal scraped tile.
“Got it.”
“Put one end through the bottom of the bowl. It should reach an air pocket past the trap.”
“You want me to breathe through my toilet?”
“I want you alive when they reach you.”
A pressure tightened low across Maddie’s abdomen. She shifted, breathed through it, and kept her voice level.
“Blow through the hose first. Clear the water. Then breathe.”
Bubbling came over the line.
“This is disgusting.”
“Disgusting is good. Stay low.”
The 118 arrived. Buck found the stairs through smoke dense enough to erase his boots. Ravi followed with the line. Blue flame crawled beneath the bathroom door in thin moving ribbons.
“Caller’s against the east wall,” Maddie said over the radio. “No exterior window. Skylight above her.”
Hen looked up. They went through the roof. When Buck dropped into the bathroom, Erin had both hands wrapped around the hose and her eyes shut against the smoke. She opened one eye. “Are you real?” Buck unclipped from the line. “No, ma’am. I’m Buck.” Ravi appeared in the skylight. “That still doesn’t make sense.”
“It made sense to her.”
“Not really,” Erin coughed.
They lifted her through the skylight. Hen received her on the roof, checked her airway, and moved her toward the ladder. Seven minutes later Buck stood beside the engine with his helmet under one arm and the note waiting inside his pocket because he had folded it there before leaving the house. He did not call Eddie.
He could tell himself it was because Eddie might be in the air. Mostly it was because he did not know what he would say if Eddie answered from a gate. The city did not allow him time to decide.
A fountain ignited. Lawn sprinklers turned a backyard into a fire line. Someone boiled tap water after receiving an alert that specifically prohibited boiling it and called 911 sounding personally betrayed by chemistry. Across the city, Athena pulled up outside 8420 Newton for the first of what would become two laundry-related calls. Donnie met her in the basement with an empty basket and the outrage of a man who believed the entire criminal-justice system had been designed for this moment.
“Finally. I called like twenty minutes ago.”
“Dispatch mentioned missing pants.”
“Pants, socks, jocks, four tank tops. Whole load.”
“Somebody moved your laundry?”
“Stole it. Same little creep who moved into 418.”
Athena knocked on 418. Graham opened the door, took one look at her, and said, “I thought you were groceries.”
“Don’t you work at a grocery store?”
“It was a mutual exit. Technically, I’m banned.”
Athena studied him. The last time she had seen Graham, he had been policing abandoned shopping carts and calling it civic duty.
“From Cart Cop to laundry police?” she asked. “I feel like you’re backsliding.”
Graham explained the scarcity of machines, repeat shirkers, and the collapse of social order caused by abandoned wet clothes. Athena let him finish because interruption only made Graham restart with more evidence.
“You know you need to give that man his clothes back.”
“I told you, I don’t have them.”
“Where are they?”
He led her downstairs and pointed to the building’s lost-and-found bin beneath the posted rule allowing unclaimed belongings to be moved after three hours. Donnie’s clothes sat inside, damp and intact. Donnie lifted a dripping pair of shorts. “You could’ve put my stuff in the dryer.”
“What if your delicates need to drip dry?” Graham asked.
Athena watched water spread across the tile. “Sir, your drippings are creating a slip hazard.” Donnie started toward the dryers, muttering. Athena turned to Graham. “How many of your new neighbors are you going to turn into enemies?” His shoulders dropped. “That was a backslide, wasn’t it?”
“If you want to be a changed man, you have to actually change.”
Graham looked at the lost-and-found bin, then at Donnie. “I’m trying.”
“Try without touching anybody else’s laundry.”
Athena left them with the peace restored, at least until the next load. At Dispatch, Linda muted her line and leaned toward Maddie. “Your caller made it out?”
“Smoke inhalation, no burns.”
“Toilet hose?”
“It worked.”
Linda stared at her. “I’m never asking where you get these ideas.”
“Good.”
Maddie shifted against another tightening low in her abdomen.
Sue noticed.
“How far apart?”
“They’re not.”
“That answer doesn’t contain a number.”
“Because they’re not contractions.”
“You’re due tomorrow.”
“The city has flammable water. I’m allowed to be tense.”
Sue looked unconvinced but returned to the incident board when another cluster of calls appeared. Maddie checked her phone between assignments. Ethan had landed. Eddie had the three of them. Buck had not asked about any of it. She could have texted him.
She did not know what Eddie wanted Buck to learn from Eddie, and the middle of a citywide emergency was not the place to repair a fight she had only heard in fragments. Instead she placed another engine, answered another caller, and felt her son moving beneath her ribs while the city burned around its own water supply. Then the recycling facility went up.
Fire pushed through the west storage wing toward an e-waste unit packed with lithium-ion batteries. Black smoke folded over the yard. Workers crowded beyond the fence while Gerrard directed the incoming engines.
“Buckley, Panikkar, four-inch supply. Engine water only. Nobody touches a hydrant until Dispatch confirms the source.”
“Copy.”
Buck and Ravi hauled line. The first attack stream held. The second weakened as the tank dropped.
“Fire’s reaching the batteries!” Hen called.
Gerrard keyed his radio. “Dispatch, find me water that won’t explode.” Maddie’s answer came steady through the speaker. “Cal West has a groundwater well outside the contaminated system. Nearest hydrant is point-seven miles east.” Buck looked down the road and saw the solution as distance.
“We bring it here.”
Ravi followed his gaze. “From ten blocks away?”
“Relay operation. Six hundred feet per engine.”
Gerrard heard him. “Good. Dispatch, give me five engines and clear their intersections.” Then the city became hose. Maddie placed engines across the map. Captains confirmed corners. Firefighters ran supply lines until one engine fed another, a mechanical bloodstream assembled through traffic and smoke. Buck worked until his shoulders burned. Run. Couple. Signal. Move. The engine tank drained. Fire reached the edge of the battery storage.
“Where’s my water?” Gerrard shouted.
“Coming,” Maddie said over the radio.
Buck wrapped both hands around the final coupling. The line jumped as pressure traveled engine by engine from ten blocks away.
“We’ve got it!” Ravi shouted.
Buck opened the gate. Clean water struck the fire. Steam rose white through black smoke. For the next hour, nobody had time to think about anything but keeping the batteries from turning the facility into a toxic blaze. Buck was grateful. When the last visible flame collapsed under the stream, Gerrard ordered overhaul and handed command of the interior check to Hen. Buck stripped off his gloves. His fingers trembled from exertion. Ravi passed him bottled water.
“You okay?”
“Yeah.”
Ravi waited.
Buck drank because that was easier than making the lie convincing.
“Eddie left,” he said finally.
Ravi’s forehead creased. “For Texas?”
“Airport.”
“Those aren’t the same thing.”
Buck stared at him.
Ravi lifted both hands. “I’m just saying airports go a lot of places.”
“He has one reason to go to an airport.”
“Okay.”
“And he left a note.”
“That does sound more serious.”
“Four words.”
“Were any of them goodbye?”
Buck looked away. Across the yard, Hen called for Ravi. Ravi started toward her, then stopped. “Maybe wait until you know what happened.” Buck folded the empty bottle until the plastic crackled.
“That has historically gone great for me.”
He returned to work. The shift stretched beyond the fire. They returned to the station long enough to exchange cylinders, restock medical supplies, and discover that somebody had used contaminated water in the apparatus-bay mop bucket before the advisory. Gerrard ordered it treated as hazardous until Dispatch confirmed otherwise.
“It’s a mop bucket,” Ravi said.
“It’s a bomb with a handle,” Gerrard replied.
Hen leaned toward Chimney. “He’s enjoying this.”
“This is the happiest he’s been since Hotshots canceled lunch service.”
Buck sat at the table with a satisfaction survey Gerrard had distributed before the calls began.
My captain communicates expectations clearly.
Buck circled strongly agree hard enough to nearly tear the paper. Chimney sat opposite him and opened a protein bar.
“You know those are supposed to be anonymous.”
“He put our names on them.”
“That does compromise the process.”
Buck’s phone lay faceup beside the survey. No message from Eddie. Chimney followed his gaze. “Everything okay?”
“Yep.”
“Good talk.”
“Eddie went to the airport.”
Chimney stopped chewing.
“For Texas?”
“Why does everybody keep asking like there’s another option?”
“Because airports are famously flexible.”
Buck gave him a look. Chimney raised the protein bar. “I assume there was context.”
“There was a note.”
“Ah.”
“Don’t.”
Chimney let the joke go. “Did you call him?” Buck looked down at the survey.
“He knows my number.”
“That is technically true and emotionally useless.”
Before Buck could answer, the tones sounded again. A fountain at a shopping center had ignited. Gerrard shouted for everybody to move. Buck left the phone on the table for three steps, doubled back for it, and shoved it into his pocket. Still no message.
The all-clear on the water did not come before the end of shift. DWP reported falling methane levels and warned that pockets could remain until the lines were fully purged. Gerrard read the bulletin aloud, then looked around the table.
“That means none of you geniuses tests a faucet.”
Chimney raised his hand. “What about a controlled diagnostic flame?”
“Especially you.”
“I was asking for Buck.”
Buck did not respond. His phone remained blank. He pictured Eddie in an airport terminal, then on a plane, then arriving in El Paso to a house containing Christopher, Jacob, and Ethan. The image kept changing because Buck did not have enough facts to stabilize it. That was the real problem with four-word notes. They left the worst parts for the reader to write. When the tones sounded again, Buck stood with everyone else.
Work gave him the next fact. Until it stopped, that would have to be enough. As the engine pulled out, Buck looked back through the open bay at the phone he had almost left on the table. He could call between incidents. He could ask one direct question and receive one direct answer. Instead he fastened his headset and listened to Dispatch assign the route.
The choice felt temporary while he made it. That was how avoidance kept winning: never as a decision, only as one more minute before the decision became necessary. The engine cleared the bay. The phone disappeared behind them. Buck faced forward.
The next call proved to be smoke from a restaurant sink after an employee forgot the advisory and began filling a stockpot. No injuries. No structural fire. Gerrard red-tagged the kitchen and lectured the manager about municipal alerts while Buck shut down the line. It should have been forgettable.
Instead Buck watched the manager call every employee who had not reported for shift and tell them the restaurant was closed. Each person received the same information directly. Nobody had to interpret a note. Nobody had to decide whether airport meant departure or return. Buck tightened the valve until it stopped.
“You’re going to strip it,” Ravi said.
Buck released his grip.
“Right.”
Christopher’s room smelled like clean sheets, cedar, and the dust that collected when a place waited without being abandoned. He stopped in the doorway. The desk remained beneath the window. The lamp still leaned because its base had warped years ago. His books occupied the same shelves, including two graphic novels Buck had bought without checking whether Christopher already owned them. Gerald sat against the pillows with one ear bent forward and yellow repair thread visible beneath it.
The room did not look preserved for a visitor. It looked paused. Eddie waited behind the wheelchair with Christopher’s crutches tucked under one arm.
“Want them?”
Christopher considered the distance to the bed and the ache through his shoulders after the airport.
“Chair.”
Eddie rolled him inside.
Jacob stopped at the door with Christopher’s suitcase. “Where?”
“By the dresser.”
Jacob set it down. His own luggage remained in the living room. Christopher looked at Eddie. “Where’s Jacob sleeping?”
“Spare room.”
“The spare room is boxes.”
“Then we move boxes.”
Jacob leaned against the frame. “The couch is fine.”
“No,” Eddie and Christopher said together.
Jacob blinked.
Eddie handed Christopher his crutches. “The bed’s under the boxes. We’ll find it.”
“I don’t need anything complicated.”
Christopher looked at him. “A bed isn’t complicated.” Jacob opened his mouth, found no version of the argument that survived being said to Christopher, and closed it.
“Okay.”
Ethan entered carrying a power strip, the medication bag, and three cables looped around one wrist.
“Necessary systems.”
Christopher pointed. “Phone by the bed. Tablet at the desk. Magnifier in the top drawer.” Ethan followed the directions exactly.
“Medication?”
“Bathroom.”
Eddie shook his head. “Kitchen until the water clears.”
“I don’t swallow pills with sink water.”
“I know.”
“Then why?”
“Because I’m your dad and the plumbing is combustible.”
Christopher considered that. “Fine.”
They unpacked the things required for one night first.
That was how Jacob approached his own luggage too. Toiletries in the bathroom. One pair of jeans in the spare-room dresser. Three shirts hung in a closet after Eddie removed camping gear and a box labeled IMPORTANT CABLES in Buck’s handwriting.
The rest of Jacob’s bags remained closed. Christopher watched from the hall.
“You’re not unpacking.”
Jacob folded a shirt that did not need folding. “I’m unpacking.”
“You’re staging.”
“That is a type of unpacking.”
“For people leaving.”
Jacob looked down at the shirt. Eddie came up behind Christopher. He saw the zipped bags and understood.
“Dresser’s empty,” he said.
“I don’t have to take the whole thing.”
“Good. Leave me one drawer.”
Jacob gave a short laugh. Eddie did not.
“You live here,” he said. “Use the dresser.”
The room went still. Jacob’s hand flattened against the folded shirt. He nodded without looking up.
“Okay.”
Eddie touched Christopher’s shoulder and went to unload the remaining bags. Christopher waited until he was gone.
“He makes things weird when he decides they’re important.”
Jacob’s eyes stayed on the dresser. “That was weird?”
“For him, that was basically a parade.”
Jacob laughed again. This one sounded less trapped. In the living room, the television showed the recycling facility. Engines stretched down the street, connected by yellow supply line. Buck crossed the frame hauling a coupling beside Ravi. Eddie stopped with a suitcase in his hand. The camera changed.
“He’s okay,” Ethan said.
Eddie looked at him. “I didn’t ask.”
“No.”
Ethan carried bottled water into the kitchen. Christopher rolled closer. “What happened?”
“With the water?” Eddie asked.
“With Buck.”
Eddie put down the suitcase. “We had an argument.”
“About what?”
“Doesn’t matter.”
“It matters if Buck thinks you left.”
Eddie’s jaw tightened. “I left a note.”
“You left a bad note.”
“You didn’t read it.”
“You said it said airport.”
“That’s where I went.”
Christopher stared at him. Ethan opened a cabinet, found Buck’s emergency water already stacked there, and quietly closed it again. Jacob came out of the spare room. “We still need the bags from the truck.”
The exit was offered to everybody. Christopher let his father take it. They moved through the afternoon by task. Eddie and Jacob cleared the spare room. Christopher directed the arrangement of his desk. Ethan checked that the charger routes did not cross the open floor where crutch tips could catch them. Bottled water went into every room because Eddie could not stop the city from becoming dangerous but could apparently defend the bedrooms one case at a time.
Pepa’s car pulled in while they were moving the last bags from the truck. Eddie had warned them she was coming, but the warning did not account for the amount of food or water she managed to carry toward the house in one trip. Jacob went to meet her and reached for the cases.
“One,” Pepa told him, surrendering only the heavier case. “I have the other.”
“I can take both.”
“I did not say you couldn’t.”
She entered with the confidence of someone whose emergency key had never been merely theoretical. When Eddie objected, she lifted the bottled water.
“The city is combustible.”
She hugged Christopher, held his face between her hands, and said, “Home.”
Not a question.
“Yeah,” Christopher said.
Pepa pulled back and inspected him with the same thoroughness Eddie had attempted at the airport, except she made no effort to disguise it.
“Too thin.”
“I’m exactly the same.”
“Then you were too thin before.”
“That’s not how measurements work.”
“Go sit. I brought food.”
She turned to Jacob. He straightened automatically.
“And you,” Pepa said.
“Me?”
“Also too thin.”
Jacob looked down at himself. At six-foot-two and still carrying far more mass than anyone else in the room, he appeared unsure whether correcting her would be safe.
“I’m working on it?”
“Good answer.”
She put him to work carrying serving dishes, then objected when he carried three at once.
“One trip,” Jacob said.
“Two hands.”
“There are three dishes.”
“Then two trips.”
Jacob looked toward Ethan as if requesting translation.
“Knowing you can carry something isn’t the same as making you carry all of it,” Ethan said.
Jacob stared at him. “Did Eddie brief everyone?”
“Maybe you’re predictable.”
“I reject that.”
“You alphabetized canned food in Texas.”
“By category, not alphabetically.”
Christopher rolled past them. “That isn’t a defense.” Eddie opened the refrigerator and found it nearly full.
“Buck went shopping.”
The words changed the kitchen slightly. Milk. Eggs. Fruit. Christopher’s preferred yogurt, though Eddie had not known which kind they threw out in El Paso when he promised to replace it. Sandwich ingredients. Three kinds of juice. Enough food for people Buck had not known were coming. Because the groceries had not been for them. They had been another attempt to keep the house functioning. Another way Buck had filled silence with provisions. Christopher looked at the refrigerator. “He bought my yogurt.”
“He always buys your yogurt,” Eddie said.
“He didn’t know I was coming.”
Eddie’s hand remained on the refrigerator door.
“No.”
Christopher took the container. The expiration date extended well past a visit Buck had not expected. He put it on the counter for later. Pepa began reheating food without using the stove’s water line. Eddie found a stockpot and poured bottled water into it until Pepa slapped his hand away from the third bottle.
“That water is for drinking.”
“The rice needs water.”
“I brought rice.”
“You brought cooked rice?”
She lifted a covered dish. “Did you think I came unprepared?” Eddie looked at the counter now occupied by enough food for ten people. “No.”
“Good.”
May video-called Christopher while they worked. Her face appeared too close to the camera. Harry leaned into frame behind her and immediately asked whether the flight was terrible.
“The landing was,” Christopher said.
“Did you see the water?” Harry asked.
“Water looks normal.”
“May won’t let me test it.”
“Because I enjoy having a brother with eyebrows,” May said.
Christopher turned the phone so they could see the crowded kitchen. May’s expression softened when she saw Eddie. “You got them.”
“Yeah,” Eddie said.
“All of them,” Harry added.
Jacob lifted one hand awkwardly from beside the counter.
“Hey.”
“Hey,” Harry said. “Are you staying?”
Jacob’s gaze flicked toward Eddie.
Christopher answered first. “Yes.”
May looked between them through the phone. “Okay, then. Welcome home.” The second use of the word landed differently. Less ceremonial than Pepa’s. More like a fact being added to a shared record. Jacob rubbed one thumb along the edge of the counter.
“Thanks.”
After the call, he carried only two dishes to the table.
Ethan noticed.
They returned to the spare room together while Eddie and Pepa worked in the kitchen. Two unopened bags waited beside the bed. Jacob unzipped the first and began transferring clothes into the dresser with unnecessary precision. Ethan sat on the edge of the mattress. “You don’t have to do it all now.”
“I know.”
“You’re organizing by sleeve length.”
“That isn’t what I’m doing.”
Ethan lifted one stack. Every sleeve ended at the same edge. Jacob took it back. “It fits better.”
“Okay.”
The word did what argument would not. Jacob’s hands slowed.
“I didn’t know if he meant it,” he said.
“Eddie?”
“Home. Stay. Any of it.”
“He called you back.”
“He called Christopher back. I was there.”
Ethan looked at the emptied drawer.
“He put your bags in the truck.”
Jacob gave him a tired look. “Powerful legal precedent.”
“He told you that you live here.”
“People say things during crises.”
“Eddie says fewer things during crises.”
That drew a reluctant smile. Ethan took a shirt from the bag and put it in the drawer. Jacob watched him.
“What?”
“You folded that shirt three times.”
Ethan looked down at it. “The first two were wrong.”
“Obviously.”
Jacob sat beside him. The mattress dipped significantly under his weight, shifting Ethan toward him until their shoulders touched. Neither moved away.
“Six weeks would’ve been nice,” Jacob said.
Ethan looked at the open suitcase. “Yeah.”
“That sounds selfish.”
“Both can be true.”
Jacob glanced at him. “Maddie?”
“Maddie.”
From the kitchen Pepa called that food was ready. Jacob stood and offered Ethan a hand. Ethan took it, though he did not need help standing. Jacob’s grip remained for half a second after the work was done. Then he let go and carried two dishes to the table.
Christopher watched them enter the hall together. Ethan was faster by habit, Jacob larger by enough that the hallway seemed to reorganize around him. Neither appeared aware that they had matched their pace. He looked at the half-emptied suitcase. When Jacob returned for the second dish, Christopher pointed into the room.
“Finish later.”
Jacob followed his gesture. “I will.”
“Not tomorrow. Later tonight.”
“Why does the schedule matter?”
“Because if you leave it zipped, you’ll keep thinking you can leave fast.”
Jacob’s expression lost its humor. Christopher held his gaze.
“You don’t have to.”
After dinner, the second suitcase was empty. She turned toward Ethan. “You. Dinner.”
“I have to take my bags to the loft.”
“Then come back,” Eddie said.
Simple. Immediate.
Ethan nodded.
The loft was exactly as he had left it and wrong because he had expected not to see it for another month. Sunlight lay across the concrete floor. Mail waited on the counter, stacked by size in a way that announced Buck’s involvement. The terrace plants had been watered. Ethan carried in both suitcases and stopped.
In El Paso there had always been another sound. Christopher’s crutches against tile. Jacob opening the refrigerator and forgetting what he wanted. The bathroom fan. Somebody’s phone carrying Eddie’s voice across a room. Here, the refrigerator hummed. His phone rang.
“Hi, Mom.”
The word came easier now. It still arrived with weight.
“Hi.” Maddie’s voice held dispatch noise behind it. “You made it home?”
“To the loft.”
“How is everybody?”
“Tired. Chris is pretending he isn’t. Jacob unpacked three shirts.”
“Only three?”
“Eddie had to tell him he lives there.”
“Oh.”
“Yeah.”
Maddie left space. Ethan looked at the folded punch list on the counter.
“I thought I'd be gone a lot longer than this.”
“I know.”
“Coming back is good.”
“Both can be true.”
Another pressure altered her breathing. Ethan straightened. “Are you okay?”
“The baby objects to dispatch chairs.”
“You’re due tomorrow.”
“Babies don’t read calendars.”
Somebody called her name.
“I have to go. Dinner, okay?”
“I’m going back.”
“Good. Love you.”
“Love you too.”
Ethan showered and changed. He left both suitcases unopened beside the stairs. When he returned, Christopher sat on his bed holding Gerald. The giraffe’s fur had flattened along one side from years beneath his arm.
“You okay?” Ethan asked.
Christopher looked around. The desk fit beneath the window. The crutches fit against the wall. Gerald fit against the pillows. Down the hall, Jacob and Eddie argued about whether a box of extension cords belonged in the garage.
“It still fits,” Christopher said.
Ethan understood he did not mean the giraffe. Christopher set Gerald down and rolled toward the kitchen. He paused once at the threshold of the hall, listening to Ethan and Jacob resume their argument about pasta placement. The house did not sound as it had before Texas. It could not. Too much had happened in it and away from it. But it no longer sounded like a place waiting for somebody to decide whether to return. That mattered more than sameness. It sounded occupied.
From the kitchen came the sound of Jacob opening and closing cabinets. Christopher rolled out to investigate. Jacob had arranged bottled water on one counter, medication on another, and three grocery bags on the floor. He held a box of pasta in one hand.
“What are you doing?”
“Inventory.”
“Why?”
“Because if the tap stays unusable, some food becomes harder to cook.”
“We can order pizza.”
“For every meal?”
“Buck would.”
“Buck alphabetizes spices.”
“That doesn’t stop pizza.”
Ethan leaned against the counter. “He needs a system.” Jacob looked defensive. “I’m trying to help.”
“I know.”
“Then why did you say it like that?”
“Because you’ve been in the house four hours and built an emergency kitchen.”
Jacob looked at the counters as if seeing them from outside himself. Christopher picked up a bottle. “You missed the pantry case.” Jacob turned. “There’s another case?”
“Buck.”
“Of course.”
Ethan began returning pasta to the cabinet. Jacob let him for almost thirty seconds.
“Not there,” Jacob said.
“Why?”
“That shelf has rice.”
“They’re both dry goods.”
Jacob looked genuinely troubled by the reasoning.
Christopher laughed.
The sound carried down the hall. Eddie appeared and stopped when he heard it, hand resting against the doorframe. For a moment nobody talked about Buck, Texas, Bobby, or the bags still waiting to be unpacked. Jacob reorganized the cabinet. Ethan deliberately put one pasta box beside the rice. Christopher supplied unhelpful commentary. Eddie watched the house begin to accommodate them. Then Pepa announced dinner and the moment became ordinary enough to survive.
Buck knew someone was in the house before he opened the door. The shift had ended forty minutes earlier. Buck had remained at the station through two inventory checks, one shower, and Gerrard asking whether he intended to transfer his mailing address to the apparatus bay. He had told himself traffic would improve. Then that Eddie’s flight—if there had been a flight—might land. Then that going home would not change whether anybody was there. Hen found him refolding clean towels in the locker room.
“Those were folded.”
“Not evenly.”
“They’re towels.”
“They fit better this way.”
Hen took the towel from his hands.
“Go home.”
Buck reached for another. She blocked the shelf.
“Hen.”
“Buck.”
“I’m not—”
“I didn’t ask what you’re not.”
He looked toward the open locker. Bobby’s absence existed even there, in the missing bag, the missing boots, the space nobody had formally assigned because doing so would make the absence administrative.
“Eddie went to the airport.”
Hen’s face stayed careful. “So I heard.”
“From Chim?”
“From Ravi, who heard it from you, then asked Chimney whether airports only went to Texas.”
Buck closed his locker harder than necessary.
“Everybody thinks this is funny.”
“Nobody thinks it’s funny.”
“Chimney definitely does.”
“Chimney thinks most things are a little funny. It’s how he remains upright.”
Hen handed Buck his bag.
“Go find out where Eddie went.”
“He could text me.”
“And you could call.”
“Why is everybody making this my job?”
Hen’s expression sharpened. “Because you’re the one standing here folding towels instead of doing it.” Buck took the bag. The drive home was full of evidence that the city had survived itself. DWP trucks occupied intersections. Restaurants displayed handwritten signs promising bottled water. At a red light, Buck watched a family carry three cases from a convenience store while arguing about whether ice counted as water. He checked his phone at every stop.
No Eddie.
No Christopher.
No message telling him whether the house would be empty. The porch light was on. Eddie left it off unless he expected somebody. Buck turned it on because returning to darkness felt like the building had made a decision about him.
Tonight it burned above the steps. Eddie’s truck sat in the drive. Pepa’s car was at the curb. The Land Cruiser remained where Ethan had left it before flying to Texas. Buck stopped with his key halfway to the lock.
Pepa’s car meant Eddie had not returned to an empty house. It did not tell Buck who else might be inside or why the hope beneath his ribs arrived with enough force to hurt. He opened the door. The house smelled like food. Actual food. Garlic, cumin, toasted tortillas, something simmered long enough to soften. Voices moved through the kitchen. A drawer closed. Somebody laughed. Eddie stepped into the living room carrying plates.
He stopped.
Buck shut the door.
“Thought you went to Texas.”
Eddie looked at the plates. “When did I say that?”
“Your note.”
“My note said airport.”
“Right. Because airports are where people go when they’re leaving.”
“They’re also where people arrive.”
Buck stared at him. Eddie’s mouth tightened like he knew exactly how inadequate that answer was and had no better one ready.
“You called them,” Buck said.
“Yeah.”
“After you left here.”
“Yeah.”
“And you didn’t tell me.”
“I didn’t know if they’d get a flight.”
“Phones work after flights are booked.”
“Maybe I didn't want to give you another thing to handle, for everybody else.”
There it was. The argument from last night waiting exactly where they had left it. Buck felt the recycling fire in his shoulders, smoke caught in his hair, ten blocks of hose beneath his hands.
“Okay,” he said. “You know what—”
“Hi, Buck.”
The room changed. Christopher sat in the kitchen doorway, hands on the wheels of his chair. He wore a UCLA shirt Ethan had probably given him and the tired, watchful expression he got when adults were being stupid close enough to affect him. Buck forgot the rest of the sentence.
“Chris.”
Christopher rolled forward. Buck crossed the room too fast, then slowed before reaching him. He did not know whether Christopher wanted a hug. He did not know what home meant yet, whether being here meant repaired, or whether anything had been repaired since Bobby died. Christopher reached first. Buck bent around him. Chris’s arms went around his neck. Buck held the back of his shirt in one fist and pressed his face into Christopher’s hair. He smelled like airplane, shampoo, and the house.
Home, some part of Buck said with enough force to hurt. Christopher pulled back and studied his face.
“I’m sorry about Bobby.”
Buck’s throat closed. There should have been something to say. Something for a kid who had lost enough people to know condolences did not need decoration.
“Yeah,” Buck managed. “Me too.”
Christopher nodded.
Jacob stood behind him. He was barefoot, dish towel over one shoulder, dust across the front of his shirt. He looked more solid than when Buck last saw him and simultaneously prepared to apologize for every inch of space he occupied.
“Hey,” Jacob said.
“Hey.” Buck looked from him to the hall. “You’re here.”
Jacob glanced at Eddie. “That was the general idea.” Not for a visit. Not until the house sells.
Here.
Ethan appeared carrying rice.
“You look terrible,” he said.
Buck laughed once, startled out of himself. “Good to see you too.”
“I mean medically.”
“That’s worse.”
Ethan set down the bowl. His gaze moved over Buck’s soot-dark collar and the way he held one shoulder lower.
“Smoke exposure?”
“Mask stayed on.”
“Hydration?”
“The water explodes.”
Ethan pointed to the cases stacked in the kitchen. “Bottled.”
“Did you guys eat?”
Everyone looked at the table. Plates. Bowls. Tortillas wrapped in a towel. Pepa at the stove turning slowly with the expression of someone waiting to see how long he took to notice her.
“Right,” Buck said. “I could make salad.”
“No,” Eddie said.
“We need something green.”
Pepa pointed at a bowl. “Peppers.”
“Peppers in food aren’t a side.”
“Sit down, Evan-cito.”
Buck sat before deciding to obey. Ethan put water in front of him. Jacob added tortillas. Christopher maneuvered into the space Eddie had cleared. Pepa served food with the authority of somebody responding to a different kind of emergency. Eddie placed a plate in front of Buck. Their hands did not touch.
“Thanks.”
“Yeah.”
Nobody apologized.
They ate.
For a while the conversation remained practical. Christopher described the landing. Jacob defended the science of methane after being accused of giving lectures without consent. Ethan admitted airport security had searched the suitcase with the drill. Pepa demanded to know why anyone carried tools across state lines.
“Loose cabinet pulls,” Ethan said.
“You can buy a screwdriver in Texas.”
“I had a drill.”
“That isn’t an answer.”
“It is to him,” Jacob said.
Buck listened to voices overlap. The house had been too quiet for weeks. Even with Eddie back, quiet had remained something they moved around. Eddie woke early and left coffee. Buck filled the refrigerator. They shared rooms without touching the absence sitting in each one.
Now Christopher corrected Jacob’s account of the airport. Ethan reached across Jacob for salsa without asking. Pepa told Eddie the spare room needed real curtains if Jacob was staying. Jacob nearly choked on his water.
“I didn’t say—”
“You live there,” Christopher said.
Jacob looked at Eddie.
Eddie ate another bite. “That’s what I told him.” Buck saw relief cross Jacob’s face and vanish under embarrassment. Ethan saw it too. His hand shifted beside his glass but did not cross the distance.
Not yet.
Christopher asked, “Are we going back?”
Every fork stopped differently.
“For the house,” he clarified. “Not to live.”
“Yeah,” Eddie said. “We’ll finish it. We’ll close things out right.”
“All of us?”
Eddie looked at Jacob, then Ethan.
“All of us.”
The answer settled over the table. Buck looked at Eddie. “So, this is permanent.”
Eddie met his eyes.
“They’re home.”
Not I’m staying.
Not we’re okay.
Enough.
After dinner, Pepa left after extracting promises about bottled water. Christopher went to bed because the flight had caught him despite his objections. Ethan looked toward the keys beside his backpack, then accepted the recliner in the spare bedroom before anyone had to ask him to stay. Jacob carried dishes into the kitchen and discovered the faucet was still unusable.
“How do we wash these?” he asked.
Buck pointed to paper towels, sanitizer, and a basin Eddie had filled from bottled water.
Jacob nodded. “Apocalypse dishes.”
“Temporary municipal inconvenience dishes.”
“That’s less catchy.”
They worked side by side. Jacob scraped plates. Buck wiped. Eddie dried because letting a dish remain damp apparently violated something fundamental.
“How much did you get done?” Buck asked Jacob.
“In Texas?”
“Yeah.”
“Bathroom. Cabinet hardware. Some trim. Fence assessment.”
“Ethan really brought a drill?”
“Two batteries.”
Buck smiled before he could stop himself. Jacob glanced toward the hall. “He thought he had six weeks.”
“So did you.”
Jacob wiped the same spot on a plate. “Plans change.”
“You okay with that?”
The question made Jacob defensive immediately.
“Why wouldn’t I be?”
Buck recognized the answer. He had used versions of it for years.
“No reason.”
Jacob looked at him, aware he had been allowed out of something and unsure whether to resent or appreciate it.
“Eddie said I live here.”
“You do.”
“You didn’t even think about that.”
Buck put a plate in the rack. “Didn’t need to.” Jacob’s face went very still. Then he handed Buck another plate.
“This one’s still dirty.”
“I’m emotionally supportive, not good at apocalypse dishes.”
Jacob laughed.
When he left for the spare room, Buck remained at the sink with Eddie. The faucet stayed off between them.
“You should’ve told me,” Buck said.
Eddie kept drying the same plate.
“I know.”
Not an apology.
Close enough to keep the room standing.
“I thought you left.”
Eddie put down the towel.
“I was angry.”
“Yeah. I noticed.”
“I shouldn’t have said what I said.”
Buck looked at him. Eddie did not take back the grief beneath it. He did not say Buck had imagined the fracture. He only stood there looking as tired as Buck felt.
“Neither should I,” Buck said.
It was not repaired. It was an opening. Later, Buck lay awake on the couch because giving Christopher his first night home without overhearing another fight felt like the minimum. The house moved around him.
A floorboard creaked near Christopher’s room. Jacob crossed the hall and returned, his steps heavier than Eddie’s. Eddie checked the front lock twice. Somewhere down the hall, Christopher laughed softly at something on his phone. Bobby was still dead.
Eddie was still angry. Buck was still angry back. Hen did not know whether she wanted Bobby’s office. Chimney could barely stand in the same room as Athena. The 118 remained wrong in ways Buck could not inventory or assess into submission. Nothing was fixed. But Christopher’s crutches rested against the wall.
Jacob’s shoes sat beside the door. Eddie was down the hall. Ethan had said he would return in the morning. The house was full enough that Buck could hear it breathing. He turned onto his side and looked toward the hallway.
A thin line of light remained beneath Christopher’s door. Buck counted to thirty, told himself Christopher was thirteen and capable of deciding when to sleep, then got up anyway. He knocked softly.
“Yeah?”
Christopher sat in bed with his tablet magnified on a news article about the water crisis. Gerald was wedged beneath one arm.
“You need anything?” Buck asked.
“No.”
“Water?”
Christopher pointed at the bottle on the nightstand.
“Right.”
Buck remained in the doorway. Christopher lowered the tablet. “You can come in.” Buck sat on the edge of the desk chair.
“How was Texas?”
“Hot.”
“Yeah.”
“Ethan packed too much.”
“I heard.”
“Jacob didn’t pack enough.”
Buck looked toward the wall separating Christopher’s room from the spare room.
“He unpacked?”
“Eventually.”
Christopher’s thumb moved along the edge of the tablet case.
“Dad said you two fought.”
Buck’s chest tightened. “We did.”
“Are you still fighting?”
“I don’t know.”
Christopher nodded as if the uncertainty was preferable to a lie.
“He called us because of it.”
“I know.”
“That doesn’t mean it was your fault.”
Buck looked at him.
Christopher’s voice remained concrete. “Dad decides things when he’s mad. You decide things when you’re scared. Both are annoying.” A laugh escaped Buck before he could stop it.
“That’s fair.”
“Go sleep.”
“You first.”
“I’m not the one who fought a recycling fire.”
Buck stood. At the door, he looked back.
“I’m glad you’re home.”
Christopher pulled Gerald closer.
“Me too.”
Buck reached for the door, then stopped.
“Chris?”
“Yeah?”
“Did your dad say you’re staying?”
Christopher looked at him like the question was badly constructed.
“I’m here.”
“I know. I just meant—”
“Buck.”
Buck stopped.
Christopher adjusted Gerald beneath his arm. “I’m here.” The smallest usable version of the truth.
Buck nodded.
“Okay.”
He turned off the hall light and left Christopher’s door open the width it had always remained at night. On the way back to the couch, he passed the spare room.
The door stood open. Jacob slept on his side beneath a blanket too short for him, one foot uncovered at the end of the bed. Both suitcases lay empty against the wall. Clothes filled the dresser. A phone charger ran from the outlet to the nightstand as if it expected to remain there. Eddie stood at the opposite end of the hall, watching the same room.
“He unpacked,” Buck whispered.
“Eventually.”
“You told him?”
“Had to.”
Buck understood. Jacob and Ethan could recognize every version of somebody else making usefulness into rent. Neither knew how obvious his own version was. Eddie looked toward Christopher’s door.
“They’re home,” he said again.
This time the sentence included him. Buck returned to the couch. Eddie continued down the hall instead of disappearing into his room, and for a minute sat in the chair opposite him. They did not talk. They did not need to solve the night before morning. For now, neither of them left. Buck listened until Eddie’s breathing settled into the slower rhythm of someone no longer preparing to stand.
The city outside remained loud with DWP trucks, distant sirens, and neighbors testing faucets despite explicit instructions not to. Inside, the refrigerator cycled on. Pipes ticked uselessly behind the walls. Someone shifted in the spare-room bed. Buck closed his eyes. Morning would still require answers. For one night, presence was enough.
He thought of Bobby’s kitchen at the station: everyone waiting until everyone had reached the table, no one eating alone unless a call made the choice for them. Buck had spent weeks trying to reproduce the structure without understanding that food had never been the entire point. Tonight nobody had waited for him because they had not known when he would return. They had still made space when he did. Tomorrow, he would have to decide what to do with that space. Tonight, he stayed.
Ethan woke to somebody opening every cabinet in Buck and Eddie’s kitchen. He stayed still on the recliner for three seconds, sorting the sounds. Upper cabinet. Lower cabinet. Refrigerator. One drawer opened, closed, then opened again. A ceramic bowl touched the counter more carefully than necessary.
Jacob.
Ethan opened his eyes. Morning light came through the living-room windows in pale bands. The blanket Pepa had insisted he take lay tangled around his legs. He had accepted the recliner after dinner because returning to the empty loft felt less sensible than remaining near Christopher—and because nobody in the house had made him explain the choice. Nobody had challenged it. Eddie pointed at the hallway. Pepa found another blanket. Christopher said Ethan’s loft had a bed and received three separate looks.
Now the house smelled like coffee and toast. Ethan sat up. Jacob stood in the kitchen wearing yesterday’s sweatpants and a T-shirt that stretched across his shoulders before falling loose over his stomach. His hair pointed in several directions. He held a box of cereal and stared into the open refrigerator.
“You’re doing it again,” Ethan said.
Jacob looked over. “Doing what?”
“Opening things until breakfast solves itself.”
“I’m assessing.”
“You opened the silverware drawer twice.”
“I needed a spoon.”
“Then forgot you had it?”
Jacob looked at the spoon in his hand.
“I slept four hours.”
“That seems generous.”
“Three and a half.”
Ethan freed himself from the blanket and crossed into the kitchen. The bottled-water advisory remained active. A stockpot of boiled groundwater from Pepa’s house sat on the counter beneath a handwritten note that said FOR COFFEE ONLY.
“Coffee?” Jacob asked.
“Yes.”
“That was fast.”
“You said four hours.”
Jacob poured two cups. He had already learned where Buck kept the sugar and which mug Ethan reached for first. The knowledge should not have felt intimate after ten days of sharing a kitchen. It did anyway. Footsteps crossed the hall. Buck entered in uniform pants and a dark LAFD shirt, hair still damp from the shower. He stopped when he saw Ethan.
“You came back.”
“I said I would.”
“You slept here?”
“The couch was available.”
Buck looked toward the hall. “You know the loft has a bed.”
“Christopher covered that.”
Jacob slid coffee toward Ethan. “He lost the vote.” Buck opened the refrigerator and stared into it with the same unfocused concentration Jacob had used.
“There’s yogurt,” Ethan said.
“That’s Chris’s.”
“There are six.”
“Still his.”
“Toast,” Jacob suggested.
Buck glanced at the bread. “I’m not hungry.” Neither Ethan nor Jacob responded. Buck looked from one to the other. “What?”
“Nothing,” Jacob said.
“You are both being extremely subtle.”
Ethan put bread in the toaster. Buck folded his arms. “I have shift.”
“Toast takes two minutes.”
“The drive—”
“You’re early.”
“How do you know?”
Ethan pointed to the clock. Buck looked betrayed by time. The toaster clicked down. Eddie entered while Buck was buttering the first piece with more aggression than breakfast required. He wore gray sweatpants and an old Army T-shirt. Off-shift. Barefoot. His hair remained flattened on one side from sleep. He saw Buck at the counter and slowed.
“Morning.”
“Morning.”
The word crossed the kitchen without touching anything. Eddie poured coffee. Buck put the second piece of toast on a napkin. “Water advisory’s still active. DWP says they’re purging the lines.”
“Saw the alert.”
“Don’t let Chris use the tap.”
Eddie looked at the cases of bottled water stacked against the wall. “Wasn’t planning to.”
“The toilet’s fine.”
“Good to know.”
“And if the pressure drops—”
“Buck.”
Buck stopped.
Eddie’s voice was not sharp. That almost made it worse.
“We’ve got it.”
Buck looked toward the hallway. Christopher’s door remained closed.
“Right.”
He picked up the toast.
“You coming back after shift?” Eddie asked.
The question appeared to surprise both of them. Buck adjusted the strap of his bag. “I live here.”
“I know.”
Something in Buck’s shoulders eased, then locked again before anyone could name it.
“Then yeah.”
He left.
The front door closed. Eddie stood with both hands around his coffee. Jacob looked at the toast Buck had forgotten on the counter.
“Should I—”
“Leave it,” Eddie said.
Ethan watched the door.
“Is he transferring?”
Eddie looked at him. “What?”
“He’s been talking like the station is temporary.”
“Buck talks like everything’s temporary when he thinks somebody else gets to leave first.”
It was the most Eddie had said about the fight. Christopher’s bedroom door opened. He came down the hall on crutches, moving carefully through morning stiffness. Eddie set down his mug and shifted one chair away from the table so Christopher had a clear route. He did not offer help. Christopher reached the chair and sat.
“Where’s Buck?”
“Shift,” Eddie said.
Christopher saw the abandoned toast. “He didn’t eat?”
“He had one.”
“That one doesn’t count?”
“Apparently not.”
Jacob moved the yogurt from the refrigerator to the table. Christopher looked at the label. “This is the right kind.”
“Buck buys it.”
Christopher peeled back the lid. “I know.” The morning became luggage. It had been easier the night before, when exhaustion reduced every decision to its immediate shape. This box went inside. That bag went down the hall. Christopher needed the bathroom before the next thing. Eddie needed to know where the medication bag had been packed. Buck needed somewhere to put his hands that was not on Eddie. Morning made the move real.
Three suitcases stood open across Christopher’s floor. Clothes from El Paso mixed with clothes that had never left Los Angeles. A framed photograph of Shannon leaned against the lamp while Eddie decided whether to return it to its old place or ask Christopher first. Christopher saw him holding it.
“It goes there,” he said.
Eddie set it on the dresser.
“Same place?”
“A little left.”
Eddie moved it an inch.
“Other left.”
He moved it back two. Christopher studied the result. “Good.” Ethan remained in the doorway with a stack of folded shirts. He had learned that family rooms had maps invisible to outsiders. Where a photograph belonged. Which drawer had always stuck in summer. Which shelf Buck had reinforced after Christopher tried to store every hardcover he owned on one side. He handed over the shirts. Christopher divided them between drawers, then stopped with one from El Paso in his lap.
“I thought it would feel different.”
Eddie sat on the edge of the bed. “Being back?”
“My room.”
“Different how?”
Christopher shrugged. “Like it knew I left.” Eddie looked around at the posters, the shelves, the adaptive gaming controls Buck had covered with a towel against dust. “Maybe it knew you were coming home.” Christopher gave him the look he reserved for answers that tried too hard.
“That was bad.”
“Yeah. I heard it after I said it.”
“Buck would’ve liked it.”
Eddie’s smile appeared and vanished. Christopher put the shirt away. “Did you tell him why we came back?”
“Not all of it.”
“Are you going to?”
“When I know how.”
“That’s not an answer.”
“It’s the one I’ve got.”
Ethan looked down the hall. Jacob was attempting to flatten an empty box without tearing it. The cardboard resisted with loud, increasingly personal cracks.
“I can give you two a minute,” Ethan said.
Christopher shook his head. “You’re part of why.”
Ethan stayed.
Eddie rested his forearms on his knees. “El Paso wasn’t working. Not for any of us. We kept trying to make it work because changing plans felt like failing.”
“And coming back doesn’t?”
“A little.”
Christopher considered that. “Good.”
“Good?”
“If you said no, I’d know you were lying.”
Eddie nodded once. “Then a little.” Christopher glanced toward the hall, toward the front door Buck had left through. “You have to tell him.”
“I know.”
“Before he decides something stupid.”
Ethan thought of Buck’s face over untouched toast.
“That may already be in progress,” he said.
Christopher sighed. “Then tell him faster.” Christopher unpacked what had not been reached the day before. Eddie carried boxes out of the spare room. Jacob attempted to lift every box until Eddie began assigning them by name, which somehow made him more willing to accept that some belonged to Ethan.
“Books,” Eddie said, pointing.
Ethan took the box.
“Linens.”
Jacob reached for it.
“Both,” Eddie said.
Jacob looked offended. “It’s linens.”
“Then it won’t hurt to share.”
They carried it together. Jacob’s strength was impossible not to notice even when he was trying to make it ordinary. He took most of the weight without changing his breathing. Ethan adjusted his grip and felt the box become almost light.
“You’re doing all of it,” Ethan said.
“I’m doing my half.”
“Your half is eighty percent.”
“Then improve.”
Ethan shifted his hands and took more. Jacob’s mouth twitched. In the spare room, they found space for the last of Jacob’s clothes. His chemistry textbooks filled half a shelf. The other half remained occupied by Buck’s labeled cables.
“Don’t open those,” Christopher warned from the doorway.
“Why?” Jacob asked.
“Nobody knows.”
Ethan set a biochemistry text upright. “Maybe the cables are load-bearing.” Jacob laughed, and Eddie, carrying an empty box past the hall, smiled before remembering the day had edges. Pepa arrived at ten with more bottled water, breakfast burritos, and the announcement that she intended to replace the spare-room curtains because “temporary curtains make people feel temporary.”
Jacob said the blinds were enough. Pepa measured the window anyway. She had arrived at the house the previous evening twenty minutes after Eddie’s call, carrying enough food for twelve people and asking no questions until Christopher had eaten. She had checked the path through his room, tested the bathroom grab bar, stripped the spare bed, and found clean sheets in a closet Buck had reorganized twice. Now she moved through the house as though the absence had been an inconvenience she meant to correct personally.
“These are not curtains,” she said, pinching one of the gray panels between two fingers. “These are surrender.”
“They block light,” Jacob said.
“So does plywood.”
“Plywood might be cheaper.”
Pepa looked at Eddie. “He jokes when he is nervous?”
“He jokes when he’s awake,” Ethan said.
Jacob pointed at him. “You’ve known me for less than six months.”
“It's been a very concentrated past ten days.”
Pepa wrote down the window measurements and tucked the paper into her purse. “Blue.”
“The room’s green,” Jacob said.
“Blue works with green.”
“Some blues.”
“Good. You have opinions. Come with me tomorrow.”
Jacob blinked. Somewhere between the curtain and the invitation, the room had become his in a way that the open suitcase had not managed.
“Okay,” he said.
Pepa patted his arm and returned to the hall. Ethan watched Jacob watch her go.
“You’ve been assigned,” he said.
“Apparently.”
“There’s no appeal.”
“I figured.”
Eddie came out of Christopher’s room carrying another collapsed box. “She likes you.”
“She threatened me with fabric samples.”
“Exactly.”
For a few minutes, the house held something close to ease. Christopher chose which books returned to the shelf. Pepa opened windows despite the distant smell of the city’s damaged water system. Eddie made a list of everything still at the El Paso house and crossed out three items after being reminded they had already shipped them. Ethan stood in the middle of it and recognized what the loft had lacked the night before.
Not noise. Witnesses.
People who knew enough to see when he stopped moving and loved him enough not to make the seeing feel like surveillance. Christopher put the morning news on while they worked.
A reporter stood outside 8420 Newton, where residents complained about laundry theft, building maintenance, and the previous day’s police response. The footage shifted to a city map of methane concentrations. DWP expected the remaining pockets to clear by afternoon. The building behind the reporter looked ordinary. Nineteen stories of faded concrete and small balconies. Laundry vents along the lower wall. Cars entering and leaving the underground garage. Ethan’s phone sounded. The alert tone was different from UCLA’s. Shorter. Sharper. He pulled it from his pocket.
CERT STATUS CHECK: STANDBY FOR POSSIBLE ACTIVATION.
His body recognized the format before his mind completed the words. The room receded. Laboratory glass. Smoke beneath sealed doors. Bobby kneeling beside Chimney. Monitors. A dose changing hands. Jacob said his name.
“Ethan.”
He looked up.
“Standby,” Ethan said.
His voice sounded normal. The first CERT course had been something Ethan could complete without asking anyone whether he deserved to. Twenty-one hours of instruction in disaster preparedness, fire safety, light search and rescue, and the kind of basic medical operations designed to keep volunteers from becoming additional patients. He had signed up after the lab.
At the time, he told himself it was restitution. He had spent years learning how to intervene in bodies at their most vulnerable; the least he could do was learn how to carry water, mark a searched room, and obey an incident commander. His last counselor had called it a controlled form of reentry. Chimney called it useful, then made Ethan repeat the rule against self-deployment until he could say it without irritation. Standby was not activation. Preparation was not panic.
Ethan read the alert a third time and began building the checklist in his head. Closed-toe boots. Long pants. Identification. Personal protective equipment. Water that did not come from the compromised municipal supply. The list slowed his pulse by degrees.
“You’ve done this since the lab?” Eddie asked.
“Training. Two neighborhood callouts. Missing-person support after a mudslide warning.”
“Anything at this scale?”
“No.”
“Then you follow your coordinator.”
“I know.”
“I know you know. I’m saying it because somebody should.”
Ethan looked at him. Eddie’s concern did not arrive as mistrust. It arrived as structure.
“I’ll follow my coordinator.”
Jacob watched him with the expression of someone who knew normal could be manufactured. Eddie crossed the room. “What do you need?” The question gave Ethan something solid.
“Go bag is at the loft. Vest, helmet, gloves, first-aid kit.”
“Keys?”
Ethan handed them over.
Eddie tossed them to Jacob. “Land Cruiser. You know the loft?”
“Yeah.”
Jacob was already moving.
“Standby isn’t activation,” Ethan said.
Eddie looked at the television. “No. But we get ready.” Pepa closed the curtains in the spare room despite her opinion of them. Jacob’s suitcase remained open on the bed, half unpacked, beside the textbooks that had made the trip from Texas intact. From the hall, Christopher called for Eddie. Eddie answered immediately.
The response crossed the house with the ease of an old habit returning. Ethan heard it and understood that moving home was not one decision. It was hundreds of small answers given in the right direction. Then the television volume rose by itself as the broadcast switched to breaking coverage. On-screen, the reporter turned toward a noise off camera. The picture shook. Everyone in the room stopped.
At the 118, breakfast had become lunch without anybody formally admitting it. Gerrard stood at the stove with a spatula and an expression suggesting the eggs had disappointed him personally. Hen cut fruit. Chimney searched the refrigerator for hot sauce. Ravi waited beside the table with a piece of toast in his hand.
“You know the rule,” Chimney said.
Ravi looked at the toast. “It’s one bite.”
“Everyone waits on everyone.”
“Gerrard has been cooking those eggs for twenty minutes.”
“Then we die together.”
Buck came up the stairs carrying the toast he had forgotten at home, now wrapped in a paper towel. Hen looked at it. “What happened to that?”
“Nothing.”
“It looks injured.”
“It’s toast.”
“Was toast.”
Buck sat and ate it anyway. Ravi lowered himself into the chair opposite him. “Everything okay at home?” Buck looked up. Ravi immediately became interested in the toast he was still forbidden to eat.
“They’re home,” Buck said.
Chimney emerged from the refrigerator. “Who?”
“Chris. Jacob. Ethan.”
Hen set down the knife. “All three?”
“Eddie went to pick them up.”
Ravi’s face changed as he remembered the airport discussion. “So airports do go other places.” Buck pointed at him. “Don’t.”
“I’m glad they’re back,” Hen said.
“Yeah.” Buck rubbed one thumb along the paper towel. “Me too.”
Gerrard brought the pan to the table.
“If the family reunion is finished, eat.”
They waited until he sat. For the first few minutes, cutlery and the station radio filled the room. The radio carried routine traffic from across the city. Nothing urgent. Nothing requiring them yet. Gerrard ate half his eggs, wiped his mouth, and said, “This is my last shift.”
Before that, the meal tried to behave like any other shift meal. Chimney complained that Gerrard had put too much pepper in the eggs. Gerrard told him taste buds weakened with age. Hen passed Ravi the fruit after he discovered the toast had become cold during the argument about waiting. Buck ate because the alternative was admitting Ethan had been right.
The station settled around them: the hum of the refrigerator, an engine cooling below, lockers shutting as the B-shift finished clearing out. Bobby’s absence lived inside every ordinary sound. He had once filled silence by asking a question no one realized they needed to answer. Gerrard filled it by treating silence as victory. Ravi glanced at Buck. “So everybody’s really back for good?”
“That’s what Eddie said.”
“He’s back next shift?” Hen asked.
Buck pushed eggs around his plate. “He’s still on the roster.”
“He talked to you?” Chimney asked.
“He said he’s staying in Los Angeles.”
“That isn’t what I asked.”
Buck’s fork stopped. Hen gave Chimney a look.
“What?” Chimney said. “I’m trying to establish whether Diaz told his husband he was moving back before or after putting three people on a plane.”
“It’s complicated.”
“That means after.”
“It means complicated.”
Ravi focused on his plate with the intensity of a man attempting invisibility. Hen softened her voice. “Are you two okay?” Buck let out a short laugh. “Sure.”
“Buck.”
“They came home. That’s what I wanted.”
“That also isn’t what she asked,” Chimney said.
Buck looked toward the locked office again. “Can we not?” The others let him have the boundary. It did not make the question disappear. Gerrard scraped his fork across the plate. “This station spends more time dissecting feelings than some departments spend on drills.”
“And yet our clearance rate remains excellent,” Hen said.
“Your clearance rate was excellent because Nash ran you into the ground.”
“He trained us,” Buck said.
Gerrard looked at him. “Same result.” It was not the same result. Buck knew it with the certainty of muscle memory. Bobby had demanded everything and noticed when everything became too much. Gerrard demanded obedience and called whatever survived discipline. Buck did not say any of that. He had spent too many weeks defending the shape of a station he was preparing to leave. Ravi stopped with his fork halfway up.
“What?”
“Hotshots got renewed.”
Chimney leaned back. “Congratulations?”
“Damn right.”
“You’re leaving today?” Hen asked.
“After shift. Production wants me tomorrow.”
Buck looked toward Bobby’s office. The door remained locked. Gerrard had never used it after the funeral. He worked from the temporary desk outside, complained about the lighting, and acted as if the refusal were practical. Nobody challenged him. Bobby’s key remained on Buck’s ring, heavier than every other key despite being smaller.
“So who’s captain?” Ravi asked.
Gerrard took another bite. “Not my circus after eighteen hundred.” Everyone looked at Hen. Hen’s fork stopped.
“Don’t.”
Chimney said, “The chief made it official?”
“He made the offer.”
Buck sat forward. “And?”
Hen looked around the table.
“I-I turned it down.”
Silence followed.
Ravi glanced toward the office, then back. “You turned down captain?”
“I turned down this captaincy.”
“Why?” Buck asked.
Hen’s expression tightened. “Because I don’t want it.”
“You’d be good at it.”
“That isn’t the same thing.”
“You’re already doing half the job.”
“Exactly. I tell people what to do, then I step in and do it myself. I want to be a paramedic. I want to go home to Karen and the kids without carrying an entire station in my head.”
Chimney watched her.
“Bobby would understand,” Hen said.
“Yeah,” Chimney said. “He would.”
His voice remained warm. The hurt beneath it did not. Hen heard both.
“Chim—”
“No. You don’t have to explain.”
“I’m not leaving.”
“I know.”
Ravi looked from Hen to Gerrard to the locked office.
“So what happens?”
“Chief appoints somebody,” Gerrard said. “Or he doesn’t. City ran fine before all of you started treating a station assignment like a marriage.”
Buck’s chair scraped back slightly.
Hen saw it. “Buck.”
“He’s not wrong.”
Chimney frowned. “About what?”
Buck looked around the table Bobby had fed for years.
“It’s just a number now.”
Nobody moved.
Ravi set down his fork. Hen’s voice went quiet. “What does that mean?”
Buck swallowed.
He had intended to wait. Maybe until after Gerrard left. Maybe until paperwork became action and there was no conversation left to have.
“I put in for transfer.”
He had completed the form at the kitchen table before dawn the previous morning, while the house remained quiet and Eddie’s side of the bed remained empty for reasons Buck had told himself he accepted.
Preferred assignments.
Special qualifications.
Reason for request. He had stared at the last field until the letters blurred, then typed professional development because the system would not accept the center is gone. He had not submitted it immediately.
For eleven minutes, the cursor rested over the button. Then Buck remembered Eddie saying Texas as if distance were logistics, Hen refusing to answer the chief’s calls, Chimney avoiding Bobby’s office, Ravi waiting for somebody to tell him whether he still belonged. He pressed submit before he could turn fear into loyalty again. Now the confession landed on the table with far more force than the click had carried. Chimney stared at him. “Out of the 118?”
“Yeah.”
“When?”
“Yesterday.”
Hen pushed her plate away. “Before or after you talked to any of us?”
“I’m talking now.”
“No, you’re announcing.”
Buck felt heat rise beneath his collar. “What difference does it make?”
“You don’t mean that.”
“How do you know?”
Chimney’s mouth tightened. “Because if it were just a number, you wouldn’t look like you’re cutting off your own arm.”
Buck stood.
“I can’t do this every shift.”
“Do what?” Hen asked.
“Come in here and wait for it to feel like it did. It doesn’t. He’s gone. Eddie’s off-shift today. You don’t want the office. Gerrard is leaving for a television show. Everybody keeps saying we’re still a family, but nobody knows what that means without him.”
Hen rose too. “So you leave first?” Ravi looked down at his hands. He had spent years being the temporary one. Probationary firefighter. B-shift fill-in. The person sent elsewhere when rosters changed and welcomed back when someone needed coverage. Bobby had been the first captain to make returning feel different from being useful.
“Is the transfer approved?” he asked.
Buck did not look at him. “Pending.”
“To where?”
“I listed the 133 and the 147. Anywhere with an opening.”
“Anywhere,” Hen repeated.
“It’s a transfer, Hen. Not witness protection.”
“Then why didn’t you tell Eddie?”
Buck’s head came up. “I didn’t say I hadn’t.”
“You didn’t have to.”
Chimney leaned forward, forearms on the table. “You know what Bobby would say.”
“No.” Buck’s answer came too fast. “You don’t get to do that.”
Chimney went still.
“Do what?”
“Put words in his mouth every time one of us does something you don’t like.”
“I was going to say he’d tell us to hear you out.”
Shame struck hot and immediate. Buck looked away. Chimney let the silence stand. “But sure. Maybe I’m doing that too much.” Hen sat again, slower this time. “I don’t want the office because I know what I would become if I took it now. I’d spend every day trying to be Bobby. That’s not a reason to make me captain, and it’s not a reason for you to run.”
“I’m not running.”
“Then wait thirty days.”
“For what?”
“For us to stop making permanent decisions in the middle of grief.”
Buck thought of Eddie at the kitchen counter, asking whether he was coming home after shift like the answer might change the floor plan.
“You turned down the job.”
“Yes.”
“Gerrard’s leaving. Eddie’s trying to work out what coming back means for us. Ravi doesn’t know what happens when the chief fills the captain’s office. Chim keeps looking at that door like Bobby’s going to walk out of it.”
Chimney’s expression closed. Buck hated himself and kept going.
“What exactly am I waiting for?”
Ravi answered quietly. “Maybe for the rest of us to catch up.”
Buck looked at him.
Ravi held his gaze. “You’re not the only one who doesn’t know what this place is now.” That was worse than anger. Buck had expected opposition sturdy enough to push against. Ravi offered uncertainty instead, and Buck had no defense against recognizing his own.
“Maybe I stop pretending this is the thing holding us together.”
The alarm sounded. Every body in the room changed. The station speakers opened with Dispatch’s voice.
“Engine 118, Truck 118, Rescue Ambulance 118. Respond to 8420 Newton Avenue. Structural collapse, multiple callers, heavy rescue requested.”
Gerrard was moving before the address finished.
“Save the group therapy. Gear up.”
Chairs pushed back. Boots struck stairs. The argument remained on the table among unfinished plates. Buck reached the apparatus floor beside Ravi. Ravi pulled on his turnout coat. “You really leaving?” Buck shoved his arms into his own.
“We have a call.”
“That wasn’t my question.”
“I know.”
On the apparatus floor, Gerrard caught Buck by the shoulder before he climbed aboard.
“You submitted transfer paperwork?”
“Yes.”
“Then until it clears, you belong to this company.”
Buck almost objected to the verb. Gerrard tightened his grip once. “Whatever else Nash taught you, I know he taught you not to split attention on a collapse.” The use of Bobby’s name stripped the contempt from Buck’s answer.
“He did.”
“Good. Be angry later.”
Gerrard released him and climbed into the cab. Buck stood for half a second beneath the station lights. Hen’s refusal, Chimney’s hurt, Ravi’s uncertainty, Eddie’s question from that morning—all of it remained waiting. None of it could come with him into a building that might still be falling. He put on his helmet. The engine doors opened. Outside, the sky over downtown held a widening column of dust.
Below the kitchen, the apparatus bay filled with the percussion of compartment doors and air brakes. Buck ran the last three steps and nearly reached for the seat Bobby once occupied before muscle memory corrected him. The empty space hurt anyway. He secured his gear, checked Ravi’s buckle when Ravi leaned forward to reach the tablet, and braced one hand against the wall as Chimney pulled them into traffic. No one mentioned the unfinished meal upstairs.
Gerrard assigned seats without needing to. Chimney drove the engine. Hen rode beside him with the mobile data terminal. Gerrard took command in back. Buck and Ravi strapped in across from each other while the apparatus rolled into traffic. The first update arrived before they cleared the block.
“Responding units, be advised: confirmed partial collapse of a nineteen-story residential structure. Multiple explosions reported at basement level. Unknown number trapped. Establish staging west of Newton. Approach from the south.”
Hen pulled up the building plans. “Two hundred fifty-five units. Underground parking, laundry and utilities below grade. Built in ’79, retrofit listed as complete twelve years ago.”
“Listed,” Chimney said.
“Doesn’t mean done,” Gerrard answered. “Ravi, start a collapse profile. Buck, check gas and utility contacts.”
Buck opened the shared incident file. The argument remained in him like a second pulse, but the work gave it boundaries.
“Gas company has an emergency crew en route. DWP already has people in the district because of the main break.”
“Hazmat?”
“Requested.”
Ravi expanded the street image. “Frontage on Newton, alley on the east. Parking entrance south side. If the reported collapse is on the western face, command approach is going to conflict with staging.” Gerrard leaned forward. “Tell Dispatch to move staging one block southwest.”
Hen keyed the radio.
“Dispatch, Engine 118. Recommend staging at Newton and Eighth southwest corner pending first-arriving assessment.”
“Engine 118, staging update copied.”
The siren changed pitch as Chimney took an intersection. Through the windshield, dust erased the lower half of the skyline. Civilians ran in the opposite direction, some filming over their shoulders. A woman stood barefoot in the crosswalk with blood on her blouse and pointed back toward Newton.
“This is going to be bad,” Ravi said.
No one corrected him.
Buck checked his air bottle, webbing, flashlight, and gloves. Across from him Ravi did the same. Their movements matched from years of calls neither of them had expected to survive cleanly.
“About the transfer,” Ravi said over the siren.
Buck stared at him. “Now?”
“If a building falls on us, I don’t want my last conversation to be you pretending you didn’t hear me.”
“That’s manipulative.”
“Hen taught me.”
From the front, Hen said, “I did not.”
“You’re not temporary,” Buck told Ravi.
Ravi tightened one glove. “Neither are you.” The engine slowed hard. Newton Avenue opened ahead of them into wreckage. Half the building still stood. The other half appeared to have folded inward around a vertical wound of exposed apartments. Beds, kitchen cabinets, and fractured plumbing hung in open air. A concrete floor had come down across the underground entrance, leaving a triangular void no higher than Buck’s shoulders. Gerrard unclipped his belt.
“Whatever personal crisis you’re having, Buckley, leave it in the cab.”
Buck opened the door.
“Already did.”
Twenty minutes earlier, Jessa led her mother through the lobby of 8420 Newton with the determined brightness of somebody presenting a choice she had already defended. Her mother took two steps inside and looked around. “There’s no doorman.”
“It’s Los Angeles. Doormen aren’t really a thing.”
“Maybe they should be.”
“Ma, give the building more than thirty seconds before you start criticizing it.”
“I want you to be safe.”
“Then give this a chance. For me.”
Her mother agreed to try, though her tone suggested the building was already failing an inspection nobody else knew it had entered. They took the elevator up with two boxes and reached an apartment small enough for the absence of furniture to feel crowded. Jessa showed her the downtown view. Her mother found the kitchen.
“There’s no stove.”
“I have a hot plate.”
“This place is more like a prison cell than an apartment.”
Jessa’s smile disappeared. “Maybe it isn’t perfect, but it’s mine.” Her mother had worked too hard for too many years, she said, for Jessa to begin adult life in a place like this. Jessa heard the love and the refusal inside it.
“You raised a smart and capable woman,” she said. “You have to trust that I know what I’m doing.”
After a long silence, her mother nodded. “Okay.” In the basement, trust was in shorter supply. Donnie stood beside Crystal and accused Graham of stealing her missing thong. Graham insisted he had never “snatched a panty” and called the charge slander. Athena stepped between them before Donnie could make good on any of his threats.
“Nobody is beating anybody today.”
She walked Graham into the corridor.
“You are stuck,” she told him. “These little crusades are a trap. A vicious cycle you need to pull yourself out of.”
“I know it’s a trap, but what am I supposed to do? Look the other way?”
“Change isn’t easy.”
Graham looked back toward the laundry room. “That guy’s going to beat me up, isn’t he?”
“He needs to cool off. You need to let it go. Maybe call your parents while you’re at it.”
They still were not speaking. Athena told him maybe he should start. For one moment, he seemed to hear her. Then his eyes widened. “A trap.”
“Graham.”
“The thong is in the lint trap. It has to be.”
He ran back to clear his name. Athena let him go with a prayer for patience, walked outside, and made it to her cruiser before the building exploded. She opened the driver’s door. The pavement lifted beneath her feet.
Blue light flashed through the lower windows. The first concussion punched the cruiser door into Athena’s shoulder. The second came as a deep internal collapse—concrete striking concrete somewhere beneath the street. The western face of 8420 Newton folded. Balconies dropped through one another. Windows burst outward. Nineteen stories seemed to lower at once behind a wall of dust. Athena hit the pavement, rolled behind the cruiser, and covered her head while glass rained across the roof.
Then the screaming began.
Residents poured from the lobby and side exits. Others appeared at broken windows above. A woman stumbled into the street carrying a child. Someone shouted that the stairwell was gone. Athena pulled herself up and keyed her radio.
“Dispatch, we have a—”
Concrete struck concrete behind her and swallowed the rest.
“Sergeant Grant, what was that? Sergeant Grant, you need us to send backup?”
Athena climbed onto the cruiser’s running board and lifted the radio higher.
“Send everybody!”
At Metro, Maddie heard Athena’s voice through impact noise and open-channel shouting.
“Sergeant Grant, what do you need?”
“Fifty officers. On a six-block perimeter. And a full FD response. Heavy rescue. The whole damn building just came down.”
Maddie pulled the property record. “Confirming 8420 Newton is nineteen stories?” Athena looked at the collapsed western face.
“Not anymore, it’s not.”
Sue moved beside Maddie as calls populated the board faster than the system could map them.
“Major-incident protocol,” Sue said. “Linda, incoming calls. Jamal, utilities and building management. Maddie, stay with Athena and start tenant accountability.”
Outside, Athena directed survivors across the street and away from the debris plume.
“Move as fast and safely as you can. Do not stop in the intersection.”
A man reached for her arm. “My wife’s upstairs.”
“Give that officer your apartment number and her name. We have rescue coming.”
Athena entered the fractured lobby after the first flow of ambulatory residents cleared. Daylight came through places that had been interior walls. She called into each accessible pocket, marking occupied areas for the arriving teams.
The cruiser radio continued carrying Maddie’s voice behind her, but once Athena passed the threshold, concrete weakened the signal to static. She left the driver’s door open so arriving officers would hear the active channel.
The lobby floor had split around the elevator bank. Athena stayed near the load-bearing wall, testing each step before committing weight. A sprinkler line poured water across exposed wiring. She redirected the first survivors around it and used an overturned lobby chair to block the route.
“East exit only,” she told them. “Hands on the wall. Stay together.”
An older man refused to move without his dog. Athena heard barking beneath the reception desk, pulled the animal free by its harness, and pushed it into his arms.
“Now go.”
He went.
On the mezzanine, a section of railing hung by one bracket. Athena ducked beneath it as another tremor moved through the structure. The rail struck her left shoulder on the way down. Pain flashed to her elbow, then receded into a deep burn. She rotated the arm once. Limited, but usable.
“LAPD. Can anyone hear me?”
A woman answered from behind a damaged apartment door. Athena forced it far enough open for the woman and her son to squeeze through, then directed them toward daylight. Every person leaving gave her another fragment of the building’s condition. West stairs gone. Central corridor blocked. Basement access damaged but not completely closed. Near the lower stairwell, she heard a voice below.
“Help us!”
Crystal.
Athena crossed the damaged stairs one level at a time and found the laundry room through a break in the corridor wall. Graham was trapped upright beside the damaged machines, his lower torso fixed within a knot of debris while his arms remained free. Crystal knelt beside a slab across Donnie’s lower body and chest.
“Donnie can’t breathe,” Crystal said.
Athena tested the debris before moving closer. “Donnie, can you hear me?” His answer scraped out. “Can’t breathe.”
“Stay with me. I’m going to find a way to give you room.”
Above them, the first 118 apparatus reached Newton Avenue. Gerrard stepped into the dust and keyed his radio. “Dispatch, 118 on scene. Any clue how this happened?”
“Twenty-eight calls reported explosions on the lower level. Cause is still unconfirmed.”
Gerrard looked at the water running from ruptured pipes. “I have a guess. Shut off the water. Kill the utilities. We could be looking at gas pockets.” He pointed Buck and Ravi toward the Bravo side. “Run the ground ladders and start extrication.”
“Copy that,” they answered together.
A woman appeared at a fractured upper balcony, waving both arms.
“Help! My mom is hurt!”
Chimney looked at the distance. “Cap, we’re going to need more than a ground ladder.” Gerrard turned toward the truck. “Run the aerial.” Hen tightened her helmet strap. Chimney glanced at the ladder rising through the dust.
“Feel like taking a hike?” he asked.
“Going up.”
The aerial brought them level with a room whose exterior wall had peeled away. Jessa waited at the edge, blood streaking one cheek.
“Mom, help is here.”
Her mother lay beneath broken plaster and framing. Hen climbed in first and checked her pulse and pressure.
“Pulse is elevated. BP’s high too—one-thirty-five over ninety.”
Chimney cleared loose debris from the woman’s shoulders. Together they turned her enough for Hen to examine her face. Bone shifted beneath Hen’s fingers.
“Broken cheek and orbital bones. I can feel crepitus. Her skull’s fractured, probably in more than one place.”
They eased her onto her back. A rounded swelling rose above one eye, too large and too taut to be ordinary bruising. Chimney stared. “Not what I was expecting.” Hen checked her pupils. “Reactive. No sign of a brain bleed or subdural hematoma.” Jessa looked between them. “Then what’s wrong?” Hen touched the swelling without pressing it. “This isn’t blood. It’s air.”
“Tension pneumocephalus?” Chimney asked.
“Air’s leaking through one of the skull fractures into her cranial cavity. It’s putting pressure on her brain.”
Hen opened her kit. “Lidocaine and a fourteen-gauge needle.” Jessa moved closer. “What are you going to do?”
“Release the pressure before it causes brain damage.”
Chimney placed both hands at the sides of the woman’s head. “I’ll keep her still. Move slow.”
“I’m not going to hit her brain, Chim.”
“Of course you won’t.”
Hen numbed the site, positioned the needle, and advanced it with controlled pressure.
“I’m in.”
Air hissed out. The swelling softened by degrees. Jessa caught her mother’s hand. “She told me this place was dangerous. I should’ve listened.” Her mother opened her eyes. “I’ll remind you of that next time.”
Jessa laughed through tears. They packaged her for the aerial. On the street, Hen transferred her to the first available ambulance while Chimney cleared space for the next patients coming out. While Hen and Chimney brought Jessa’s mother down, Athena studied the slab pinning Donnie. Athena checked the slab, the broken furniture beneath it, and the ceiling load above. Moving the wrong piece could finish what the explosion started.
“Crystal, keep talking to him. Graham, keep your lower body still until rescue can see what has you fixed there.”
The floor shifted beneath them. Dust fell from the broken ceiling. Athena clipped her radio higher and tried to reach dispatch from below.
“727-L-30. I’m in the basement laundry with three civilians. Two trapped, one critical.”
“Copy, Sergeant. Can you evacuate?”
Athena looked at the vanished corridor.
“Negative. I’m finding another route.”
At Metro, Maddie wrote down the location and moved it to the top of the rescue queue. The first caller whispered from an upper floor that the hallway was gone. The second could not identify which floor remained beneath him because two levels appeared to have folded together. A third reported an injured neighbor behind a blocked door. Maddie kept the voices separate by writing names.
Flint. Possibly ninth floor. Barely audible. Line dropped.
Unknown male. Stairwell C. Leg trapped. Smoke but no visible fire.
The management company sent a tenant list. It arrived as a spreadsheet already out of date. Some apartments listed one tenant and produced families of four. Others listed people who had moved months earlier. Short-term guests called from units assigned to names nobody recognized. Maddie marked every mismatch instead of trying to resolve it before rescue.
“We have a resident from 1406 reporting her mother uses a walker,” Linda said.
“Add mobility assistance to the unit note.”
“Caller from 603 says his neighbor works nights and should be asleep in 605.”
“Unconfirmed occupant, priority welfare check.”
Sue watched the board fill. “Remember: no apartment is clear because one person says it should be empty.”
The building existed now as names, unit numbers, voices, and blank spaces where confirmation should have been. The calls formed a map the building plans could not provide. A man on the twelfth floor reported daylight through his kitchen wall. A child under a dining table knew her apartment number but not her mother’s phone number. An older woman refused to leave without her cat until Linda persuaded her to put the animal inside a pillowcase and follow the firefighter at her door. Maddie moved between them without raising her voice.
“Stay where the floor is level.”
“Do not use the elevator.”
“If you smell gas, tell me now.”
Each instruction narrowed terror into one action. She understood that kind of survival. The future could be impossible while the next ten seconds remained manageable. A line flashed with an internal transfer.
“Nine-one-one. What is your emergency?”
“Help me.”
The voice was male and barely more than a whisper.
“Sir, I can barely hear you. Are you calling from the Newton collapse?”
“Yes. Ninth floor.”
“Good. Tell me your name and apartment number.”
“Help.”
The line disconnected. Maddie called back. A recorded voice answered instead.
“You’ve reached Flint West. Go to hell.”
It was not much, but it gave her a name. Seven apartments on the ninth floor remained uncleared. None listed Flint West. Maddie started calling current and former tenants. The first man was already outside and knew no Flint. The next number had been disconnected. The third connected to a woman who answered with suspicion.
“This is Maddie Han with emergency services. Did you live at 8420 Newton?”
“I used to. What’s this about?”
“Do you know anyone named Flint West?”
“I wish I didn’t. That bastard’s my ex-husband.”
Maddie found the woman’s former unit. “Can I confirm your apartment was 912?”
“Did something happen to Flint? Last time we spoke, I told him to drop dead. He’s not going to make good on that, is he?”
“We’re sending firefighters now.”
Maddie marked FLINT WEST—UNIT 912—INJURED, CONTACT LOST and transmitted it to rescue command.
Only then did she realize her free hand rested low across her abdomen. Two hundred fifty-five apartments.
“More than three hundred likely occupants,” Maddie told Sue. “List won’t include guests or unregistered tenants.”
Sue raised her voice to the room.
“No unit is clear until we confirm who was inside and where they are now. Do not trust the list by itself.”
Maddie returned to Athena’s channel.
“Athena, are you injured?”
“I’m fine.”
The answer meant nothing. Athena used it for everything between a bruise and active blood loss.
“Where are you?”
“Basement laundry. Three civilians with me. Two trapped, one critical.”
“Can you evacuate?”
A long grinding sound came over the radio.
“Negative. Corridor’s gone. I’m working on another route.”
A contraction tightened across Maddie’s abdomen. Not pressure this time. Not the vague band she could dismiss by shifting in her chair. This gathered with intention, held, then eased. She looked at the clock. Did not write down the time.
“Copy. Keep your radio open.”
At Newton, Athena clipped the radio higher on her vest and returned to Donnie. His face had gone gray beneath the dust.
“Donnie, you hanging in there?”
“I’m so cold.”
Crystal’s panic sharpened. “He has low blood sugar. We need a cookie or something.”
“What he needs is a medic.” Athena looked at the collapsed route, then at Crystal. “And I need you to get help. Tell them Sergeant Grant sent you.”
Donnie tried to lift his head. “Don’t leave me.”
“She’s getting the people who can get you out,” Athena said. “First, we give you room to breathe.”
She wedged the broken handle of a mop beneath the slab across his chest.
“Graham, can you move your arms?”
“Yes.”
“Find me something solid enough to wedge under this when I lift.”
Graham reached through the debris. Crystal found a section of metal frame.
“On three. One. Two. Three.”
Athena pulled down on the mop handle. The slab rose an inch. Crystal shoved the metal beneath it. Donnie dragged in air.
“Better?” Athena asked.
“A lot.”
The new space exposed a jagged metal shard buried high near Donnie’s shoulder, close to the axilla. Crystal saw it and made a broken sound.
“Don’t touch it,” Athena ordered. “It may be the only thing holding the bleeding.”
She turned Crystal toward the utility alcove. The service shaft was narrow, crossed by broken conduit and one bent ladder. Daylight filtered through dust. Athena tested the first rung with the broom handle. It held. Her radio crackled.
“Sergeant Grant, exterior teams report a possible service-shaft opening on the west side. Can you access?”
Athena looked upward. “Maybe. I can send one civilian.”
“Send them. Rescue team will meet at the opening.”
Crystal shook her head before Athena turned.
“No.”
“You’re going up.”
“Donnie needs me.”
“Donnie needs rescuers who know exactly where we are and what is pinning him.”
“Tell them on the radio.”
“Signal keeps cutting out. You can give them the route, the conditions, and the number of patients. That makes you useful outside.”
Crystal looked at Donnie.
His eyes remained closed, but he said, “Go.”
“You shut up.”
“Still owe you twenty.”
“Forty.”
“Then you better collect.”
Athena helped Crystal over the broken wall and fitted her hands onto the ladder.
“Three points of contact. Test every rung. If you see daylight but no rescuer, you stop and call out. Do not pull on wires.”
Crystal swallowed. “What about you?”
“I’ll be here.”
It was promise and instruction together.
Crystal climbed.
Athena watched until dust hid her shoes, then listened to each metallic shift of weight. Halfway up, Crystal stopped.
“I can’t—”
“Yes, you can.”
“I can’t see.”
“You do not need to see the whole way. Find the next rung.”
Silence.
Then metal creaked.
“Found it,” Crystal called.
“Good. Find the next.”
A minute later, voices sounded above her. A firefighter shouted that he had the civilian. Crystal called down once, promising Donnie she would be outside.
Then she was gone.
Athena returned to the trapped men.
One out.
Three below.
Donnie tried to follow Crystal’s path with his eyes. Panic moved through him before Athena could stop it. He twisted beneath the slab. The metal shard pulled free. Blood surged from the wound.
“Oh, God,” Graham said.
“He tore an artery.” Athena grabbed a strip of cloth from the wreckage and pushed it toward Graham’s free hand. “I need pressure on that wound now.”
Graham reached across the narrow gap and pressed down. Donnie cried out.
“I know it hurts,” Athena told him, “but Graham is going to keep you alive.”
Above them, another section of the building collapsed. The floor lurched. Athena checked the shaft after Crystal disappeared. Dust drifted down through the opening, but the ladder still held.
“Graham, when rescue comes through there, you tell them not to move the debris around you until they shore the ceiling.”
“What if you’re here?”
“Then I’ll tell them.”
“And if you’re not?”
Athena looked at Donnie, whose breathing had become shallow again.
“Then you will.”
Graham nodded. Fear did not leave his face, but responsibility gave it somewhere to go. At the house, the television picture shook as the reporter turned toward the noise. A wall of dust swallowed the lower floors behind her. Christopher gripped the arms of his chair. The broadcast cut to the studio.
“We appear to have lost our field connection. Emergency crews are responding to a major collapse at an apartment building in downtown Los Angeles.”
Ethan’s phone sounded again.
CERT ACTIVATION: REPORT TO NEWTON STAGING AREA. BRING ASSIGNED PPE. DO NOT SELF-DEPLOY INSIDE HOT ZONE.
He read it once.
Then again.
Pepa took the remote and lowered the television.
“Go bag is coming,” Eddie said.
Ethan nodded.
His pulse had accelerated without permission. He could feel each beat in his throat. Christopher looked at him. “You don’t have to go.” Everyone else went still. Ethan met his eyes. Christopher was not asking him to stay. He was making certain choice still existed.
“I know.”
“Okay.”
Pepa sat beside Christopher, close enough to touch without doing it. “Your father will not be the only firefighter in Los Angeles.”
“He knows.”
“I was speaking to you.”
Christopher looked at her. Pepa held his gaze until some of the fear in his shoulders loosened.
“We will stay here,” she said. “We will keep the phone charged, and we will not stare at the television until it tells us something it does not know.”
Christopher glanced at the muted aerial footage. “What else are we supposed to do?”
“Help me make a list of what still needs to come from Texas.”
“That’s your distraction?”
“It is an excellent distraction. Your father packed like a fugitive.”
Eddie almost protested, then looked at the suitcases lining the hall.
“She’s not wrong,” Ethan said.
The Land Cruiser started outside. Jacob was coming back with the gear.
Jacob came through the front door carrying Ethan’s CERT bag, helmet, and reflective vest in one hand. He had made the round trip to the loft in eleven minutes. Eddie looked at the clock. “How fast did you drive?”
“Legally.”
“Jacob.”
“Mostly legally.”
He handed the bag to Ethan. Ethan opened it on the dining table and checked the contents in order. Gloves. Eye protection. N95s. Basic first-aid materials. Flashlight. Spare batteries. Water. Protein bars. Notebook. Marker. The reflective vest still carried dust from the lab response in the seams Ethan had not been able to scrub clean. He touched the edge of it.
Jacob saw.
“Different call,” he said.
“Same vest.”
“Still a different call.”
Eddie disappeared into his room and returned wearing jeans, boots, and a dark long-sleeved shirt. He carried his old turnout duffel. Christopher looked at the bag. “You’re going too.”
“They’ll need hands.”
“You’re off-shift.”
“Still have hands.”
Pepa folded her arms. “And a child who came home yesterday.” Eddie’s jaw tightened. Christopher answered before he could.
“Go.”
Eddie looked at him.
“I’m not saying I like it,” Christopher said. “I’m saying go.”
“Pepa’s staying.”
“I know.”
“Keep your phone—”
“Charged. Bottled water. Don’t use the stove. I know.”
Eddie crouched beside the chair. “I just got you back.”
Christopher’s face changed.
“Then come back.”
The words went through the room. Eddie pressed his forehead briefly to Christopher’s.
“Yeah.”
Jacob picked up Ethan’s bag.
“I’ll drive.”
Eddie looked at him. “You’re staying here.”
“No.”
“Jacob.”
“You said they need hands.”
“Trained hands.”
“Then I’ll stay outside the hot zone and do what somebody tells me.”
“That isn’t a plan.”
“It’s more of a plan than sitting here watching.”
Eddie’s expression hardened. “You don’t earn your place in this house by going into danger.” Jacob went still. The sentence found its target cleanly.
“That isn’t why,” he said.
Eddie waited.
Jacob looked toward the television. The aerial view showed an entire side of the building collapsed into itself. First responders appeared as small moving points around the perimeter.
“I can lift. I know CPR. I know first aid. I can carry water and move supplies and stay where they put me.”
“And if they tell you to leave?”
“I leave.”
“If I tell you?”
Jacob hesitated only a second. “I leave.” Eddie looked at Pepa. She did not make the decision for him.
“You stay with me,” Eddie said. “You do not freelance. You do not cross a line because somebody looks like they need help.”
“Okay.”
“Say it like you understand.”
“I understand.”
Ethan zipped the bag. “We need to go.” They took the truck because Eddie knew where emergency staging would be established and because the Land Cruiser remained full of Ethan’s luggage. Jacob sat in back with the CERT bag between his feet. Ethan rode beside Eddie. The closer they came to Newton, the more sirens joined them. Engines passed on the left. LAPD units blocked cross streets. A heavy-rescue vehicle forced traffic onto the shoulder. Dust hung above downtown like weather. The car radio carried live coverage.
“Authorities have established a six-block perimeter around 8420 Newton Avenue. The nineteen-story apartment building suffered a partial collapse following reports of explosions in the lower level.”
Eddie turned it down.
“CERT staging will be west of command,” he said. “You report, sign in, take assignment. Don’t enter anything marked hot.”
“I know.”
“Tell me anyway.”
“Report. Sign in. Assignment. No hot zone.”
“Good.”
Jacob leaned forward between the seats. “And me?”
“You stay with me until command gives us somewhere useful.”
“Copy.”
Eddie glanced at him in the mirror. “You’re not on a radio.”
“Practicing.”
The truck stopped two blocks from the outer perimeter. They continued on foot. Ethan put on the vest as they moved. The reflective material settled across his chest. His helmet felt wrong after months in a closet and instantly familiar after one buckle adjustment. The street ahead was full of command boards, triage tarps, apparatus, and people moving with assigned purpose. For one step, the building disappeared. Ethan saw laboratory glass. Bobby through a monitor. Chimney motionless on the floor. A voice asking for the dose.
He stopped.
Jacob stopped with him. Eddie took two more steps before turning. Neither asked whether Ethan was okay. Jacob looked toward the CERT flag. “How far?” Ethan followed his line of sight. Across one intersection. Past the first ambulance queue. Maybe two hundred yards.
Distance.
Something his body understood.
“Two minutes,” Ethan said.
“Then go.”
Ethan started moving. Not running. The scene was crowded, footing uneven, civilians moving unpredictably. He chose the open route, passed behind an ambulance, adjusted around a hose bed, and reached the CERT table in less than a minute. The coordinator looked at his ID.
“Bennett. Medical support training?”
“Basic first aid, triage support, light search.”
“You’re with Group Three. Walking wounded and supply corridor. Stay outside collapse boundary unless USAR clears you.”
“Understood.”
A yellow vest pointed him toward a cluster of evacuees.
Ethan moved.
Eddie reached command with Jacob behind him. Gerrard saw Eddie and scowled.
“Diaz. What are you doing here?”
“Thought I’d lend a hand.”
“You on duty?”
“No.”
“Then start lugging debris until I decide you’re in my way.”
Eddie nodded toward Jacob. “He can move supplies. CPR and first-aid trained.” Gerrard looked Jacob over. Jacob endured the assessment without shrinking.
“Can you follow instructions?” Gerrard asked.
“Yes, sir.”
“Then rehab needs water at triage. After that, report to logistics. You touch structural debris only when USAR tells you exactly which piece.”
“Understood.”
“Go.”
Jacob went.
He carried two cases of water on the first trip, one in each hand. Logistics tried to hand him a cart on the second. One wheel was broken.
“It pulls left,” the firefighter warned.
Jacob tested it. “So do I when I’m tired.” The firefighter stared at him.
“Sorry. Long night.”
He loaded the cart. At the triage corridor, a woman stumbled through the perimeter with blood down one side of her face.
“My mother,” she kept saying. “My mother’s upstairs.”
Jacob set the cases down and caught her before her knees hit pavement.
“I’ve got you.”
She gripped his shirt. “I have to go back.”
“You can’t go back in.”
“She can’t walk.”
“Tell me the apartment.”
“Fourteen-oh-six.”
Jacob raised his voice toward the nearest CERT table. “Fourteen-oh-six! Mobility assistance needed, possible trapped resident.” Ethan heard him from twenty yards away. He wrote the unit on the accountability board and repeated it to the CERT lead, who relayed it to command. Jacob kept the woman seated while a medic checked her head.
“They know,” he told her. “Fourteen-oh-six. They know.”
Her grip loosened. Across the scene, Eddie joined a team clearing the approach to the lower level. Broken facade panels, twisted railing, and loose concrete blocked the route. USAR marked what could move and what had to remain untouched. The work expanded faster than command could put names to it.
Evacuees arrived carrying shoes, pets, medication bottles, and nothing at all. A firefighter spray-painted search markings beside an entrance that had once been a lobby. Police officers pushed the perimeter outward when a crowd of residents began pressing toward the barricades. Triage tarps filled, emptied, and filled again.
Ethan’s Group Three turned an overturned delivery table into a supply station. He sorted bandages, masks, water, and tourniquets into visible rows while a CERT lead assigned pairs to escort walking wounded. A teenage boy refused treatment because his father remained inside.
“Name and apartment,” Ethan said.
“Luis Ortega. Eight-twenty.”
Ethan wrote it down. “When did you last see him?”
“Before work. He sleeps days.”
“Any mobility issues?”
“No.”
“Medical conditions?”
“Diabetes.”
Ethan added the information and clipped the card to the priority board.
“They’ll look for him.”
“You don’t know that.”
“I know his name is going to command with his location and condition. That is what I can promise.”
The boy stared at him, angry because honesty did not sound like rescue. Ethan understood. He had once believed enough expertise could turn uncertainty into control. Then he had met people willing to exploit that belief.
“Come with me,” he said. “You can help confirm the tenant list while they check your arm.”
Purpose succeeded where reassurance had failed. The boy followed. At logistics, Jacob moved oxygen cases under a paramedic’s direction, then helped secure a canopy when an aftershock sent its legs skidding across the pavement. Nobody asked why he was there after the third assignment. They pointed. He carried. He repeated instructions back before acting. A firefighter watched him shoulder a rescue cribbing bundle built for two people.
“College football?” she asked.
“Baseball. Some wrestling.”
“That explains part of it.”
“Genetics and bad coping mechanisms.”
“Put it by USAR Two. Don’t cross the red tape.”
“Understood.”
He set the bundle precisely where directed and stepped back. Beyond the tape, technical rescue specialists crawled beneath a tilted slab supported by cribbing. Every movement was measured. They touched nothing without checking what else depended on it. A USAR lieutenant pointed to Jacob. “You. Green shirt.” Jacob stepped to the tape. “Yes?”
“We need that four-by-four stack moved ten feet left. Nothing beyond the blue mark.”
“How do you want it oriented?”
The lieutenant looked at him more carefully. “Parallel to the wall. Keep sizes separated.” Jacob repeated it back, then moved the first timber. The cribbing was dense, rough-edged, and heavier than it looked. He carried one piece at a time despite knowing he could manage two. Speed mattered less than keeping the pile organized for the people stabilizing the void. Eddie worked on the other side of the marked corridor. Their eyes met once across the debris. Eddie checked Jacob’s position, the lieutenant supervising him, and the distance from the unstable facade. Then he nodded.
The gesture was small enough that nobody else would have noticed.
Jacob did.
He placed the next timber parallel to the wall. A shout came from the void. The rescue team had located a pocket beneath the lobby. Everyone outside went quiet so acoustic equipment could listen. Three knocks sounded from somewhere under the slab.
Pause.
Three more.
The lieutenant marked the location and ordered a new brace line. Jacob felt the sound in his chest. Somebody alive under thousands of pounds of building had used the only movement available to say I am here.
“Focus,” the lieutenant said—not unkindly.
Jacob picked up the next timber. At the approach, Eddie helped clear a path wide enough for a stokes basket. His turnout coat was at the station and he was not assigned to an incident company, but his body remembered the work: lift on command, keep his back straight, watch the load above the load. Gerrard passed behind him and grunted.
“Still taking orders?”
“For today.”
“Chief will want to hear why one of his off-duty firefighters walked into my incident.”
“You can tell him I followed command.”
Gerrard looked toward the broken building. “Keep doing that.” Jacob had spent years in laboratories where care meant controlling variables. Here, the variables weighed tons and people breathed underneath them. He found himself watching the team leader’s hands. Point. Confirm. Lift. Brace. Reassess.
Not strength alone. Judgment.
Eddie looked toward Jacob once. Jacob was still beside the woman, holding pressure to a cut at her temple exactly where the medic had placed his hand. A tremor moved through the debris beneath their boots. A cheer rose near the lower-level approach. Two firefighters emerged with Crystal between them, dust-covered and bleeding from one forearm. She twisted back toward the opening.
“Donnie’s still down there! Graham too—and the sergeant.”
Chimney reached her first.
“Sergeant Grant?”
Crystal grabbed his coat. “She got me through the shaft. She went back.”
“How many trapped?”
“Two. One can’t breathe.”
Chimney looked toward the access tunnel. A USAR officer was still assessing the ceiling. Hen came up beside him with the medical pack.
“I’ll go,” she said.
“You have three criticals at triage.”
“Chim—”
“I’m already geared.”
Hen caught his sleeve. “The structure is still moving.”
“Athena went back for them.”
“That doesn’t make the structure stop moving.”
He met her eyes. They both knew the calculation. Hen had command experience even without the title. Chimney had the narrower profile, the medical training, and a lifetime of fitting through spaces that looked too small until somebody needed him on the other side. The USAR officer lifted the tape. “One rescuer. Stay on the guide line. If I call evacuation, you move.”
Chimney took the line.
Hen released his sleeve. “Radio check.” He keyed the mic. “Han entering lower access.”
“Copy, Han. Keep the channel open.”
He disappeared into the dust. Jacob saw only the back of his coat before concrete blocked the view. Ethan, farther down the corridor, recognized the name relayed through the incident channel. For an instant the scene narrowed to Chimney again. Another room. Another emergency. Another moment when Ethan had possessed the wrong kind of power over whether Chimney survived. He forced his hands back to the bandage inventory.
Different call.
Same people.
Different choice.
Inside the lower access, Chimney followed the guide line on hands and knees. The passage smelled of pulverized concrete, wet insulation, and gas. His helmet scraped once against a slab above him.
“Han, twenty feet to the laundry breach,” the USAR spotter said through his radio.
Chimney kept moving.
“Athena!”
Her answer came faintly through the void. “About time.” He laughed once, relief without humor.
“I brought medical.”
“Bring it faster.”
He reached the broken wall and saw her on the other side beside a man pinned under concrete. Then the ground beneath them thumped. A deep explosion rolled through the lower structure. Everyone looked up. Windows blew outward three floors above the collapsed section. Command shouted for cover. Ethan dropped behind an ambulance wheel. Jacob bent over the injured woman and shielded her with his body. Eddie flattened beside the debris pile as concrete fragments struck the street. When the movement stopped, Gerrard’s radio erupted with overlapping calls. One transmission cut through them.
“Command, second collapse. Basement access is gone. Sergeant Grant and Firefighter Han are confirmed below. Status unknown.”
For several seconds, there was no response from below. Hen stood at the edge of the new debris field with Chimney’s guide line disappearing beneath concrete. She keyed her radio once, listened, and tried again.
“Han, report.”
Static answered.
Gerrard ordered everyone back from the secondary-collapse boundary while USAR reassessed the load. Hen moved because command required it, not because any part of her wanted distance from that line. Jacob saw her face and understood that waiting could be an assignment too. Eddie lifted his head. Across the triage corridor, Ethan had already heard.
His hand stopped over the accountability board. Around him, volunteers kept moving, unaware that one name inside the building had just become personal in a way the incident structure could not record.
Ethan wrote ACCESS LOST beside the basement sector, capped the marker, and waited for an assignment that might take him closer.
Ethan learned the color system in a classroom with fluorescent lights and laminated cards. Red meant immediate. Yellow meant delayed. Green meant walking wounded. Black meant dead or beyond the resources available.
The instructor had warned them that the colors did not describe people. They described priority at one moment, under one set of conditions, with one level of available help. A yellow tag could become red. A green could become yellow. Triage was not a verdict. At Newton, the distinction had blood on it.
Ethan moved between the walking-wounded corridor and the supply table with a clipboard pressed to his forearm. Name. Apartment. Complaint. Last known location of anyone missing. He asked each question in the same order because order kept his voice level and made answers easier to compare.
A woman from the sixth floor had glass embedded along one forearm. A man who had climbed down eight flights complained that his knees hurt and apologized each time he occupied a chair. Two children sat under a silver emergency blanket while an officer searched for their father. Ethan did not diagnose any of them. The limit mattered.
At the lab, knowledge had been turned into authority without consent. Ethan had stood inside a system where credentials, urgency, and the promise of saving lives were used to erase every boundary that should have protected the people on the tables. Since then, usefulness had become something he examined before accepting. CERT gave him a lane.
He could stop bleeding with direct pressure. He could assess breathing, document changes, escort ambulatory patients, organize supplies, and carry information. He could not pronounce injuries, enter an uncleared structure, or decide that training adjacent to medicine made him a physician before medical school had even begun. Knowing the edge of competence was part of competence.
A girl of about twelve sat beneath the green tarp with one sneaker missing. Her palms had been cleaned and bandaged for superficial cuts. She watched the building instead of the officer trying to ask her questions. Ethan crouched at the edge of her vision.
“What’s your name?”
“Nia.”
“Nia, who were you with?”
“My brother.”
“Where did you last see him?”
“Stairs. People pushed.”
“Which stairwell?”
She shook her head.
Ethan took out the building diagram. “What did you see when you came out?”
“Mailboxes.”
“Before that.”
“A red door.”
The east stairwell was marked with a red fire door on the plan.
“What’s your brother’s name?”
“Malik. He’s sixteen. He had my backpack.”
Ethan wrote it on an accountability card and showed her every word before clipping it to the priority board.
“This goes to the search teams.”
“Are you going to find him?”
“I’m making sure the people searching know where to look.”
It was not the promise she wanted. It was the promise he could keep. Twenty minutes later, an officer walked Malik into the green corridor carrying a purple backpack. Nia stood so quickly the blanket fell away. Ethan stepped aside before their bodies collided. Nobody thanked him. He did not need them to. The card had entered the system, and the system had returned a person. That was enough.
He checked what he had been trained to check. Airway. Breathing. Circulation. Mental status. Visible bleeding. He wrote down changes and found someone with more authority whenever the answer stopped fitting green.
“Bennett.”
The CERT lead pointed toward the yellow tarp. “Run these intake cards to medical. Come back by the east lane. They’re moving equipment through the center.”
“Copy.”
Ethan took the cards. The route was three hundred yards if he followed the marked corridor. He covered it quickly without running, weaving around ambulance crews and hose lines. His body wanted the speed of a race start. Training told him that arriving upright mattered more than shaving seconds. At yellow triage, a paramedic accepted the cards without looking up.
“Anything else?” Ethan asked.
“Take empties back to supply.”
She nodded at a folded stretcher, then turned toward a patient calling for water. Ethan picked up the stretcher. On the way back, he passed a man sitting against the curb with a yellow tag looped through his belt. Mid-fifties. Dust coated his hair and the right side of his face. One trouser leg had been cut open below the knee, revealing a shallow wound already dressed. The tag listed laceration, ambulatory, stable vitals. The man stared at nothing.
Ethan slowed.
People stared after disasters. They watched buildings, hands, blood, empty space. Shock did not always announce itself as panic. Then the man’s chin dipped. He corrected it slowly, as if he had forgotten where his head belonged.
“Sir?”
No response.
Ethan set down the stretcher and crouched outside arm’s reach.
“Sir, my name’s Ethan. Can you tell me yours?”
The man blinked. “Dale.”
“Dale, do you know where you are?”
“Outside.”
His lips were pale beneath the dust.
“Outside where?”
Dale’s eyes moved toward the collapsed building, then away. “Work.” The tag said resident, apartment 304. Ethan looked at his breathing. Too fast and too shallow. The muscles at his neck tightened with each inhale. One hand pressed loosely against his abdomen.
“Is it hard to breathe?”
“Just tired.”
“Does anything hurt besides your leg?”
“No.”
Dale shifted. His hand remained over his abdomen.
“Can I see where your hand is?”
“It’s fine.”
“I’m not going to touch it. Move your hand for me.”
Dale lowered it. Bruising spread beneath the torn hem of his shirt, dark purple across the left upper abdomen. Ethan’s pulse kicked.
Name. Symptom. Time. Action.
Dale. Increasing confusion, rapid breathing, pallor, abdominal bruising. Now. Escalate.
He raised his hand toward the nearest medical vest.
“I need a reassessment over here.”
The medic did not hear him. Ethan raised his voice without leaving Dale. “Yellow tag deteriorating. Altered mental status and possible abdominal injury.” A different medic looked over. “How altered?”
“He knows his name, not the location. Respirations rapid and shallow. Skin’s pale. Bruising left upper quadrant.”
The medic crossed to them, fingers already finding Dale’s wrist.
“Sir, I’m Hen Wilson. Look at me.”
Dale’s eyes moved toward Hen but did not settle. Hen called for a pressure cuff and pulse oximeter. Ethan backed far enough to make room.
“BP eighty-six over fifty-two,” another paramedic said.
“He wasn’t that low at intake.”
“He is now. Upgrade him.”
The yellow tag came off. A red tag replaced it. Hen lifted Dale’s shirt farther, examined the bruising, then looked at Ethan. “What made you stop?”
“He couldn’t keep his head up. His answer didn’t match his tag.”
“How long ago?”
“Less than two minutes.”
“Good catch.”
Ethan had spent years imagining that medicine announced itself through rare knowledge. The obscure diagnosis. The perfect intervention. The person in the room who understood what nobody else could. This was smaller. A man looked different from his paperwork.
Ethan stopped.
The realization did not diminish medicine. It made it more exacting. Someone had to keep looking after the apparent emergency ended, after the patient crossed the line into safety and became one person among dozens. Hen handed Ethan Dale’s original yellow tag.
“Write the change time on the back. We need the record to travel with him.”
Ethan checked the incident clock, documented the time and symptoms, then passed the tag to the ambulance medic.
“What happens if I hadn’t stopped?” he asked.
Hen did not soften the answer. “Somebody else might’ve caught it. Or he might’ve crashed before they did.”
“That’s not reassuring.”
“It isn’t supposed to be. Triage is repeated assessment, not sorting people once and forgetting them.”
She tightened the strap around the blood-pressure cuff. “You noticed. You escalated. You didn’t decide you knew enough to treat outside your training. That’s the job you had.”
“CERT isn’t medicine.”
“No. But paying attention is.”
The ambulance crew lifted Dale. Hen moved with them for three steps, then turned back. “And Bennett?”
“Yeah?”
“Drink water before you fall over and become somebody else’s reassessment.”
Ethan looked at the unopened bottle clipped to his vest. Hen gave him the expression Maddie used when a request had already become an order.
He drank.
The words were brief because the scene did not allow more. They landed anyway. Hen turned back to Dale. “Possible splenic injury. Get him on the next ambulance. Two large-bore IVs en route.”
The monitor sounded when they connected it. Three quick tones. Pause. Three quick tones. Ethan stopped hearing Newton. He heard the lab monitor flatten into a frequency too clean for a human life. He saw Bobby through glass, then through a camera, then nowhere because somebody had moved between Ethan and the screen. Chimney lay beyond the frame. Maddie’s hand had locked around Ethan’s arm hard enough to bruise. The current monitor alarmed again.
Name.
Dale.
Symptom.
Hypotension. Confusion. Possible internal bleed.
Time.
Now.
Action.
Make space.
Ethan picked up the folded stretcher and stepped out of the ambulance crew’s path. Jacob stood near logistics with a stack of sealed oxygen masks against his chest. He had seen Hen replace the tag. He had seen Ethan freeze for less than a breath and move again. The ambulance doors closed on Dale. Jacob crossed only after the unit pulled away.
“You okay?”
“Yes.”
Jacob glanced toward the departing ambulance.
Ethan corrected himself. “Functional.”
“Different answer.”
“More accurate.”
“What happened?”
“He was bleeding internally. Probably.”
“And you saw it.”
“I saw that he changed.”
Jacob shifted the masks against his chest. “That sounds important.”
“It’s basic triage.”
“Did everybody with basic triage stop?”
Ethan looked at him.
Jacob did not smile. “That wasn’t a criticism.” A radio on the supply table crackled.
“Medical Group, be advised, basement sector remains cut off. Two civilians, one firefighter, one LAPD sergeant confirmed inside.”
Chimney.
Ethan looked toward the building. Jacob followed his gaze. “You’re not going in there.”
“I didn’t say I was.”
“You were already measuring the distance.”
“I’m not in command.”
“Good.”
Ethan resented the relief in Jacob’s voice because it matched his own. The CERT lead called his name.
“Bennett, west table. We need somebody who can run accountability cards to the basement rescue group.”
Ethan handed Jacob the stretcher.
“That’s not going inside.”
“I know.”
“Say it like Eddie made me say it.”
“I will report to the rescue group, deliver the cards, and follow assignment.”
“Better.”
Ethan started moving. The west route took him past the collapse boundary, close enough to see the opening where Chimney’s guide line vanished beneath a new mound of concrete. Hen stood with the USAR lieutenant over a building plan weighted down by a halligan and two chunks of masonry. A firefighter pointed to a service shaft marked in blue.
“Civilian came out here before the secondary collapse. Main passage is gone, but the shaft may still connect to the laundry wall.”
“Too tight for an air pack,” Hen said.
“We’re monitoring atmosphere from the opening. Gas is shut off, but we haven’t cleared the route.”
Ethan delivered the accountability cards. The lieutenant looked at his vest, then at him. “You light-search trained?”
“CERT level only.”
“Confined spaces?”
“Not technical rescue.”
“Good answer.”
The lieutenant pointed to the edge of the blue mark. “Stay there.” A rescue technician fitted a second line to the shaft camera and withdrew it slowly, watching the feed for movement. Another placed vibration sensors near the fractured edge. The process felt intolerably slow until Ethan understood that slowness was how they kept one trapped group from becoming two.
He carried shoring blocks from the equipment tarp to the technicians, one at a time. Not because one was his limit, but because loose hands and bad footing mattered near an opening.
“You run?” the technician asked after Ethan returned without breathing hard.
“Cross-country. Swim too.”
“Good lungs. Doesn’t change the rules.”
“I know.”
“Everybody says that before confined space.”
The technician tightened the edge protection. “Inside, your body will tell you to go faster when you need to go slower. Believe the line, the monitor, and the voice in your ear before adrenaline.” Ethan stored the instruction with the rest.
Ethan stayed.
A camera snake disappeared into the shaft. The screen showed bent ladder rungs, broken conduit, then a pocket of open space beyond a concrete shear.
“Opening’s eighteen inches at the narrow point,” the operator said. “Wider after that.”
Hen looked toward the vanished guide line. The radio produced static and half a word in Chimney’s voice. Ethan’s body had already measured the opening. The lieutenant saw him do it. The opening offended every ordinary instinct. A person should not enter a structure that looked like that. Concrete had sheared around the shaft, exposing aggregate and rust-colored rebar. The ladder inside descended at an angle no architect had intended. Every few seconds, grit whispered down the metal.
Ethan remembered running cross-country courses in rain so hard the trail vanished beneath water. The coach taught them to stop seeing distance as one demand. Choose the next tree. The next turn. The next rise. The shaft would be the same if command sent him. Next rung. Next shoulder turn. Next breath. Not Chimney at the end. Not the weight of Bobby behind him. Just the next safe movement. Hen caught him testing the buckle on his helmet.
“That’s not permission.”
“I’m checking my equipment.”
“You checked it five minutes ago.”
“Conditions changed.”
Hen leaned closer. “You do not owe anybody a trip through that hole.” Ethan looked at the service shaft.
“I know.”
“Do you?”
The question was not about training. Ethan forced himself to answer the one beneath it. “Bobby dying doesn’t make me responsible for getting Chimney back.”
Hen’s expression shifted.
“Correct.”
“But if they clear it, if my size is useful, and if I’m assigned—then I can do the job in front of me.”
Hen studied him for a long second. “And come back out.”
“And come back out.”
Only then did she turn toward the lieutenant.
“Don’t volunteer yet,” she said.
Ethan closed his mouth.
“We’re going to shore the mouth and send a repeater through. If the atmosphere holds and the route terminates where we think it does, I may need a runner small enough to clear it.”
Hen looked at Ethan.
“Absolutely not without a line, helmet, monitor, and direct order.”
“Agreed.”
Ethan looked between them. “If those things happen?” Hen’s expression carried fear sharpened into assessment.
“Then you listen the first time anybody tells you to stop.”
“I will.”
Behind them, another ambulance pulled away. Ethan watched the rescue team build a safe edge around an opening barely wider than his shoulders and understood, with no satisfaction at all, that his assignment might be about to change.
Donnie’s blood pressure fell while Chimney watched. There was nothing cinematic about it. No sudden gush of blood, no dramatic declaration. The numbers narrowed on the monitor in small, lethal increments while Graham kept both hands pressed to the hemostatic dressing.
“How hard are you pressing?” Chimney asked.
“As hard as I can.”
“Good. Keep it there.”
Graham’s arms trembled. Graham’s lower torso was fixed within the collapsed machinery and rubble, but his shoulders and arms remained free enough to reach Donnie. He could move his feet. Chimney could not see what held him and chose not to disturb the debris until heavy rescue reached them. Donnie was the immediate problem.
“He’s cold,” Athena said.
“Shock.” Chimney squeezed more fluid through the line in Donnie’s foot. “Donnie, open your eyes.”
Donnie did not.
Athena leaned closer. “Donnie.”
His eyelids moved but did not lift. Chimney checked the pressure again. Fifty-four over thirty. His radio hissed with signal too damaged to become language. Athena watched his face. “What do you think?”
“I think he’s about to arrest.”
She looked at the slab across Donnie’s lower chest and abdomen. “CPR is not an option.”
“Maybe we can defib him.”
The monitor changed. Donnie’s pulse disappeared beneath Chimney’s fingers.
“Now.”
He pulled the pads from his kit.
“Graham, can you reach his chest?”
Graham stared at him. “What?”
“Can you reach Donnie’s chest with one hand at a time?”
Graham shifted against the debris and grunted. “I think so.”
“I’m going to give you these defibrillator pads. One goes on his left side. The other goes on his right front.”
“Is he gonna die?”
“Not if you stay calm and help me.”
Athena moved nearer to Graham’s shoulder. “Look at me.”
He did.
“You’ve kept Donnie alive this long. You can do this too.”
Chimney handed him the first pad.
“Left side.”
Graham repeated it. “Left side.” His arm disappeared beneath the slab. The pressure on Donnie’s wound eased.
“As soon as the pad’s down, hand back on the dressing,” Chimney said.
Graham placed it and pressed again.
“Right front.”
The second pad slipped from his fingers.
“Damn it.”
“It’s still within reach,” Athena said. “Slow down.”
“He doesn’t have time for slow.”
“Fast comes after you have it.”
Graham found the edge and dragged it toward him. He peeled the backing with his teeth, then reached across Donnie.
“It’s on.”
“Do not touch him. When I say clear, hands up. Got it?” Chimney connected the leads. “Charging—and clear.”
Graham lifted both hands. Athena backed against the wall. Chimney delivered the shock. Donnie’s body jerked beneath the concrete. The monitor drew a flat line, then one narrow complex.
Another.
A rhythm returned.
“Hand back on that wound,” Chimney said.
Graham pressed down. Chimney found the carotid pulse.
“We’re back in sinus.”
Graham laughed once, breathless and frightened. “We did it?”
“You did it, Graham. Good work, pal.”
“Just doing my duty.”
Chimney almost smiled. Athena looked at the ceiling instead. Dust moved through the beam of her flashlight each time the building settled.
“How much time?” she asked.
“Not enough.”
“Helpful.”
“You want false reassurance, call somebody else.”
The answer came sharper than Chimney intended. Athena’s eyes moved to him. For weeks, every conversation between them had found the same bruise. Bobby’s choice. Chimney’s survival. Athena’s grief. The impossible arithmetic neither of them could stop doing. Chimney checked Donnie’s line.
“Sorry.”
“For which part?”
He did not answer. Athena let him avoid it for six seconds.
“Hen offered to come?”
“Yeah.”
“And you said no.”
“I said I had it.”
“Do you?”
Chimney looked at Donnie, at Graham’s shaking arms, at the collapsed route behind them.
“Ask me when we’re outside.”
“Fair enough.”
The radio crackled again.
“Han—Grant—service shaft—copy?”
Chimney grabbed it. “This is Han. I copy pieces.”
“Alternate access from west service shaft. Stand by for repeater.”
“We have one critical post-arrest, one trapped stable for now. Main access is gone.”
“Copied. Rescue group working both routes.”
The signal strengthened as a repeater entered the shaft.
Athena exhaled. “That’s something.”
“It’s a radio.”
“Today, I’ll take it.”
Metal scraped inside the utility alcove. Chimney turned his flashlight toward it.
“Rescue?”
No answer.
The scrape came again, followed by controlled breathing. A helmet appeared through the broken wall.
Not an LAFD helmet.
White CERT plastic, streaked gray.
“Please don’t yell until I’m all the way through,” Ethan said. “I’m in a narrow section.”
Chimney stared at him.
“Why would I yell?”
“You stopped breathing for a second.”
Ethan turned one shoulder, exhaled, and moved through the gap with a small pack clipped to a guide line. A gas monitor hung at his chest. Behind him, the line remained taut. He cleared the opening and crouched inside the laundry room. The journey had taken four minutes and every one of them remained in Ethan’s body.
The rescue team had fitted him with knee pads, a dust mask, goggles, the gas monitor, and a low-profile harness tethered to the line. The lieutenant made him repeat three commands before entry: advance, hold, reverse.
“If you hear reverse, you do not ask why.”
“I reverse.”
“If the monitor alarms?”
“Reverse.”
“If you lose voice contact?”
“Hold for ten seconds, then reverse.”
The first six feet were ladder. The next section required him to duck beneath broken conduit and slide sideways where the concrete had pushed inward. His helmet scraped. He stopped, backed half an inch, rotated his right shoulder, and found the angle.
Swimming had taught him how panic consumed oxygen. Cross-country had taught him that discomfort did not always mean danger. Neither made the shaft safe. They gave him familiar tools for a frightening place.
Breathe out. Move shoulder. Find rung. Check line.
At the narrowest point, his chest compressed between broken masonry and the shaft wall. The pack would not pass beside him. Ethan unhooked it as instructed, pushed it ahead by its strap, then followed one forearm at a time.
“Bennett, status,” the lieutenant asked through his earpiece.
“At constriction. Moving.”
“Monitor?”
“Normal.”
“Continue.”
Light from Athena’s flashlight appeared through the final break. Ethan heard Chimney’s voice before he saw him, steady and irritated at somebody’s blood pressure. The sound loosened something Ethan had kept locked since the lab. He did not call Chimney’s name. He finished the route. Chimney found his voice.
“What the hell are you doing here?”
“Following a direct assignment.”
“From who?”
“Han, Rescue Group. Bennett is operating as a tethered runner on a cleared route. Atmosphere remains safe. Do not send patients through the shaft.”
Chimney keyed his radio without looking away from Ethan. “Copy.” Then, to Ethan, “I’m still grounding you.”
“I don’t live with you.”
“Details.”
Athena’s mouth twitched.
Ethan unclipped the pack. “Radio repeater, spare fluids, trauma dressings, oxygen tubing, and another monitor battery. They want a patient report and the exact obstruction profile.”
“You crawled through that for batteries?”
“And communication.”
“That wasn’t a compliment.”
“I know.”
Chimney opened the pack. The fresh fluid bag alone bought Donnie time.
“You okay?” Chimney asked.
“Yes.”
“Real answer.”
Ethan hesitated. “Functional.”
“Runs in the family.”
The words left Chimney before he considered them. Ethan went still, but only for a beat.
“What can I do?”
Chimney pointed to Donnie. “Read me the monitor. Don’t touch anything unless I tell you.”
Ethan moved into position.
“Sinus tachycardia. One-thirty-eight. Pressure cycling.”
“Graham, you keep pressure. Ethan, watch the rhythm and his breathing. Athena, I need the dimensions on the access wall for rescue.”
They worked.
The room became tasks again. Chimney watched Ethan settle into the work without reaching beyond it. He read numbers. He opened packaging when instructed. He repeated each request before acting. When Donnie’s rhythm threw a premature beat, Ethan reported it without turning one change into catastrophe.
“Where did you learn that?” Chimney asked.
“The rhythm?”
“The not-panicking part.”
“I’m panicking.”
“Could’ve fooled me.”
“That’s not always a compliment.”
Chimney heard the history in the answer. Ethan had spent too much of his life making distress unobtrusive so adults would continue finding him easy to keep.
“No,” Chimney said. “It isn’t.”
Ethan looked at him, surprised by agreement.
“You can be scared and still do the next thing,” Chimney continued. “You can also tell somebody you’re scared.”
“Are you?”
Chimney glanced at the ceiling.
“Terrified.”
Athena, measuring the breach, said, “He’s been talking nonstop. That was our first clue.”
“I talk when I’m calm too.”
“You’re rarely calm.”
“This is why we weren’t speaking.”
Athena met his eyes across the debris. The line could have reopened the fight. Instead, she said, “We’re speaking now.” The words stayed between Athena and Chimney while they worked. Athena had entered the building because people were still coming out and voices were still calling from inside. Chimney had entered because she had not come back. Neither choice erased what they had said to each other after Bobby died. But the room made one truth impossible to avoid: hurt did not cancel trust.
When Chimney asked for dimensions, Athena measured. When Athena said the ceiling moved, Chimney shifted Donnie’s equipment without debate. He trusted her judgment of the structure; she trusted his judgment of the body under it. That was how they had always loved each other when language failed—through competence offered without hesitation.
“Your shoulder,” Chimney said.
“What about it?”
“You’re favoring the left.”
“I got hit coming in.”
“Can you move it?”
Athena raised the arm to shoulder height and stopped.
“Probably a strain,” Chimney said.
“Then stop looking at it.”
“I am a paramedic.”
“You have a patient.”
“I have three.”
Graham lifted his head. “Am I the third?”
“At the moment, Athena is competing for your spot.”
“I’m fine,” Athena said.
Chimney and Ethan answered together.
“That means nothing.”
Athena looked from one to the other.
“Family resemblance,” Chimney said.
Ethan lowered his eyes to the monitor, but the corner of his mouth moved. Athena sat back on her heels. “Get us out, and you can examine my shoulder.”
“That a promise?”
“It’s the closest you’re getting.”
Chimney accepted it. He had not expected reconciliation to feel like this. In the version Chimney imagined during sleepless nights, Athena would say she understood why Bobby chose him. Chimney would find a sentence that made survival sound less like theft. One of them would apologize correctly, and grief would settle into a shape they could carry. Instead they were kneeling in a destroyed laundry room, arguing about her shoulder while a stranger’s heart tried to stop. Maybe that was more honest.
Athena could still be angry that Bobby died for him and refuse to let Chimney die in return. Chimney could still resent being treated like the cost of Bobby’s choice and trust Athena with every life in the room. Contradiction did not mean the relationship had failed. It meant grief had not simplified either of them.
“Maddie know you’re down here?” Athena asked.
“She knows I’m on the call.”
“That wasn’t my question.”
“Then no.”
“She’s due any minute.”
“She has weeks.”
“That isn’t how babies work.”
Ethan kept his attention on the monitor with visible effort. Chimney pointed at him. “Do not join this conversation.”
“I didn’t say anything.”
“Your mother’s expression is genetic.”
“Still medically unsupported.”
Athena almost laughed. The room shifted beneath them, ending the moment. Her hand went to Chimney’s shoulder; his went across Ethan’s chest, holding both men away from falling debris. When the movement stopped, none of them commented on who had reached for whom. Chimney returned to the fluid line.
“Yeah,” he said. “We are.”
Ethan did not look between them. The courtesy was deliberate. Donnie’s breathing hitched.
“Rate’s dropping,” Ethan said.
Chimney adjusted the airway and spoke loudly enough to pull Donnie toward him. “Stay with us. Crystal made it out, and she is going to be extremely annoyed if you die after making her climb through a wall.”
Donnie’s eyelids fluttered.
“See? Fear of girlfriend. Clinically useful.”
Ethan’s laugh escaped before he could stop it. The sound was brief, human, and entirely wrong for the room. That was why it helped. Ethan called the pressure when it appeared. Still low. Chimney adjusted the fluid. Athena measured the break in the wall by boot lengths and relayed the rebar pattern outside. Graham kept both hands planted despite tremors moving through his shoulders.
Donnie moaned.
“Good,” Chimney said. “I like noise.”
Ethan glanced at him.
“From patients,” Chimney clarified.
“I wasn’t going to say anything.”
“You and Buck both go quiet before a comment.”
“That feels observationally unsupported.”
Chimney heard Maddie in the phrasing and had to look down at his hands. Family did not arrive in orderly sequence. It arrived through a broken wall wearing a plastic helmet and carrying the exact supplies he needed. A hammer started somewhere beyond the main collapse. Once. Twice. Then a sustained mechanical vibration.
“Interior group, heavy rescue has located the laundry wall,” the radio said. “Prepare for breach.”
Athena moved beside Graham and covered his head with her jacket. Chimney shielded Donnie’s airway and monitor. Ethan crouched against the strongest remaining wall.
“When the route opens, you go back the way you came,” Chimney told him.
“They told me to remain until contact.”
“Contact is about to happen.”
“Then I’ll leave when Rescue Group tells me.”
Chimney looked at him. Ethan held the look without challenge. Not defiance. Procedure.
“You really are Maddie’s kid,” Chimney said.
“You say that like it’s a new diagnosis.”
The first section of wall broke inward. The breach team paused to test the new opening before widening it. A gloved hand appeared, withdrew, then returned with an air monitor. Chimney waited through readings, structural checks, and another round of shoring while Donnie’s pressure continued falling. Waiting became its own medical procedure.
He checked the line. Ethan reported the rhythm. Graham maintained pressure. Athena relayed every sound from the wall so the rescue team knew their work was reaching the correct pocket. No one rushed the last foot and killed the people they had spent hours reaching. Light cut through the dust. Voices shouted from the other side. Chimney put one hand on Ethan’s shoulder until the vibration stopped. He told himself it was to keep the kid against the safe wall. He did not remove it immediately afterward.
Maddie’s update reached Buck and Ravi while they were carrying two yellow-tagged residents toward the exterior.
“Engine 118, I have another one for you. Flint West, unit 912. His ex-wife confirms he was inside. He called from the ninth floor and then stopped answering.”
Buck looked at Ravi. “Let’s gear up.” They climbed through a corridor whose numbering no longer matched its elevation. The placard for 912 remained fixed to a door two floors below where the ninth floor had begun.
“I think 912 is now 712,” Buck said.
Ravi checked the void beneath the fractured doorway. “You ready?”
“Let’s do it.”
They descended on rope through the opening.
“LAFD! Flint!”
A groan answered from behind a collapsed wardrobe. Its back panel had split where the floor came down, leaving a narrow route into the pocket behind it. Flint lay beneath a section of framing and plaster, conscious and furious.
“This is crushing me.”
“We’re getting you out,” Buck said. “Sit tight for one more minute.”
Ravi braced beside him. They lifted together, gaining only enough room to shift the weight onto a broken support. Ravi looked through the wardrobe. “You’re pulling him out the back of that?”
“If we can make it to Narnia.”
They widened the opening, protected Flint’s head, and eased him backward through the ruined wardrobe.
“Big step,” Buck told him when his feet found the slanted floor. “Deep breath.”
Flint leaned into Ravi. “Didn’t think you bums would ever find me.”
“You can thank your ex-wife,” Buck said.
“Marge? She hasn’t spoken to me in years.”
“Luckily, she speaks to 911.”
The floor jumped.
“Take cover!” Buck shouted.
The gas pocket went up beneath them. The corridor folded, their anchor point vanished, and the route back became a wall of concrete. Buck heard the Bravo wall separate from the building.
Not fall. Separate.
The distinction lasted less than a second, but he felt it through his boots: a cracking release, a short downward shift, then the grinding stop of one failed piece catching against another. Ravi froze beside Flint.
“That’s bad, right?” Flint asked.
“We’re not using rankings,” Buck said.
They had extracted Flint from what used to be apartment 912 and was now wedged across two collapsed floors. The wardrobe opening behind them led back to a passage that no longer existed. Their anchor point had gone down in the gas-pocket explosion. Ahead, the exterior wall ended six feet away. Beyond it: open air, a seven-story drop to the parking structure, and the building across the street. Buck keyed his radio.
“Command, Buckley and Panikkar at Bravo wall with one ambulatory yellow. Primary exit lost.”
“Buckley, look down.”
Gerrard stood in the street below, small through the dust.
“I see you.”
“Can you return the way you entered?”
“Negative. Ceiling came down with the second explosion. Anchor’s gone.”
Concrete clicked loose near Ravi’s boot and disappeared over the edge.
“Cap, this section’s moving.”
“I’m requesting another USAR team. Hold position.”
Buck looked at the floor splitting beneath a wall column.
“Holding isn’t going to be an option for long.”
Flint pressed a hand to his ribs. “You said you bums found me.”
“We did.”
“Feels like you misplaced the outside.”
Ravi looked at him. “You’re welcome to file a complaint.”
“With who?”
“Your ex-wife seems responsive.”
Flint made a sound that might have been a laugh and might have hurt. Buck assessed what remained. No intact stairwell. No viable rappel anchor. The aerial could not reach through the debris field without repositioning, and there was no clear path for the rig. Ground ladders ended several floors below them. Across the gap, the parking structure’s top level stood slightly lower than their position.
Ravi tested the floor near the remaining column with the handle of his tool. The concrete sounded solid for three strikes, hollow on the fourth. He marked the hollow section with chalk.
“Nobody steps here.”
Flint stared at the mark. “There’s nothing under that?”
“There’s something,” Ravi said. “We just don’t know where it plans to go.”
Buck shifted Flint against the safest interior wall. The man’s breathing had worsened after the extraction. Buck checked his pulse again—fast but present—and loosened the improvised wrap around his ribs enough to make expansion easier.
“Any dizziness?”
“I’m standing in my apartment and looking at a parking garage where the kitchen used to be.”
“Medical dizziness.”
“A little.”
“Tell me if it gets worse.”
Flint watched Buck secure a secondary strap around him. “You always this calm?”
Ravi made a noise.
Buck looked over. “Something to add?”
“No.”
“That sounded like something.”
“I was thinking about the ladder truck.”
“You were thinking about how calm I am.”
“Sure.”
The banter used to come easily at the 118. Since Bobby’s death, even teasing had felt like trespassing on a version of the team that no longer existed. Up here, with a patient between them and the floor failing, the rhythm returned because it was useful. Ravi steadied the edges Buck did not see. Buck absorbed the panic Ravi refused to show. Neither had to announce the arrangement.
“Cap’s calling USAR,” Ravi said.
Buck looked across at Eddie below. “We may have something faster.” Too far to jump. Close enough to imagine a bridge. Below, Eddie moved beside Gerrard. Buck recognized him before the radio carried his voice. Eddie pointed toward the debris-choked approach where crews had begun clearing space for a ladder.
“There isn’t time.”
Gerrard turned. “Diaz, unless you brought a helicopter, start moving concrete.”
“By the time you clear a path, that wall’s coming down.”
“Then give me another option.”
Eddie looked from Buck to the parking structure. The calculation happened visibly. Angle. Distance. Elevation.
“Line gun.”
Gerrard followed his sightline. “You want to shoot a rope across a city street?”
“I want to establish a high line from the garage. Buck can rig harnesses on his side.”
“For three people?”
“One at a time.”
“The anchor inspection alone—”
The building shed another sheet of concrete. Eddie did not flinch. “We don’t have time for a ladder.” Gerrard’s jaw tightened. “We don’t have a choice.”
“If Bobby taught me anything, it’s that we always have a choice.”
The name changed the air between them. Gerrard looked up at Buck, then toward the parking structure.
“Take Diaz and one engineer. Verify the anchor. If it doesn’t hold, you abort.”
Eddie was already moving. Jacob had reached the heavy-rescue corridor with another stack of cribbing when Eddie passed.
“Where are you going?”
“Parking garage.”
Jacob looked up and saw Buck at the broken wall.
“What do you need?”
“Stay on your assignment.”
“Eddie.”
“Jacob.”
The engineer beside Eddie pointed at the line-gun case. “It’s seventy pounds plus hardware.” Jacob set down the cribbing. “Where?” Eddie started to refuse. The ground shook again.
“With us,” Eddie said. “You carry what he gives you. Nothing else.”
They ran.
Ethan would have reached the garage first. Jacob knew it without resentment. Distance belonged to Ethan. Weight belonged to him. The line-gun case pulled at his shoulder as they climbed the concrete ramp. He shifted it higher and kept pace. Years of baseball had taught his body rotation, coordination, the transfer of force through planted feet. Wrestling had taught him what happened when balance failed. Neither had prepared him for carrying rescue hardware through a parking structure while his uncle's best friend waited in a collapsing building across the street.
But Jacob knew how to follow. The engineer chose a support column, checked the concrete for visible damage, and wrapped the anchor system twice.
“Load direction there,” she said.
Jacob moved where she pointed and held the hardware case open while Eddie assembled the launcher. Across the street, Buck watched through dust. His radio opened.
“I don’t know about down there,” Eddie said, “but I’ve got an update up here.”
Buck stepped closer to the edge. “Eddie?”
“Parking structure. Right in front of you.”
Buck saw him then, beside an engineer and Jacob. The relief was so immediate it felt like anger.
“What are you doing?”
“Saving you the walk down.”
Ravi leaned toward the opening. “Does he have a gun?”
“Line gun.”
“The fact that you knew that immediately is concerning.”
Eddie’s voice returned through the radio.
“Buck, I’m sending a pilot line. Stay back until it lands. Secure it to the strongest interior column you can reach. Engineer will walk you through the system.”
Buck examined the fractured room. One reinforced column remained behind the wardrobe, exposed but intact.
“I’ve got an anchor.”
“Good. Move Flint away from the opening.”
“Copy.”
No argument. No demand for proof. Eddie gave an instruction, and Buck’s body accepted it before grief could complicate anything. They sheltered behind the remaining wall. The pilot line fired across the gap with a sharp report. Its weighted end struck the floor and skidded through dust. Before firing, the engineer made every person on the garage deck step behind the selected column.
She checked the pressure cartridge, projectile, line path, and backstop. Eddie repeated the range estimate. Jacob held the case flat while she removed the launcher.
“You ever use one?” she asked Eddie.
“Training. Once on a river rescue.”
“Then today you follow me.”
“Happy to.”
Jacob recognized how easily Eddie surrendered control to the person with the right expertise. No performance, no need to prove that years at the 118 made him the ranking voice in every situation. It was different from obedience for its own sake. Eddie assessed, then trusted. The engineer sighted along the line.
“Wind’s moving dust north. It’ll push the pilot left.”
“Buck can reach five feet left,” Eddie said.
“He gets one attempt before we reassess.”
“Understood.”
Jacob looked across the street. Buck appeared impossibly exposed at the broken edge.
“He’ll catch it,” Eddie said.
Jacob realized the reassurance was meant for him.
“You know that?”
“Yeah.”
There was no bravado in it. Eddie knew Buck’s hands, reflexes, and judgment the way other people knew the dimensions of their own rooms. Personal trust could fracture while operational knowledge remained whole. The engineer raised one fist. Every radio on the rescue channel went quiet. Buck grabbed it.
The next several minutes became knots and verification. Buck repeated each instruction. Ravi checked every connection. Flint complained about being placed in a rescue harness and stopped complaining when another crack widened beneath the floor.
Across the street, Jacob helped tension the system under the engineer’s hands. He did not pull until told. When told, he leaned his weight backward and felt the line become a rigid diagonal between two damaged structures.
“Hold,” the engineer said.
Jacob held.
She checked the brake, the anchor, and his position. “Good. Keep that stance.” Eddie looked at him once. “You all right?”
“Yes.”
“Don’t lie because it’s useful.”
Jacob adjusted his footing. “My shoulder hurts. I can hold it.”
“Better answer.”
The engineer took the load onto the mechanical system. “You’re support now, not the anchor.” Jacob eased only when instructed. Flint crossed first, suspended in a rescue sling. He swore continuously over the open street. Ravi kept the line moving from the building side while Eddie and the engineer controlled his approach. When Flint reached the garage, Jacob caught the sling and guided his feet to concrete.
“You’re down,” Jacob said.
Flint gripped his forearm. “You people are insane.”
“Probably.”
“That supposed to reassure me?”
“No.”
Medical took Flint. Ravi clipped in next. Buck looked at the open air beneath the line. “Are you serious?”
“Would it be better if we were joking?” Ravi asked.
“Fair point.”
Ravi pushed off. The wall shifted while he was halfway across. Buck dropped to one knee. The anchor held. On the garage side, Jacob saw Ravi’s body swing and moved toward the line.
“Stay back,” the engineer ordered. “System has him.”
Jacob stopped.
Every instinct insisted that strength meant reaching for the problem. Training—borrowed, incomplete, only hours old—said not touching could be the useful action. The brake slowed Ravi’s swing. Eddie hauled the final feet of line. Jacob guided Ravi onto the deck when permission came. Ravi unclipped with shaking hands.
“Dude,” he said to Eddie. “That was genius.”
Eddie kept his eyes on Buck. “He’s not over yet.” Buck clipped into the harness. Through the open radio channel, Eddie said, “Check your gate.”
“Locked.”
“Backup.”
“Set.”
“On my count.”
Buck looked across the gap. He had spent weeks thinking Eddie could leave because love had failed to make him stay. The thought had calcified into certainty during the fight. Eddie had gone to the airport; Buck had built Texas around the note before asking. Now Eddie stood across open air holding the line home.
“Three,” Eddie said.
Buck stepped off. For a moment, there was nothing beneath him. Then the system took his weight. He crossed with concrete falling behind him. Eddie did not look away. Jacob waited beside him, hands ready but controlled. Buck reached the garage. Eddie caught the harness and pulled him onto solid ground. The contact lasted less than a second longer than required.
“You good?” Eddie asked.
“Yeah.”
Ravi pointed back toward the building. “For the record, that was all you.” Eddie shook his head. “I just thought about what Bobby would yell at Buck for trying.”
“No,” Buck said.
Eddie looked at him.
“No. This one was all you.”
There were too many other things inside the sentence. Eddie accepted none of them aloud. “Laundry access is still blocked.” Buck unclipped the harness. “Then let’s go open it.” They returned together. As they crossed the street, the Bravo wall finally failed. It folded outward in a roar of concrete and dust, striking the place where the ladder team would have needed to stage. Everyone stopped long enough to understand the margin. Ravi looked at Eddie. “Okay. Genius may have been underselling it.” Eddie watched the debris settle. “We got lucky.”
“We made a different choice,” Buck said.
Eddie looked at him, hearing Bobby’s lesson returned. Then Gerrard shouted for them at the basement sector, and all four men began moving again. On the ramp down, Buck and Eddie fell half a step behind Ravi and the engineer. Neither had enough privacy for a real conversation. That made speaking possible.
“You came,” Buck said.
“It’s my shift.”
“I know. I meant—”
“I know what you meant.”
Buck adjusted the coil of pilot line over one shoulder. “This morning, when you asked if I was coming home—”
“Not here.”
The answer hurt, but it was not rejection. Eddie looked toward the building, where Chimney and Athena were still trapped and crews were fighting for access.
“After,” Eddie said.
Buck nodded.
After was more than they had possessed the day before. At street level, Gerrard pointed them toward the basement breach. The moment closed without resolution. They moved where they were needed. Jacob lifted the line-gun case. The engineer took the opposite side before Eddie could.
“I need Diaz free to coordinate the return route.”
Jacob nodded and matched her pace. The case weighed less now that the cartridge had fired, but his forearms had begun to shake from cumulative work. He adjusted his grip rather than conceal it.
“Need a stop?” the engineer asked.
“Ten seconds at the landing.”
They set the case down together. Jacob rolled one shoulder.
“Good call,” she said.
He looked at her.
“People get hurt when they make somebody else discover their limit for them.”
The sentence followed him back down the ramp. Jacob had treated limits as private information for most of his life. Hunger, money, sleep, fear—everything became his problem until it became too large to hide. Here, naming a tired shoulder had not made him less useful. It had changed the distribution of a load. At street level, Eddie handed him a bottle of water.
“Drink.”
Jacob opened it without arguing. Buck noticed. “He usually do that?”
“No,” Eddie said.
“I’m standing here.”
“We know.”
Ravi pointed toward the basement group. “Family debrief later?” Eddie took the line-gun case from Jacob only after Jacob finished drinking.
“Later,” he said.
Eddie took one handle this time. Neither commented on the shared weight.
The breach opened wide enough for Hen’s helmet. She pushed through first, medical pack dragged behind her, followed by Buck and Ravi with cutting tools. Eddie came after them carrying a backboard edgewise through the broken wall. Dust turned everyone the same color.
“Athena!” Hen called.
“Here.”
“Chim?”
“Still handsome.”
“Debatable.”
Hen saw Ethan beside the monitor and stopped.
“You were supposed to go back through the shaft.”
“Rescue Group told him to hold,” Chimney said.
Hen looked at the guide line attached to Ethan’s harness, the gas monitor, and the supplies spread beside Chimney. Her objection narrowed into one hard breath.
“You leave with the first team that clears.”
“Understood.”
The USAR lieutenant entered behind Eddie and assessed the slabs pinning Donnie and Graham.
“We shore first. Nobody lifts until I call it.”
Orders moved outward. The route beyond the breach filled with hands. Outside the hot zone, Jacob waited beside the cribbing stack. The lieutenant’s runner called for two four-by-fours and wedges. Jacob carried them to the red line. A firefighter took them the final distance.
“Again,” the runner said.
Jacob went back. One trip became six. Timber. Wedges. Hydraulic hose. Spare oxygen cylinder. A junctional tourniquet requested by Chimney. Jacob did not see the room, but he learned its shape through what it needed. He learned the language too.
A wedge was not simply a wedge; size and angle mattered. A hydraulic line could not kink beneath debris. Oxygen traveled secured, valve protected, never carried by the regulator. A backboard placed two feet too far from the breach cost time when a patient began to crash. Jacob asked once, then remembered.
“Four-by-four, twenty-four-inch,” the runner called.
Jacob selected it from the stack.
“Two step chocks.”
He brought two, nested and facing the direction the runner indicated. The USAR lieutenant emerged far enough to see him arrange the next load.
“You’ve done collapse work?”
“No.”
“Construction?”
“No.”
“Then why are you anticipating my list?”
Jacob looked at the equipment already sent through. “You’re building support from the outside inward. The last pair used the smaller wedges, so I assumed you’d need the next size.” The lieutenant considered him. “Assumptions get people killed.”
Jacob’s stomach dropped.
Then she added, “But noticing patterns keeps them alive. Verify before acting.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“And stop carrying two timbers when one keeps your hands free.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
He changed the next load. Athena emerged briefly at the breach while the team shifted Donnie. Dust covered her uniform; blood streaked one sleeve. She saw Jacob hand off the junctional tourniquet before anyone asked where it was.
“You with Diaz?” she asked.
“Yes, Sergeant.”
“We haven’t met.”
“No, Sergeant. Jacob Kelley. Shannon was my aunt.”
Recognition sharpened her tired face. “The nephew. Eddie and Christopher have mentioned you.”
“Yes.”
“You certified?”
“CPR and first aid. Former lifeguard.”
“Then keep doing exactly what they tell you. You’re useful because you listen.”
The praise struck harder than anything about his strength could have.
“Yes, Sergeant.”
Athena disappeared inside again. Jacob returned to the stack with his hands steadier. Inside, cribbing rose beneath the slab across Donnie.
“Patient one comes first,” Chimney said. “Post-arrest, arterial bleed. We keep the dressing in place until the junctional is ready.”
Hen checked the rhythm. “Pressure?” Ethan read it. “Seventy-eight over forty-six.”
“Moving in the wrong direction.”
“Then we move him in the right one,” Chimney said.
The lieutenant lifted one hand.
Hydraulics engaged.
The slab rose in increments too small to see until shadow appeared beneath it. Graham kept pressure on Donnie’s wound while Ravi slid the tourniquet into position.
“Hold,” the lieutenant said.
Everything stopped.
A support shifted. The cribbing team corrected it.
“Continue.”
Another inch.
Eddie pushed the backboard forward. Buck reached beneath Donnie’s shoulders. Hen controlled the line at his foot.
“On three,” Chimney said. “One, two, three.”
They moved Donnie free. His monitor protested. Hen secured the junctional tourniquet while Eddie opened fluids wide.
“Five hundred?” Eddie asked.
“Start there,” Chimney said. “First ambulance to Presbyterian. Trauma and vascular.”
Athena stepped toward the board. Hen blocked her with one arm. “You’re going with him.”
“I’m seeing this through.”
“Athena—”
“I said I’m seeing it through.”
Hen knew when insistence would only spend time. She signaled the evacuation team. Ethan moved toward the shaft. Chimney caught his wrist.
“Take the patient report out.”
“I can go through the breach.”
“The breach is carrying a backboard. You fit the other route.”
Ethan understood. Information first. Chimney gave him the numbers, fluids, arrest rhythm, shock, and current status. Ethan repeated every detail back.
“Tell them he has a pulse because Graham put the pads where I told him.”
Graham laughed weakly. “Put that in my official record.”
“I will,” Ethan said.
He clipped onto the shaft line and crawled out. The narrow point caught at his shoulders. Ethan exhaled, turned, and used his forearms to pull while boots found each bent rung. Behind him, Chimney’s patient report remained intact in his head. Name. Injury. Intervention. Response. At the shaft mouth, rescue hands lifted him onto the pavement. Ethan unclipped before he stood.
“Patient coming through main breach,” he told the medical officer. “Donnie, adult male. Arterial injury under debris, profound hypotension, lost pulse in a shockable rhythm. One defibrillation restored sinus. IV access in foot, fluids running. Junctional tourniquet placed during extrication. Presbyterian needs trauma and vascular.”
The officer relayed it.
Ethan added, “Civilian inside maintained pressure and placed the pads.”
“Copy.”
Donnie’s backboard emerged four minutes later. The ambulance crew moved without questions because the hospital already knew what was coming. Jacob saw Ethan beside the receiving lane. He started toward him, then a runner called for the oxygen cylinder. Jacob changed direction, carried the cylinder to the line, and returned only after someone signed it over.
“You went inside.”
“On assignment.”
“You fit.”
It was not a question. Ethan looked toward the service shaft. “Barely.” Jacob checked his helmet, shoulders, arms, searching for injury without touching.
“I’m fine,” Ethan said.
“Functional?”
“Fine this time.”
Jacob nodded once.
“They need more equipment,” Ethan said.
“I know.”
They separated again. Inside, the team turned to Graham.
“Your turn,” Athena said.
“Thought I was minor burns.”
“You are until somebody proves otherwise.”
The slab lifted away from his hips. Graham tried to sit. His face emptied of color.
“Stop,” Chimney said.
Ravi saw the metal first. “Whoa.” Rebar entered Graham’s lower back and extended through the debris behind him. Blood had pooled beneath his abdomen, hidden by dust and broken tile.
“Can you move your feet?” Hen asked.
Graham did.
“Missed the cord,” Eddie said.
Chimney put a hand against Graham’s abdomen. Heat soaked through his glove.
“It didn’t miss everything.”
Graham’s pulse raced beneath his fingers.
“He’s been bleeding internally,” Hen said.
Athena crouched where Graham could see her. “Why didn’t you tell us?”
“Knew I was dead.”
“You don’t know that.”
He looked toward the route Donnie had taken. “He needed help more.”
“So, you just sacrificed yourself?” Chimney asked.
“It was the right thing to do.”
For one terrible second, Chimney saw Bobby at the lab. A choice made in secret. A life offered before anybody else could object. The survivors left behind to call it noble because calling it unbearable changed nothing.
“Not today, Graham.”
He stood.
“Buck, Ravi, cut the rebar as close to his body as possible. Eddie, backboard, oxygen, every bag of fluid we’ve got. Hen, you’re with me on extrication.”
The room obeyed. Outside, the request reached logistics.
“Basement rescue needs additional fluids, oxygen, and a second backboard at the breach.”
Jacob loaded the supplies onto the damaged cart, tested the wheel that pulled left, and abandoned it after three feet. He stacked two fluid cases against his chest, slung the oxygen cylinder by its carrier, and lifted the folded board under one arm. A firefighter stared. “You can’t carry all that.”
“Watch the cylinder.”
“That wasn’t permission.”
Jacob set the board down. “Tell me what’s safe.” The firefighter redistributed the load: cylinder secured to a litter, fluids strapped beside it, board carried separately. Jacob took the heavy end only after the rigging was checked. They moved together. At the red line, Eddie emerged far enough to receive the backboard.
“You still following instructions?”
Jacob breathed hard. “Every one.” Eddie saw the straps, the second firefighter, the load arranged correctly.
“Good.”
He disappeared inside. Buck and Ravi cut the rebar. Sparks struck a shield held over Graham’s body. Hen kept his head still. Athena talked to him over the whine of the saw.
“Stay with me.”
“Kind of cold.”
“I know.”
“Donnie get out?”
“He’s already on his way to surgery because of you.”
Graham’s eyes closed.
“Open them.”
The saw stopped.
“Free,” Buck said.
They moved Graham onto the board with the shortened rebar stabilized in place. His pressure was fifty-one over thirty-nine. Heart rate one-forty.
Then the rhythm disappeared.
“Asystole,” Chimney said.
Hen began compressions. Eddie opened the fluid line. Ravi held the protruding rebar stable. Buck bagged. Athena stayed beside Graham’s head.
“We’re right here,” she told him. “You don’t get to quit.”
Chimney called for epinephrine.
One cycle.
Pulse check.
Nothing.
Another cycle.
Hen’s arms drove steady compressions while debris dust shook from the ceiling.
“Chim,” she said after the next check.
“Keep going.”
“Chim.”
“I’m not calling it.”
He could not watch another man decide his death was useful. He could not stand in another room and accept sacrifice as complete.
“Epi. Continue compressions.”
Outside, Ethan listened to the medical channel. Jacob stood beside him with blood from somebody else drying across one sleeve.
No one spoke.
Inside, Hen completed another cycle.
“Pulse check.”
Silence held for two seconds. Chimney’s fingers pressed at Graham’s neck.
There.
Weak. Fast. Real.
“We got a pulse. Good work, everyone.”
The room exhaled. Chimney keyed his radio.
“118 to Presbyterian. Adult male, penetrating abdominal trauma with impaled rebar, post-arrest with return of spontaneous circulation. Massive blood loss. Trauma team and vascular surgeon standing by.”
“Presbyterian confirms.”
They carried Graham through the breach. The chain continued outside. Jacob cleared the equipment from the route. Ethan repeated the report to the ambulance crew. Hen never stopped monitoring. Eddie and Ravi controlled the board. Buck managed oxygen. Athena walked beside Graham until the ambulance boundary forced her to release him. Chimney climbed halfway into the unit to verify the lines. Jacob stood back, hands empty for the first time since arriving.
He had imagined rescue as the moment something heavy moved or a person came free. He saw now that freedom from debris was only a transfer between problems. In biochemistry, Jacob had learned to understand systems by tracing pathways. A substrate became a product through a series of reactions, each dependent on the one before it. Interrupt one enzyme and the endpoint disappeared no matter how perfect every later step might be. The rescue operated the same way.
Crystal had to reach the surface before anyone knew the laundry room remained accessible. Athena had to create pressure space under Donnie’s slab. Graham had to keep pressure on the wound. Chimney had to turn Graham’s hands into medical hands for thirty seconds. The shaft team had to clear Ethan’s route. Ethan had to move information and supplies. Heavy rescue had to stabilize before anybody could lift.
Strength mattered.
It was only one reaction in the chain. Jacob looked down at his palms. Concrete dust filled the lines. One knuckle had split without him noticing. His shoulders ached from carrying equipment, but the ache felt clean compared with the year of grocery-store doubles where every lifted case had only bought another week of not falling completely through. This work had not earned him a home. Eddie had made that clear. It had given his capability somewhere to go.
A second ambulance crew rolled an empty gurney past him toward triage. Jacob moved aside before they asked. The medic at the foot looked at his size, then at the cleared lane behind him.
“You working logistics?”
“For today.”
“You should think about doing it with a badge.”
The medic kept moving before Jacob could answer. The thought followed the gurney into the crowd. Graham had survived because Crystal climbed, Athena stayed, Graham pressed, Chimney taught, Ethan carried information, heavy rescue shored, Buck and Ravi cut, Eddie prepared, Hen compressed, and an ambulance waited with a hospital already listening. No single pair of hands had saved him. Chimney jumped down from the ambulance and found Ethan and Jacob side by side. He looked Ethan over first.
“Any injuries?”
“No.”
“Scrapes?”
“One on my shoulder.”
“Dizziness, shortness of breath, sudden urge to pretend you’re invincible?”
“Only the usual amount.”
Chimney touched the edge of Ethan’s CERT helmet, checking the scrape along its side.
“You followed orders in there.”
“Yes.”
“You brought exactly what we needed.”
Ethan waited, uncertain.
“I’m proud of you,” Chimney said.
The noise of the incident continued around them—engines, radios, saws, names called across triage—but Ethan heard the sentence intact.
“Thank you.”
Chimney turned to Jacob.
“And you.”
Jacob straightened as if expecting correction.
“Eddie says half that breach got supplied because you kept the corridor moving.”
“I carried things.”
“You carried the right things to the right place and didn’t decide being strong made you smarter than USAR. Do you know how rare that is?”
Jacob’s mouth opened, then closed. Chimney looked at the blood on Jacob’s sleeve. “You kept pressure on somebody?”
“Woman from the lobby. Scalp laceration. A medic took over.”
“You assessed before moving her?”
“Asked about neck pain and loss of consciousness. She denied both. I kept her seated until medical got there.”
Chimney nodded slowly. “Former lifeguard?”
“Yes.”
“Science degree?”
“Almost.”
“Finish it.”
Jacob blinked.
“Then if this still feels like something you need to understand, come talk to me.”
Chimney did not name paramedicine. He did not make a future out of one day. He gave Jacob a door and left it open. Before Jacob could answer, Hen called Chimney back to medical command. He squeezed Ethan’s shoulder once and left. Jacob watched him go.
“What was that?” Ethan asked.
“I don’t know.”
It was not true. Jacob knew only that the thought had existed for less than a minute and already felt older than that. Every pair had refused to let go. The ambulance doors closed. Its siren began before the wheels moved. Jacob kept watching after it disappeared. He could still feel the weight of the cribbing in his arms and the medic’s invitation lodged somewhere deeper.
Not a decision.
Not yet.
Only the first clear image of a life in which his strength, his science, and the instinct to notice what people needed did not have to remain separate things. Ethan stood beside him without asking for an answer. Together, they turned back toward the work still waiting.
The fatality count arrived as a number nobody trusted.
Zero.
Gerrard stood beside the command board with dust dried into the seams of his coat. Around him, the Newton response had begun its slow transition from rescue to accountability: companies checking tools, officers reconciling names, medical teams clearing the last patients from triage. His radio opened.
“Newton Command, headquarters confirms all known occupants accounted for. Hospitals report no fatalities associated with the collapse at this time.”
At this time. The qualification mattered. Graham and Donnie were both in surgery. Other patients remained critical. But everyone who had entered the building alive had left with a pulse. Dispatch and police accountability had found the last two missing names thirty minutes earlier. One was at work across town and had ignored six calls because phones were prohibited on the manufacturing floor. The other had been sitting unidentified beneath the green tarp with a concussion and no wallet. Every blank on the board now contained a location.
That did not return apartments, photographs, medication, pets, or the thousand private things buried under concrete. It did not make the survivors uninjured. Zero was not the absence of loss. It meant the building had not kept anyone. The number reached different people in different ways.
Across the perimeter, survivors received the same report through officers and family calls. Some cried. Some demanded to know whether zero included pets. One woman asked three times whether the count meant her neighbor had been located, because a citywide number mattered less than one name. Command continued verifying until redundancy became certainty.
Fire companies marked every searched void. LAPD compared hospital admissions against the tenant list. Dispatch called disconnected numbers again. Nobody allowed the beauty of zero to make them careless. When the final confirmation held, the command board changed from active rescue red to controlled recovery blue. Only then did Gerrard announce it aloud.
Hen bowed her head and pressed both palms to her eyes. Ravi sat down on the nearest equipment case as if his knees had received the update before the rest of him. Buck looked toward Eddie across the debris field. Eddie nodded once. Ethan found Jacob near logistics.
“Zero,” Ethan said.
Jacob was holding a clipboard, still checking returned oxygen cylinders against a list. “I heard.” He completed the mark before setting the clipboard down.
“Donnie and Graham?”
“Both in surgery. No update beyond that.”
Jacob looked at the board where their names had moved from trapped to transported. “So zero can still change.”
“Yes.”
“But right now?”
“Right now, zero.”
Jacob breathed out. Only then did he allow himself to sit. A rehab medic appeared with a pulse oximeter and clipped it to Jacob’s finger.
“I’m not a patient.”
“Everybody who spent four hours breathing collapse dust is a patient until I clear them.”
Jacob submitted to the assessment. Oxygen normal. Pulse elevated but recovering. No wheeze, chest pain, dizziness, or nausea. The medic listened to his lungs, cleaned the split knuckle again, and asked how much water he had consumed. Jacob named an amount. Ethan looked at him. Jacob corrected it downward.
“Thought so,” the medic said, handing him another bottle.
Then it was Ethan’s turn. The scrape at his shoulder had bled through his shirt where the shaft narrowed. The medic irrigated it while Ethan recited that his tetanus vaccination was current and earned a warning that volunteering information did not shorten medical assessment.
“Any breathing problems in the shaft?”
“No.”
“Panic?”
Ethan considered lying and did not. “Some.”
“What did you do?”
“Stopped. Exhaled. Changed the angle of my shoulder and waited for the line command.”
“Good. Any lingering tightness?”
“No.”
The medic cleared them both with instructions to report delayed symptoms. Jacob watched her leave. “We did not get cleared after baseball games.”
“Your baseball fields generally stayed upright.”
“One set of bleachers was questionable.”
Ethan pulled the blanket closer. Adrenaline had begun to recede, leaving every muscle aware of the work it had done.
“You did sports. What were they again?” Jacob said.
“Cross-country and swim.”
“I did baseball and some wrestling.”
“I know.”
“The firefighter didn’t.”
“You corrected her.”
“Apparently I look like college football.”
Ethan assessed his shoulders and size. “That wasn't unreasonable.” Jacob opened the water. “I am choosing to take that as a compliment.” Gerrard looked at the exhausted firefighters gathered within hearing distance.
“118! I just heard from headquarters. The number of fatalities from the collapse—zero.”
The words did not produce cheering. They moved through the scene as disbelief first. Hen sat on the bumper of an ambulance with both forearms across her knees. Buck leaned against the apparatus beside Ravi. Eddie remained near the heavy-rescue equipment, passing tools back as crews broke down the operation. Ethan and Jacob stood at the edge of rehab in borrowed dust, one wearing a CERT vest and the other no uniform at all. Chimney closed his eyes. “That’s the hand of God.”
Gerrard took off his helmet. “And your hands. Magnificent teamwork out there today. It’s been my honor to take my last ride with men and women of your quality.” Ravi glanced at Buck. “Was that almost nice?”
“Don’t scare it away.”
Gerrard heard them. “I can still write both of you up before shift ends.”
“There he is,” Ravi said.
The humor lasted only long enough to release pressure. Athena found Chimney behind the triage tent. He was washing Graham’s blood from his hands with bottled water. The water ran pink over his wrists and disappeared into gray dust at his boots.
“You missed a spot,” she said.
Chimney looked at his forearm. “That isn’t blood.”
“Left cheek.”
He wiped his cheek with his sleeve and made the streak worse. Athena sat beside him on an equipment case. For a while, they watched crews move.
“Presbyterian called,” Chimney said. “Donnie’s in vascular. Graham went straight to surgery. They think the rebar tamponaded the worst of the bleeding until we moved him.”
“So him staying stuck saved him.”
“For a while.”
“And him staying quiet almost killed him.”
Chimney capped the bottle. “Also true.” Athena looked toward the collapsed building. “Bobby would’ve hated that.”
“Which part?”
“Somebody deciding his life was worth less because another person needed help.”
Chimney’s hand stopped around the cap.
“He made his choice.”
“I know.”
“Do you?”
The old anger surfaced without heat. Too tired for another fight, too real to pretend gone. Athena did not look away.
“I know it was his choice. I also know I wish he had chosen differently.”
Chimney stared at the crushed bottle in his hand.
“That doesn’t make you the wrong person to save,” she said.
“Feels like it sometimes.”
“I know.”
This time the words meant what he needed them to mean. Athena nudged his boot with hers. “Graham is alive because you would not stop.”
“Team effort.”
“Bobby,” Athena said. “He always said you never gave yourself enough credit.”
Chimney’s mouth tightened.
“But he knew that you were a smart, talented, capable paramedic—and a great leader.”
“Athena—”
“He’d be so proud of you. So proud of you.”
Chimney looked toward the building because looking at her was impossible.
“He’d be proud of all of us.”
“Yes. But I’m talking about you.”
He breathed out slowly.
“Thank you.”
Athena rested her hand against the back of his neck for one brief second. No apology passed between them. Neither needed to pretend the hurt was finished. They stood together anyway. A medical officer approached with an ice pack and held it out to Athena.
“For the shoulder you keep pretending doesn’t hurt.”
Athena accepted it because Chimney had already begun pointing.
“I said you could examine it outside,” she reminded him.
“I remember.”
“You’re not examining anything.”
“That wasn’t the agreement.”
“It was implied.”
“Your range of motion says otherwise.”
Chimney checked the shoulder gently, keeping the assessment procedural enough for both of them. No deformity. Tenderness along the deltoid and collarbone. Pain above ninety degrees, but strength intact.
“Likely contusion and strain. You need imaging if pain worsens, numbness starts, or you lose strength.”
“Yes, Dad.”
Chimney flinched before he could hide it. Athena heard the word after saying it. Bobby had been father in practice to more people than paperwork could name. The title had lived everywhere around him.
“Sorry,” she said.
Chimney adjusted the ice pack against her shoulder. “Don’t be.” They sat again, closer this time.
“You going home?” Athena asked.
“After station cleanup.”
“Maddie will want to know about the basement.”
“Maddie will know I went into the basement because half the city watched it on television.”
“That isn’t the same as hearing it from you.”
Chimney looked at her.
“Apparently we're speaking now,” Athena said.
“Apparently.”
“Try it at home too.”
At rehab, Ethan sat with a blanket around his shoulders despite insisting he was not cold. Jacob occupied the folding chair beside him, knees spread to avoid crowding the narrow aisle.
“You crawled through a collapsed service shaft,” Jacob said.
“Cleared route.”
“Collapsed service shaft.”
“Tethered.”
“You are arguing adjectives.”
“They matter.”
Jacob flexed one hand. The split knuckle had been cleaned and covered with a bandage.
“You moved half the equipment on scene,” Ethan said.
“That’s inaccurate.”
“You carried a line gun up a parking structure.”
“With help.”
“Adjectives matter.”
Jacob gave him a tired look. Athena approached before either could continue. She stopped in front of Jacob.
“We didn’t finish introductions.”
Jacob stood. “Jacob Kelley.”
“Athena Grant.”
“I know.”
“That usually sounds less alarming when people say Sergeant first.”
“Sorry. Sergeant Grant.”
“Relax. Eddie told me about Shannon’s nephew. May talks about you too.”
“We haven't met, though? Jacob said.
“No. But I know enough to know you are the reason Christopher’s Texas wardrobe stopped looking like he was protesting color.”
“That was Christopher.”
“Then you had the sense to cooperate.”
Jacob smiled despite himself. Athena knew Shannon primarily through the damage left after her death: Eddie’s grief, Christopher’s loss, Bobby’s concern, Buck’s determination to hold the Diaz family together. Meeting Shannon’s nephew felt like encountering another piece of a family history that had arrived in Los Angeles out of order.
“You look like her around the eyes,” Athena said.
Jacob went quiet.
“I didn’t know her well,” Athena added. “But Bobby cared about your family. So do I.”
“Thank you.”
She did not offer him the larger promises people gave after emergencies. She had known him for less than two minutes. Instead, she nodded toward the rehab chair.
“Sit before I make that an order.”
Jacob sat.
Jacob glanced toward Eddie.
“Good things,” Athena said. “Mostly.”
“Mostly?”
“Kid has standards.”
She looked at his bandaged hand. “USAR lieutenant says you took direction better than some rookies.”
“I carried what they told me to carry.”
“And stopped when they told you to stop. Strength is common. Judgment isn’t.”
Jacob did not know where to put the praise. Athena solved that by turning to Ethan. “And you.”
“I followed assignment.”
“Apparently humility is contagious.”
Chimney joined them, carrying four water bottles. He handed one to Ethan and one to Jacob.
“Don’t let either of them minimize today,” Athena told him.
“That is a full-time job.”
“You’re family. No overtime.”
Chimney opened his mouth to joke and stopped. Athena had used family as a fact, not comfort. Ethan stood in front of him wearing dust from the route into the laundry room. Jacob sat where she ordered, newly connected through Shannon, Eddie, and Christopher. The boundaries of the 118 had always extended beyond whoever rode the engine.
“You heard her,” Chimney said. “That means both of you report symptoms tonight. Headache, cough, dizziness, anything.”
“To who?” Jacob asked.
“Eddie for you. Me or Maddie for Ethan.”
Ethan looked at the water bottle.
“Problem?”
“No.”
The answer was quiet, not resistant. Chimney understood only later that Ethan had been reacting to the casual assumption that either parent could be called. She left to answer an officer calling from the perimeter. Chimney watched her go, something easier in his posture. Jacob looked at the bottle in his hands. “Can I ask you something?”
“Depends whether it requires a written statement,” Chimney said.
“How did you know what everybody should do in there?”
“Training. Experience. Hen glaring at me whenever I forgot either.”
“No, I mean—” Jacob searched for the distinction. “You kept seeing the next step. Even when the first one didn’t work.”
Chimney leaned against the equipment case.
“That’s the job. Sometimes you fix the problem. Sometimes you keep the patient alive long enough for the next person to fix it.”
Jacob looked toward the avenue where Graham’s ambulance had vanished.
“I want to be that.”
Ethan turned his head. “Which part?” Jacob thought about Graham’s hands on Donnie’s wound. Ethan carrying the patient report. Hen’s compressions. Chimney refusing to call the code.
“The part that keeps going.”
Chimney studied him without turning the sentence into a commitment.
“Then finish your degree,” he said. “Learn what the work actually costs. After that, we talk.”
“What would we talk about?” Jacob asked.
Chimney did not answer quickly.
“EMT training first. Paramedic if the medicine is the part that keeps pulling you back. Fire service only if you want the rest of the job too.”
“I have credits that might align with some of the prerequisites.”
“Biochem?”
“Anatomy and physiology, organic chemistry, microbiology, statistics. Some health-science electives before I changed concentrations.”
Chimney nodded. “That will help in a classroom. It won’t make you know what to do when a patient lies, panics, crashes, or has three problems at once.”
“I know.”
“No, you know academically. That is different.”
Jacob accepted the correction.
Chimney continued, “The degree can give you a head start. Lifeguarding gives you a little familiarity with responsibility. Today proved you can listen under pressure. None of it lets you skip learning the job.”
“I wouldn’t want to skip it.”
“Good answer.”
Ethan watched the exchange. Jacob had spent most of their ten days in Texas discussing his degree as a debt to finish. Coursework interrupted by homelessness. Credits Randy had tried to make worthless. A credential reclaimed from the year he lost. For the first time, the degree connected to a future rather than only repairing the past. Chimney checked his watch. “Also, if you tell anyone I gave career advice while dehydrated, I will deny it.”
“Understood.”
“And do not apply to anything tomorrow.”
“I wasn’t going to.”
“You reorganized an entire supply corridor on your first disaster response. I’m getting ahead of the problem.”
Jacob nodded.
The thought remained small enough to hold. Ethan did not ask whether Jacob meant firefighter, paramedic, or something between them. Naming the endpoint too quickly would turn possibility into obligation, and Jacob already knew how to make obligation consume everything else. Instead, Ethan handed him the cap from the water bottle Jacob had forgotten to close.
“Degree first,” he said.
“Degree first.”
“Then research.”
“A lot of research.”
“Then supervised training.”
Jacob looked at him. “Are you making a plan?”
“I'm describing responsible sequencing.”
“That's a plan with worse branding.”
Ethan accepted the accusation.
Not destiny. Not repayment. A direction.
The 118 returned to the station after sunset. Dust came with them. It fell from cuffs, helmets, hose folds, and the grooves of tools laid out for cleaning. The apparatus floor smelled of wet concrete and the industrial soap used to strip contaminants from turnout gear. Gerrard signed the final incident report at the temporary desk outside Bobby’s office. Then he took his jacket from the back of the chair.
“Production car’s here,” he announced.
Ravi looked toward the open bay. “They sent a car?”
“Some employers understand talent.”
Hen hugged Gerrard before he could prevent it. His arms remained rigid for one startled second, then settled awkwardly across her back.
“Don’t make this weird, Wilson.”
“Wouldn’t dream of it.”
Chimney shook his hand. Ravi did the same. Gerrard stopped in front of Buck.
“Transfer request is a stupid decision.”
Buck blinked. “Thank you?”
“That wasn’t praise.”
“I got that.”
Gerrard glanced at Bobby’s locked office. “Stations survive captains. Sometimes even good ones.”
Then he left.
The production car pulled away. Without Gerrard, the bay seemed to widen around the unanswered question of who came next. The question followed them through cleanup. Hen inventoried the ambulance with the precision she used when feelings threatened to make her careless. Chimney scrubbed a halligan already clean. Buck kept finding reasons to cross the apparatus floor without approaching Bobby’s office. Ravi replaced air bottles and checked each pressure twice. Eddie joined Buck at the wash rack. They worked on opposite sides of the same length of hose. Water ran gray into the drain.
“You told them about the transfer,” Eddie said.
“Was going to tell you.”
“When?”
Buck guided another section through the brush. “After it was approved.”
“So not telling me.”
“You brought three people home without telling me.”
“That isn’t the same.”
“No. You got what you wanted.”
Eddie stopped scrubbing. Buck heard himself and wanted the sentence back.
“I didn’t mean Chris.”
“You said three people.”
“I meant you decided everything.”
“Because waiting for you to be ready wasn’t working.”
“Ready for what? You never asked.”
“I asked you to talk to me.”
“After you already called them.”
The hose sagged between them. Ravi crossed the bay carrying a bottle and immediately turned around. Eddie lowered his voice. “Not here.”
“You keep saying that.”
“Because every time we start, there is somebody bleeding or standing ten feet away.”
Buck looked toward Ethan and Jacob near the doors.
“After,” Eddie said again.
“You promised that before.”
“And then the building collapsed.”
The absurd accuracy of it broke the pressure by one degree. Buck returned to the hose. “After.” They finished cleaning it together. Hen went upstairs to call Karen. Ravi carried equipment toward the cage, then stopped when he realized he did not know which locker would still be his after the roster settled. Buck opened his own locker and stared at the transfer copy tucked behind his spare gloves. Eddie hung his off-duty turnout coat on its usual hook.
It belonged there. He was still assigned to the 118. Yet the hook looked temporary with the captain’s office dark and the team talking as if every piece might be moved. Ethan and Jacob waited near the bay doors for Pepa to bring Christopher. Neither had intended to remain through the shift change, but Chimney insisted on checking Ethan’s shoulder scrape again, and Eddie would not let Jacob drive until he ate something. Ravi lifted his duffel. Chimney looked over. “Where are you going?”
“Home.”
“With your gear?”
Ravi hesitated. “I don’t know what the chief’s doing with the roster.” Eddie looked at the duffel, then at Buck’s open locker.
“Leave it,” he said.
Ravi gave a short laugh. “Easy for you to say.”
“I’m saying it because I know what it looks like when you pack before anybody asks you to.”
Buck flinched.
Eddie heard it in the silence. Ravi set the duffel down but did not unpack it. Chimney came to the center of the bay.
“Everybody stop.”
Hen appeared at the stairs. “What?” Chimney had not planned a speech. He had planned to shower, go home, tell Maddie a carefully edited version of the basement, and sleep until the part of him still hearing Graham’s monitor went quiet. Then he saw Ravi’s duffel.
He saw Buck’s locker emptied by inches. Eddie’s turnout coat hanging correctly while Eddie stood as if he had no right to trust the hook. Hen remaining at the station but refusing the office upstairs. The 118 was dissolving through reasonable individual decisions. Hen’s decision made sense. She knew the job, knew herself, and refused to treat competence as obligation. Buck’s transfer made sense if every corner of the station had become a reminder he could not escape.
Ravi’s bag made sense for someone who had spent years being reassigned whenever the department needed a body elsewhere. Eddie’s caution made sense after uprooting his life twice and discovering that certainty could still injure everyone he meant to protect. Chimney’s own impulse to go home and avoid speaking made sense too. Sense was not the same as wisdom.
Bobby had rarely ordered them to feel differently. He changed the conditions around a feeling until another action became possible. Food on the table before difficult news. A task placed into shaking hands. A question asked while looking somewhere else. Chimney had spent weeks believing leadership belonged to the person whose office remained locked. At Newton, leadership had been whoever could see the next necessary action and get everybody moving toward it. He could see the next action now. No one had chosen to destroy it.
That did not mean it would survive. Bobby had understood systems. A family could fail the same way a rescue chain failed—not through one catastrophic error, but because each person believed somebody else would hold the next link. Chimney was tired of watching people let go.
“Especially all of you doing dramatic things with bags.”
Buck closed his locker halfway. “Chim—”
“No. You had lunch to announce decisions. Now I get the apparatus floor.”
He looked at Buck first.
“You’re not transferring.”
“You don’t get to decide that.”
“Correct. You do. So decide better.”
“It’s already submitted.”
“Then withdraw it.”
Buck folded his arms. “Why?” Chimney looked around the bay. At Hen, who had refused Bobby’s office because wanting the team did not mean wanting the title. At Ravi, still standing beside a packed bag. At Eddie, back in Los Angeles and on the roster but unsure what the station could be without Bobby. At Buck, mistaking departure for control.
“This is our firehouse. This is the 118. And it’s not just a number. It’s us.”
Chimney looked from one of them to the next.
“Things are never gonna be the same again because Cap is gone. But leaving won’t change that. It won’t make you feel any less sad. It just means that you’ll be sad all alone.”
His voice roughened.
“Bobby died so that I could live. And it has screwed me up in ways that I cannot fully express.”
Athena’s words returned: That doesn’t make you the wrong person to save.
“But the truth is, he would’ve done that for any one of us. He knew that just coming in to work every day, there was a chance that one or more of us would not make it home. And his job above everything else was to make sure that we did.”
Ravi’s hand loosened on the duffel strap.
“We’re all standing here right now because of him. This team—we are his legacy.”
Chimney’s gaze moved to Hen, then Ravi, then Eddie, and finally Buck.
“Nobody here has to know what the next five years look like tonight. Hen, you don’t have to take his office to preserve what he built. Ravi, you don’t pack before anybody asks you to leave. You’re already on this roster. And Buck, you withdraw the transfer.”
Buck’s hand closed around the locker door, but he did not interrupt.
“So we can miss him. And we can mourn him. And we can even curse his name, but we’re not going to disrespect him by throwing away what he built right here.”
Chimney drew one breath.
“So you hang up your turnouts, you hit the showers, you go home, and you get some rest. Because we’re all gonna see each other on our next shift, right here. Together. Understood?”
He did not wait for an answer. He started across the apparatus floor toward the stairs. As he passed Hen, she said, “Copy that, Cap. I mean, Chim.” Chimney kept walking. Hen watched him go, hearing Bobby’s command cadence without mistaking Chimney for Bobby. The leadership lay in the fact that he had seen them scattering and refused to let dispersal masquerade as healing. Ravi opened his duffel and returned the first item to his locker. Eddie removed his coat from the hook, checked the name strip, then hung it back properly.
Buck pulled the transfer copy from behind his gloves. He did not tear it up. He folded it once and put it in his pocket.
Not withdrawn yet.
Not carried out with his gear either. Upstairs, the abandoned lunch remained where the alarm had interrupted it. Eggs hardened on plates. Fruit had dried at the edges. Buck’s morning toast sat near the sink. Hen began gathering dishes. Eddie took them from her. “You did compressions for twenty minutes.”
“And you carried a backboard through a wall.”
“I can wash plates.”
Ravi reached for the trash. They cleaned themselves first, then the kitchen. By the time Pepa arrived, the station held clean plates, reheated leftovers, and the first ordinary noise they had managed in weeks. Pepa’s car pulled into the lot. Christopher was out before she finished parking, crutches finding the pavement with practiced speed. Eddie crossed the bay to meet him.
“You came back,” Christopher said.
“Told you I would.”
Christopher looked past him at Buck. Buck still held his locker open.
“Everybody?” Christopher asked.
Eddie followed his gaze. “Everybody.” Jacob stood beside Ethan at the edge of the bay. He had watched Chimney lead without a title and the others follow without pretending the future was solved. The firehouse did not feel stable. It felt chosen. Above them, Bobby’s office remained locked. The key remained on Buck’s ring. When Buck finally closed his locker, the sound carried through the bay without finality. He checked Bobby’s key among the others, then clipped the ring back to his belt.
Eddie waited beside the exit with Christopher. Ravi’s gear remained in its locker. Hen turned off the kitchen light. Chimney stood beneath the office window, still refusing to look up for too long. No captain had been appointed. No grief had been solved. The next shift existed anyway. One by one, they left their gear behind for it.
Maddie’s next contraction lasted fifty-eight seconds. She knew because Sue timed it without asking.
“Don’t look at me like that,” Maddie said when it ended.
Sue stopped the timer. “Like what?”
“Like you are about to take my headset.”
Sue took her headset.
“I have three open reports.”
“Linda has them.”
“Newton accountability isn’t closed.”
“All occupants are accounted for.”
“Hospital outcomes—”
“Aren’t your dispatch responsibility.”
Maddie pushed herself up from the chair. The baby settled lower with enough pressure to make her grip the desk. Sue’s expression changed.
“How long has this been happening?”
“It hasn’t.”
“Maddie.”
“There were a few earlier.”
“How many?”
“I was working.”
Linda rolled her chair closer. “That means enough that she chose not to count.”
“I counted some,” Maddie said.
“And?”
“Not consistently.”
Sue handed her purse over. “You are leaving.”
“Chimney is still clearing Newton.”
“Then someone else drives you.”
“Jee needs to be picked up.”
“Already called your sitter.”
“The hospital bag is in the hall closet, but Chimney thinks it’s in the car.”
“We’ll tell him.”
“The infant seat—”
“Installed.”
Maddie stared at Sue.
“You work in emergency dispatch,” Sue said. “Did you think we would be unprepared?”
Another contraction began before Maddie could answer. This one stole the room. She braced both hands on the desk and breathed through it. Sue put one palm between her shoulder blades. Nobody told her to relax. When it released, Maddie looked at the clock.
“Four minutes.”
“Yes.”
“That’s not ideal.”
“No.”
“I need Chimney.”
The admission frightened Maddie more than the contraction. She had spent the day being the calm voice at the other end of disaster. Every caller needed something measurable: a location, an instruction, a promise that help had been sent. Labor gave her no headset distance from her own body. Sue crouched beside the chair.
“He's coming.”
“He was trapped.”
“And he is out.”
“I heard the second collapse over the channel.”
“Maddie.”
“I kept working because if I stopped, I would call him, and if I called him he might answer from under that building.”
Sue took both her hands.
“He is out. Headquarters confirmed. Hen texted me herself.”
Maddie nodded, but the terror did not leave immediately. It had lived beside labor for hours without either being named.
“And now,” Sue said, “you are going to let us take care of you until he gets there.”
“I hate that sentence.”
“Most competent people do.”
Linda arrived with a wheelchair. Maddie stared at it. “I can walk.”
“I know,” Linda said. “Sit.”
Maddie sat.
Sue was already dialing. At the 118, Chimney had one boot off when his phone rang. He looked at Sue’s name and answered immediately.
“What happened?”
“Nothing bad. Maddie is in labor.”
Chimney stood so fast his loose boot flew sideways.
“Now?”
“Generally how labor works.”
Hen caught the phone before he dropped it.
“How far apart?” she asked.
“Four minutes. We're taking her downstairs.”
Chimney shoved his foot back into the boot without socks.
“Hospital bag.”
“Hall closet,” Sue said.
“No, it’s in the car.”
“It is not.”
“It was.”
“Maddie moved it.”
“Why?”
Hen ended the call. “Because she is a person who lives in your house. Move.” The firehouse mobilized with more confusion than the building collapse had produced. Christopher took command of the childcare question because every adult kept answering it differently.
“Jee comes with Pepa and me,” he said. “We go home, get her pajamas, and wait for updates.”
Pepa lifted her eyebrows. “Do we?”
“Unless the baby is born before we leave.”
“Then we still get pajamas.”
“Okay.”
Eddie checked the time. “You don’t have to come to the hospital tonight.” Christopher looked at him. “Neither do you.”
“Different.”
“Why?”
Eddie had no answer that survived inspection. Pepa intervened. “We will collect Jee. We will bring both children to the hospital for a reasonable amount of waiting, and when reasonable becomes foolish, I will take them home.”
Christopher accepted the compromise.
Jacob picked up Ethan’s CERT bag. “I can take this back to the house.”
“Come to the hospital,” Ethan said.
The invitation emerged before he had time to judge it. Jacob looked at him. “Are you sure?”
“Yes.”
“I can come later with Chris.”
“Okay.”
That answer contained relief on both sides. Ethan wanted Jacob there. Jacob needed one hour without another emergency. They separated with a plan rather than an assumption. Buck grabbed Chimney’s keys. Eddie called Pepa. Ravi searched for Chimney’s missing boot before realizing it was under the bench. Christopher announced that he could stay with Pepa and Jee without supervision from six additional adults.
“I’ll get Maddie,” Chimney said.
“Sue is taking her,” Hen answered. “You go home for the bag and meet them at Presbyterian.”
“Presbyterian?”
“Yes, Chim.”
“Graham and Donnie are at Presbyterian.”
“Different floor.”
“Right.”
He took two steps and stopped. “Jee.”
“Pepa and Christopher,” Eddie said.
“Ethan,” Chimney said.
Ethan looked up.
“You're coming.”
“Okay.”
“Why are you still standing there?”
“You haven’t told me which car.”
“Buck’s.”
Buck held up the keys. “Mine.”
“Right.”
Jacob touched Ethan’s elbow before he left. “Text me.”
“I will.”
“Actual updates. Not one-word medical codes.”
“Those are efficient.”
“Words.”
“I’ll use words.”
Chimney was already halfway to the truck. Buck drove him and Ethan to the house. Eddie followed with Hen. Ravi stayed to close the station with the relief crew, under protest from everyone who could see how tired he was. At the house, Chimney ran inside and returned carrying the wrong bag. Hen opened it.
“This is Jee’s swim bag.”
“They're both blue.”
“One has cartoon fish.”
“Jee likes organization.”
Ethan went to the hall closet and found the hospital bag behind the vacuum.
“This one?”
Chimney grabbed it. “That’s my boy.” The claim came without thought.
Ethan stopped.
Chimney stopped too.
Then Buck honked from the driveway.
“We’ll unpack that later,” Chimney said.
Ethan handed him the bag, nodding. “Okay.” At Presbyterian, Maddie was already in a labor room. The drive from Metro had taken eleven minutes with an ambulance supervisor clearing the route. Maddie spent nine of them arguing that lights and sirens were unnecessary and two breathing with her forehead against Sue’s shoulder.
At triage, the nurse confirmed what Sue already knew: active labor, membranes intact, baby tolerating contractions. Maddie changed into a gown while continuing to ask for updates from Newton.
“Your husband’s company reported zero fatalities,” the nurse told her.
“At this time,” Maddie said.
“At this time.”
The shared caution made Maddie trust her. By the time Chimney reached the hospital, the contractions had moved closer to three minutes apart. Maddie had declined medication until she could ask the anesthesiologist three questions and then apologized for sounding like a dispatcher.
“You sound like someone making an informed decision,” the anesthesiologist said.
That helped.
Sue had remained long enough to transfer responsibility to the obstetric nurse and make certain Maddie could not return to work. She met Chimney at the elevator.
“She is fine. The baby is fine. She is also furious that everyone was right.”
“So normal.”
“Go.”
Chimney entered the room still carrying Newton dust in the lines around his eyes. Maddie saw him and began crying. He dropped the bag and crossed to her.
“Hey. Hey, I’m here.”
“You smell like a building.”
“I was in one.”
“Not anymore.”
“No.”
She held the front of his shirt until another contraction took her. Chimney looked at the monitor, the nurse, the clock, then back at Maddie.
“What do you need?”
“Your hand.”
Chimney put his palm into hers. Maddie squeezed through the contraction with enough force to compress his knuckles.
“I should have taken my rings off,” he said.
“Do you want me to stop?”
“No.”
“Then stop talking.”
He stopped.
The nurse adjusted the monitor and asked Maddie to turn onto her left side. Chimney helped arrange pillows behind her back.
“Baby looks good,” the nurse said. “We’ll check progression again after the next few contractions.”
Maddie nodded.
When the room quieted, she looked at Chimney’s clothes.
“Were you underground?”
He considered the carefully edited version he had planned.
“Yes.”
“Was Athena with you?”
“And two patients. Ethan came through a service shaft with supplies.”
Maddie’s grip tightened for a reason unrelated to labor.
“He did what?”
“Assigned, tethered, monitored. Hen supervised.”
“Hen let him?”
“A USAR lieutenant let him. He was useful.”
Maddie closed her eyes.
“He's okay?”
“Scrape on the shoulder. Cleared at rehab.”
“And you?”
“I’m here.”
“That wasn’t the question.”
Chimney sat beside the bed.
“I’m not okay yet,” he said. “But Athena and I talked. We got everybody out.”
Maddie opened her eyes.
“Zero fatalities,” he added.
She began crying again.
“Good crying?”
“All of it.”
Chimney leaned forward until their foreheads touched.
“Me too.”
He gave it to her. Maddie held on after the contraction ended.
“Do you remember Jee’s labor?” she asked.
“Every second.”
“Liar.”
“Most seconds.”
“You disappeared to find ice and came back with a vending-machine pretzel.”
“The ice machine was broken.”
“You could've come back without the pretzel.”
“I panic-purchased.”
Maddie smiled.
“No pretzels this time.”
“I make no promises.”
“Chim.”
“No pretzels.”
The memory steadied them. They had done this before—not this exact child, not this exact grief, but the work of bringing someone new into a family already complicated by love. Labor reduced time to intervals.
Contraction. Release. Water. Reposition. Another check. The nurse dimmed the lights when Maddie said the brightness made her nauseated. Chimney counted breaths until Maddie told him his counting was irritating, then counted silently. Between contractions, they talked about ordinary things.
Whether Jee would understand that the baby could not play immediately. Who had remembered to water the plant in the kitchen. Whether the crib sheet with stars had been washed or only removed from the package and folded convincingly.
“You washed it,” Maddie said.
“I think so.”
“That means no.”
“Ethan was there.”
“Ethan washed it.”
“Strong possibility.”
The next contraction rose. Chimney offered his hand again before she asked. Hours earlier, those hands had held a fluid line, a radio, and Graham’s pulse. Now one disappeared inside Maddie’s grip while the other pressed a cool cloth to her neck. The work was different. The obligation felt the same: stay, pay attention, do the next thing. Outside, Buck and Eddie handled the waiting-room logistics without discussing the fight.
Buck updated Pepa about Jee and Christopher. Eddie called Karen. Hen found coffee and then remembered nobody needed more caffeine. Ethan sat with Chimney’s discarded jacket folded beside him. Jacob arrived an hour later with Christopher and Pepa. Christopher carried a drawing Jee had made for the baby. Jacob carried food no one had requested but everyone eventually ate. Jee arrived awake and indignant about being excluded from the labor room.
“Mommy needs quiet,” Buck told her.
“I can be quiet.”
She whispered the statement at a volume that reached the nurses’ station. Christopher showed her the drawing she had forgotten she was carrying. It depicted five figures beneath an enormous blue shape.
“That is the baby,” Jee explained.
“The baby's bigger than your dad.”
“Because Dad's small.”
Christopher accepted the logic. Jacob distributed sandwiches according to preference despite claiming he had bought random options. Eddie received turkey without mustard. Buck received the one with extra pickles. Ethan’s was vegetarian with an apple tucked into the bag.
“Random,” Ethan said.
“The store labels them.”
“With our names?”
Jacob sat beside him. “Eat.”
Ethan did.
Pepa watched the younger men from across the room and said nothing. Her silence carried approval more effectively than commentary would have. Athena came last. She had changed out of the worst of the collapse-stained uniform but still wore her badge. Eddie stood to give her his chair.
“Sit down,” she told him.
“I was offering.”
“You were swaying.”
He sat.
Athena took the chair beside Ethan.
“Any word?”
“Progressing normally.”
“That from a doctor?”
“Nurse.”
“Good.”
Ethan looked toward the labor-room corridor. He had known about the pregnancy before much of the family. Not first, but early enough to watch Maddie’s body change and Chimney convert anxiety into increasingly specific purchases. Ethan helped assemble the crib because instructions had been safer than discussing what it meant to gain a brother at twenty. He already had siblings.
A brother and sister in Connecticut belonged to the family that had made his adolescence permanent. Jee belonged to Maddie and Chimney’s present. The baby would arrive into a family that had spent months learning how Ethan fit inside it. No one had asked him to choose which version of brother counted. That abundance still frightened him. A hospital door could open and give him someone new to lose. Athena shifted the ice pack on her shoulder.
“You are allowed to be happy before you know how everything turns out,” she said.
“Did Chimney tell you I was worried?”
“No.”
“Then how—”
She raised one eyebrow. Ethan stopped. They had retired the face shorthand for good reason.
“I have met anxious people before,” Athena said.
“Right.”
“Sit with the good part while it is here.”
Ethan looked toward the corridor again.
He tried.
Public emergency had become private waiting. No command board. No vest color. No useful assignment except remaining. Ethan checked his phone, then put it facedown on the chair beside him. There was no new information to send yet. The people waiting for his updates could wait until there was. He hated it. Athena seemed to recognize the feeling.
“Sometimes,” she said, “waiting is the job.”
Ethan looked at her. The phrase had already followed them through the collapse. He nodded and stayed seated. A nurse passed carrying a warmed blanket and disappeared through Maddie’s door. Ethan tracked the motion until Athena nudged his shoe.
“Tell me about the crib,” she said.
“What?”
“Chimney said you helped build it.”
The question gave waiting an ordinary subject. Ethan described the reversed brackets, Chimney’s refusal to accept the diagram, Jee’s box decoration, and the rough edge they had sanded twice. By the time he finished, another twenty minutes had passed. Athena had not needed the story. He understood that she knew how to create a task too.
The waiting room changed shape as night became morning. Every update arrived through Chimney. Four centimeters. Then six. The epidural worked unevenly and needed adjustment. The baby’s heart rate dipped once, recovered with repositioning, and frightened everyone who was not inside the room more than the people monitoring it. Chimney emerged after the dip with terror still fresh under an attempted smile.
“They are both okay,” he said before anyone asked. “Baby objected to the position. Maddie moved. He recovered.”
Hen stood anyway. “You need me?”
“She wants ice chips and for me to stop watching the monitor like I can intimidate it.”
“Can you?” Ravi asked.
“Not so far.”
Chimney returned to the room with two cups of ice and one coffee he forgot to drink. The family learned the rhythm of waiting. People left to make calls and returned. Phones charged in a power strip Jacob had found behind a vending machine. Christopher dozed with his head against Eddie’s arm and denied sleeping when he woke. Harry challenged May to a card game and lost because he kept watching the corridor. Athena sat nearest the door without claiming the position.
No one mentioned Bobby’s absence. It occupied a chair anyway. Pepa took Jee home after the child fell asleep across two chairs with one hand still wrapped around the picture she had drawn. Karen arrived with Denny and Mara long enough to hug Hen and leave food. May brought Harry, who tried to act as if he had come only because May needed a ride. Ravi arrived after shift relief and fell asleep upright within ten minutes. He woke when his phone slid from his hand and hit the floor.
“I wasn’t asleep.”
Hen picked up the phone. “You were snoring.”
“Respiratory recovery.”
“Go home.”
“Baby.”
“The baby will stay born after you sleep.”
Ravi looked toward the corridor. “Chimney made a speech about everybody showing up.”
“For the next shift. Not every minute between now and then.”
“Feels like a loophole.”
Hen sat beside him. “You worried about the roster?”
He glanced down.
“A little.”
“Chief hasn't said you're going anywhere.”
“He hasn't said I am staying.”
“Then until he does, your locker stays full.”
Ravi smiled tiredly. “Understood.”
Hen gave him a warning look anyway. He stayed another hour, then let Karen drive him home. Christopher and Jacob occupied the corner nearest an outlet. Christopher played a game on his phone without sound. Jacob watched the labor-room doors often enough to lose track of his own screen. Ethan moved too much.
He checked the vending machines, returned with water, reorganized the charging cords, found an extra blanket, asked the desk whether family needed new visitor bands, then stood because sitting made the uncertainty louder. Buck intercepted him on the fourth circuit.
“Who are you texting?”
Ethan looked down at the phone in his hand. “My fosters.” Buck glanced at the message thread. “Fosters?”
“Yeah, back in Connecticut. Kit and Rosey took me in when I was twelve.”
“The family you stayed with.”
“The family I stayed with,” Ethan confirmed. “They became my permanent guardians. Two kids, Tyler and Hannah. They’re my brother and sister.”
Buck absorbed the distinction. Ethan had said fosters because it was technically accurate and easier to offer than the parents who raised me. The legal arrangement had never changed his surname, but it had ended the years of moving. Kit and Rosey were the people whose house had finally become his without an expiration date.
Kit restored old buildings and had taught Ethan to repair nearly anything that could be measured, sanded, tightened, or rebuilt. Rosey had given him something less visible and just as formative: an adult who was simply there after school, at dinner, through meets, homework, arguments, and every ordinary day Ethan had once distrusted.
Tyler, only slightly younger and in the same grade, had become his brother before either of them thought to qualify the word. Hannah, four years younger, had gone from resenting the arrival of another boy to following both of them everywhere until they stopped pretending she was not part of the group.
They weren't a former placement Ethan sent holiday cards. They were his family in Connecticut, even if he still sometimes reached for foster-care vocabulary when explaining them to somebody new.
“I’ve been giving them updates every once in a while,” Ethan said. “They’d probably want to know.”
“Yeah,” Buck said. “They probably would.”
Ethan sat beside Jacob and sent the message.
Ethan: Maddie is still progressing normally. No complications. Chimney is with her. We may be here a while.
Rosey replied first.
Rosey: We love you. So proud of you. And eat something.
Kit’s message followed.
Kit: She says “eat something” means now.
Jacob read only after Ethan tilted the screen toward him.
“They know you.”
“Unfortunately.”
Jacob pushed a wrapped sandwich into his hand.
“Traitor.”
“I respect parental authority.”
“Since when?”
“Selective policy.”
Across the room, Eddie watched Buck return to the window. He joined him.
“You got Ethan to sit down.”
“He was texting his family.”
“You asked the right question.”
“I asked who he was texting.”
“Exactly. You gave him something other than the waiting to think about.”
Buck looked through the glass at the dark parking lot. “Bobby did that.”
“You do it too.”
The compliment made Buck restless. Eddie did not rescue him from it.
“I’ll withdraw the transfer,” Buck said.
“Okay.”
“That’s all?”
“You want a parade?”
“No.”
“Then okay.”
Buck rubbed a thumb over the edge of his phone.
“You came home.”
“Yeah.”
“You didn’t tell me.”
“I told you I was staying in Los Angeles.”
“You called everybody else to get on a plane.”
“Because I didn’t know how to tell you after the fight.”
“So you let me think you left.”
“I left a note that said airport.”
Buck almost smiled. It hurt too much to complete.
“That was a bad note.”
“It was accurate.”
“Those are not the same thing.”
“I know.”
The apology existed inside the admission, unfinished but present. Eddie leaned beside him against the window.
“I should have told you I was bringing them home.”
Buck nodded.
“And you should have called before deciding I was gone.”
“I know.”
“We’re not done talking.”
“I know.”
“After sleep.”
“After sleep.”
The agreement was not repair. It was a place to begin. The labor-room door opened. By then, morning light had begun whitening the windows. Inside the room, Maddie had reached the point where every person except the nurse became intolerable.
Chimney offered water at the wrong moment. She told him no. He moved the cup away. Thirty seconds later she demanded to know why he had taken her water. He returned it without defending himself. The obstetrician arrived, checked the progress, and said the word complete. Maddie laughed once in disbelief.
“Now?”
“Now.”
Chimney’s humor disappeared. He stood at Maddie’s shoulder while the room converted around them. Equipment moved closer. The bassinet warmer came on. A nurse adjusted the bed and explained each step before touching her. Maddie held Chimney’s wrist.
“You’re not allowed to pass out.”
“I have delivered babies in moving vehicles.”
“Those weren’t yours.”
“Fair distinction.”
The first push changed everything. Chimney stopped watching the equipment. He watched Maddie. He told her when the contraction was building, when the nurse said rest, when progress had happened. He did not tell her she was almost done until the doctor did, because Maddie had threatened consequences for false estimates. Then the room filled with a cry.
Sharp. Offended. Alive. Just like the boy Maddie brought into the world, twenty years before him. Chimney’s knees nearly failed. The baby went immediately to Maddie’s chest. She touched his wet dark hair with shaking fingers.
“Hi,” she said. “Hi, baby.”
Chimney covered his mouth. For months, they had guarded the name because speaking it too early felt like asking grief to enter the nursery. Now the child breathed beneath Maddie’s hand, separate from the man whose name he carried.
Not replacement.
Legacy.
Chimney stepped into the corridor wearing blue paper scrubs over collapse-stained clothes. Every person in the waiting room stood. He began laughing before he could speak.
“He’s here.”
The room released at once. Hen reached Chimney first. Buck followed. Eddie put one hand on Christopher’s shoulder while people moved around them. Ethan stayed where he was. Chimney found him across the room.
“Come meet your brother.”
Ethan crossed the distance. Maddie looked exhausted and incandescent against the hospital pillows. The baby lay against her chest beneath a striped blanket, red-faced and furious at existence. Ethan stopped beside the bed.
He had helped build the crib. Sanded one rough edge after Chimney insisted it was fine. Held the instruction sheet while Maddie sorted screws into bowls. He had understood there would be a baby at the end of those tasks. The crib had taken an entire Saturday.
Chimney insisted the manufacturer had mislabeled two support brackets. Ethan proved they were reversed. Maddie sat on the floor folding clothes that did not appear large enough for a real human being. Jee decorated the cardboard box and announced that the baby could live in it if the crib failed inspection. At the time, Ethan understood the afternoon as another piece of family he was learning to enter without invitation. Now he could see the endpoint.
This child would sleep in the room down the hall from Jee. Maddie would learn his different cries. Chimney would overreact to fevers and underreact to mess. Ethan would be present for memories instead of hearing about them years later. The thought contained joy and grief in equal measure. He could not recover the first months Maddie had held him. He could hold her son now. Understanding had not prepared him for a person.
“Hi,” he said.
The baby opened one hand. Maddie reached for Ethan with hers. He took it.
“You okay?” she asked.
“You just had a baby.”
“Still asking.”
Ethan looked at the child.
“Yeah.”
Chimney stood at the other side of the bed with one hand on the baby’s back.
“Want to hold him?”
“Now?”
“That's generally when holding happens.”
Maddie smiled tiredly. Ethan sat. Chimney arranged his arms with unnecessary precision, then transferred the baby into them. The weight was almost nothing. It changed everything anyway. His brother made one small protesting sound and settled. Ethan adjusted his grip automatically, supporting the head the way the nurse had shown him.
“He's warm,” he said.
Maddie’s eyes filled.
“You were too.”
The sentence crossed twenty years without pretending to repair them. Ethan looked at her. She did not apologize again. She had learned that apologies could make him responsible for comforting her. Instead, she watched him hold the child she had chosen to raise.
“Jee is going to be impossible,” Chimney said quietly.
“She already is.”
“True. More impossible.”
Ethan touched one finger to the baby’s palm. The hand closed around it with surprising strength.
“He has a name,” Maddie said.
“Chimney said Athena hears first.”
“She does.”
“Does everyone else know?”
“Nobody.”
“Buck?”
“Especially not Buck.”
From the waiting room came Buck’s voice asking a nurse whether there was an update.
Chimney smiled. “He tried.”
“He likes you,” Maddie whispered.
“He’s been alive fifteen minutes.”
“Excellent instincts.”
Ethan looked down at the face tucked beneath the blanket.
“Do you have a name?”
Chimney and Maddie exchanged a glance.
“We do,” Chimney said. “But Athena gets to hear it first.”
The secrecy had survived pregnancy, family interrogation, and Chimney nearly blurting it twice during crib assembly. Ethan handed the baby back when the nurse needed to complete another check. Visitors entered in small groups. The hospital enforced the limit even when the 118 attempted to define “immediate family” as a tactical concept. Hen and Karen went in together. Hen emerged crying; Karen had one arm around her waist and tears of her own.
“He has Chimney’s ears,” Hen announced.
“He has newborn ears,” Karen said.
“Chimney-shaped newborn ears.”
Buck and Eddie entered next with Christopher. Buck paused beside Maddie’s bed before touching the baby, asking permission with a glance he did not need. Eddie adjusted the chair so Christopher could see without balancing awkwardly on his crutches. Christopher studied the baby.
“He is really small.”
“That is how they start,” Chimney said.
“Was Jee that small?”
“Smaller.”
Christopher considered the information. “She’s loud now.”
Maddie laughed and winced.
“Don’t make the woman who just gave birth laugh,” Chimney said.
“That was you.”
“Fair.”
Jacob waited outside until Christopher returned and told him Maddie had asked for him.
“Me?”
“You brought food. You’re family now.”
“That isn’t how family works.”
Christopher started toward the waiting room. “Tell Pepa.” Jacob went inside. Maddie greeted him with tired warmth and asked whether he was hurt. Chimney immediately reported the split knuckle as if presenting evidence.
“I’m fine,” Jacob said.
“Everybody says that in this family,” Maddie answered. “It means nothing.”
She let him see the baby and did not make the moment larger than Jacob could manage. Jee returned with Pepa after breakfast and climbed carefully onto the chair beside Maddie. Christopher met the baby with solemn concentration. Jacob remained near the door until Maddie waved him closer and told him family did not hover in hallways. Pepa had rehearsed three rules in the elevator: clean hands, quiet voices, and no touching the baby’s face. Jee repeated all three and immediately asked whether she could touch his feet.
“One foot,” Maddie said.
Jee pulled the blanket back far enough to reveal toes.
“They’re tiny.”
“You had tiny toes too,” Chimney said.
“No.”
“I have evidence.”
“Those were baby toes.”
“Exactly.”
Jee touched the sole with one finger. The baby’s toes curled. Her entire expression changed into wonder.
“He knows me.”
“He will,” Maddie said.
Jee considered that answer and placed her drawing beside the bassinet where her brother could see it when his eyes learned to focus. Hen cried without denying it. Karen cried because Hen did. Buck held the baby and looked briefly terrified by how much he loved him. Eddie steadied the blanket when Buck’s hands began to shake. Athena waited until the room quieted. Chimney saw her at the door.
“Come in.”
She approached the bed. Maddie transferred the baby into Chimney’s arms. He held his son so Athena could see him. For one second, Chimney was back beside the equipment case at Newton, unable to believe zero could be a real number. Then the room narrowed to the child breathing against his chest and the woman Bobby had loved standing in front of him.
“Athena,” Chimney said, “say hello to Robert Nash Han.”
The name moved through the room. Buck inhaled sharply. Hen covered her mouth. Eddie’s hand found Christopher’s shoulder. Ethan felt Jacob go still beside him. Nobody had expected the name because Maddie and Chimney had protected it from anticipation. Spoken now, it did not ask the baby to become Bobby or carry adult grief before he could lift his own head. Maddie watched Athena receive it.
They had chosen Robert because it could belong to the child in daily life or remain folded inside the full name until he decided what suited him. Nash would always tell him where part of his family came from. The name honored love, not debt. No child could finish another person’s story. This one would write his own beneath a name that remembered someone who had made the beginning possible. Robert belonged to him.
Nash marked the man whose life had made this family possible and whose absence shaped the room. Han placed the child inside the life waiting for him. Athena looked at the baby. Grief and joy occupied her without canceling each other. She touched one finger to his tiny hand.
“Hello, Bobby.”
Chapter 14: A Change Is Gonna Come
The first thing Ethan saw when the plane broke through the marine layer was water. Not the city. Not the low white spread of Los Angeles or the concrete channels cutting through it. Water—flat and silver beyond the wing, bright enough that he had to look away.
His phone remained locked in airplane mode on the tray table. There were no messages yet. No new instructions. For the last hour and forty-eight minutes, nobody outside the cabin had been able to reach him, and the relief of that had lasted almost twelve minutes. Then he had started thinking about everything waiting when they landed.
Beside him, Jacob slept with his head tipped against the seat and his arms folded too tightly across his chest. The posture compressed a body that did not compress easily. Even after the unstable year had taken weight from him, Jacob remained broad enough that the armrest had become more theoretical than functional. One shoulder pressed against Ethan’s. His knee angled into the narrow space beneath the seat ahead. He had fallen asleep before takeoff.
Ethan had watched him fight it through boarding, the safety demonstration, and two increasingly incoherent observations about luggage weight distribution. Then Jacob had blinked slowly and said, “I’m not tired. I’m conserving resources.”
He had been unconscious thirty seconds later. Across the aisle, Christopher sat by the window with both crutches wedged carefully between his seat and the fuselage. He was awake. Ethan could tell because the hood of his sweatshirt had shifted and because Christopher’s phone was held low against his lap, where the flight attendant could not see that he had ignored the request to stow larger devices for landing. The wheels lowered beneath them. Christopher looked across the aisle.
“Is he drooling?”
Ethan glanced at Jacob.
“No.”
“You checked too fast.”
“I have strong observational skills.”
“You’re protecting him.”
“From an unsubstantiated allegation.”
Christopher leaned as far as the seat belt allowed. “There’s a spot on his shirt.” Ethan looked down. Jacob’s face was turned toward him, mouth closed, cheek pressed into the shoulder of Ethan’s sweatshirt. The dark spot on Jacob’s shirt was several inches lower and shaped like the neck of the water bottle that had leaked during takeoff.
“Water,” Ethan said.
Christopher considered it. “Convenient.”
The plane touched down hard. Jacob woke with a full-body jolt, caught the armrest, and nearly drove his knee through the seat ahead.
“I’m awake.”
“Strong opening,” Ethan said.
Jacob looked at him, then at the runway passing beyond Christopher’s window. “We landed?”
“No. This is a very committed turbulence demonstration.”
Christopher raised his phone. “Also you drooled.”
“I did not.”
“Ethan lied for you.”
Jacob looked at Ethan.
Ethan pointed at the wet mark. “Your water bottle leaked.”
“Thank you.”
“He still looked,” Christopher said.
Jacob’s mouth moved at one corner. Sleep softened his face in a way Ethan had not seen before El Paso. For ten days, they had shared early mornings, late repairs, grocery runs, and the slow accumulation of ordinary information. Ethan knew Jacob needed two alarms if he had slept less than five hours. Jacob knew Ethan’s habit of reading emails while eating apples was, according to Christopher, “efficient sadness.” They had learned the boundaries of the Cielo Vista kitchen by moving around each other until neither had to ask.
Ten days.
Ethan had packed for six weeks. The plane turned toward the gate. Passengers began switching on phones despite the seat-belt light. Screens lit in every row, a private constellation of missed calls and waiting obligations. Ethan turned off airplane mode.
Messages loaded.
Maddie: Text when you land. I’m at work but I’m keeping my phone nearby.
May: Welcome back to the city where apparently the WATER is flammable now.
UCLA Alert: Do not consume or heat municipal tap water until further notice. Methane contamination may create a fire or explosion hazard.
The family group chat held a photograph of Chimney in front of a grocery-store display, one arm around three cases of bottled water.
Chimney: WHO’S PARANOID NOW?
Hen: Still you.
Harry: Is the water really on fire?
May: Only if you set it on fire, so don’t.
No message from Buck.
There should not have been. Buck did not know which flight they had taken. He did not know they had found seats on the morning nonstop. As far as Ethan knew, Buck did not know they were coming home at all. Ethan texted Maddie.
Ethan: Landed. All three of us. Nobody slept enough.
Her answer arrived almost immediately.
Maddie: Good. I’m glad you’re home.
Home.
The word had become crowded. The loft was home because Ethan had chosen every piece of it after Buck removed the last of his belongings. Los Angeles was home because he had spent years aiming himself toward it before anyone here knew he existed. The Cielo Vista house had become something adjacent to home in ten days through blue painter’s tape, cut oranges, and Jacob’s voice from the kitchen asking whether Ethan had seen the drill bit visibly tucked behind his ear.
Jacob checked his phone.
“Methane.”
Christopher looked across the aisle. “Yes or no.” Jacob frowned. “You haven’t asked a question.”
“Can water catch fire?”
“The water itself—”
“Yes or no.”
Jacob made a visible effort. “No.”
Christopher waited.
“The methane dissolved in it can.”
“That was almost good.”
The seat-belt light switched off. Everyone stood at once. Ethan remained seated. So did Jacob. Across the aisle, Christopher slid his phone into his backpack and waited for the crowd to clear enough that people would not lean over him while he arranged his crutches. The flight attendant paused beside them. “Would you like the aisle chair?” Christopher shook his head. “I can walk to the terminal. I need my chair at baggage claim.”
“It’ll be waiting.”
Jacob stood first and retrieved the carry-ons. He caught Ethan’s bag before Ethan could reach the overhead bin.
“I can get it.”
“I’m already up.”
“That doesn’t mean you need to carry everything.”
“I have two bags.”
“And no sleep.”
Jacob set the bag in the aisle. “I slept.” Christopher accepted one crutch from him. “You lost consciousness in public.”
“That’s called sleeping.”
Christopher used the seatback and one crutch to stand, then took the second. Both hands became occupied. His backpack remained at his feet. Ethan picked it up. Christopher looked at him.
“You have both crutches,” Ethan said.
Christopher nodded once and moved into the aisle. They did not rush. Jacob walked ahead with the bags. Ethan stayed behind Christopher through the jet bridge, close enough to catch something if asked and far enough not to make ordinary movement into a medical event. Halfway up the incline, Christopher shortened his steps.
“Chair at baggage claim?” Jacob asked.
“Yeah.”
Nothing else.
The terminal televisions showed fire rising from a kitchen sink beneath a warning not to drink, boil, or intentionally ignite tap water. A 2.8-magnitude tremor in North Hollywood had disturbed an underground gas pocket beneath the Headworks Reservoir, sending methane through the municipal supply. Christopher stopped long enough to watch a man belch flame after drinking from a faucet.
“People needed the third instruction?”
“Apparently,” Ethan said.
Jacob opened his mouth.
Christopher pointed a crutch at him. “No mechanism.” By baggage claim, Christopher’s chair waited beside the airline service desk. Jacob held both crutches while Christopher sat, then hooked them over the push handles. Ethan placed the backpack across Christopher’s lap. The carousel had started. Eddie stood beyond it.
He wore jeans, boots, and the brown jacket that lived on the back of Buck’s dining chair when nobody remembered to hang it up. His eyes found Christopher first. Eddie moved through the crowd.
He stopped in front of the chair and crouched. Not because Christopher needed him lower. Because after months apart and ten days of plans built around six more weeks, Eddie looked like standing had become too far away. Christopher leaned forward. Eddie caught him around the back. Christopher wrapped both arms around his neck.
“Hey, buddy.”
“You called after midnight.”
“I know.”
“We had to throw out yogurt.”
“I’ll buy you more.”
“It was the good kind.”
Eddie held him tighter. “I’ll find it.” When Eddie stood, his hand remained on Christopher’s shoulder.
“Flight okay?”
“Landing sucked.”
“Language.”
“You called after midnight.”
Eddie looked at Jacob next. Jacob stood with two carry-ons over one shoulder and the particular stillness he got when he was preparing to make himself easy to accommodate.
“Give me one,” Eddie said.
“I’ve got them.”
“I know.”
Eddie took the heavier bag anyway. Jacob let him. There was no question about how long Jacob was staying. No qualification attached to the call home. Eddie slung the bag over his shoulder as though Jacob’s things belonged in the same load as Christopher’s. Then Eddie looked at Ethan.
“You okay?”
Ethan glanced at the carousel. His first suitcase approached, followed by the second one he had packed for six weeks.
“I brought too much.”
Jacob made a tired sound that might have been a laugh. “He brought a drill.”
“Checked luggage,” Ethan said.
Eddie hauled the first suitcase off the belt. “You can bring it back when we finish the house.”
When.
Christopher watched Eddie. “Where’s Buck?” Something closed behind Eddie’s face.
“Working.”
“Does he know you picked us up?”
Eddie looked toward the luggage. “He knows I went to the airport.”
Not the same answer.
Christopher knew it. His mouth tightened.
“Parking’s this way,” Eddie said.
He took the wheelchair handles. The emergency alert sounded as they entered the garage elevator. Five phones shrieked in the enclosed space.
DO NOT DRINK OR HEAT MUNICIPAL TAP WATER. FLAMMABLE GAS MAY BE PRESENT.
Christopher read it and looked at Eddie. “I was gone ten days.” Eddie pushed the button for parking. “Los Angeles missed you.”
“It could’ve sent a text.”
“This is more on brand.”
The elevator opened onto heat and exhaust. An SUV blocked part of the access aisle beside Eddie’s truck while a man loaded suitcases. Eddie stopped the chair. “That your car?” The man looked at the blue stripes under his shoes. “I’m leaving.”
“Good.”
He moved faster.
Christopher looked up. “Cop voice.”
“I’m not a cop.”
“You have a cop voice.”
Jacob began loading luggage. Eddie intercepted Ethan’s largest suitcase.
“Careful,” Ethan said. “Tools.”
Eddie stared at him.
“The drill is in a case.”
They settled Christopher in the front and folded the chair behind the seat. Ethan and Jacob took the back. Jacob angled his knees and shoulders to fit without pressing Ethan against the door. As Eddie pulled out, the radio reported a growing list of methane-related fires.
Ethan found the folded Cielo Vista punch list in his backpack. He had taken it from the kitchen table at three in the morning while Jacob cleared the refrigerator and Christopher argued that an unopened jar of salsa did not need an emergency disposition plan.
Fence. Cabinets. Bathroom. Paint. Garage. Porch. White Sands. Juárez maybe. No repair talk during dinner.
Only two items were crossed out. Jacob saw it.
“I wasn’t throwing it away,” Ethan said.
“I know. You folded it like a failed inspection report.”
“Administrative evidence of failure.”
Jacob took the list, folded it carefully, and tucked it into the back of Ethan’s notebook.
“Deferred maintenance.”
From the front seat, Christopher said, “That’s the saddest possible encouragement.”
“I’m tired.”
“You were bad at it yesterday too.”
Eddie turned onto the freeway. Christopher looked out the window. “Buck really doesn’t know?” Eddie’s hands tightened on the wheel.
“Not yet.”
“Who knows we’re coming?” Jacob asked.
“Pepa.”
Christopher looked over. “You told Pepa before Buck?”
“I called her after I booked the flights. She’s meeting us at the house with food and bottled water. She checked your room this morning and said she’d help clear the spare room for Jacob.”
Jacob straightened slightly. “She didn’t have to do that.”
“I know.”
Ethan felt Jacob absorb the familiar problem of receiving help that had not been requested and could not be repaid immediately.
“She’s also staying close,” Eddie continued. “If I get called in or need to handle anything, she’ll be with Chris.”
Christopher frowned. “I don’t need a babysitter.”
“Didn’t say you did. She’s family. She wants to see you.”
That answer Christopher accepted. Nobody spoke for the next mile. Los Angeles opened around them, hazy and familiar, while Buck remained somewhere inside it with no idea they had come home. Traffic slowed before the airport interchange had fully released them. Eddie changed lanes twice, abandoned the third attempt, and settled behind a shuttle van with one brake light.
Christopher watched the city pass. Familiar exits appeared in the wrong order after months of Texas roads. Sepulveda. La Cienega. Signs he used to ignore because somebody else always knew where they were going.
“My room?” he asked.
Eddie looked at him. “What about it?”
“Did you change anything?”
“No.”
“Nothing?”
“Buck put books on your desk.”
“That’s not changing it.”
“Then nothing.”
Christopher looked out the window again. Jacob shifted beside Ethan. His thigh pressed briefly against Ethan’s before he moved closer to the door, trying to reduce himself inside a back seat that had not been designed for him.
“Stop,” Ethan said.
Jacob glanced over. “Stop what?”
“You’re halfway into the door.”
“I’m fine.”
“You’re folding your shoulder.”
“That isn’t a thing.”
Ethan moved toward the center until their legs touched. “There.” Jacob went quiet. The contact was ordinary. It had become ordinary in El Paso—knees beneath the kitchen table, shoulders over the repair list, Jacob’s hand at Ethan’s back while he balanced on a ladder. That did not explain why Jacob looked out his window as if the freeway had become unexpectedly interesting. Eddie’s gaze flicked to them in the mirror and away. The radio listed another methane fire.
“Should we call Buck?” Christopher asked.
Eddie’s answer came after one full exit.
“He’s working.”
“That wasn’t the question.”
“I know.”
Christopher let out a breath through his nose. Ethan looked at the unfinished list in his notebook. Eddie had called them home because one fight had made distance intolerable. Buck still had no idea the distance was already closing. The shuttle van finally moved. Eddie accelerated into the opening and immediately had to brake for a sedan crossing three lanes without signaling.
“Home,” Christopher said under his breath.
Eddie looked over. “What?”
“Nothing.”
The skyline appeared through the haze ahead of them. Ethan had spent years imagining this approach before he ever saw it: Los Angeles as destination, answer, risk. Now he knew which freeway lanes vanished without warning. He knew where the light struck the downtown towers in late afternoon and which exit Buck always missed while insisting the navigation had changed. He knew the city could hold a fire in a laboratory, a funeral procession, a loft emptied for him, and three people returning from Texas before one of them understood they were coming.
Jacob shifted again, not away this time. His leg remained against Ethan’s.
“You okay?” he asked quietly.
Ethan looked at the folded list.
“Deferred.”
Jacob nodded.
It was not a promise. It was enough to keep the unfinished future from feeling discarded. At the next interchange, Christopher began giving Eddie directions to a house Eddie had driven to for years. Eddie followed the first two before pointing out that he knew the way.
“You left for Texas, for months,” Christopher said. “Things could’ve changed.”
“The freeway didn’t move.”
“The water catches fire now.”
Eddie conceded the point by taking the exit Christopher named.
Buck had spent most of the morning believing Eddie was somewhere between a departure gate and Texas. He had found the note on the couch beneath Eddie’s keys to the back door.
Went to the airport.
No name. No flight. No promise to call. Four words in Eddie’s compressed handwriting after four sentences the night before that Buck could not stop hearing. Airport meant Texas. Eddie had received the El Paso offer. Eddie had already stayed longer than intended. Eddie had made clear exactly what he thought of Buck’s grief and Buck’s part in Bobby’s death.
Buck had stood in the empty house with the note in his hand until Gerrard called to ask whether he planned to report for shift before the city finished poisoning itself. Now he was kneeling on a bathroom floor while a woman with a melted bite block tried to swear at him through her teeth.
“She says she can’t open her mouth,” Buck told Hen.
Hen adjusted the small saw. “I know what she said.”
“How?”
“Because I listen.”
Ravi held suction near the patient’s cheek. “I thought he was right.”
“Do not encourage him.”
The dentist sat against a cabinet while another firefighter irrigated the burns across his arms. The operatory smelled of scorched plastic and antiseptic. A black mark climbed the wall where methane released through the water line had ignited beneath the drill. Buck looked at the patient. “Lorna?”
Her eyes narrowed.
“I knew you looked familiar.”
She made another furious sound. Hen glanced at him. “Now is not the time.”
“She turned blue at Christmas.”
Lorna’s eyes narrowed further.
“Right. Not relevant.”
Hen cut through the warped block and eased it free. Lorna opened her jaw, inhaled, and immediately pressed both hands to her face.
“Better?” Hen asked.
“My tooth stopped hurting.”
The remains of it dropped into the tray.
Ravi winced.
Buck said, “That’s one way to avoid a follow-up.” Hen pointed the silent saw at the door. His radio activated before she could banish him. Dispatch reported a trapped caller in an upstairs bathroom on Old Topanga Canyon Road. Fire involving a bathtub and vanity. Possible methane ignition. Hen was moving before the transmission ended.
“Ravi, finish the red tag. Buck, with me.”
That part still worked. An order arrived and his body answered. No room between being needed and knowing what to do. No question about what a sentence meant or whether somebody had left because Buck had made staying impossible. At Metro Dispatch, Maddie sat forward with one hand cupped over her headset.
“Erin, listen to me. Don’t stand up.”
Fire cracked close enough to the caller’s phone that Maddie could hear tiles breaking.
“The whole bath is burning.” Erin coughed over the line. “I can’t get to the door.”
“The fire department is coming through the house now. You said you’re beside the toilet?”
“Yes.”
Maddie studied the property record and satellite map. “Your house uses septic. There’s a silver water line behind the toilet. Can you reach it?”
“I think so.”
“Turn the valve clockwise and unscrew the hose.”
Metal scraped tile.
“Got it.”
“Put one end through the bottom of the bowl. It should reach an air pocket past the trap.”
“You want me to breathe through my toilet?”
“I want you alive when they reach you.”
A pressure tightened low across Maddie’s abdomen. She shifted, breathed through it, and kept her voice level.
“Blow through the hose first. Clear the water. Then breathe.”
Bubbling came over the line.
“This is disgusting.”
“Disgusting is good. Stay low.”
The 118 arrived. Buck found the stairs through smoke dense enough to erase his boots. Ravi followed with the line. Blue flame crawled beneath the bathroom door in thin moving ribbons.
“Caller’s against the east wall,” Maddie said over the radio. “No exterior window. Skylight above her.”
Hen looked up. They went through the roof. When Buck dropped into the bathroom, Erin had both hands wrapped around the hose and her eyes shut against the smoke. She opened one eye. “Are you real?” Buck unclipped from the line. “No, ma’am. I’m Buck.” Ravi appeared in the skylight. “That still doesn’t make sense.”
“It made sense to her.”
“Not really,” Erin coughed.
They lifted her through the skylight. Hen received her on the roof, checked her airway, and moved her toward the ladder. Seven minutes later Buck stood beside the engine with his helmet under one arm and the note waiting inside his pocket because he had folded it there before leaving the house. He did not call Eddie.
He could tell himself it was because Eddie might be in the air. Mostly it was because he did not know what he would say if Eddie answered from a gate. The city did not allow him time to decide.
A fountain ignited. Lawn sprinklers turned a backyard into a fire line. Someone boiled tap water after receiving an alert that specifically prohibited boiling it and called 911 sounding personally betrayed by chemistry. Across the city, Athena pulled up outside 8420 Newton for the first of what would become two laundry-related calls. Donnie met her in the basement with an empty basket and the outrage of a man who believed the entire criminal-justice system had been designed for this moment.
“Finally. I called like twenty minutes ago.”
“Dispatch mentioned missing pants.”
“Pants, socks, jocks, four tank tops. Whole load.”
“Somebody moved your laundry?”
“Stole it. Same little creep who moved into 418.”
Athena knocked on 418. Graham opened the door, took one look at her, and said, “I thought you were groceries.”
“Don’t you work at a grocery store?”
“It was a mutual exit. Technically, I’m banned.”
Athena studied him. The last time she had seen Graham, he had been policing abandoned shopping carts and calling it civic duty.
“From Cart Cop to laundry police?” she asked. “I feel like you’re backsliding.”
Graham explained the scarcity of machines, repeat shirkers, and the collapse of social order caused by abandoned wet clothes. Athena let him finish because interruption only made Graham restart with more evidence.
“You know you need to give that man his clothes back.”
“I told you, I don’t have them.”
“Where are they?”
He led her downstairs and pointed to the building’s lost-and-found bin beneath the posted rule allowing unclaimed belongings to be moved after three hours. Donnie’s clothes sat inside, damp and intact. Donnie lifted a dripping pair of shorts. “You could’ve put my stuff in the dryer.”
“What if your delicates need to drip dry?” Graham asked.
Athena watched water spread across the tile. “Sir, your drippings are creating a slip hazard.” Donnie started toward the dryers, muttering. Athena turned to Graham. “How many of your new neighbors are you going to turn into enemies?” His shoulders dropped. “That was a backslide, wasn’t it?”
“If you want to be a changed man, you have to actually change.”
Graham looked at the lost-and-found bin, then at Donnie. “I’m trying.”
“Try without touching anybody else’s laundry.”
Athena left them with the peace restored, at least until the next load. At Dispatch, Linda muted her line and leaned toward Maddie. “Your caller made it out?”
“Smoke inhalation, no burns.”
“Toilet hose?”
“It worked.”
Linda stared at her. “I’m never asking where you get these ideas.”
“Good.”
Maddie shifted against another tightening low in her abdomen.
Sue noticed.
“How far apart?”
“They’re not.”
“That answer doesn’t contain a number.”
“Because they’re not contractions.”
“You’re due tomorrow.”
“The city has flammable water. I’m allowed to be tense.”
Sue looked unconvinced but returned to the incident board when another cluster of calls appeared. Maddie checked her phone between assignments. Ethan had landed. Eddie had the three of them. Buck had not asked about any of it. She could have texted him.
She did not know what Eddie wanted Buck to learn from Eddie, and the middle of a citywide emergency was not the place to repair a fight she had only heard in fragments. Instead she placed another engine, answered another caller, and felt her son moving beneath her ribs while the city burned around its own water supply. Then the recycling facility went up.
Fire pushed through the west storage wing toward an e-waste unit packed with lithium-ion batteries. Black smoke folded over the yard. Workers crowded beyond the fence while Gerrard directed the incoming engines.
“Buckley, Panikkar, four-inch supply. Engine water only. Nobody touches a hydrant until Dispatch confirms the source.”
“Copy.”
Buck and Ravi hauled line. The first attack stream held. The second weakened as the tank dropped.
“Fire’s reaching the batteries!” Hen called.
Gerrard keyed his radio. “Dispatch, find me water that won’t explode.” Maddie’s answer came steady through the speaker. “Cal West has a groundwater well outside the contaminated system. Nearest hydrant is point-seven miles east.” Buck looked down the road and saw the solution as distance.
“We bring it here.”
Ravi followed his gaze. “From ten blocks away?”
“Relay operation. Six hundred feet per engine.”
Gerrard heard him. “Good. Dispatch, give me five engines and clear their intersections.” Then the city became hose. Maddie placed engines across the map. Captains confirmed corners. Firefighters ran supply lines until one engine fed another, a mechanical bloodstream assembled through traffic and smoke. Buck worked until his shoulders burned. Run. Couple. Signal. Move. The engine tank drained. Fire reached the edge of the battery storage.
“Where’s my water?” Gerrard shouted.
“Coming,” Maddie said over the radio.
Buck wrapped both hands around the final coupling. The line jumped as pressure traveled engine by engine from ten blocks away.
“We’ve got it!” Ravi shouted.
Buck opened the gate. Clean water struck the fire. Steam rose white through black smoke. For the next hour, nobody had time to think about anything but keeping the batteries from turning the facility into a toxic blaze. Buck was grateful. When the last visible flame collapsed under the stream, Gerrard ordered overhaul and handed command of the interior check to Hen. Buck stripped off his gloves. His fingers trembled from exertion. Ravi passed him bottled water.
“You okay?”
“Yeah.”
Ravi waited.
Buck drank because that was easier than making the lie convincing.
“Eddie left,” he said finally.
Ravi’s forehead creased. “For Texas?”
“Airport.”
“Those aren’t the same thing.”
Buck stared at him.
Ravi lifted both hands. “I’m just saying airports go a lot of places.”
“He has one reason to go to an airport.”
“Okay.”
“And he left a note.”
“That does sound more serious.”
“Four words.”
“Were any of them goodbye?”
Buck looked away. Across the yard, Hen called for Ravi. Ravi started toward her, then stopped. “Maybe wait until you know what happened.” Buck folded the empty bottle until the plastic crackled.
“That has historically gone great for me.”
He returned to work. The shift stretched beyond the fire. They returned to the station long enough to exchange cylinders, restock medical supplies, and discover that somebody had used contaminated water in the apparatus-bay mop bucket before the advisory. Gerrard ordered it treated as hazardous until Dispatch confirmed otherwise.
“It’s a mop bucket,” Ravi said.
“It’s a bomb with a handle,” Gerrard replied.
Hen leaned toward Chimney. “He’s enjoying this.”
“This is the happiest he’s been since Hotshots canceled lunch service.”
Buck sat at the table with a satisfaction survey Gerrard had distributed before the calls began.
My captain communicates expectations clearly.
Buck circled strongly agree hard enough to nearly tear the paper. Chimney sat opposite him and opened a protein bar.
“You know those are supposed to be anonymous.”
“He put our names on them.”
“That does compromise the process.”
Buck’s phone lay faceup beside the survey. No message from Eddie. Chimney followed his gaze. “Everything okay?”
“Yep.”
“Good talk.”
“Eddie went to the airport.”
Chimney stopped chewing.
“For Texas?”
“Why does everybody keep asking like there’s another option?”
“Because airports are famously flexible.”
Buck gave him a look. Chimney raised the protein bar. “I assume there was context.”
“There was a note.”
“Ah.”
“Don’t.”
Chimney let the joke go. “Did you call him?” Buck looked down at the survey.
“He knows my number.”
“That is technically true and emotionally useless.”
Before Buck could answer, the tones sounded again. A fountain at a shopping center had ignited. Gerrard shouted for everybody to move. Buck left the phone on the table for three steps, doubled back for it, and shoved it into his pocket. Still no message.
The all-clear on the water did not come before the end of shift. DWP reported falling methane levels and warned that pockets could remain until the lines were fully purged. Gerrard read the bulletin aloud, then looked around the table.
“That means none of you geniuses tests a faucet.”
Chimney raised his hand. “What about a controlled diagnostic flame?”
“Especially you.”
“I was asking for Buck.”
Buck did not respond. His phone remained blank. He pictured Eddie in an airport terminal, then on a plane, then arriving in El Paso to a house containing Christopher, Jacob, and Ethan. The image kept changing because Buck did not have enough facts to stabilize it. That was the real problem with four-word notes. They left the worst parts for the reader to write. When the tones sounded again, Buck stood with everyone else.
Work gave him the next fact. Until it stopped, that would have to be enough. As the engine pulled out, Buck looked back through the open bay at the phone he had almost left on the table. He could call between incidents. He could ask one direct question and receive one direct answer. Instead he fastened his headset and listened to Dispatch assign the route.
The choice felt temporary while he made it. That was how avoidance kept winning: never as a decision, only as one more minute before the decision became necessary. The engine cleared the bay. The phone disappeared behind them. Buck faced forward.
The next call proved to be smoke from a restaurant sink after an employee forgot the advisory and began filling a stockpot. No injuries. No structural fire. Gerrard red-tagged the kitchen and lectured the manager about municipal alerts while Buck shut down the line. It should have been forgettable.
Instead Buck watched the manager call every employee who had not reported for shift and tell them the restaurant was closed. Each person received the same information directly. Nobody had to interpret a note. Nobody had to decide whether airport meant departure or return. Buck tightened the valve until it stopped.
“You’re going to strip it,” Ravi said.
Buck released his grip.
“Right.”
Christopher’s room smelled like clean sheets, cedar, and the dust that collected when a place waited without being abandoned. He stopped in the doorway. The desk remained beneath the window. The lamp still leaned because its base had warped years ago. His books occupied the same shelves, including two graphic novels Buck had bought without checking whether Christopher already owned them. Gerald sat against the pillows with one ear bent forward and yellow repair thread visible beneath it.
The room did not look preserved for a visitor. It looked paused. Eddie waited behind the wheelchair with Christopher’s crutches tucked under one arm.
“Want them?”
Christopher considered the distance to the bed and the ache through his shoulders after the airport.
“Chair.”
Eddie rolled him inside.
Jacob stopped at the door with Christopher’s suitcase. “Where?”
“By the dresser.”
Jacob set it down. His own luggage remained in the living room. Christopher looked at Eddie. “Where’s Jacob sleeping?”
“Spare room.”
“The spare room is boxes.”
“Then we move boxes.”
Jacob leaned against the frame. “The couch is fine.”
“No,” Eddie and Christopher said together.
Jacob blinked.
Eddie handed Christopher his crutches. “The bed’s under the boxes. We’ll find it.”
“I don’t need anything complicated.”
Christopher looked at him. “A bed isn’t complicated.” Jacob opened his mouth, found no version of the argument that survived being said to Christopher, and closed it.
“Okay.”
Ethan entered carrying a power strip, the medication bag, and three cables looped around one wrist.
“Necessary systems.”
Christopher pointed. “Phone by the bed. Tablet at the desk. Magnifier in the top drawer.” Ethan followed the directions exactly.
“Medication?”
“Bathroom.”
Eddie shook his head. “Kitchen until the water clears.”
“I don’t swallow pills with sink water.”
“I know.”
“Then why?”
“Because I’m your dad and the plumbing is combustible.”
Christopher considered that. “Fine.”
They unpacked the things required for one night first.
That was how Jacob approached his own luggage too. Toiletries in the bathroom. One pair of jeans in the spare-room dresser. Three shirts hung in a closet after Eddie removed camping gear and a box labeled IMPORTANT CABLES in Buck’s handwriting.
The rest of Jacob’s bags remained closed. Christopher watched from the hall.
“You’re not unpacking.”
Jacob folded a shirt that did not need folding. “I’m unpacking.”
“You’re staging.”
“That is a type of unpacking.”
“For people leaving.”
Jacob looked down at the shirt. Eddie came up behind Christopher. He saw the zipped bags and understood.
“Dresser’s empty,” he said.
“I don’t have to take the whole thing.”
“Good. Leave me one drawer.”
Jacob gave a short laugh. Eddie did not.
“You live here,” he said. “Use the dresser.”
The room went still. Jacob’s hand flattened against the folded shirt. He nodded without looking up.
“Okay.”
Eddie touched Christopher’s shoulder and went to unload the remaining bags. Christopher waited until he was gone.
“He makes things weird when he decides they’re important.”
Jacob’s eyes stayed on the dresser. “That was weird?”
“For him, that was basically a parade.”
Jacob laughed again. This one sounded less trapped. In the living room, the television showed the recycling facility. Engines stretched down the street, connected by yellow supply line. Buck crossed the frame hauling a coupling beside Ravi. Eddie stopped with a suitcase in his hand. The camera changed.
“He’s okay,” Ethan said.
Eddie looked at him. “I didn’t ask.”
“No.”
Ethan carried bottled water into the kitchen. Christopher rolled closer. “What happened?”
“With the water?” Eddie asked.
“With Buck.”
Eddie put down the suitcase. “We had an argument.”
“About what?”
“Doesn’t matter.”
“It matters if Buck thinks you left.”
Eddie’s jaw tightened. “I left a note.”
“You left a bad note.”
“You didn’t read it.”
“You said it said airport.”
“That’s where I went.”
Christopher stared at him. Ethan opened a cabinet, found Buck’s emergency water already stacked there, and quietly closed it again. Jacob came out of the spare room. “We still need the bags from the truck.”
The exit was offered to everybody. Christopher let his father take it. They moved through the afternoon by task. Eddie and Jacob cleared the spare room. Christopher directed the arrangement of his desk. Ethan checked that the charger routes did not cross the open floor where crutch tips could catch them. Bottled water went into every room because Eddie could not stop the city from becoming dangerous but could apparently defend the bedrooms one case at a time.
Pepa’s car pulled in while they were moving the last bags from the truck. Eddie had warned them she was coming, but the warning did not account for the amount of food or water she managed to carry toward the house in one trip. Jacob went to meet her and reached for the cases.
“One,” Pepa told him, surrendering only the heavier case. “I have the other.”
“I can take both.”
“I did not say you couldn’t.”
She entered with the confidence of someone whose emergency key had never been merely theoretical. When Eddie objected, she lifted the bottled water.
“The city is combustible.”
She hugged Christopher, held his face between her hands, and said, “Home.”
Not a question.
“Yeah,” Christopher said.
Pepa pulled back and inspected him with the same thoroughness Eddie had attempted at the airport, except she made no effort to disguise it.
“Too thin.”
“I’m exactly the same.”
“Then you were too thin before.”
“That’s not how measurements work.”
“Go sit. I brought food.”
She turned to Jacob. He straightened automatically.
“And you,” Pepa said.
“Me?”
“Also too thin.”
Jacob looked down at himself. At six-foot-two and still carrying far more mass than anyone else in the room, he appeared unsure whether correcting her would be safe.
“I’m working on it?”
“Good answer.”
She put him to work carrying serving dishes, then objected when he carried three at once.
“One trip,” Jacob said.
“Two hands.”
“There are three dishes.”
“Then two trips.”
Jacob looked toward Ethan as if requesting translation.
“Knowing you can carry something isn’t the same as making you carry all of it,” Ethan said.
Jacob stared at him. “Did Eddie brief everyone?”
“Maybe you’re predictable.”
“I reject that.”
“You alphabetized canned food in Texas.”
“By category, not alphabetically.”
Christopher rolled past them. “That isn’t a defense.” Eddie opened the refrigerator and found it nearly full.
“Buck went shopping.”
The words changed the kitchen slightly. Milk. Eggs. Fruit. Christopher’s preferred yogurt, though Eddie had not known which kind they threw out in El Paso when he promised to replace it. Sandwich ingredients. Three kinds of juice. Enough food for people Buck had not known were coming. Because the groceries had not been for them. They had been another attempt to keep the house functioning. Another way Buck had filled silence with provisions. Christopher looked at the refrigerator. “He bought my yogurt.”
“He always buys your yogurt,” Eddie said.
“He didn’t know I was coming.”
Eddie’s hand remained on the refrigerator door.
“No.”
Christopher took the container. The expiration date extended well past a visit Buck had not expected. He put it on the counter for later. Pepa began reheating food without using the stove’s water line. Eddie found a stockpot and poured bottled water into it until Pepa slapped his hand away from the third bottle.
“That water is for drinking.”
“The rice needs water.”
“I brought rice.”
“You brought cooked rice?”
She lifted a covered dish. “Did you think I came unprepared?” Eddie looked at the counter now occupied by enough food for ten people. “No.”
“Good.”
May video-called Christopher while they worked. Her face appeared too close to the camera. Harry leaned into frame behind her and immediately asked whether the flight was terrible.
“The landing was,” Christopher said.
“Did you see the water?” Harry asked.
“Water looks normal.”
“May won’t let me test it.”
“Because I enjoy having a brother with eyebrows,” May said.
Christopher turned the phone so they could see the crowded kitchen. May’s expression softened when she saw Eddie. “You got them.”
“Yeah,” Eddie said.
“All of them,” Harry added.
Jacob lifted one hand awkwardly from beside the counter.
“Hey.”
“Hey,” Harry said. “Are you staying?”
Jacob’s gaze flicked toward Eddie.
Christopher answered first. “Yes.”
May looked between them through the phone. “Okay, then. Welcome home.” The second use of the word landed differently. Less ceremonial than Pepa’s. More like a fact being added to a shared record. Jacob rubbed one thumb along the edge of the counter.
“Thanks.”
After the call, he carried only two dishes to the table.
Ethan noticed.
They returned to the spare room together while Eddie and Pepa worked in the kitchen. Two unopened bags waited beside the bed. Jacob unzipped the first and began transferring clothes into the dresser with unnecessary precision. Ethan sat on the edge of the mattress. “You don’t have to do it all now.”
“I know.”
“You’re organizing by sleeve length.”
“That isn’t what I’m doing.”
Ethan lifted one stack. Every sleeve ended at the same edge. Jacob took it back. “It fits better.”
“Okay.”
The word did what argument would not. Jacob’s hands slowed.
“I didn’t know if he meant it,” he said.
“Eddie?”
“Home. Stay. Any of it.”
“He called you back.”
“He called Christopher back. I was there.”
Ethan looked at the emptied drawer.
“He put your bags in the truck.”
Jacob gave him a tired look. “Powerful legal precedent.”
“He told you that you live here.”
“People say things during crises.”
“Eddie says fewer things during crises.”
That drew a reluctant smile. Ethan took a shirt from the bag and put it in the drawer. Jacob watched him.
“What?”
“You folded that shirt three times.”
Ethan looked down at it. “The first two were wrong.”
“Obviously.”
Jacob sat beside him. The mattress dipped significantly under his weight, shifting Ethan toward him until their shoulders touched. Neither moved away.
“Six weeks would’ve been nice,” Jacob said.
Ethan looked at the open suitcase. “Yeah.”
“That sounds selfish.”
“Both can be true.”
Jacob glanced at him. “Maddie?”
“Maddie.”
From the kitchen Pepa called that food was ready. Jacob stood and offered Ethan a hand. Ethan took it, though he did not need help standing. Jacob’s grip remained for half a second after the work was done. Then he let go and carried two dishes to the table.
Christopher watched them enter the hall together. Ethan was faster by habit, Jacob larger by enough that the hallway seemed to reorganize around him. Neither appeared aware that they had matched their pace. He looked at the half-emptied suitcase. When Jacob returned for the second dish, Christopher pointed into the room.
“Finish later.”
Jacob followed his gesture. “I will.”
“Not tomorrow. Later tonight.”
“Why does the schedule matter?”
“Because if you leave it zipped, you’ll keep thinking you can leave fast.”
Jacob’s expression lost its humor. Christopher held his gaze.
“You don’t have to.”
After dinner, the second suitcase was empty. She turned toward Ethan. “You. Dinner.”
“I have to take my bags to the loft.”
“Then come back,” Eddie said.
Simple. Immediate.
Ethan nodded.
The loft was exactly as he had left it and wrong because he had expected not to see it for another month. Sunlight lay across the concrete floor. Mail waited on the counter, stacked by size in a way that announced Buck’s involvement. The terrace plants had been watered. Ethan carried in both suitcases and stopped.
In El Paso there had always been another sound. Christopher’s crutches against tile. Jacob opening the refrigerator and forgetting what he wanted. The bathroom fan. Somebody’s phone carrying Eddie’s voice across a room. Here, the refrigerator hummed. His phone rang.
“Hi, Mom.”
The word came easier now. It still arrived with weight.
“Hi.” Maddie’s voice held dispatch noise behind it. “You made it home?”
“To the loft.”
“How is everybody?”
“Tired. Chris is pretending he isn’t. Jacob unpacked three shirts.”
“Only three?”
“Eddie had to tell him he lives there.”
“Oh.”
“Yeah.”
Maddie left space. Ethan looked at the folded punch list on the counter.
“I thought I'd be gone a lot longer than this.”
“I know.”
“Coming back is good.”
“Both can be true.”
Another pressure altered her breathing. Ethan straightened. “Are you okay?”
“The baby objects to dispatch chairs.”
“You’re due tomorrow.”
“Babies don’t read calendars.”
Somebody called her name.
“I have to go. Dinner, okay?”
“I’m going back.”
“Good. Love you.”
“Love you too.”
Ethan showered and changed. He left both suitcases unopened beside the stairs. When he returned, Christopher sat on his bed holding Gerald. The giraffe’s fur had flattened along one side from years beneath his arm.
“You okay?” Ethan asked.
Christopher looked around. The desk fit beneath the window. The crutches fit against the wall. Gerald fit against the pillows. Down the hall, Jacob and Eddie argued about whether a box of extension cords belonged in the garage.
“It still fits,” Christopher said.
Ethan understood he did not mean the giraffe. Christopher set Gerald down and rolled toward the kitchen. He paused once at the threshold of the hall, listening to Ethan and Jacob resume their argument about pasta placement. The house did not sound as it had before Texas. It could not. Too much had happened in it and away from it. But it no longer sounded like a place waiting for somebody to decide whether to return. That mattered more than sameness. It sounded occupied.
From the kitchen came the sound of Jacob opening and closing cabinets. Christopher rolled out to investigate. Jacob had arranged bottled water on one counter, medication on another, and three grocery bags on the floor. He held a box of pasta in one hand.
“What are you doing?”
“Inventory.”
“Why?”
“Because if the tap stays unusable, some food becomes harder to cook.”
“We can order pizza.”
“For every meal?”
“Buck would.”
“Buck alphabetizes spices.”
“That doesn’t stop pizza.”
Ethan leaned against the counter. “He needs a system.” Jacob looked defensive. “I’m trying to help.”
“I know.”
“Then why did you say it like that?”
“Because you’ve been in the house four hours and built an emergency kitchen.”
Jacob looked at the counters as if seeing them from outside himself. Christopher picked up a bottle. “You missed the pantry case.” Jacob turned. “There’s another case?”
“Buck.”
“Of course.”
Ethan began returning pasta to the cabinet. Jacob let him for almost thirty seconds.
“Not there,” Jacob said.
“Why?”
“That shelf has rice.”
“They’re both dry goods.”
Jacob looked genuinely troubled by the reasoning.
Christopher laughed.
The sound carried down the hall. Eddie appeared and stopped when he heard it, hand resting against the doorframe. For a moment nobody talked about Buck, Texas, Bobby, or the bags still waiting to be unpacked. Jacob reorganized the cabinet. Ethan deliberately put one pasta box beside the rice. Christopher supplied unhelpful commentary. Eddie watched the house begin to accommodate them. Then Pepa announced dinner and the moment became ordinary enough to survive.
Buck knew someone was in the house before he opened the door. The shift had ended forty minutes earlier. Buck had remained at the station through two inventory checks, one shower, and Gerrard asking whether he intended to transfer his mailing address to the apparatus bay. He had told himself traffic would improve. Then that Eddie’s flight—if there had been a flight—might land. Then that going home would not change whether anybody was there. Hen found him refolding clean towels in the locker room.
“Those were folded.”
“Not evenly.”
“They’re towels.”
“They fit better this way.”
Hen took the towel from his hands.
“Go home.”
Buck reached for another. She blocked the shelf.
“Hen.”
“Buck.”
“I’m not—”
“I didn’t ask what you’re not.”
He looked toward the open locker. Bobby’s absence existed even there, in the missing bag, the missing boots, the space nobody had formally assigned because doing so would make the absence administrative.
“Eddie went to the airport.”
Hen’s face stayed careful. “So I heard.”
“From Chim?”
“From Ravi, who heard it from you, then asked Chimney whether airports only went to Texas.”
Buck closed his locker harder than necessary.
“Everybody thinks this is funny.”
“Nobody thinks it’s funny.”
“Chimney definitely does.”
“Chimney thinks most things are a little funny. It’s how he remains upright.”
Hen handed Buck his bag.
“Go find out where Eddie went.”
“He could text me.”
“And you could call.”
“Why is everybody making this my job?”
Hen’s expression sharpened. “Because you’re the one standing here folding towels instead of doing it.” Buck took the bag. The drive home was full of evidence that the city had survived itself. DWP trucks occupied intersections. Restaurants displayed handwritten signs promising bottled water. At a red light, Buck watched a family carry three cases from a convenience store while arguing about whether ice counted as water. He checked his phone at every stop.
No Eddie.
No Christopher.
No message telling him whether the house would be empty. The porch light was on. Eddie left it off unless he expected somebody. Buck turned it on because returning to darkness felt like the building had made a decision about him.
Tonight it burned above the steps. Eddie’s truck sat in the drive. Pepa’s car was at the curb. The Land Cruiser remained where Ethan had left it before flying to Texas. Buck stopped with his key halfway to the lock.
Pepa’s car meant Eddie had not returned to an empty house. It did not tell Buck who else might be inside or why the hope beneath his ribs arrived with enough force to hurt. He opened the door. The house smelled like food. Actual food. Garlic, cumin, toasted tortillas, something simmered long enough to soften. Voices moved through the kitchen. A drawer closed. Somebody laughed. Eddie stepped into the living room carrying plates.
He stopped.
Buck shut the door.
“Thought you went to Texas.”
Eddie looked at the plates. “When did I say that?”
“Your note.”
“My note said airport.”
“Right. Because airports are where people go when they’re leaving.”
“They’re also where people arrive.”
Buck stared at him. Eddie’s mouth tightened like he knew exactly how inadequate that answer was and had no better one ready.
“You called them,” Buck said.
“Yeah.”
“After you left here.”
“Yeah.”
“And you didn’t tell me.”
“I didn’t know if they’d get a flight.”
“Phones work after flights are booked.”
“Maybe I didn't want to give you another thing to handle, for everybody else.”
There it was. The argument from last night waiting exactly where they had left it. Buck felt the recycling fire in his shoulders, smoke caught in his hair, ten blocks of hose beneath his hands.
“Okay,” he said. “You know what—”
“Hi, Buck.”
The room changed. Christopher sat in the kitchen doorway, hands on the wheels of his chair. He wore a UCLA shirt Ethan had probably given him and the tired, watchful expression he got when adults were being stupid close enough to affect him. Buck forgot the rest of the sentence.
“Chris.”
Christopher rolled forward. Buck crossed the room too fast, then slowed before reaching him. He did not know whether Christopher wanted a hug. He did not know what home meant yet, whether being here meant repaired, or whether anything had been repaired since Bobby died. Christopher reached first. Buck bent around him. Chris’s arms went around his neck. Buck held the back of his shirt in one fist and pressed his face into Christopher’s hair. He smelled like airplane, shampoo, and the house.
Home, some part of Buck said with enough force to hurt. Christopher pulled back and studied his face.
“I’m sorry about Bobby.”
Buck’s throat closed. There should have been something to say. Something for a kid who had lost enough people to know condolences did not need decoration.
“Yeah,” Buck managed. “Me too.”
Christopher nodded.
Jacob stood behind him. He was barefoot, dish towel over one shoulder, dust across the front of his shirt. He looked more solid than when Buck last saw him and simultaneously prepared to apologize for every inch of space he occupied.
“Hey,” Jacob said.
“Hey.” Buck looked from him to the hall. “You’re here.”
Jacob glanced at Eddie. “That was the general idea.” Not for a visit. Not until the house sells.
Here.
Ethan appeared carrying rice.
“You look terrible,” he said.
Buck laughed once, startled out of himself. “Good to see you too.”
“I mean medically.”
“That’s worse.”
Ethan set down the bowl. His gaze moved over Buck’s soot-dark collar and the way he held one shoulder lower.
“Smoke exposure?”
“Mask stayed on.”
“Hydration?”
“The water explodes.”
Ethan pointed to the cases stacked in the kitchen. “Bottled.”
“Did you guys eat?”
Everyone looked at the table. Plates. Bowls. Tortillas wrapped in a towel. Pepa at the stove turning slowly with the expression of someone waiting to see how long he took to notice her.
“Right,” Buck said. “I could make salad.”
“No,” Eddie said.
“We need something green.”
Pepa pointed at a bowl. “Peppers.”
“Peppers in food aren’t a side.”
“Sit down, Evan-cito.”
Buck sat before deciding to obey. Ethan put water in front of him. Jacob added tortillas. Christopher maneuvered into the space Eddie had cleared. Pepa served food with the authority of somebody responding to a different kind of emergency. Eddie placed a plate in front of Buck. Their hands did not touch.
“Thanks.”
“Yeah.”
Nobody apologized.
They ate.
For a while the conversation remained practical. Christopher described the landing. Jacob defended the science of methane after being accused of giving lectures without consent. Ethan admitted airport security had searched the suitcase with the drill. Pepa demanded to know why anyone carried tools across state lines.
“Loose cabinet pulls,” Ethan said.
“You can buy a screwdriver in Texas.”
“I had a drill.”
“That isn’t an answer.”
“It is to him,” Jacob said.
Buck listened to voices overlap. The house had been too quiet for weeks. Even with Eddie back, quiet had remained something they moved around. Eddie woke early and left coffee. Buck filled the refrigerator. They shared rooms without touching the absence sitting in each one.
Now Christopher corrected Jacob’s account of the airport. Ethan reached across Jacob for salsa without asking. Pepa told Eddie the spare room needed real curtains if Jacob was staying. Jacob nearly choked on his water.
“I didn’t say—”
“You live there,” Christopher said.
Jacob looked at Eddie.
Eddie ate another bite. “That’s what I told him.” Buck saw relief cross Jacob’s face and vanish under embarrassment. Ethan saw it too. His hand shifted beside his glass but did not cross the distance.
Not yet.
Christopher asked, “Are we going back?”
Every fork stopped differently.
“For the house,” he clarified. “Not to live.”
“Yeah,” Eddie said. “We’ll finish it. We’ll close things out right.”
“All of us?”
Eddie looked at Jacob, then Ethan.
“All of us.”
The answer settled over the table. Buck looked at Eddie. “So, this is permanent.”
Eddie met his eyes.
“They’re home.”
Not I’m staying.
Not we’re okay.
Enough.
After dinner, Pepa left after extracting promises about bottled water. Christopher went to bed because the flight had caught him despite his objections. Ethan looked toward the keys beside his backpack, then accepted the recliner in the spare bedroom before anyone had to ask him to stay. Jacob carried dishes into the kitchen and discovered the faucet was still unusable.
“How do we wash these?” he asked.
Buck pointed to paper towels, sanitizer, and a basin Eddie had filled from bottled water.
Jacob nodded. “Apocalypse dishes.”
“Temporary municipal inconvenience dishes.”
“That’s less catchy.”
They worked side by side. Jacob scraped plates. Buck wiped. Eddie dried because letting a dish remain damp apparently violated something fundamental.
“How much did you get done?” Buck asked Jacob.
“In Texas?”
“Yeah.”
“Bathroom. Cabinet hardware. Some trim. Fence assessment.”
“Ethan really brought a drill?”
“Two batteries.”
Buck smiled before he could stop himself. Jacob glanced toward the hall. “He thought he had six weeks.”
“So did you.”
Jacob wiped the same spot on a plate. “Plans change.”
“You okay with that?”
The question made Jacob defensive immediately.
“Why wouldn’t I be?”
Buck recognized the answer. He had used versions of it for years.
“No reason.”
Jacob looked at him, aware he had been allowed out of something and unsure whether to resent or appreciate it.
“Eddie said I live here.”
“You do.”
“You didn’t even think about that.”
Buck put a plate in the rack. “Didn’t need to.” Jacob’s face went very still. Then he handed Buck another plate.
“This one’s still dirty.”
“I’m emotionally supportive, not good at apocalypse dishes.”
Jacob laughed.
When he left for the spare room, Buck remained at the sink with Eddie. The faucet stayed off between them.
“You should’ve told me,” Buck said.
Eddie kept drying the same plate.
“I know.”
Not an apology.
Close enough to keep the room standing.
“I thought you left.”
Eddie put down the towel.
“I was angry.”
“Yeah. I noticed.”
“I shouldn’t have said what I said.”
Buck looked at him. Eddie did not take back the grief beneath it. He did not say Buck had imagined the fracture. He only stood there looking as tired as Buck felt.
“Neither should I,” Buck said.
It was not repaired. It was an opening. Later, Buck lay awake on the couch because giving Christopher his first night home without overhearing another fight felt like the minimum. The house moved around him.
A floorboard creaked near Christopher’s room. Jacob crossed the hall and returned, his steps heavier than Eddie’s. Eddie checked the front lock twice. Somewhere down the hall, Christopher laughed softly at something on his phone. Bobby was still dead.
Eddie was still angry. Buck was still angry back. Hen did not know whether she wanted Bobby’s office. Chimney could barely stand in the same room as Athena. The 118 remained wrong in ways Buck could not inventory or assess into submission. Nothing was fixed. But Christopher’s crutches rested against the wall.
Jacob’s shoes sat beside the door. Eddie was down the hall. Ethan had said he would return in the morning. The house was full enough that Buck could hear it breathing. He turned onto his side and looked toward the hallway.
A thin line of light remained beneath Christopher’s door. Buck counted to thirty, told himself Christopher was thirteen and capable of deciding when to sleep, then got up anyway. He knocked softly.
“Yeah?”
Christopher sat in bed with his tablet magnified on a news article about the water crisis. Gerald was wedged beneath one arm.
“You need anything?” Buck asked.
“No.”
“Water?”
Christopher pointed at the bottle on the nightstand.
“Right.”
Buck remained in the doorway. Christopher lowered the tablet. “You can come in.” Buck sat on the edge of the desk chair.
“How was Texas?”
“Hot.”
“Yeah.”
“Ethan packed too much.”
“I heard.”
“Jacob didn’t pack enough.”
Buck looked toward the wall separating Christopher’s room from the spare room.
“He unpacked?”
“Eventually.”
Christopher’s thumb moved along the edge of the tablet case.
“Dad said you two fought.”
Buck’s chest tightened. “We did.”
“Are you still fighting?”
“I don’t know.”
Christopher nodded as if the uncertainty was preferable to a lie.
“He called us because of it.”
“I know.”
“That doesn’t mean it was your fault.”
Buck looked at him.
Christopher’s voice remained concrete. “Dad decides things when he’s mad. You decide things when you’re scared. Both are annoying.” A laugh escaped Buck before he could stop it.
“That’s fair.”
“Go sleep.”
“You first.”
“I’m not the one who fought a recycling fire.”
Buck stood. At the door, he looked back.
“I’m glad you’re home.”
Christopher pulled Gerald closer.
“Me too.”
Buck reached for the door, then stopped.
“Chris?”
“Yeah?”
“Did your dad say you’re staying?”
Christopher looked at him like the question was badly constructed.
“I’m here.”
“I know. I just meant—”
“Buck.”
Buck stopped.
Christopher adjusted Gerald beneath his arm. “I’m here.” The smallest usable version of the truth.
Buck nodded.
“Okay.”
He turned off the hall light and left Christopher’s door open the width it had always remained at night. On the way back to the couch, he passed the spare room.
The door stood open. Jacob slept on his side beneath a blanket too short for him, one foot uncovered at the end of the bed. Both suitcases lay empty against the wall. Clothes filled the dresser. A phone charger ran from the outlet to the nightstand as if it expected to remain there. Eddie stood at the opposite end of the hall, watching the same room.
“He unpacked,” Buck whispered.
“Eventually.”
“You told him?”
“Had to.”
Buck understood. Jacob and Ethan could recognize every version of somebody else making usefulness into rent. Neither knew how obvious his own version was. Eddie looked toward Christopher’s door.
“They’re home,” he said again.
This time the sentence included him. Buck returned to the couch. Eddie continued down the hall instead of disappearing into his room, and for a minute sat in the chair opposite him. They did not talk. They did not need to solve the night before morning. For now, neither of them left. Buck listened until Eddie’s breathing settled into the slower rhythm of someone no longer preparing to stand.
The city outside remained loud with DWP trucks, distant sirens, and neighbors testing faucets despite explicit instructions not to. Inside, the refrigerator cycled on. Pipes ticked uselessly behind the walls. Someone shifted in the spare-room bed. Buck closed his eyes. Morning would still require answers. For one night, presence was enough.
He thought of Bobby’s kitchen at the station: everyone waiting until everyone had reached the table, no one eating alone unless a call made the choice for them. Buck had spent weeks trying to reproduce the structure without understanding that food had never been the entire point. Tonight nobody had waited for him because they had not known when he would return. They had still made space when he did. Tomorrow, he would have to decide what to do with that space. Tonight, he stayed.
Ethan woke to somebody opening every cabinet in Buck and Eddie’s kitchen. He stayed still on the recliner for three seconds, sorting the sounds. Upper cabinet. Lower cabinet. Refrigerator. One drawer opened, closed, then opened again. A ceramic bowl touched the counter more carefully than necessary.
Jacob.
Ethan opened his eyes. Morning light came through the living-room windows in pale bands. The blanket Pepa had insisted he take lay tangled around his legs. He had accepted the recliner after dinner because returning to the empty loft felt less sensible than remaining near Christopher—and because nobody in the house had made him explain the choice. Nobody had challenged it. Eddie pointed at the hallway. Pepa found another blanket. Christopher said Ethan’s loft had a bed and received three separate looks.
Now the house smelled like coffee and toast. Ethan sat up. Jacob stood in the kitchen wearing yesterday’s sweatpants and a T-shirt that stretched across his shoulders before falling loose over his stomach. His hair pointed in several directions. He held a box of cereal and stared into the open refrigerator.
“You’re doing it again,” Ethan said.
Jacob looked over. “Doing what?”
“Opening things until breakfast solves itself.”
“I’m assessing.”
“You opened the silverware drawer twice.”
“I needed a spoon.”
“Then forgot you had it?”
Jacob looked at the spoon in his hand.
“I slept four hours.”
“That seems generous.”
“Three and a half.”
Ethan freed himself from the blanket and crossed into the kitchen. The bottled-water advisory remained active. A stockpot of boiled groundwater from Pepa’s house sat on the counter beneath a handwritten note that said FOR COFFEE ONLY.
“Coffee?” Jacob asked.
“Yes.”
“That was fast.”
“You said four hours.”
Jacob poured two cups. He had already learned where Buck kept the sugar and which mug Ethan reached for first. The knowledge should not have felt intimate after ten days of sharing a kitchen. It did anyway. Footsteps crossed the hall. Buck entered in uniform pants and a dark LAFD shirt, hair still damp from the shower. He stopped when he saw Ethan.
“You came back.”
“I said I would.”
“You slept here?”
“The couch was available.”
Buck looked toward the hall. “You know the loft has a bed.”
“Christopher covered that.”
Jacob slid coffee toward Ethan. “He lost the vote.” Buck opened the refrigerator and stared into it with the same unfocused concentration Jacob had used.
“There’s yogurt,” Ethan said.
“That’s Chris’s.”
“There are six.”
“Still his.”
“Toast,” Jacob suggested.
Buck glanced at the bread. “I’m not hungry.” Neither Ethan nor Jacob responded. Buck looked from one to the other. “What?”
“Nothing,” Jacob said.
“You are both being extremely subtle.”
Ethan put bread in the toaster. Buck folded his arms. “I have shift.”
“Toast takes two minutes.”
“The drive—”
“You’re early.”
“How do you know?”
Ethan pointed to the clock. Buck looked betrayed by time. The toaster clicked down. Eddie entered while Buck was buttering the first piece with more aggression than breakfast required. He wore gray sweatpants and an old Army T-shirt. Off-shift. Barefoot. His hair remained flattened on one side from sleep. He saw Buck at the counter and slowed.
“Morning.”
“Morning.”
The word crossed the kitchen without touching anything. Eddie poured coffee. Buck put the second piece of toast on a napkin. “Water advisory’s still active. DWP says they’re purging the lines.”
“Saw the alert.”
“Don’t let Chris use the tap.”
Eddie looked at the cases of bottled water stacked against the wall. “Wasn’t planning to.”
“The toilet’s fine.”
“Good to know.”
“And if the pressure drops—”
“Buck.”
Buck stopped.
Eddie’s voice was not sharp. That almost made it worse.
“We’ve got it.”
Buck looked toward the hallway. Christopher’s door remained closed.
“Right.”
He picked up the toast.
“You coming back after shift?” Eddie asked.
The question appeared to surprise both of them. Buck adjusted the strap of his bag. “I live here.”
“I know.”
Something in Buck’s shoulders eased, then locked again before anyone could name it.
“Then yeah.”
He left.
The front door closed. Eddie stood with both hands around his coffee. Jacob looked at the toast Buck had forgotten on the counter.
“Should I—”
“Leave it,” Eddie said.
Ethan watched the door.
“Is he transferring?”
Eddie looked at him. “What?”
“He’s been talking like the station is temporary.”
“Buck talks like everything’s temporary when he thinks somebody else gets to leave first.”
It was the most Eddie had said about the fight. Christopher’s bedroom door opened. He came down the hall on crutches, moving carefully through morning stiffness. Eddie set down his mug and shifted one chair away from the table so Christopher had a clear route. He did not offer help. Christopher reached the chair and sat.
“Where’s Buck?”
“Shift,” Eddie said.
Christopher saw the abandoned toast. “He didn’t eat?”
“He had one.”
“That one doesn’t count?”
“Apparently not.”
Jacob moved the yogurt from the refrigerator to the table. Christopher looked at the label. “This is the right kind.”
“Buck buys it.”
Christopher peeled back the lid. “I know.” The morning became luggage. It had been easier the night before, when exhaustion reduced every decision to its immediate shape. This box went inside. That bag went down the hall. Christopher needed the bathroom before the next thing. Eddie needed to know where the medication bag had been packed. Buck needed somewhere to put his hands that was not on Eddie. Morning made the move real.
Three suitcases stood open across Christopher’s floor. Clothes from El Paso mixed with clothes that had never left Los Angeles. A framed photograph of Shannon leaned against the lamp while Eddie decided whether to return it to its old place or ask Christopher first. Christopher saw him holding it.
“It goes there,” he said.
Eddie set it on the dresser.
“Same place?”
“A little left.”
Eddie moved it an inch.
“Other left.”
He moved it back two. Christopher studied the result. “Good.” Ethan remained in the doorway with a stack of folded shirts. He had learned that family rooms had maps invisible to outsiders. Where a photograph belonged. Which drawer had always stuck in summer. Which shelf Buck had reinforced after Christopher tried to store every hardcover he owned on one side. He handed over the shirts. Christopher divided them between drawers, then stopped with one from El Paso in his lap.
“I thought it would feel different.”
Eddie sat on the edge of the bed. “Being back?”
“My room.”
“Different how?”
Christopher shrugged. “Like it knew I left.” Eddie looked around at the posters, the shelves, the adaptive gaming controls Buck had covered with a towel against dust. “Maybe it knew you were coming home.” Christopher gave him the look he reserved for answers that tried too hard.
“That was bad.”
“Yeah. I heard it after I said it.”
“Buck would’ve liked it.”
Eddie’s smile appeared and vanished. Christopher put the shirt away. “Did you tell him why we came back?”
“Not all of it.”
“Are you going to?”
“When I know how.”
“That’s not an answer.”
“It’s the one I’ve got.”
Ethan looked down the hall. Jacob was attempting to flatten an empty box without tearing it. The cardboard resisted with loud, increasingly personal cracks.
“I can give you two a minute,” Ethan said.
Christopher shook his head. “You’re part of why.”
Ethan stayed.
Eddie rested his forearms on his knees. “El Paso wasn’t working. Not for any of us. We kept trying to make it work because changing plans felt like failing.”
“And coming back doesn’t?”
“A little.”
Christopher considered that. “Good.”
“Good?”
“If you said no, I’d know you were lying.”
Eddie nodded once. “Then a little.” Christopher glanced toward the hall, toward the front door Buck had left through. “You have to tell him.”
“I know.”
“Before he decides something stupid.”
Ethan thought of Buck’s face over untouched toast.
“That may already be in progress,” he said.
Christopher sighed. “Then tell him faster.” Christopher unpacked what had not been reached the day before. Eddie carried boxes out of the spare room. Jacob attempted to lift every box until Eddie began assigning them by name, which somehow made him more willing to accept that some belonged to Ethan.
“Books,” Eddie said, pointing.
Ethan took the box.
“Linens.”
Jacob reached for it.
“Both,” Eddie said.
Jacob looked offended. “It’s linens.”
“Then it won’t hurt to share.”
They carried it together. Jacob’s strength was impossible not to notice even when he was trying to make it ordinary. He took most of the weight without changing his breathing. Ethan adjusted his grip and felt the box become almost light.
“You’re doing all of it,” Ethan said.
“I’m doing my half.”
“Your half is eighty percent.”
“Then improve.”
Ethan shifted his hands and took more. Jacob’s mouth twitched. In the spare room, they found space for the last of Jacob’s clothes. His chemistry textbooks filled half a shelf. The other half remained occupied by Buck’s labeled cables.
“Don’t open those,” Christopher warned from the doorway.
“Why?” Jacob asked.
“Nobody knows.”
Ethan set a biochemistry text upright. “Maybe the cables are load-bearing.” Jacob laughed, and Eddie, carrying an empty box past the hall, smiled before remembering the day had edges. Pepa arrived at ten with more bottled water, breakfast burritos, and the announcement that she intended to replace the spare-room curtains because “temporary curtains make people feel temporary.”
Jacob said the blinds were enough. Pepa measured the window anyway. She had arrived at the house the previous evening twenty minutes after Eddie’s call, carrying enough food for twelve people and asking no questions until Christopher had eaten. She had checked the path through his room, tested the bathroom grab bar, stripped the spare bed, and found clean sheets in a closet Buck had reorganized twice. Now she moved through the house as though the absence had been an inconvenience she meant to correct personally.
“These are not curtains,” she said, pinching one of the gray panels between two fingers. “These are surrender.”
“They block light,” Jacob said.
“So does plywood.”
“Plywood might be cheaper.”
Pepa looked at Eddie. “He jokes when he is nervous?”
“He jokes when he’s awake,” Ethan said.
Jacob pointed at him. “You’ve known me for less than six months.”
“It's been a very concentrated past ten days.”
Pepa wrote down the window measurements and tucked the paper into her purse. “Blue.”
“The room’s green,” Jacob said.
“Blue works with green.”
“Some blues.”
“Good. You have opinions. Come with me tomorrow.”
Jacob blinked. Somewhere between the curtain and the invitation, the room had become his in a way that the open suitcase had not managed.
“Okay,” he said.
Pepa patted his arm and returned to the hall. Ethan watched Jacob watch her go.
“You’ve been assigned,” he said.
“Apparently.”
“There’s no appeal.”
“I figured.”
Eddie came out of Christopher’s room carrying another collapsed box. “She likes you.”
“She threatened me with fabric samples.”
“Exactly.”
For a few minutes, the house held something close to ease. Christopher chose which books returned to the shelf. Pepa opened windows despite the distant smell of the city’s damaged water system. Eddie made a list of everything still at the El Paso house and crossed out three items after being reminded they had already shipped them. Ethan stood in the middle of it and recognized what the loft had lacked the night before.
Not noise. Witnesses.
People who knew enough to see when he stopped moving and loved him enough not to make the seeing feel like surveillance. Christopher put the morning news on while they worked.
A reporter stood outside 8420 Newton, where residents complained about laundry theft, building maintenance, and the previous day’s police response. The footage shifted to a city map of methane concentrations. DWP expected the remaining pockets to clear by afternoon. The building behind the reporter looked ordinary. Nineteen stories of faded concrete and small balconies. Laundry vents along the lower wall. Cars entering and leaving the underground garage. Ethan’s phone sounded. The alert tone was different from UCLA’s. Shorter. Sharper. He pulled it from his pocket.
CERT STATUS CHECK: STANDBY FOR POSSIBLE ACTIVATION.
His body recognized the format before his mind completed the words. The room receded. Laboratory glass. Smoke beneath sealed doors. Bobby kneeling beside Chimney. Monitors. A dose changing hands. Jacob said his name.
“Ethan.”
He looked up.
“Standby,” Ethan said.
His voice sounded normal. The first CERT course had been something Ethan could complete without asking anyone whether he deserved to. Twenty-one hours of instruction in disaster preparedness, fire safety, light search and rescue, and the kind of basic medical operations designed to keep volunteers from becoming additional patients. He had signed up after the lab.
At the time, he told himself it was restitution. He had spent years learning how to intervene in bodies at their most vulnerable; the least he could do was learn how to carry water, mark a searched room, and obey an incident commander. His last counselor had called it a controlled form of reentry. Chimney called it useful, then made Ethan repeat the rule against self-deployment until he could say it without irritation. Standby was not activation. Preparation was not panic.
Ethan read the alert a third time and began building the checklist in his head. Closed-toe boots. Long pants. Identification. Personal protective equipment. Water that did not come from the compromised municipal supply. The list slowed his pulse by degrees.
“You’ve done this since the lab?” Eddie asked.
“Training. Two neighborhood callouts. Missing-person support after a mudslide warning.”
“Anything at this scale?”
“No.”
“Then you follow your coordinator.”
“I know.”
“I know you know. I’m saying it because somebody should.”
Ethan looked at him. Eddie’s concern did not arrive as mistrust. It arrived as structure.
“I’ll follow my coordinator.”
Jacob watched him with the expression of someone who knew normal could be manufactured. Eddie crossed the room. “What do you need?” The question gave Ethan something solid.
“Go bag is at the loft. Vest, helmet, gloves, first-aid kit.”
“Keys?”
Ethan handed them over.
Eddie tossed them to Jacob. “Land Cruiser. You know the loft?”
“Yeah.”
Jacob was already moving.
“Standby isn’t activation,” Ethan said.
Eddie looked at the television. “No. But we get ready.” Pepa closed the curtains in the spare room despite her opinion of them. Jacob’s suitcase remained open on the bed, half unpacked, beside the textbooks that had made the trip from Texas intact. From the hall, Christopher called for Eddie. Eddie answered immediately.
The response crossed the house with the ease of an old habit returning. Ethan heard it and understood that moving home was not one decision. It was hundreds of small answers given in the right direction. Then the television volume rose by itself as the broadcast switched to breaking coverage. On-screen, the reporter turned toward a noise off camera. The picture shook. Everyone in the room stopped.
At the 118, breakfast had become lunch without anybody formally admitting it. Gerrard stood at the stove with a spatula and an expression suggesting the eggs had disappointed him personally. Hen cut fruit. Chimney searched the refrigerator for hot sauce. Ravi waited beside the table with a piece of toast in his hand.
“You know the rule,” Chimney said.
Ravi looked at the toast. “It’s one bite.”
“Everyone waits on everyone.”
“Gerrard has been cooking those eggs for twenty minutes.”
“Then we die together.”
Buck came up the stairs carrying the toast he had forgotten at home, now wrapped in a paper towel. Hen looked at it. “What happened to that?”
“Nothing.”
“It looks injured.”
“It’s toast.”
“Was toast.”
Buck sat and ate it anyway. Ravi lowered himself into the chair opposite him. “Everything okay at home?” Buck looked up. Ravi immediately became interested in the toast he was still forbidden to eat.
“They’re home,” Buck said.
Chimney emerged from the refrigerator. “Who?”
“Chris. Jacob. Ethan.”
Hen set down the knife. “All three?”
“Eddie went to pick them up.”
Ravi’s face changed as he remembered the airport discussion. “So airports do go other places.” Buck pointed at him. “Don’t.”
“I’m glad they’re back,” Hen said.
“Yeah.” Buck rubbed one thumb along the paper towel. “Me too.”
Gerrard brought the pan to the table.
“If the family reunion is finished, eat.”
They waited until he sat. For the first few minutes, cutlery and the station radio filled the room. The radio carried routine traffic from across the city. Nothing urgent. Nothing requiring them yet. Gerrard ate half his eggs, wiped his mouth, and said, “This is my last shift.”
Before that, the meal tried to behave like any other shift meal. Chimney complained that Gerrard had put too much pepper in the eggs. Gerrard told him taste buds weakened with age. Hen passed Ravi the fruit after he discovered the toast had become cold during the argument about waiting. Buck ate because the alternative was admitting Ethan had been right.
The station settled around them: the hum of the refrigerator, an engine cooling below, lockers shutting as the B-shift finished clearing out. Bobby’s absence lived inside every ordinary sound. He had once filled silence by asking a question no one realized they needed to answer. Gerrard filled it by treating silence as victory. Ravi glanced at Buck. “So everybody’s really back for good?”
“That’s what Eddie said.”
“He’s back next shift?” Hen asked.
Buck pushed eggs around his plate. “He’s still on the roster.”
“He talked to you?” Chimney asked.
“He said he’s staying in Los Angeles.”
“That isn’t what I asked.”
Buck’s fork stopped. Hen gave Chimney a look.
“What?” Chimney said. “I’m trying to establish whether Diaz told his husband he was moving back before or after putting three people on a plane.”
“It’s complicated.”
“That means after.”
“It means complicated.”
Ravi focused on his plate with the intensity of a man attempting invisibility. Hen softened her voice. “Are you two okay?” Buck let out a short laugh. “Sure.”
“Buck.”
“They came home. That’s what I wanted.”
“That also isn’t what she asked,” Chimney said.
Buck looked toward the locked office again. “Can we not?” The others let him have the boundary. It did not make the question disappear. Gerrard scraped his fork across the plate. “This station spends more time dissecting feelings than some departments spend on drills.”
“And yet our clearance rate remains excellent,” Hen said.
“Your clearance rate was excellent because Nash ran you into the ground.”
“He trained us,” Buck said.
Gerrard looked at him. “Same result.” It was not the same result. Buck knew it with the certainty of muscle memory. Bobby had demanded everything and noticed when everything became too much. Gerrard demanded obedience and called whatever survived discipline. Buck did not say any of that. He had spent too many weeks defending the shape of a station he was preparing to leave. Ravi stopped with his fork halfway up.
“What?”
“Hotshots got renewed.”
Chimney leaned back. “Congratulations?”
“Damn right.”
“You’re leaving today?” Hen asked.
“After shift. Production wants me tomorrow.”
Buck looked toward Bobby’s office. The door remained locked. Gerrard had never used it after the funeral. He worked from the temporary desk outside, complained about the lighting, and acted as if the refusal were practical. Nobody challenged him. Bobby’s key remained on Buck’s ring, heavier than every other key despite being smaller.
“So who’s captain?” Ravi asked.
Gerrard took another bite. “Not my circus after eighteen hundred.” Everyone looked at Hen. Hen’s fork stopped.
“Don’t.”
Chimney said, “The chief made it official?”
“He made the offer.”
Buck sat forward. “And?”
Hen looked around the table.
“I-I turned it down.”
Silence followed.
Ravi glanced toward the office, then back. “You turned down captain?”
“I turned down this captaincy.”
“Why?” Buck asked.
Hen’s expression tightened. “Because I don’t want it.”
“You’d be good at it.”
“That isn’t the same thing.”
“You’re already doing half the job.”
“Exactly. I tell people what to do, then I step in and do it myself. I want to be a paramedic. I want to go home to Karen and the kids without carrying an entire station in my head.”
Chimney watched her.
“Bobby would understand,” Hen said.
“Yeah,” Chimney said. “He would.”
His voice remained warm. The hurt beneath it did not. Hen heard both.
“Chim—”
“No. You don’t have to explain.”
“I’m not leaving.”
“I know.”
Ravi looked from Hen to Gerrard to the locked office.
“So what happens?”
“Chief appoints somebody,” Gerrard said. “Or he doesn’t. City ran fine before all of you started treating a station assignment like a marriage.”
Buck’s chair scraped back slightly.
Hen saw it. “Buck.”
“He’s not wrong.”
Chimney frowned. “About what?”
Buck looked around the table Bobby had fed for years.
“It’s just a number now.”
Nobody moved.
Ravi set down his fork. Hen’s voice went quiet. “What does that mean?”
Buck swallowed.
He had intended to wait. Maybe until after Gerrard left. Maybe until paperwork became action and there was no conversation left to have.
“I put in for transfer.”
He had completed the form at the kitchen table before dawn the previous morning, while the house remained quiet and Eddie’s side of the bed remained empty for reasons Buck had told himself he accepted.
Preferred assignments.
Special qualifications.
Reason for request. He had stared at the last field until the letters blurred, then typed professional development because the system would not accept the center is gone. He had not submitted it immediately.
For eleven minutes, the cursor rested over the button. Then Buck remembered Eddie saying Texas as if distance were logistics, Hen refusing to answer the chief’s calls, Chimney avoiding Bobby’s office, Ravi waiting for somebody to tell him whether he still belonged. He pressed submit before he could turn fear into loyalty again. Now the confession landed on the table with far more force than the click had carried. Chimney stared at him. “Out of the 118?”
“Yeah.”
“When?”
“Yesterday.”
Hen pushed her plate away. “Before or after you talked to any of us?”
“I’m talking now.”
“No, you’re announcing.”
Buck felt heat rise beneath his collar. “What difference does it make?”
“You don’t mean that.”
“How do you know?”
Chimney’s mouth tightened. “Because if it were just a number, you wouldn’t look like you’re cutting off your own arm.”
Buck stood.
“I can’t do this every shift.”
“Do what?” Hen asked.
“Come in here and wait for it to feel like it did. It doesn’t. He’s gone. Eddie’s off-shift today. You don’t want the office. Gerrard is leaving for a television show. Everybody keeps saying we’re still a family, but nobody knows what that means without him.”
Hen rose too. “So you leave first?” Ravi looked down at his hands. He had spent years being the temporary one. Probationary firefighter. B-shift fill-in. The person sent elsewhere when rosters changed and welcomed back when someone needed coverage. Bobby had been the first captain to make returning feel different from being useful.
“Is the transfer approved?” he asked.
Buck did not look at him. “Pending.”
“To where?”
“I listed the 133 and the 147. Anywhere with an opening.”
“Anywhere,” Hen repeated.
“It’s a transfer, Hen. Not witness protection.”
“Then why didn’t you tell Eddie?”
Buck’s head came up. “I didn’t say I hadn’t.”
“You didn’t have to.”
Chimney leaned forward, forearms on the table. “You know what Bobby would say.”
“No.” Buck’s answer came too fast. “You don’t get to do that.”
Chimney went still.
“Do what?”
“Put words in his mouth every time one of us does something you don’t like.”
“I was going to say he’d tell us to hear you out.”
Shame struck hot and immediate. Buck looked away. Chimney let the silence stand. “But sure. Maybe I’m doing that too much.” Hen sat again, slower this time. “I don’t want the office because I know what I would become if I took it now. I’d spend every day trying to be Bobby. That’s not a reason to make me captain, and it’s not a reason for you to run.”
“I’m not running.”
“Then wait thirty days.”
“For what?”
“For us to stop making permanent decisions in the middle of grief.”
Buck thought of Eddie at the kitchen counter, asking whether he was coming home after shift like the answer might change the floor plan.
“You turned down the job.”
“Yes.”
“Gerrard’s leaving. Eddie’s trying to work out what coming back means for us. Ravi doesn’t know what happens when the chief fills the captain’s office. Chim keeps looking at that door like Bobby’s going to walk out of it.”
Chimney’s expression closed. Buck hated himself and kept going.
“What exactly am I waiting for?”
Ravi answered quietly. “Maybe for the rest of us to catch up.”
Buck looked at him.
Ravi held his gaze. “You’re not the only one who doesn’t know what this place is now.” That was worse than anger. Buck had expected opposition sturdy enough to push against. Ravi offered uncertainty instead, and Buck had no defense against recognizing his own.
“Maybe I stop pretending this is the thing holding us together.”
The alarm sounded. Every body in the room changed. The station speakers opened with Dispatch’s voice.
“Engine 118, Truck 118, Rescue Ambulance 118. Respond to 8420 Newton Avenue. Structural collapse, multiple callers, heavy rescue requested.”
Gerrard was moving before the address finished.
“Save the group therapy. Gear up.”
Chairs pushed back. Boots struck stairs. The argument remained on the table among unfinished plates. Buck reached the apparatus floor beside Ravi. Ravi pulled on his turnout coat. “You really leaving?” Buck shoved his arms into his own.
“We have a call.”
“That wasn’t my question.”
“I know.”
On the apparatus floor, Gerrard caught Buck by the shoulder before he climbed aboard.
“You submitted transfer paperwork?”
“Yes.”
“Then until it clears, you belong to this company.”
Buck almost objected to the verb. Gerrard tightened his grip once. “Whatever else Nash taught you, I know he taught you not to split attention on a collapse.” The use of Bobby’s name stripped the contempt from Buck’s answer.
“He did.”
“Good. Be angry later.”
Gerrard released him and climbed into the cab. Buck stood for half a second beneath the station lights. Hen’s refusal, Chimney’s hurt, Ravi’s uncertainty, Eddie’s question from that morning—all of it remained waiting. None of it could come with him into a building that might still be falling. He put on his helmet. The engine doors opened. Outside, the sky over downtown held a widening column of dust.
Below the kitchen, the apparatus bay filled with the percussion of compartment doors and air brakes. Buck ran the last three steps and nearly reached for the seat Bobby once occupied before muscle memory corrected him. The empty space hurt anyway. He secured his gear, checked Ravi’s buckle when Ravi leaned forward to reach the tablet, and braced one hand against the wall as Chimney pulled them into traffic. No one mentioned the unfinished meal upstairs.
Gerrard assigned seats without needing to. Chimney drove the engine. Hen rode beside him with the mobile data terminal. Gerrard took command in back. Buck and Ravi strapped in across from each other while the apparatus rolled into traffic. The first update arrived before they cleared the block.
“Responding units, be advised: confirmed partial collapse of a nineteen-story residential structure. Multiple explosions reported at basement level. Unknown number trapped. Establish staging west of Newton. Approach from the south.”
Hen pulled up the building plans. “Two hundred fifty-five units. Underground parking, laundry and utilities below grade. Built in ’79, retrofit listed as complete twelve years ago.”
“Listed,” Chimney said.
“Doesn’t mean done,” Gerrard answered. “Ravi, start a collapse profile. Buck, check gas and utility contacts.”
Buck opened the shared incident file. The argument remained in him like a second pulse, but the work gave it boundaries.
“Gas company has an emergency crew en route. DWP already has people in the district because of the main break.”
“Hazmat?”
“Requested.”
Ravi expanded the street image. “Frontage on Newton, alley on the east. Parking entrance south side. If the reported collapse is on the western face, command approach is going to conflict with staging.” Gerrard leaned forward. “Tell Dispatch to move staging one block southwest.”
Hen keyed the radio.
“Dispatch, Engine 118. Recommend staging at Newton and Eighth southwest corner pending first-arriving assessment.”
“Engine 118, staging update copied.”
The siren changed pitch as Chimney took an intersection. Through the windshield, dust erased the lower half of the skyline. Civilians ran in the opposite direction, some filming over their shoulders. A woman stood barefoot in the crosswalk with blood on her blouse and pointed back toward Newton.
“This is going to be bad,” Ravi said.
No one corrected him.
Buck checked his air bottle, webbing, flashlight, and gloves. Across from him Ravi did the same. Their movements matched from years of calls neither of them had expected to survive cleanly.
“About the transfer,” Ravi said over the siren.
Buck stared at him. “Now?”
“If a building falls on us, I don’t want my last conversation to be you pretending you didn’t hear me.”
“That’s manipulative.”
“Hen taught me.”
From the front, Hen said, “I did not.”
“You’re not temporary,” Buck told Ravi.
Ravi tightened one glove. “Neither are you.” The engine slowed hard. Newton Avenue opened ahead of them into wreckage. Half the building still stood. The other half appeared to have folded inward around a vertical wound of exposed apartments. Beds, kitchen cabinets, and fractured plumbing hung in open air. A concrete floor had come down across the underground entrance, leaving a triangular void no higher than Buck’s shoulders. Gerrard unclipped his belt.
“Whatever personal crisis you’re having, Buckley, leave it in the cab.”
Buck opened the door.
“Already did.”
Twenty minutes earlier, Jessa led her mother through the lobby of 8420 Newton with the determined brightness of somebody presenting a choice she had already defended. Her mother took two steps inside and looked around. “There’s no doorman.”
“It’s Los Angeles. Doormen aren’t really a thing.”
“Maybe they should be.”
“Ma, give the building more than thirty seconds before you start criticizing it.”
“I want you to be safe.”
“Then give this a chance. For me.”
Her mother agreed to try, though her tone suggested the building was already failing an inspection nobody else knew it had entered. They took the elevator up with two boxes and reached an apartment small enough for the absence of furniture to feel crowded. Jessa showed her the downtown view. Her mother found the kitchen.
“There’s no stove.”
“I have a hot plate.”
“This place is more like a prison cell than an apartment.”
Jessa’s smile disappeared. “Maybe it isn’t perfect, but it’s mine.” Her mother had worked too hard for too many years, she said, for Jessa to begin adult life in a place like this. Jessa heard the love and the refusal inside it.
“You raised a smart and capable woman,” she said. “You have to trust that I know what I’m doing.”
After a long silence, her mother nodded. “Okay.” In the basement, trust was in shorter supply. Donnie stood beside Crystal and accused Graham of stealing her missing thong. Graham insisted he had never “snatched a panty” and called the charge slander. Athena stepped between them before Donnie could make good on any of his threats.
“Nobody is beating anybody today.”
She walked Graham into the corridor.
“You are stuck,” she told him. “These little crusades are a trap. A vicious cycle you need to pull yourself out of.”
“I know it’s a trap, but what am I supposed to do? Look the other way?”
“Change isn’t easy.”
Graham looked back toward the laundry room. “That guy’s going to beat me up, isn’t he?”
“He needs to cool off. You need to let it go. Maybe call your parents while you’re at it.”
They still were not speaking. Athena told him maybe he should start. For one moment, he seemed to hear her. Then his eyes widened. “A trap.”
“Graham.”
“The thong is in the lint trap. It has to be.”
He ran back to clear his name. Athena let him go with a prayer for patience, walked outside, and made it to her cruiser before the building exploded. She opened the driver’s door. The pavement lifted beneath her feet.
Blue light flashed through the lower windows. The first concussion punched the cruiser door into Athena’s shoulder. The second came as a deep internal collapse—concrete striking concrete somewhere beneath the street. The western face of 8420 Newton folded. Balconies dropped through one another. Windows burst outward. Nineteen stories seemed to lower at once behind a wall of dust. Athena hit the pavement, rolled behind the cruiser, and covered her head while glass rained across the roof.
Then the screaming began.
Residents poured from the lobby and side exits. Others appeared at broken windows above. A woman stumbled into the street carrying a child. Someone shouted that the stairwell was gone. Athena pulled herself up and keyed her radio.
“Dispatch, we have a—”
Concrete struck concrete behind her and swallowed the rest.
“Sergeant Grant, what was that? Sergeant Grant, you need us to send backup?”
Athena climbed onto the cruiser’s running board and lifted the radio higher.
“Send everybody!”
At Metro, Maddie heard Athena’s voice through impact noise and open-channel shouting.
“Sergeant Grant, what do you need?”
“Fifty officers. On a six-block perimeter. And a full FD response. Heavy rescue. The whole damn building just came down.”
Maddie pulled the property record. “Confirming 8420 Newton is nineteen stories?” Athena looked at the collapsed western face.
“Not anymore, it’s not.”
Sue moved beside Maddie as calls populated the board faster than the system could map them.
“Major-incident protocol,” Sue said. “Linda, incoming calls. Jamal, utilities and building management. Maddie, stay with Athena and start tenant accountability.”
Outside, Athena directed survivors across the street and away from the debris plume.
“Move as fast and safely as you can. Do not stop in the intersection.”
A man reached for her arm. “My wife’s upstairs.”
“Give that officer your apartment number and her name. We have rescue coming.”
Athena entered the fractured lobby after the first flow of ambulatory residents cleared. Daylight came through places that had been interior walls. She called into each accessible pocket, marking occupied areas for the arriving teams.
The cruiser radio continued carrying Maddie’s voice behind her, but once Athena passed the threshold, concrete weakened the signal to static. She left the driver’s door open so arriving officers would hear the active channel.
The lobby floor had split around the elevator bank. Athena stayed near the load-bearing wall, testing each step before committing weight. A sprinkler line poured water across exposed wiring. She redirected the first survivors around it and used an overturned lobby chair to block the route.
“East exit only,” she told them. “Hands on the wall. Stay together.”
An older man refused to move without his dog. Athena heard barking beneath the reception desk, pulled the animal free by its harness, and pushed it into his arms.
“Now go.”
He went.
On the mezzanine, a section of railing hung by one bracket. Athena ducked beneath it as another tremor moved through the structure. The rail struck her left shoulder on the way down. Pain flashed to her elbow, then receded into a deep burn. She rotated the arm once. Limited, but usable.
“LAPD. Can anyone hear me?”
A woman answered from behind a damaged apartment door. Athena forced it far enough open for the woman and her son to squeeze through, then directed them toward daylight. Every person leaving gave her another fragment of the building’s condition. West stairs gone. Central corridor blocked. Basement access damaged but not completely closed. Near the lower stairwell, she heard a voice below.
“Help us!”
Crystal.
Athena crossed the damaged stairs one level at a time and found the laundry room through a break in the corridor wall. Graham was trapped upright beside the damaged machines, his lower torso fixed within a knot of debris while his arms remained free. Crystal knelt beside a slab across Donnie’s lower body and chest.
“Donnie can’t breathe,” Crystal said.
Athena tested the debris before moving closer. “Donnie, can you hear me?” His answer scraped out. “Can’t breathe.”
“Stay with me. I’m going to find a way to give you room.”
Above them, the first 118 apparatus reached Newton Avenue. Gerrard stepped into the dust and keyed his radio. “Dispatch, 118 on scene. Any clue how this happened?”
“Twenty-eight calls reported explosions on the lower level. Cause is still unconfirmed.”
Gerrard looked at the water running from ruptured pipes. “I have a guess. Shut off the water. Kill the utilities. We could be looking at gas pockets.” He pointed Buck and Ravi toward the Bravo side. “Run the ground ladders and start extrication.”
“Copy that,” they answered together.
A woman appeared at a fractured upper balcony, waving both arms.
“Help! My mom is hurt!”
Chimney looked at the distance. “Cap, we’re going to need more than a ground ladder.” Gerrard turned toward the truck. “Run the aerial.” Hen tightened her helmet strap. Chimney glanced at the ladder rising through the dust.
“Feel like taking a hike?” he asked.
“Going up.”
The aerial brought them level with a room whose exterior wall had peeled away. Jessa waited at the edge, blood streaking one cheek.
“Mom, help is here.”
Her mother lay beneath broken plaster and framing. Hen climbed in first and checked her pulse and pressure.
“Pulse is elevated. BP’s high too—one-thirty-five over ninety.”
Chimney cleared loose debris from the woman’s shoulders. Together they turned her enough for Hen to examine her face. Bone shifted beneath Hen’s fingers.
“Broken cheek and orbital bones. I can feel crepitus. Her skull’s fractured, probably in more than one place.”
They eased her onto her back. A rounded swelling rose above one eye, too large and too taut to be ordinary bruising. Chimney stared. “Not what I was expecting.” Hen checked her pupils. “Reactive. No sign of a brain bleed or subdural hematoma.” Jessa looked between them. “Then what’s wrong?” Hen touched the swelling without pressing it. “This isn’t blood. It’s air.”
“Tension pneumocephalus?” Chimney asked.
“Air’s leaking through one of the skull fractures into her cranial cavity. It’s putting pressure on her brain.”
Hen opened her kit. “Lidocaine and a fourteen-gauge needle.” Jessa moved closer. “What are you going to do?”
“Release the pressure before it causes brain damage.”
Chimney placed both hands at the sides of the woman’s head. “I’ll keep her still. Move slow.”
“I’m not going to hit her brain, Chim.”
“Of course you won’t.”
Hen numbed the site, positioned the needle, and advanced it with controlled pressure.
“I’m in.”
Air hissed out. The swelling softened by degrees. Jessa caught her mother’s hand. “She told me this place was dangerous. I should’ve listened.” Her mother opened her eyes. “I’ll remind you of that next time.”
Jessa laughed through tears. They packaged her for the aerial. On the street, Hen transferred her to the first available ambulance while Chimney cleared space for the next patients coming out. While Hen and Chimney brought Jessa’s mother down, Athena studied the slab pinning Donnie. Athena checked the slab, the broken furniture beneath it, and the ceiling load above. Moving the wrong piece could finish what the explosion started.
“Crystal, keep talking to him. Graham, keep your lower body still until rescue can see what has you fixed there.”
The floor shifted beneath them. Dust fell from the broken ceiling. Athena clipped her radio higher and tried to reach dispatch from below.
“727-L-30. I’m in the basement laundry with three civilians. Two trapped, one critical.”
“Copy, Sergeant. Can you evacuate?”
Athena looked at the vanished corridor.
“Negative. I’m finding another route.”
At Metro, Maddie wrote down the location and moved it to the top of the rescue queue. The first caller whispered from an upper floor that the hallway was gone. The second could not identify which floor remained beneath him because two levels appeared to have folded together. A third reported an injured neighbor behind a blocked door. Maddie kept the voices separate by writing names.
Flint. Possibly ninth floor. Barely audible. Line dropped.
Unknown male. Stairwell C. Leg trapped. Smoke but no visible fire.
The management company sent a tenant list. It arrived as a spreadsheet already out of date. Some apartments listed one tenant and produced families of four. Others listed people who had moved months earlier. Short-term guests called from units assigned to names nobody recognized. Maddie marked every mismatch instead of trying to resolve it before rescue.
“We have a resident from 1406 reporting her mother uses a walker,” Linda said.
“Add mobility assistance to the unit note.”
“Caller from 603 says his neighbor works nights and should be asleep in 605.”
“Unconfirmed occupant, priority welfare check.”
Sue watched the board fill. “Remember: no apartment is clear because one person says it should be empty.”
The building existed now as names, unit numbers, voices, and blank spaces where confirmation should have been. The calls formed a map the building plans could not provide. A man on the twelfth floor reported daylight through his kitchen wall. A child under a dining table knew her apartment number but not her mother’s phone number. An older woman refused to leave without her cat until Linda persuaded her to put the animal inside a pillowcase and follow the firefighter at her door. Maddie moved between them without raising her voice.
“Stay where the floor is level.”
“Do not use the elevator.”
“If you smell gas, tell me now.”
Each instruction narrowed terror into one action. She understood that kind of survival. The future could be impossible while the next ten seconds remained manageable. A line flashed with an internal transfer.
“Nine-one-one. What is your emergency?”
“Help me.”
The voice was male and barely more than a whisper.
“Sir, I can barely hear you. Are you calling from the Newton collapse?”
“Yes. Ninth floor.”
“Good. Tell me your name and apartment number.”
“Help.”
The line disconnected. Maddie called back. A recorded voice answered instead.
“You’ve reached Flint West. Go to hell.”
It was not much, but it gave her a name. Seven apartments on the ninth floor remained uncleared. None listed Flint West. Maddie started calling current and former tenants. The first man was already outside and knew no Flint. The next number had been disconnected. The third connected to a woman who answered with suspicion.
“This is Maddie Han with emergency services. Did you live at 8420 Newton?”
“I used to. What’s this about?”
“Do you know anyone named Flint West?”
“I wish I didn’t. That bastard’s my ex-husband.”
Maddie found the woman’s former unit. “Can I confirm your apartment was 912?”
“Did something happen to Flint? Last time we spoke, I told him to drop dead. He’s not going to make good on that, is he?”
“We’re sending firefighters now.”
Maddie marked FLINT WEST—UNIT 912—INJURED, CONTACT LOST and transmitted it to rescue command.
Only then did she realize her free hand rested low across her abdomen. Two hundred fifty-five apartments.
“More than three hundred likely occupants,” Maddie told Sue. “List won’t include guests or unregistered tenants.”
Sue raised her voice to the room.
“No unit is clear until we confirm who was inside and where they are now. Do not trust the list by itself.”
Maddie returned to Athena’s channel.
“Athena, are you injured?”
“I’m fine.”
The answer meant nothing. Athena used it for everything between a bruise and active blood loss.
“Where are you?”
“Basement laundry. Three civilians with me. Two trapped, one critical.”
“Can you evacuate?”
A long grinding sound came over the radio.
“Negative. Corridor’s gone. I’m working on another route.”
A contraction tightened across Maddie’s abdomen. Not pressure this time. Not the vague band she could dismiss by shifting in her chair. This gathered with intention, held, then eased. She looked at the clock. Did not write down the time.
“Copy. Keep your radio open.”
At Newton, Athena clipped the radio higher on her vest and returned to Donnie. His face had gone gray beneath the dust.
“Donnie, you hanging in there?”
“I’m so cold.”
Crystal’s panic sharpened. “He has low blood sugar. We need a cookie or something.”
“What he needs is a medic.” Athena looked at the collapsed route, then at Crystal. “And I need you to get help. Tell them Sergeant Grant sent you.”
Donnie tried to lift his head. “Don’t leave me.”
“She’s getting the people who can get you out,” Athena said. “First, we give you room to breathe.”
She wedged the broken handle of a mop beneath the slab across his chest.
“Graham, can you move your arms?”
“Yes.”
“Find me something solid enough to wedge under this when I lift.”
Graham reached through the debris. Crystal found a section of metal frame.
“On three. One. Two. Three.”
Athena pulled down on the mop handle. The slab rose an inch. Crystal shoved the metal beneath it. Donnie dragged in air.
“Better?” Athena asked.
“A lot.”
The new space exposed a jagged metal shard buried high near Donnie’s shoulder, close to the axilla. Crystal saw it and made a broken sound.
“Don’t touch it,” Athena ordered. “It may be the only thing holding the bleeding.”
She turned Crystal toward the utility alcove. The service shaft was narrow, crossed by broken conduit and one bent ladder. Daylight filtered through dust. Athena tested the first rung with the broom handle. It held. Her radio crackled.
“Sergeant Grant, exterior teams report a possible service-shaft opening on the west side. Can you access?”
Athena looked upward. “Maybe. I can send one civilian.”
“Send them. Rescue team will meet at the opening.”
Crystal shook her head before Athena turned.
“No.”
“You’re going up.”
“Donnie needs me.”
“Donnie needs rescuers who know exactly where we are and what is pinning him.”
“Tell them on the radio.”
“Signal keeps cutting out. You can give them the route, the conditions, and the number of patients. That makes you useful outside.”
Crystal looked at Donnie.
His eyes remained closed, but he said, “Go.”
“You shut up.”
“Still owe you twenty.”
“Forty.”
“Then you better collect.”
Athena helped Crystal over the broken wall and fitted her hands onto the ladder.
“Three points of contact. Test every rung. If you see daylight but no rescuer, you stop and call out. Do not pull on wires.”
Crystal swallowed. “What about you?”
“I’ll be here.”
It was promise and instruction together.
Crystal climbed.
Athena watched until dust hid her shoes, then listened to each metallic shift of weight. Halfway up, Crystal stopped.
“I can’t—”
“Yes, you can.”
“I can’t see.”
“You do not need to see the whole way. Find the next rung.”
Silence.
Then metal creaked.
“Found it,” Crystal called.
“Good. Find the next.”
A minute later, voices sounded above her. A firefighter shouted that he had the civilian. Crystal called down once, promising Donnie she would be outside.
Then she was gone.
Athena returned to the trapped men.
One out.
Three below.
Donnie tried to follow Crystal’s path with his eyes. Panic moved through him before Athena could stop it. He twisted beneath the slab. The metal shard pulled free. Blood surged from the wound.
“Oh, God,” Graham said.
“He tore an artery.” Athena grabbed a strip of cloth from the wreckage and pushed it toward Graham’s free hand. “I need pressure on that wound now.”
Graham reached across the narrow gap and pressed down. Donnie cried out.
“I know it hurts,” Athena told him, “but Graham is going to keep you alive.”
Above them, another section of the building collapsed. The floor lurched. Athena checked the shaft after Crystal disappeared. Dust drifted down through the opening, but the ladder still held.
“Graham, when rescue comes through there, you tell them not to move the debris around you until they shore the ceiling.”
“What if you’re here?”
“Then I’ll tell them.”
“And if you’re not?”
Athena looked at Donnie, whose breathing had become shallow again.
“Then you will.”
Graham nodded. Fear did not leave his face, but responsibility gave it somewhere to go. At the house, the television picture shook as the reporter turned toward the noise. A wall of dust swallowed the lower floors behind her. Christopher gripped the arms of his chair. The broadcast cut to the studio.
“We appear to have lost our field connection. Emergency crews are responding to a major collapse at an apartment building in downtown Los Angeles.”
Ethan’s phone sounded again.
CERT ACTIVATION: REPORT TO NEWTON STAGING AREA. BRING ASSIGNED PPE. DO NOT SELF-DEPLOY INSIDE HOT ZONE.
He read it once.
Then again.
Pepa took the remote and lowered the television.
“Go bag is coming,” Eddie said.
Ethan nodded.
His pulse had accelerated without permission. He could feel each beat in his throat. Christopher looked at him. “You don’t have to go.” Everyone else went still. Ethan met his eyes. Christopher was not asking him to stay. He was making certain choice still existed.
“I know.”
“Okay.”
Pepa sat beside Christopher, close enough to touch without doing it. “Your father will not be the only firefighter in Los Angeles.”
“He knows.”
“I was speaking to you.”
Christopher looked at her. Pepa held his gaze until some of the fear in his shoulders loosened.
“We will stay here,” she said. “We will keep the phone charged, and we will not stare at the television until it tells us something it does not know.”
Christopher glanced at the muted aerial footage. “What else are we supposed to do?”
“Help me make a list of what still needs to come from Texas.”
“That’s your distraction?”
“It is an excellent distraction. Your father packed like a fugitive.”
Eddie almost protested, then looked at the suitcases lining the hall.
“She’s not wrong,” Ethan said.
The Land Cruiser started outside. Jacob was coming back with the gear.
Jacob came through the front door carrying Ethan’s CERT bag, helmet, and reflective vest in one hand. He had made the round trip to the loft in eleven minutes. Eddie looked at the clock. “How fast did you drive?”
“Legally.”
“Jacob.”
“Mostly legally.”
He handed the bag to Ethan. Ethan opened it on the dining table and checked the contents in order. Gloves. Eye protection. N95s. Basic first-aid materials. Flashlight. Spare batteries. Water. Protein bars. Notebook. Marker. The reflective vest still carried dust from the lab response in the seams Ethan had not been able to scrub clean. He touched the edge of it.
Jacob saw.
“Different call,” he said.
“Same vest.”
“Still a different call.”
Eddie disappeared into his room and returned wearing jeans, boots, and a dark long-sleeved shirt. He carried his old turnout duffel. Christopher looked at the bag. “You’re going too.”
“They’ll need hands.”
“You’re off-shift.”
“Still have hands.”
Pepa folded her arms. “And a child who came home yesterday.” Eddie’s jaw tightened. Christopher answered before he could.
“Go.”
Eddie looked at him.
“I’m not saying I like it,” Christopher said. “I’m saying go.”
“Pepa’s staying.”
“I know.”
“Keep your phone—”
“Charged. Bottled water. Don’t use the stove. I know.”
Eddie crouched beside the chair. “I just got you back.”
Christopher’s face changed.
“Then come back.”
The words went through the room. Eddie pressed his forehead briefly to Christopher’s.
“Yeah.”
Jacob picked up Ethan’s bag.
“I’ll drive.”
Eddie looked at him. “You’re staying here.”
“No.”
“Jacob.”
“You said they need hands.”
“Trained hands.”
“Then I’ll stay outside the hot zone and do what somebody tells me.”
“That isn’t a plan.”
“It’s more of a plan than sitting here watching.”
Eddie’s expression hardened. “You don’t earn your place in this house by going into danger.” Jacob went still. The sentence found its target cleanly.
“That isn’t why,” he said.
Eddie waited.
Jacob looked toward the television. The aerial view showed an entire side of the building collapsed into itself. First responders appeared as small moving points around the perimeter.
“I can lift. I know CPR. I know first aid. I can carry water and move supplies and stay where they put me.”
“And if they tell you to leave?”
“I leave.”
“If I tell you?”
Jacob hesitated only a second. “I leave.” Eddie looked at Pepa. She did not make the decision for him.
“You stay with me,” Eddie said. “You do not freelance. You do not cross a line because somebody looks like they need help.”
“Okay.”
“Say it like you understand.”
“I understand.”
Ethan zipped the bag. “We need to go.” They took the truck because Eddie knew where emergency staging would be established and because the Land Cruiser remained full of Ethan’s luggage. Jacob sat in back with the CERT bag between his feet. Ethan rode beside Eddie. The closer they came to Newton, the more sirens joined them. Engines passed on the left. LAPD units blocked cross streets. A heavy-rescue vehicle forced traffic onto the shoulder. Dust hung above downtown like weather. The car radio carried live coverage.
“Authorities have established a six-block perimeter around 8420 Newton Avenue. The nineteen-story apartment building suffered a partial collapse following reports of explosions in the lower level.”
Eddie turned it down.
“CERT staging will be west of command,” he said. “You report, sign in, take assignment. Don’t enter anything marked hot.”
“I know.”
“Tell me anyway.”
“Report. Sign in. Assignment. No hot zone.”
“Good.”
Jacob leaned forward between the seats. “And me?”
“You stay with me until command gives us somewhere useful.”
“Copy.”
Eddie glanced at him in the mirror. “You’re not on a radio.”
“Practicing.”
The truck stopped two blocks from the outer perimeter. They continued on foot. Ethan put on the vest as they moved. The reflective material settled across his chest. His helmet felt wrong after months in a closet and instantly familiar after one buckle adjustment. The street ahead was full of command boards, triage tarps, apparatus, and people moving with assigned purpose. For one step, the building disappeared. Ethan saw laboratory glass. Bobby through a monitor. Chimney motionless on the floor. A voice asking for the dose.
He stopped.
Jacob stopped with him. Eddie took two more steps before turning. Neither asked whether Ethan was okay. Jacob looked toward the CERT flag. “How far?” Ethan followed his line of sight. Across one intersection. Past the first ambulance queue. Maybe two hundred yards.
Distance.
Something his body understood.
“Two minutes,” Ethan said.
“Then go.”
Ethan started moving. Not running. The scene was crowded, footing uneven, civilians moving unpredictably. He chose the open route, passed behind an ambulance, adjusted around a hose bed, and reached the CERT table in less than a minute. The coordinator looked at his ID.
“Bennett. Medical support training?”
“Basic first aid, triage support, light search.”
“You’re with Group Three. Walking wounded and supply corridor. Stay outside collapse boundary unless USAR clears you.”
“Understood.”
A yellow vest pointed him toward a cluster of evacuees.
Ethan moved.
Eddie reached command with Jacob behind him. Gerrard saw Eddie and scowled.
“Diaz. What are you doing here?”
“Thought I’d lend a hand.”
“You on duty?”
“No.”
“Then start lugging debris until I decide you’re in my way.”
Eddie nodded toward Jacob. “He can move supplies. CPR and first-aid trained.” Gerrard looked Jacob over. Jacob endured the assessment without shrinking.
“Can you follow instructions?” Gerrard asked.
“Yes, sir.”
“Then rehab needs water at triage. After that, report to logistics. You touch structural debris only when USAR tells you exactly which piece.”
“Understood.”
“Go.”
Jacob went.
He carried two cases of water on the first trip, one in each hand. Logistics tried to hand him a cart on the second. One wheel was broken.
“It pulls left,” the firefighter warned.
Jacob tested it. “So do I when I’m tired.” The firefighter stared at him.
“Sorry. Long night.”
He loaded the cart. At the triage corridor, a woman stumbled through the perimeter with blood down one side of her face.
“My mother,” she kept saying. “My mother’s upstairs.”
Jacob set the cases down and caught her before her knees hit pavement.
“I’ve got you.”
She gripped his shirt. “I have to go back.”
“You can’t go back in.”
“She can’t walk.”
“Tell me the apartment.”
“Fourteen-oh-six.”
Jacob raised his voice toward the nearest CERT table. “Fourteen-oh-six! Mobility assistance needed, possible trapped resident.” Ethan heard him from twenty yards away. He wrote the unit on the accountability board and repeated it to the CERT lead, who relayed it to command. Jacob kept the woman seated while a medic checked her head.
“They know,” he told her. “Fourteen-oh-six. They know.”
Her grip loosened. Across the scene, Eddie joined a team clearing the approach to the lower level. Broken facade panels, twisted railing, and loose concrete blocked the route. USAR marked what could move and what had to remain untouched. The work expanded faster than command could put names to it.
Evacuees arrived carrying shoes, pets, medication bottles, and nothing at all. A firefighter spray-painted search markings beside an entrance that had once been a lobby. Police officers pushed the perimeter outward when a crowd of residents began pressing toward the barricades. Triage tarps filled, emptied, and filled again.
Ethan’s Group Three turned an overturned delivery table into a supply station. He sorted bandages, masks, water, and tourniquets into visible rows while a CERT lead assigned pairs to escort walking wounded. A teenage boy refused treatment because his father remained inside.
“Name and apartment,” Ethan said.
“Luis Ortega. Eight-twenty.”
Ethan wrote it down. “When did you last see him?”
“Before work. He sleeps days.”
“Any mobility issues?”
“No.”
“Medical conditions?”
“Diabetes.”
Ethan added the information and clipped the card to the priority board.
“They’ll look for him.”
“You don’t know that.”
“I know his name is going to command with his location and condition. That is what I can promise.”
The boy stared at him, angry because honesty did not sound like rescue. Ethan understood. He had once believed enough expertise could turn uncertainty into control. Then he had met people willing to exploit that belief.
“Come with me,” he said. “You can help confirm the tenant list while they check your arm.”
Purpose succeeded where reassurance had failed. The boy followed. At logistics, Jacob moved oxygen cases under a paramedic’s direction, then helped secure a canopy when an aftershock sent its legs skidding across the pavement. Nobody asked why he was there after the third assignment. They pointed. He carried. He repeated instructions back before acting. A firefighter watched him shoulder a rescue cribbing bundle built for two people.
“College football?” she asked.
“Baseball. Some wrestling.”
“That explains part of it.”
“Genetics and bad coping mechanisms.”
“Put it by USAR Two. Don’t cross the red tape.”
“Understood.”
He set the bundle precisely where directed and stepped back. Beyond the tape, technical rescue specialists crawled beneath a tilted slab supported by cribbing. Every movement was measured. They touched nothing without checking what else depended on it. A USAR lieutenant pointed to Jacob. “You. Green shirt.” Jacob stepped to the tape. “Yes?”
“We need that four-by-four stack moved ten feet left. Nothing beyond the blue mark.”
“How do you want it oriented?”
The lieutenant looked at him more carefully. “Parallel to the wall. Keep sizes separated.” Jacob repeated it back, then moved the first timber. The cribbing was dense, rough-edged, and heavier than it looked. He carried one piece at a time despite knowing he could manage two. Speed mattered less than keeping the pile organized for the people stabilizing the void. Eddie worked on the other side of the marked corridor. Their eyes met once across the debris. Eddie checked Jacob’s position, the lieutenant supervising him, and the distance from the unstable facade. Then he nodded.
The gesture was small enough that nobody else would have noticed.
Jacob did.
He placed the next timber parallel to the wall. A shout came from the void. The rescue team had located a pocket beneath the lobby. Everyone outside went quiet so acoustic equipment could listen. Three knocks sounded from somewhere under the slab.
Pause.
Three more.
The lieutenant marked the location and ordered a new brace line. Jacob felt the sound in his chest. Somebody alive under thousands of pounds of building had used the only movement available to say I am here.
“Focus,” the lieutenant said—not unkindly.
Jacob picked up the next timber. At the approach, Eddie helped clear a path wide enough for a stokes basket. His turnout coat was at the station and he was not assigned to an incident company, but his body remembered the work: lift on command, keep his back straight, watch the load above the load. Gerrard passed behind him and grunted.
“Still taking orders?”
“For today.”
“Chief will want to hear why one of his off-duty firefighters walked into my incident.”
“You can tell him I followed command.”
Gerrard looked toward the broken building. “Keep doing that.” Jacob had spent years in laboratories where care meant controlling variables. Here, the variables weighed tons and people breathed underneath them. He found himself watching the team leader’s hands. Point. Confirm. Lift. Brace. Reassess.
Not strength alone. Judgment.
Eddie looked toward Jacob once. Jacob was still beside the woman, holding pressure to a cut at her temple exactly where the medic had placed his hand. A tremor moved through the debris beneath their boots. A cheer rose near the lower-level approach. Two firefighters emerged with Crystal between them, dust-covered and bleeding from one forearm. She twisted back toward the opening.
“Donnie’s still down there! Graham too—and the sergeant.”
Chimney reached her first.
“Sergeant Grant?”
Crystal grabbed his coat. “She got me through the shaft. She went back.”
“How many trapped?”
“Two. One can’t breathe.”
Chimney looked toward the access tunnel. A USAR officer was still assessing the ceiling. Hen came up beside him with the medical pack.
“I’ll go,” she said.
“You have three criticals at triage.”
“Chim—”
“I’m already geared.”
Hen caught his sleeve. “The structure is still moving.”
“Athena went back for them.”
“That doesn’t make the structure stop moving.”
He met her eyes. They both knew the calculation. Hen had command experience even without the title. Chimney had the narrower profile, the medical training, and a lifetime of fitting through spaces that looked too small until somebody needed him on the other side. The USAR officer lifted the tape. “One rescuer. Stay on the guide line. If I call evacuation, you move.”
Chimney took the line.
Hen released his sleeve. “Radio check.” He keyed the mic. “Han entering lower access.”
“Copy, Han. Keep the channel open.”
He disappeared into the dust. Jacob saw only the back of his coat before concrete blocked the view. Ethan, farther down the corridor, recognized the name relayed through the incident channel. For an instant the scene narrowed to Chimney again. Another room. Another emergency. Another moment when Ethan had possessed the wrong kind of power over whether Chimney survived. He forced his hands back to the bandage inventory.
Different call.
Same people.
Different choice.
Inside the lower access, Chimney followed the guide line on hands and knees. The passage smelled of pulverized concrete, wet insulation, and gas. His helmet scraped once against a slab above him.
“Han, twenty feet to the laundry breach,” the USAR spotter said through his radio.
Chimney kept moving.
“Athena!”
Her answer came faintly through the void. “About time.” He laughed once, relief without humor.
“I brought medical.”
“Bring it faster.”
He reached the broken wall and saw her on the other side beside a man pinned under concrete. Then the ground beneath them thumped. A deep explosion rolled through the lower structure. Everyone looked up. Windows blew outward three floors above the collapsed section. Command shouted for cover. Ethan dropped behind an ambulance wheel. Jacob bent over the injured woman and shielded her with his body. Eddie flattened beside the debris pile as concrete fragments struck the street. When the movement stopped, Gerrard’s radio erupted with overlapping calls. One transmission cut through them.
“Command, second collapse. Basement access is gone. Sergeant Grant and Firefighter Han are confirmed below. Status unknown.”
For several seconds, there was no response from below. Hen stood at the edge of the new debris field with Chimney’s guide line disappearing beneath concrete. She keyed her radio once, listened, and tried again.
“Han, report.”
Static answered.
Gerrard ordered everyone back from the secondary-collapse boundary while USAR reassessed the load. Hen moved because command required it, not because any part of her wanted distance from that line. Jacob saw her face and understood that waiting could be an assignment too. Eddie lifted his head. Across the triage corridor, Ethan had already heard.
His hand stopped over the accountability board. Around him, volunteers kept moving, unaware that one name inside the building had just become personal in a way the incident structure could not record.
Ethan wrote ACCESS LOST beside the basement sector, capped the marker, and waited for an assignment that might take him closer.
Ethan learned the color system in a classroom with fluorescent lights and laminated cards. Red meant immediate. Yellow meant delayed. Green meant walking wounded. Black meant dead or beyond the resources available.
The instructor had warned them that the colors did not describe people. They described priority at one moment, under one set of conditions, with one level of available help. A yellow tag could become red. A green could become yellow. Triage was not a verdict. At Newton, the distinction had blood on it.
Ethan moved between the walking-wounded corridor and the supply table with a clipboard pressed to his forearm. Name. Apartment. Complaint. Last known location of anyone missing. He asked each question in the same order because order kept his voice level and made answers easier to compare.
A woman from the sixth floor had glass embedded along one forearm. A man who had climbed down eight flights complained that his knees hurt and apologized each time he occupied a chair. Two children sat under a silver emergency blanket while an officer searched for their father. Ethan did not diagnose any of them. The limit mattered.
At the lab, knowledge had been turned into authority without consent. Ethan had stood inside a system where credentials, urgency, and the promise of saving lives were used to erase every boundary that should have protected the people on the tables. Since then, usefulness had become something he examined before accepting. CERT gave him a lane.
He could stop bleeding with direct pressure. He could assess breathing, document changes, escort ambulatory patients, organize supplies, and carry information. He could not pronounce injuries, enter an uncleared structure, or decide that training adjacent to medicine made him a physician before medical school had even begun. Knowing the edge of competence was part of competence.
A girl of about twelve sat beneath the green tarp with one sneaker missing. Her palms had been cleaned and bandaged for superficial cuts. She watched the building instead of the officer trying to ask her questions. Ethan crouched at the edge of her vision.
“What’s your name?”
“Nia.”
“Nia, who were you with?”
“My brother.”
“Where did you last see him?”
“Stairs. People pushed.”
“Which stairwell?”
She shook her head.
Ethan took out the building diagram. “What did you see when you came out?”
“Mailboxes.”
“Before that.”
“A red door.”
The east stairwell was marked with a red fire door on the plan.
“What’s your brother’s name?”
“Malik. He’s sixteen. He had my backpack.”
Ethan wrote it on an accountability card and showed her every word before clipping it to the priority board.
“This goes to the search teams.”
“Are you going to find him?”
“I’m making sure the people searching know where to look.”
It was not the promise she wanted. It was the promise he could keep. Twenty minutes later, an officer walked Malik into the green corridor carrying a purple backpack. Nia stood so quickly the blanket fell away. Ethan stepped aside before their bodies collided. Nobody thanked him. He did not need them to. The card had entered the system, and the system had returned a person. That was enough.
He checked what he had been trained to check. Airway. Breathing. Circulation. Mental status. Visible bleeding. He wrote down changes and found someone with more authority whenever the answer stopped fitting green.
“Bennett.”
The CERT lead pointed toward the yellow tarp. “Run these intake cards to medical. Come back by the east lane. They’re moving equipment through the center.”
“Copy.”
Ethan took the cards. The route was three hundred yards if he followed the marked corridor. He covered it quickly without running, weaving around ambulance crews and hose lines. His body wanted the speed of a race start. Training told him that arriving upright mattered more than shaving seconds. At yellow triage, a paramedic accepted the cards without looking up.
“Anything else?” Ethan asked.
“Take empties back to supply.”
She nodded at a folded stretcher, then turned toward a patient calling for water. Ethan picked up the stretcher. On the way back, he passed a man sitting against the curb with a yellow tag looped through his belt. Mid-fifties. Dust coated his hair and the right side of his face. One trouser leg had been cut open below the knee, revealing a shallow wound already dressed. The tag listed laceration, ambulatory, stable vitals. The man stared at nothing.
Ethan slowed.
People stared after disasters. They watched buildings, hands, blood, empty space. Shock did not always announce itself as panic. Then the man’s chin dipped. He corrected it slowly, as if he had forgotten where his head belonged.
“Sir?”
No response.
Ethan set down the stretcher and crouched outside arm’s reach.
“Sir, my name’s Ethan. Can you tell me yours?”
The man blinked. “Dale.”
“Dale, do you know where you are?”
“Outside.”
His lips were pale beneath the dust.
“Outside where?”
Dale’s eyes moved toward the collapsed building, then away. “Work.” The tag said resident, apartment 304. Ethan looked at his breathing. Too fast and too shallow. The muscles at his neck tightened with each inhale. One hand pressed loosely against his abdomen.
“Is it hard to breathe?”
“Just tired.”
“Does anything hurt besides your leg?”
“No.”
Dale shifted. His hand remained over his abdomen.
“Can I see where your hand is?”
“It’s fine.”
“I’m not going to touch it. Move your hand for me.”
Dale lowered it. Bruising spread beneath the torn hem of his shirt, dark purple across the left upper abdomen. Ethan’s pulse kicked.
Name. Symptom. Time. Action.
Dale. Increasing confusion, rapid breathing, pallor, abdominal bruising. Now. Escalate.
He raised his hand toward the nearest medical vest.
“I need a reassessment over here.”
The medic did not hear him. Ethan raised his voice without leaving Dale. “Yellow tag deteriorating. Altered mental status and possible abdominal injury.” A different medic looked over. “How altered?”
“He knows his name, not the location. Respirations rapid and shallow. Skin’s pale. Bruising left upper quadrant.”
The medic crossed to them, fingers already finding Dale’s wrist.
“Sir, I’m Hen Wilson. Look at me.”
Dale’s eyes moved toward Hen but did not settle. Hen called for a pressure cuff and pulse oximeter. Ethan backed far enough to make room.
“BP eighty-six over fifty-two,” another paramedic said.
“He wasn’t that low at intake.”
“He is now. Upgrade him.”
The yellow tag came off. A red tag replaced it. Hen lifted Dale’s shirt farther, examined the bruising, then looked at Ethan. “What made you stop?”
“He couldn’t keep his head up. His answer didn’t match his tag.”
“How long ago?”
“Less than two minutes.”
“Good catch.”
Ethan had spent years imagining that medicine announced itself through rare knowledge. The obscure diagnosis. The perfect intervention. The person in the room who understood what nobody else could. This was smaller. A man looked different from his paperwork.
Ethan stopped.
The realization did not diminish medicine. It made it more exacting. Someone had to keep looking after the apparent emergency ended, after the patient crossed the line into safety and became one person among dozens. Hen handed Ethan Dale’s original yellow tag.
“Write the change time on the back. We need the record to travel with him.”
Ethan checked the incident clock, documented the time and symptoms, then passed the tag to the ambulance medic.
“What happens if I hadn’t stopped?” he asked.
Hen did not soften the answer. “Somebody else might’ve caught it. Or he might’ve crashed before they did.”
“That’s not reassuring.”
“It isn’t supposed to be. Triage is repeated assessment, not sorting people once and forgetting them.”
She tightened the strap around the blood-pressure cuff. “You noticed. You escalated. You didn’t decide you knew enough to treat outside your training. That’s the job you had.”
“CERT isn’t medicine.”
“No. But paying attention is.”
The ambulance crew lifted Dale. Hen moved with them for three steps, then turned back. “And Bennett?”
“Yeah?”
“Drink water before you fall over and become somebody else’s reassessment.”
Ethan looked at the unopened bottle clipped to his vest. Hen gave him the expression Maddie used when a request had already become an order.
He drank.
The words were brief because the scene did not allow more. They landed anyway. Hen turned back to Dale. “Possible splenic injury. Get him on the next ambulance. Two large-bore IVs en route.”
The monitor sounded when they connected it. Three quick tones. Pause. Three quick tones. Ethan stopped hearing Newton. He heard the lab monitor flatten into a frequency too clean for a human life. He saw Bobby through glass, then through a camera, then nowhere because somebody had moved between Ethan and the screen. Chimney lay beyond the frame. Maddie’s hand had locked around Ethan’s arm hard enough to bruise. The current monitor alarmed again.
Name.
Dale.
Symptom.
Hypotension. Confusion. Possible internal bleed.
Time.
Now.
Action.
Make space.
Ethan picked up the folded stretcher and stepped out of the ambulance crew’s path. Jacob stood near logistics with a stack of sealed oxygen masks against his chest. He had seen Hen replace the tag. He had seen Ethan freeze for less than a breath and move again. The ambulance doors closed on Dale. Jacob crossed only after the unit pulled away.
“You okay?”
“Yes.”
Jacob glanced toward the departing ambulance.
Ethan corrected himself. “Functional.”
“Different answer.”
“More accurate.”
“What happened?”
“He was bleeding internally. Probably.”
“And you saw it.”
“I saw that he changed.”
Jacob shifted the masks against his chest. “That sounds important.”
“It’s basic triage.”
“Did everybody with basic triage stop?”
Ethan looked at him.
Jacob did not smile. “That wasn’t a criticism.” A radio on the supply table crackled.
“Medical Group, be advised, basement sector remains cut off. Two civilians, one firefighter, one LAPD sergeant confirmed inside.”
Chimney.
Ethan looked toward the building. Jacob followed his gaze. “You’re not going in there.”
“I didn’t say I was.”
“You were already measuring the distance.”
“I’m not in command.”
“Good.”
Ethan resented the relief in Jacob’s voice because it matched his own. The CERT lead called his name.
“Bennett, west table. We need somebody who can run accountability cards to the basement rescue group.”
Ethan handed Jacob the stretcher.
“That’s not going inside.”
“I know.”
“Say it like Eddie made me say it.”
“I will report to the rescue group, deliver the cards, and follow assignment.”
“Better.”
Ethan started moving. The west route took him past the collapse boundary, close enough to see the opening where Chimney’s guide line vanished beneath a new mound of concrete. Hen stood with the USAR lieutenant over a building plan weighted down by a halligan and two chunks of masonry. A firefighter pointed to a service shaft marked in blue.
“Civilian came out here before the secondary collapse. Main passage is gone, but the shaft may still connect to the laundry wall.”
“Too tight for an air pack,” Hen said.
“We’re monitoring atmosphere from the opening. Gas is shut off, but we haven’t cleared the route.”
Ethan delivered the accountability cards. The lieutenant looked at his vest, then at him. “You light-search trained?”
“CERT level only.”
“Confined spaces?”
“Not technical rescue.”
“Good answer.”
The lieutenant pointed to the edge of the blue mark. “Stay there.” A rescue technician fitted a second line to the shaft camera and withdrew it slowly, watching the feed for movement. Another placed vibration sensors near the fractured edge. The process felt intolerably slow until Ethan understood that slowness was how they kept one trapped group from becoming two.
He carried shoring blocks from the equipment tarp to the technicians, one at a time. Not because one was his limit, but because loose hands and bad footing mattered near an opening.
“You run?” the technician asked after Ethan returned without breathing hard.
“Cross-country. Swim too.”
“Good lungs. Doesn’t change the rules.”
“I know.”
“Everybody says that before confined space.”
The technician tightened the edge protection. “Inside, your body will tell you to go faster when you need to go slower. Believe the line, the monitor, and the voice in your ear before adrenaline.” Ethan stored the instruction with the rest.
Ethan stayed.
A camera snake disappeared into the shaft. The screen showed bent ladder rungs, broken conduit, then a pocket of open space beyond a concrete shear.
“Opening’s eighteen inches at the narrow point,” the operator said. “Wider after that.”
Hen looked toward the vanished guide line. The radio produced static and half a word in Chimney’s voice. Ethan’s body had already measured the opening. The lieutenant saw him do it. The opening offended every ordinary instinct. A person should not enter a structure that looked like that. Concrete had sheared around the shaft, exposing aggregate and rust-colored rebar. The ladder inside descended at an angle no architect had intended. Every few seconds, grit whispered down the metal.
Ethan remembered running cross-country courses in rain so hard the trail vanished beneath water. The coach taught them to stop seeing distance as one demand. Choose the next tree. The next turn. The next rise. The shaft would be the same if command sent him. Next rung. Next shoulder turn. Next breath. Not Chimney at the end. Not the weight of Bobby behind him. Just the next safe movement. Hen caught him testing the buckle on his helmet.
“That’s not permission.”
“I’m checking my equipment.”
“You checked it five minutes ago.”
“Conditions changed.”
Hen leaned closer. “You do not owe anybody a trip through that hole.” Ethan looked at the service shaft.
“I know.”
“Do you?”
The question was not about training. Ethan forced himself to answer the one beneath it. “Bobby dying doesn’t make me responsible for getting Chimney back.”
Hen’s expression shifted.
“Correct.”
“But if they clear it, if my size is useful, and if I’m assigned—then I can do the job in front of me.”
Hen studied him for a long second. “And come back out.”
“And come back out.”
Only then did she turn toward the lieutenant.
“Don’t volunteer yet,” she said.
Ethan closed his mouth.
“We’re going to shore the mouth and send a repeater through. If the atmosphere holds and the route terminates where we think it does, I may need a runner small enough to clear it.”
Hen looked at Ethan.
“Absolutely not without a line, helmet, monitor, and direct order.”
“Agreed.”
Ethan looked between them. “If those things happen?” Hen’s expression carried fear sharpened into assessment.
“Then you listen the first time anybody tells you to stop.”
“I will.”
Behind them, another ambulance pulled away. Ethan watched the rescue team build a safe edge around an opening barely wider than his shoulders and understood, with no satisfaction at all, that his assignment might be about to change.
Donnie’s blood pressure fell while Chimney watched. There was nothing cinematic about it. No sudden gush of blood, no dramatic declaration. The numbers narrowed on the monitor in small, lethal increments while Graham kept both hands pressed to the hemostatic dressing.
“How hard are you pressing?” Chimney asked.
“As hard as I can.”
“Good. Keep it there.”
Graham’s arms trembled. Graham’s lower torso was fixed within the collapsed machinery and rubble, but his shoulders and arms remained free enough to reach Donnie. He could move his feet. Chimney could not see what held him and chose not to disturb the debris until heavy rescue reached them. Donnie was the immediate problem.
“He’s cold,” Athena said.
“Shock.” Chimney squeezed more fluid through the line in Donnie’s foot. “Donnie, open your eyes.”
Donnie did not.
Athena leaned closer. “Donnie.”
His eyelids moved but did not lift. Chimney checked the pressure again. Fifty-four over thirty. His radio hissed with signal too damaged to become language. Athena watched his face. “What do you think?”
“I think he’s about to arrest.”
She looked at the slab across Donnie’s lower chest and abdomen. “CPR is not an option.”
“Maybe we can defib him.”
The monitor changed. Donnie’s pulse disappeared beneath Chimney’s fingers.
“Now.”
He pulled the pads from his kit.
“Graham, can you reach his chest?”
Graham stared at him. “What?”
“Can you reach Donnie’s chest with one hand at a time?”
Graham shifted against the debris and grunted. “I think so.”
“I’m going to give you these defibrillator pads. One goes on his left side. The other goes on his right front.”
“Is he gonna die?”
“Not if you stay calm and help me.”
Athena moved nearer to Graham’s shoulder. “Look at me.”
He did.
“You’ve kept Donnie alive this long. You can do this too.”
Chimney handed him the first pad.
“Left side.”
Graham repeated it. “Left side.” His arm disappeared beneath the slab. The pressure on Donnie’s wound eased.
“As soon as the pad’s down, hand back on the dressing,” Chimney said.
Graham placed it and pressed again.
“Right front.”
The second pad slipped from his fingers.
“Damn it.”
“It’s still within reach,” Athena said. “Slow down.”
“He doesn’t have time for slow.”
“Fast comes after you have it.”
Graham found the edge and dragged it toward him. He peeled the backing with his teeth, then reached across Donnie.
“It’s on.”
“Do not touch him. When I say clear, hands up. Got it?” Chimney connected the leads. “Charging—and clear.”
Graham lifted both hands. Athena backed against the wall. Chimney delivered the shock. Donnie’s body jerked beneath the concrete. The monitor drew a flat line, then one narrow complex.
Another.
A rhythm returned.
“Hand back on that wound,” Chimney said.
Graham pressed down. Chimney found the carotid pulse.
“We’re back in sinus.”
Graham laughed once, breathless and frightened. “We did it?”
“You did it, Graham. Good work, pal.”
“Just doing my duty.”
Chimney almost smiled. Athena looked at the ceiling instead. Dust moved through the beam of her flashlight each time the building settled.
“How much time?” she asked.
“Not enough.”
“Helpful.”
“You want false reassurance, call somebody else.”
The answer came sharper than Chimney intended. Athena’s eyes moved to him. For weeks, every conversation between them had found the same bruise. Bobby’s choice. Chimney’s survival. Athena’s grief. The impossible arithmetic neither of them could stop doing. Chimney checked Donnie’s line.
“Sorry.”
“For which part?”
He did not answer. Athena let him avoid it for six seconds.
“Hen offered to come?”
“Yeah.”
“And you said no.”
“I said I had it.”
“Do you?”
Chimney looked at Donnie, at Graham’s shaking arms, at the collapsed route behind them.
“Ask me when we’re outside.”
“Fair enough.”
The radio crackled again.
“Han—Grant—service shaft—copy?”
Chimney grabbed it. “This is Han. I copy pieces.”
“Alternate access from west service shaft. Stand by for repeater.”
“We have one critical post-arrest, one trapped stable for now. Main access is gone.”
“Copied. Rescue group working both routes.”
The signal strengthened as a repeater entered the shaft.
Athena exhaled. “That’s something.”
“It’s a radio.”
“Today, I’ll take it.”
Metal scraped inside the utility alcove. Chimney turned his flashlight toward it.
“Rescue?”
No answer.
The scrape came again, followed by controlled breathing. A helmet appeared through the broken wall.
Not an LAFD helmet.
White CERT plastic, streaked gray.
“Please don’t yell until I’m all the way through,” Ethan said. “I’m in a narrow section.”
Chimney stared at him.
“Why would I yell?”
“You stopped breathing for a second.”
Ethan turned one shoulder, exhaled, and moved through the gap with a small pack clipped to a guide line. A gas monitor hung at his chest. Behind him, the line remained taut. He cleared the opening and crouched inside the laundry room. The journey had taken four minutes and every one of them remained in Ethan’s body.
The rescue team had fitted him with knee pads, a dust mask, goggles, the gas monitor, and a low-profile harness tethered to the line. The lieutenant made him repeat three commands before entry: advance, hold, reverse.
“If you hear reverse, you do not ask why.”
“I reverse.”
“If the monitor alarms?”
“Reverse.”
“If you lose voice contact?”
“Hold for ten seconds, then reverse.”
The first six feet were ladder. The next section required him to duck beneath broken conduit and slide sideways where the concrete had pushed inward. His helmet scraped. He stopped, backed half an inch, rotated his right shoulder, and found the angle.
Swimming had taught him how panic consumed oxygen. Cross-country had taught him that discomfort did not always mean danger. Neither made the shaft safe. They gave him familiar tools for a frightening place.
Breathe out. Move shoulder. Find rung. Check line.
At the narrowest point, his chest compressed between broken masonry and the shaft wall. The pack would not pass beside him. Ethan unhooked it as instructed, pushed it ahead by its strap, then followed one forearm at a time.
“Bennett, status,” the lieutenant asked through his earpiece.
“At constriction. Moving.”
“Monitor?”
“Normal.”
“Continue.”
Light from Athena’s flashlight appeared through the final break. Ethan heard Chimney’s voice before he saw him, steady and irritated at somebody’s blood pressure. The sound loosened something Ethan had kept locked since the lab. He did not call Chimney’s name. He finished the route. Chimney found his voice.
“What the hell are you doing here?”
“Following a direct assignment.”
“From who?”
“Han, Rescue Group. Bennett is operating as a tethered runner on a cleared route. Atmosphere remains safe. Do not send patients through the shaft.”
Chimney keyed his radio without looking away from Ethan. “Copy.” Then, to Ethan, “I’m still grounding you.”
“I don’t live with you.”
“Details.”
Athena’s mouth twitched.
Ethan unclipped the pack. “Radio repeater, spare fluids, trauma dressings, oxygen tubing, and another monitor battery. They want a patient report and the exact obstruction profile.”
“You crawled through that for batteries?”
“And communication.”
“That wasn’t a compliment.”
“I know.”
Chimney opened the pack. The fresh fluid bag alone bought Donnie time.
“You okay?” Chimney asked.
“Yes.”
“Real answer.”
Ethan hesitated. “Functional.”
“Runs in the family.”
The words left Chimney before he considered them. Ethan went still, but only for a beat.
“What can I do?”
Chimney pointed to Donnie. “Read me the monitor. Don’t touch anything unless I tell you.”
Ethan moved into position.
“Sinus tachycardia. One-thirty-eight. Pressure cycling.”
“Graham, you keep pressure. Ethan, watch the rhythm and his breathing. Athena, I need the dimensions on the access wall for rescue.”
They worked.
The room became tasks again. Chimney watched Ethan settle into the work without reaching beyond it. He read numbers. He opened packaging when instructed. He repeated each request before acting. When Donnie’s rhythm threw a premature beat, Ethan reported it without turning one change into catastrophe.
“Where did you learn that?” Chimney asked.
“The rhythm?”
“The not-panicking part.”
“I’m panicking.”
“Could’ve fooled me.”
“That’s not always a compliment.”
Chimney heard the history in the answer. Ethan had spent too much of his life making distress unobtrusive so adults would continue finding him easy to keep.
“No,” Chimney said. “It isn’t.”
Ethan looked at him, surprised by agreement.
“You can be scared and still do the next thing,” Chimney continued. “You can also tell somebody you’re scared.”
“Are you?”
Chimney glanced at the ceiling.
“Terrified.”
Athena, measuring the breach, said, “He’s been talking nonstop. That was our first clue.”
“I talk when I’m calm too.”
“You’re rarely calm.”
“This is why we weren’t speaking.”
Athena met his eyes across the debris. The line could have reopened the fight. Instead, she said, “We’re speaking now.” The words stayed between Athena and Chimney while they worked. Athena had entered the building because people were still coming out and voices were still calling from inside. Chimney had entered because she had not come back. Neither choice erased what they had said to each other after Bobby died. But the room made one truth impossible to avoid: hurt did not cancel trust.
When Chimney asked for dimensions, Athena measured. When Athena said the ceiling moved, Chimney shifted Donnie’s equipment without debate. He trusted her judgment of the structure; she trusted his judgment of the body under it. That was how they had always loved each other when language failed—through competence offered without hesitation.
“Your shoulder,” Chimney said.
“What about it?”
“You’re favoring the left.”
“I got hit coming in.”
“Can you move it?”
Athena raised the arm to shoulder height and stopped.
“Probably a strain,” Chimney said.
“Then stop looking at it.”
“I am a paramedic.”
“You have a patient.”
“I have three.”
Graham lifted his head. “Am I the third?”
“At the moment, Athena is competing for your spot.”
“I’m fine,” Athena said.
Chimney and Ethan answered together.
“That means nothing.”
Athena looked from one to the other.
“Family resemblance,” Chimney said.
Ethan lowered his eyes to the monitor, but the corner of his mouth moved. Athena sat back on her heels. “Get us out, and you can examine my shoulder.”
“That a promise?”
“It’s the closest you’re getting.”
Chimney accepted it. He had not expected reconciliation to feel like this. In the version Chimney imagined during sleepless nights, Athena would say she understood why Bobby chose him. Chimney would find a sentence that made survival sound less like theft. One of them would apologize correctly, and grief would settle into a shape they could carry. Instead they were kneeling in a destroyed laundry room, arguing about her shoulder while a stranger’s heart tried to stop. Maybe that was more honest.
Athena could still be angry that Bobby died for him and refuse to let Chimney die in return. Chimney could still resent being treated like the cost of Bobby’s choice and trust Athena with every life in the room. Contradiction did not mean the relationship had failed. It meant grief had not simplified either of them.
“Maddie know you’re down here?” Athena asked.
“She knows I’m on the call.”
“That wasn’t my question.”
“Then no.”
“She’s due any minute.”
“She has weeks.”
“That isn’t how babies work.”
Ethan kept his attention on the monitor with visible effort. Chimney pointed at him. “Do not join this conversation.”
“I didn’t say anything.”
“Your mother’s expression is genetic.”
“Still medically unsupported.”
Athena almost laughed. The room shifted beneath them, ending the moment. Her hand went to Chimney’s shoulder; his went across Ethan’s chest, holding both men away from falling debris. When the movement stopped, none of them commented on who had reached for whom. Chimney returned to the fluid line.
“Yeah,” he said. “We are.”
Ethan did not look between them. The courtesy was deliberate. Donnie’s breathing hitched.
“Rate’s dropping,” Ethan said.
Chimney adjusted the airway and spoke loudly enough to pull Donnie toward him. “Stay with us. Crystal made it out, and she is going to be extremely annoyed if you die after making her climb through a wall.”
Donnie’s eyelids fluttered.
“See? Fear of girlfriend. Clinically useful.”
Ethan’s laugh escaped before he could stop it. The sound was brief, human, and entirely wrong for the room. That was why it helped. Ethan called the pressure when it appeared. Still low. Chimney adjusted the fluid. Athena measured the break in the wall by boot lengths and relayed the rebar pattern outside. Graham kept both hands planted despite tremors moving through his shoulders.
Donnie moaned.
“Good,” Chimney said. “I like noise.”
Ethan glanced at him.
“From patients,” Chimney clarified.
“I wasn’t going to say anything.”
“You and Buck both go quiet before a comment.”
“That feels observationally unsupported.”
Chimney heard Maddie in the phrasing and had to look down at his hands. Family did not arrive in orderly sequence. It arrived through a broken wall wearing a plastic helmet and carrying the exact supplies he needed. A hammer started somewhere beyond the main collapse. Once. Twice. Then a sustained mechanical vibration.
“Interior group, heavy rescue has located the laundry wall,” the radio said. “Prepare for breach.”
Athena moved beside Graham and covered his head with her jacket. Chimney shielded Donnie’s airway and monitor. Ethan crouched against the strongest remaining wall.
“When the route opens, you go back the way you came,” Chimney told him.
“They told me to remain until contact.”
“Contact is about to happen.”
“Then I’ll leave when Rescue Group tells me.”
Chimney looked at him. Ethan held the look without challenge. Not defiance. Procedure.
“You really are Maddie’s kid,” Chimney said.
“You say that like it’s a new diagnosis.”
The first section of wall broke inward. The breach team paused to test the new opening before widening it. A gloved hand appeared, withdrew, then returned with an air monitor. Chimney waited through readings, structural checks, and another round of shoring while Donnie’s pressure continued falling. Waiting became its own medical procedure.
He checked the line. Ethan reported the rhythm. Graham maintained pressure. Athena relayed every sound from the wall so the rescue team knew their work was reaching the correct pocket. No one rushed the last foot and killed the people they had spent hours reaching. Light cut through the dust. Voices shouted from the other side. Chimney put one hand on Ethan’s shoulder until the vibration stopped. He told himself it was to keep the kid against the safe wall. He did not remove it immediately afterward.
Maddie’s update reached Buck and Ravi while they were carrying two yellow-tagged residents toward the exterior.
“Engine 118, I have another one for you. Flint West, unit 912. His ex-wife confirms he was inside. He called from the ninth floor and then stopped answering.”
Buck looked at Ravi. “Let’s gear up.” They climbed through a corridor whose numbering no longer matched its elevation. The placard for 912 remained fixed to a door two floors below where the ninth floor had begun.
“I think 912 is now 712,” Buck said.
Ravi checked the void beneath the fractured doorway. “You ready?”
“Let’s do it.”
They descended on rope through the opening.
“LAFD! Flint!”
A groan answered from behind a collapsed wardrobe. Its back panel had split where the floor came down, leaving a narrow route into the pocket behind it. Flint lay beneath a section of framing and plaster, conscious and furious.
“This is crushing me.”
“We’re getting you out,” Buck said. “Sit tight for one more minute.”
Ravi braced beside him. They lifted together, gaining only enough room to shift the weight onto a broken support. Ravi looked through the wardrobe. “You’re pulling him out the back of that?”
“If we can make it to Narnia.”
They widened the opening, protected Flint’s head, and eased him backward through the ruined wardrobe.
“Big step,” Buck told him when his feet found the slanted floor. “Deep breath.”
Flint leaned into Ravi. “Didn’t think you bums would ever find me.”
“You can thank your ex-wife,” Buck said.
“Marge? She hasn’t spoken to me in years.”
“Luckily, she speaks to 911.”
The floor jumped.
“Take cover!” Buck shouted.
The gas pocket went up beneath them. The corridor folded, their anchor point vanished, and the route back became a wall of concrete. Buck heard the Bravo wall separate from the building.
Not fall. Separate.
The distinction lasted less than a second, but he felt it through his boots: a cracking release, a short downward shift, then the grinding stop of one failed piece catching against another. Ravi froze beside Flint.
“That’s bad, right?” Flint asked.
“We’re not using rankings,” Buck said.
They had extracted Flint from what used to be apartment 912 and was now wedged across two collapsed floors. The wardrobe opening behind them led back to a passage that no longer existed. Their anchor point had gone down in the gas-pocket explosion. Ahead, the exterior wall ended six feet away. Beyond it: open air, a seven-story drop to the parking structure, and the building across the street. Buck keyed his radio.
“Command, Buckley and Panikkar at Bravo wall with one ambulatory yellow. Primary exit lost.”
“Buckley, look down.”
Gerrard stood in the street below, small through the dust.
“I see you.”
“Can you return the way you entered?”
“Negative. Ceiling came down with the second explosion. Anchor’s gone.”
Concrete clicked loose near Ravi’s boot and disappeared over the edge.
“Cap, this section’s moving.”
“I’m requesting another USAR team. Hold position.”
Buck looked at the floor splitting beneath a wall column.
“Holding isn’t going to be an option for long.”
Flint pressed a hand to his ribs. “You said you bums found me.”
“We did.”
“Feels like you misplaced the outside.”
Ravi looked at him. “You’re welcome to file a complaint.”
“With who?”
“Your ex-wife seems responsive.”
Flint made a sound that might have been a laugh and might have hurt. Buck assessed what remained. No intact stairwell. No viable rappel anchor. The aerial could not reach through the debris field without repositioning, and there was no clear path for the rig. Ground ladders ended several floors below them. Across the gap, the parking structure’s top level stood slightly lower than their position.
Ravi tested the floor near the remaining column with the handle of his tool. The concrete sounded solid for three strikes, hollow on the fourth. He marked the hollow section with chalk.
“Nobody steps here.”
Flint stared at the mark. “There’s nothing under that?”
“There’s something,” Ravi said. “We just don’t know where it plans to go.”
Buck shifted Flint against the safest interior wall. The man’s breathing had worsened after the extraction. Buck checked his pulse again—fast but present—and loosened the improvised wrap around his ribs enough to make expansion easier.
“Any dizziness?”
“I’m standing in my apartment and looking at a parking garage where the kitchen used to be.”
“Medical dizziness.”
“A little.”
“Tell me if it gets worse.”
Flint watched Buck secure a secondary strap around him. “You always this calm?”
Ravi made a noise.
Buck looked over. “Something to add?”
“No.”
“That sounded like something.”
“I was thinking about the ladder truck.”
“You were thinking about how calm I am.”
“Sure.”
The banter used to come easily at the 118. Since Bobby’s death, even teasing had felt like trespassing on a version of the team that no longer existed. Up here, with a patient between them and the floor failing, the rhythm returned because it was useful. Ravi steadied the edges Buck did not see. Buck absorbed the panic Ravi refused to show. Neither had to announce the arrangement.
“Cap’s calling USAR,” Ravi said.
Buck looked across at Eddie below. “We may have something faster.” Too far to jump. Close enough to imagine a bridge. Below, Eddie moved beside Gerrard. Buck recognized him before the radio carried his voice. Eddie pointed toward the debris-choked approach where crews had begun clearing space for a ladder.
“There isn’t time.”
Gerrard turned. “Diaz, unless you brought a helicopter, start moving concrete.”
“By the time you clear a path, that wall’s coming down.”
“Then give me another option.”
Eddie looked from Buck to the parking structure. The calculation happened visibly. Angle. Distance. Elevation.
“Line gun.”
Gerrard followed his sightline. “You want to shoot a rope across a city street?”
“I want to establish a high line from the garage. Buck can rig harnesses on his side.”
“For three people?”
“One at a time.”
“The anchor inspection alone—”
The building shed another sheet of concrete. Eddie did not flinch. “We don’t have time for a ladder.” Gerrard’s jaw tightened. “We don’t have a choice.”
“If Bobby taught me anything, it’s that we always have a choice.”
The name changed the air between them. Gerrard looked up at Buck, then toward the parking structure.
“Take Diaz and one engineer. Verify the anchor. If it doesn’t hold, you abort.”
Eddie was already moving. Jacob had reached the heavy-rescue corridor with another stack of cribbing when Eddie passed.
“Where are you going?”
“Parking garage.”
Jacob looked up and saw Buck at the broken wall.
“What do you need?”
“Stay on your assignment.”
“Eddie.”
“Jacob.”
The engineer beside Eddie pointed at the line-gun case. “It’s seventy pounds plus hardware.” Jacob set down the cribbing. “Where?” Eddie started to refuse. The ground shook again.
“With us,” Eddie said. “You carry what he gives you. Nothing else.”
They ran.
Ethan would have reached the garage first. Jacob knew it without resentment. Distance belonged to Ethan. Weight belonged to him. The line-gun case pulled at his shoulder as they climbed the concrete ramp. He shifted it higher and kept pace. Years of baseball had taught his body rotation, coordination, the transfer of force through planted feet. Wrestling had taught him what happened when balance failed. Neither had prepared him for carrying rescue hardware through a parking structure while his uncle's best friend waited in a collapsing building across the street.
But Jacob knew how to follow. The engineer chose a support column, checked the concrete for visible damage, and wrapped the anchor system twice.
“Load direction there,” she said.
Jacob moved where she pointed and held the hardware case open while Eddie assembled the launcher. Across the street, Buck watched through dust. His radio opened.
“I don’t know about down there,” Eddie said, “but I’ve got an update up here.”
Buck stepped closer to the edge. “Eddie?”
“Parking structure. Right in front of you.”
Buck saw him then, beside an engineer and Jacob. The relief was so immediate it felt like anger.
“What are you doing?”
“Saving you the walk down.”
Ravi leaned toward the opening. “Does he have a gun?”
“Line gun.”
“The fact that you knew that immediately is concerning.”
Eddie’s voice returned through the radio.
“Buck, I’m sending a pilot line. Stay back until it lands. Secure it to the strongest interior column you can reach. Engineer will walk you through the system.”
Buck examined the fractured room. One reinforced column remained behind the wardrobe, exposed but intact.
“I’ve got an anchor.”
“Good. Move Flint away from the opening.”
“Copy.”
No argument. No demand for proof. Eddie gave an instruction, and Buck’s body accepted it before grief could complicate anything. They sheltered behind the remaining wall. The pilot line fired across the gap with a sharp report. Its weighted end struck the floor and skidded through dust. Before firing, the engineer made every person on the garage deck step behind the selected column.
She checked the pressure cartridge, projectile, line path, and backstop. Eddie repeated the range estimate. Jacob held the case flat while she removed the launcher.
“You ever use one?” she asked Eddie.
“Training. Once on a river rescue.”
“Then today you follow me.”
“Happy to.”
Jacob recognized how easily Eddie surrendered control to the person with the right expertise. No performance, no need to prove that years at the 118 made him the ranking voice in every situation. It was different from obedience for its own sake. Eddie assessed, then trusted. The engineer sighted along the line.
“Wind’s moving dust north. It’ll push the pilot left.”
“Buck can reach five feet left,” Eddie said.
“He gets one attempt before we reassess.”
“Understood.”
Jacob looked across the street. Buck appeared impossibly exposed at the broken edge.
“He’ll catch it,” Eddie said.
Jacob realized the reassurance was meant for him.
“You know that?”
“Yeah.”
There was no bravado in it. Eddie knew Buck’s hands, reflexes, and judgment the way other people knew the dimensions of their own rooms. Personal trust could fracture while operational knowledge remained whole. The engineer raised one fist. Every radio on the rescue channel went quiet. Buck grabbed it.
The next several minutes became knots and verification. Buck repeated each instruction. Ravi checked every connection. Flint complained about being placed in a rescue harness and stopped complaining when another crack widened beneath the floor.
Across the street, Jacob helped tension the system under the engineer’s hands. He did not pull until told. When told, he leaned his weight backward and felt the line become a rigid diagonal between two damaged structures.
“Hold,” the engineer said.
Jacob held.
She checked the brake, the anchor, and his position. “Good. Keep that stance.” Eddie looked at him once. “You all right?”
“Yes.”
“Don’t lie because it’s useful.”
Jacob adjusted his footing. “My shoulder hurts. I can hold it.”
“Better answer.”
The engineer took the load onto the mechanical system. “You’re support now, not the anchor.” Jacob eased only when instructed. Flint crossed first, suspended in a rescue sling. He swore continuously over the open street. Ravi kept the line moving from the building side while Eddie and the engineer controlled his approach. When Flint reached the garage, Jacob caught the sling and guided his feet to concrete.
“You’re down,” Jacob said.
Flint gripped his forearm. “You people are insane.”
“Probably.”
“That supposed to reassure me?”
“No.”
Medical took Flint. Ravi clipped in next. Buck looked at the open air beneath the line. “Are you serious?”
“Would it be better if we were joking?” Ravi asked.
“Fair point.”
Ravi pushed off. The wall shifted while he was halfway across. Buck dropped to one knee. The anchor held. On the garage side, Jacob saw Ravi’s body swing and moved toward the line.
“Stay back,” the engineer ordered. “System has him.”
Jacob stopped.
Every instinct insisted that strength meant reaching for the problem. Training—borrowed, incomplete, only hours old—said not touching could be the useful action. The brake slowed Ravi’s swing. Eddie hauled the final feet of line. Jacob guided Ravi onto the deck when permission came. Ravi unclipped with shaking hands.
“Dude,” he said to Eddie. “That was genius.”
Eddie kept his eyes on Buck. “He’s not over yet.” Buck clipped into the harness. Through the open radio channel, Eddie said, “Check your gate.”
“Locked.”
“Backup.”
“Set.”
“On my count.”
Buck looked across the gap. He had spent weeks thinking Eddie could leave because love had failed to make him stay. The thought had calcified into certainty during the fight. Eddie had gone to the airport; Buck had built Texas around the note before asking. Now Eddie stood across open air holding the line home.
“Three,” Eddie said.
Buck stepped off. For a moment, there was nothing beneath him. Then the system took his weight. He crossed with concrete falling behind him. Eddie did not look away. Jacob waited beside him, hands ready but controlled. Buck reached the garage. Eddie caught the harness and pulled him onto solid ground. The contact lasted less than a second longer than required.
“You good?” Eddie asked.
“Yeah.”
Ravi pointed back toward the building. “For the record, that was all you.” Eddie shook his head. “I just thought about what Bobby would yell at Buck for trying.”
“No,” Buck said.
Eddie looked at him.
“No. This one was all you.”
There were too many other things inside the sentence. Eddie accepted none of them aloud. “Laundry access is still blocked.” Buck unclipped the harness. “Then let’s go open it.” They returned together. As they crossed the street, the Bravo wall finally failed. It folded outward in a roar of concrete and dust, striking the place where the ladder team would have needed to stage. Everyone stopped long enough to understand the margin. Ravi looked at Eddie. “Okay. Genius may have been underselling it.” Eddie watched the debris settle. “We got lucky.”
“We made a different choice,” Buck said.
Eddie looked at him, hearing Bobby’s lesson returned. Then Gerrard shouted for them at the basement sector, and all four men began moving again. On the ramp down, Buck and Eddie fell half a step behind Ravi and the engineer. Neither had enough privacy for a real conversation. That made speaking possible.
“You came,” Buck said.
“It’s my shift.”
“I know. I meant—”
“I know what you meant.”
Buck adjusted the coil of pilot line over one shoulder. “This morning, when you asked if I was coming home—”
“Not here.”
The answer hurt, but it was not rejection. Eddie looked toward the building, where Chimney and Athena were still trapped and crews were fighting for access.
“After,” Eddie said.
Buck nodded.
After was more than they had possessed the day before. At street level, Gerrard pointed them toward the basement breach. The moment closed without resolution. They moved where they were needed. Jacob lifted the line-gun case. The engineer took the opposite side before Eddie could.
“I need Diaz free to coordinate the return route.”
Jacob nodded and matched her pace. The case weighed less now that the cartridge had fired, but his forearms had begun to shake from cumulative work. He adjusted his grip rather than conceal it.
“Need a stop?” the engineer asked.
“Ten seconds at the landing.”
They set the case down together. Jacob rolled one shoulder.
“Good call,” she said.
He looked at her.
“People get hurt when they make somebody else discover their limit for them.”
The sentence followed him back down the ramp. Jacob had treated limits as private information for most of his life. Hunger, money, sleep, fear—everything became his problem until it became too large to hide. Here, naming a tired shoulder had not made him less useful. It had changed the distribution of a load. At street level, Eddie handed him a bottle of water.
“Drink.”
Jacob opened it without arguing. Buck noticed. “He usually do that?”
“No,” Eddie said.
“I’m standing here.”
“We know.”
Ravi pointed toward the basement group. “Family debrief later?” Eddie took the line-gun case from Jacob only after Jacob finished drinking.
“Later,” he said.
Eddie took one handle this time. Neither commented on the shared weight.
The breach opened wide enough for Hen’s helmet. She pushed through first, medical pack dragged behind her, followed by Buck and Ravi with cutting tools. Eddie came after them carrying a backboard edgewise through the broken wall. Dust turned everyone the same color.
“Athena!” Hen called.
“Here.”
“Chim?”
“Still handsome.”
“Debatable.”
Hen saw Ethan beside the monitor and stopped.
“You were supposed to go back through the shaft.”
“Rescue Group told him to hold,” Chimney said.
Hen looked at the guide line attached to Ethan’s harness, the gas monitor, and the supplies spread beside Chimney. Her objection narrowed into one hard breath.
“You leave with the first team that clears.”
“Understood.”
The USAR lieutenant entered behind Eddie and assessed the slabs pinning Donnie and Graham.
“We shore first. Nobody lifts until I call it.”
Orders moved outward. The route beyond the breach filled with hands. Outside the hot zone, Jacob waited beside the cribbing stack. The lieutenant’s runner called for two four-by-fours and wedges. Jacob carried them to the red line. A firefighter took them the final distance.
“Again,” the runner said.
Jacob went back. One trip became six. Timber. Wedges. Hydraulic hose. Spare oxygen cylinder. A junctional tourniquet requested by Chimney. Jacob did not see the room, but he learned its shape through what it needed. He learned the language too.
A wedge was not simply a wedge; size and angle mattered. A hydraulic line could not kink beneath debris. Oxygen traveled secured, valve protected, never carried by the regulator. A backboard placed two feet too far from the breach cost time when a patient began to crash. Jacob asked once, then remembered.
“Four-by-four, twenty-four-inch,” the runner called.
Jacob selected it from the stack.
“Two step chocks.”
He brought two, nested and facing the direction the runner indicated. The USAR lieutenant emerged far enough to see him arrange the next load.
“You’ve done collapse work?”
“No.”
“Construction?”
“No.”
“Then why are you anticipating my list?”
Jacob looked at the equipment already sent through. “You’re building support from the outside inward. The last pair used the smaller wedges, so I assumed you’d need the next size.” The lieutenant considered him. “Assumptions get people killed.”
Jacob’s stomach dropped.
Then she added, “But noticing patterns keeps them alive. Verify before acting.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“And stop carrying two timbers when one keeps your hands free.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
He changed the next load. Athena emerged briefly at the breach while the team shifted Donnie. Dust covered her uniform; blood streaked one sleeve. She saw Jacob hand off the junctional tourniquet before anyone asked where it was.
“You with Diaz?” she asked.
“Yes, Sergeant.”
“We haven’t met.”
“No, Sergeant. Jacob Kelley. Shannon was my aunt.”
Recognition sharpened her tired face. “The nephew. Eddie and Christopher have mentioned you.”
“Yes.”
“You certified?”
“CPR and first aid. Former lifeguard.”
“Then keep doing exactly what they tell you. You’re useful because you listen.”
The praise struck harder than anything about his strength could have.
“Yes, Sergeant.”
Athena disappeared inside again. Jacob returned to the stack with his hands steadier. Inside, cribbing rose beneath the slab across Donnie.
“Patient one comes first,” Chimney said. “Post-arrest, arterial bleed. We keep the dressing in place until the junctional is ready.”
Hen checked the rhythm. “Pressure?” Ethan read it. “Seventy-eight over forty-six.”
“Moving in the wrong direction.”
“Then we move him in the right one,” Chimney said.
The lieutenant lifted one hand.
Hydraulics engaged.
The slab rose in increments too small to see until shadow appeared beneath it. Graham kept pressure on Donnie’s wound while Ravi slid the tourniquet into position.
“Hold,” the lieutenant said.
Everything stopped.
A support shifted. The cribbing team corrected it.
“Continue.”
Another inch.
Eddie pushed the backboard forward. Buck reached beneath Donnie’s shoulders. Hen controlled the line at his foot.
“On three,” Chimney said. “One, two, three.”
They moved Donnie free. His monitor protested. Hen secured the junctional tourniquet while Eddie opened fluids wide.
“Five hundred?” Eddie asked.
“Start there,” Chimney said. “First ambulance to Presbyterian. Trauma and vascular.”
Athena stepped toward the board. Hen blocked her with one arm. “You’re going with him.”
“I’m seeing this through.”
“Athena—”
“I said I’m seeing it through.”
Hen knew when insistence would only spend time. She signaled the evacuation team. Ethan moved toward the shaft. Chimney caught his wrist.
“Take the patient report out.”
“I can go through the breach.”
“The breach is carrying a backboard. You fit the other route.”
Ethan understood. Information first. Chimney gave him the numbers, fluids, arrest rhythm, shock, and current status. Ethan repeated every detail back.
“Tell them he has a pulse because Graham put the pads where I told him.”
Graham laughed weakly. “Put that in my official record.”
“I will,” Ethan said.
He clipped onto the shaft line and crawled out. The narrow point caught at his shoulders. Ethan exhaled, turned, and used his forearms to pull while boots found each bent rung. Behind him, Chimney’s patient report remained intact in his head. Name. Injury. Intervention. Response. At the shaft mouth, rescue hands lifted him onto the pavement. Ethan unclipped before he stood.
“Patient coming through main breach,” he told the medical officer. “Donnie, adult male. Arterial injury under debris, profound hypotension, lost pulse in a shockable rhythm. One defibrillation restored sinus. IV access in foot, fluids running. Junctional tourniquet placed during extrication. Presbyterian needs trauma and vascular.”
The officer relayed it.
Ethan added, “Civilian inside maintained pressure and placed the pads.”
“Copy.”
Donnie’s backboard emerged four minutes later. The ambulance crew moved without questions because the hospital already knew what was coming. Jacob saw Ethan beside the receiving lane. He started toward him, then a runner called for the oxygen cylinder. Jacob changed direction, carried the cylinder to the line, and returned only after someone signed it over.
“You went inside.”
“On assignment.”
“You fit.”
It was not a question. Ethan looked toward the service shaft. “Barely.” Jacob checked his helmet, shoulders, arms, searching for injury without touching.
“I’m fine,” Ethan said.
“Functional?”
“Fine this time.”
Jacob nodded once.
“They need more equipment,” Ethan said.
“I know.”
They separated again. Inside, the team turned to Graham.
“Your turn,” Athena said.
“Thought I was minor burns.”
“You are until somebody proves otherwise.”
The slab lifted away from his hips. Graham tried to sit. His face emptied of color.
“Stop,” Chimney said.
Ravi saw the metal first. “Whoa.” Rebar entered Graham’s lower back and extended through the debris behind him. Blood had pooled beneath his abdomen, hidden by dust and broken tile.
“Can you move your feet?” Hen asked.
Graham did.
“Missed the cord,” Eddie said.
Chimney put a hand against Graham’s abdomen. Heat soaked through his glove.
“It didn’t miss everything.”
Graham’s pulse raced beneath his fingers.
“He’s been bleeding internally,” Hen said.
Athena crouched where Graham could see her. “Why didn’t you tell us?”
“Knew I was dead.”
“You don’t know that.”
He looked toward the route Donnie had taken. “He needed help more.”
“So, you just sacrificed yourself?” Chimney asked.
“It was the right thing to do.”
For one terrible second, Chimney saw Bobby at the lab. A choice made in secret. A life offered before anybody else could object. The survivors left behind to call it noble because calling it unbearable changed nothing.
“Not today, Graham.”
He stood.
“Buck, Ravi, cut the rebar as close to his body as possible. Eddie, backboard, oxygen, every bag of fluid we’ve got. Hen, you’re with me on extrication.”
The room obeyed. Outside, the request reached logistics.
“Basement rescue needs additional fluids, oxygen, and a second backboard at the breach.”
Jacob loaded the supplies onto the damaged cart, tested the wheel that pulled left, and abandoned it after three feet. He stacked two fluid cases against his chest, slung the oxygen cylinder by its carrier, and lifted the folded board under one arm. A firefighter stared. “You can’t carry all that.”
“Watch the cylinder.”
“That wasn’t permission.”
Jacob set the board down. “Tell me what’s safe.” The firefighter redistributed the load: cylinder secured to a litter, fluids strapped beside it, board carried separately. Jacob took the heavy end only after the rigging was checked. They moved together. At the red line, Eddie emerged far enough to receive the backboard.
“You still following instructions?”
Jacob breathed hard. “Every one.” Eddie saw the straps, the second firefighter, the load arranged correctly.
“Good.”
He disappeared inside. Buck and Ravi cut the rebar. Sparks struck a shield held over Graham’s body. Hen kept his head still. Athena talked to him over the whine of the saw.
“Stay with me.”
“Kind of cold.”
“I know.”
“Donnie get out?”
“He’s already on his way to surgery because of you.”
Graham’s eyes closed.
“Open them.”
The saw stopped.
“Free,” Buck said.
They moved Graham onto the board with the shortened rebar stabilized in place. His pressure was fifty-one over thirty-nine. Heart rate one-forty.
Then the rhythm disappeared.
“Asystole,” Chimney said.
Hen began compressions. Eddie opened the fluid line. Ravi held the protruding rebar stable. Buck bagged. Athena stayed beside Graham’s head.
“We’re right here,” she told him. “You don’t get to quit.”
Chimney called for epinephrine.
One cycle.
Pulse check.
Nothing.
Another cycle.
Hen’s arms drove steady compressions while debris dust shook from the ceiling.
“Chim,” she said after the next check.
“Keep going.”
“Chim.”
“I’m not calling it.”
He could not watch another man decide his death was useful. He could not stand in another room and accept sacrifice as complete.
“Epi. Continue compressions.”
Outside, Ethan listened to the medical channel. Jacob stood beside him with blood from somebody else drying across one sleeve.
No one spoke.
Inside, Hen completed another cycle.
“Pulse check.”
Silence held for two seconds. Chimney’s fingers pressed at Graham’s neck.
There.
Weak. Fast. Real.
“We got a pulse. Good work, everyone.”
The room exhaled. Chimney keyed his radio.
“118 to Presbyterian. Adult male, penetrating abdominal trauma with impaled rebar, post-arrest with return of spontaneous circulation. Massive blood loss. Trauma team and vascular surgeon standing by.”
“Presbyterian confirms.”
They carried Graham through the breach. The chain continued outside. Jacob cleared the equipment from the route. Ethan repeated the report to the ambulance crew. Hen never stopped monitoring. Eddie and Ravi controlled the board. Buck managed oxygen. Athena walked beside Graham until the ambulance boundary forced her to release him. Chimney climbed halfway into the unit to verify the lines. Jacob stood back, hands empty for the first time since arriving.
He had imagined rescue as the moment something heavy moved or a person came free. He saw now that freedom from debris was only a transfer between problems. In biochemistry, Jacob had learned to understand systems by tracing pathways. A substrate became a product through a series of reactions, each dependent on the one before it. Interrupt one enzyme and the endpoint disappeared no matter how perfect every later step might be. The rescue operated the same way.
Crystal had to reach the surface before anyone knew the laundry room remained accessible. Athena had to create pressure space under Donnie’s slab. Graham had to keep pressure on the wound. Chimney had to turn Graham’s hands into medical hands for thirty seconds. The shaft team had to clear Ethan’s route. Ethan had to move information and supplies. Heavy rescue had to stabilize before anybody could lift.
Strength mattered.
It was only one reaction in the chain. Jacob looked down at his palms. Concrete dust filled the lines. One knuckle had split without him noticing. His shoulders ached from carrying equipment, but the ache felt clean compared with the year of grocery-store doubles where every lifted case had only bought another week of not falling completely through. This work had not earned him a home. Eddie had made that clear. It had given his capability somewhere to go.
A second ambulance crew rolled an empty gurney past him toward triage. Jacob moved aside before they asked. The medic at the foot looked at his size, then at the cleared lane behind him.
“You working logistics?”
“For today.”
“You should think about doing it with a badge.”
The medic kept moving before Jacob could answer. The thought followed the gurney into the crowd. Graham had survived because Crystal climbed, Athena stayed, Graham pressed, Chimney taught, Ethan carried information, heavy rescue shored, Buck and Ravi cut, Eddie prepared, Hen compressed, and an ambulance waited with a hospital already listening. No single pair of hands had saved him. Chimney jumped down from the ambulance and found Ethan and Jacob side by side. He looked Ethan over first.
“Any injuries?”
“No.”
“Scrapes?”
“One on my shoulder.”
“Dizziness, shortness of breath, sudden urge to pretend you’re invincible?”
“Only the usual amount.”
Chimney touched the edge of Ethan’s CERT helmet, checking the scrape along its side.
“You followed orders in there.”
“Yes.”
“You brought exactly what we needed.”
Ethan waited, uncertain.
“I’m proud of you,” Chimney said.
The noise of the incident continued around them—engines, radios, saws, names called across triage—but Ethan heard the sentence intact.
“Thank you.”
Chimney turned to Jacob.
“And you.”
Jacob straightened as if expecting correction.
“Eddie says half that breach got supplied because you kept the corridor moving.”
“I carried things.”
“You carried the right things to the right place and didn’t decide being strong made you smarter than USAR. Do you know how rare that is?”
Jacob’s mouth opened, then closed. Chimney looked at the blood on Jacob’s sleeve. “You kept pressure on somebody?”
“Woman from the lobby. Scalp laceration. A medic took over.”
“You assessed before moving her?”
“Asked about neck pain and loss of consciousness. She denied both. I kept her seated until medical got there.”
Chimney nodded slowly. “Former lifeguard?”
“Yes.”
“Science degree?”
“Almost.”
“Finish it.”
Jacob blinked.
“Then if this still feels like something you need to understand, come talk to me.”
Chimney did not name paramedicine. He did not make a future out of one day. He gave Jacob a door and left it open. Before Jacob could answer, Hen called Chimney back to medical command. He squeezed Ethan’s shoulder once and left. Jacob watched him go.
“What was that?” Ethan asked.
“I don’t know.”
It was not true. Jacob knew only that the thought had existed for less than a minute and already felt older than that. Every pair had refused to let go. The ambulance doors closed. Its siren began before the wheels moved. Jacob kept watching after it disappeared. He could still feel the weight of the cribbing in his arms and the medic’s invitation lodged somewhere deeper.
Not a decision.
Not yet.
Only the first clear image of a life in which his strength, his science, and the instinct to notice what people needed did not have to remain separate things. Ethan stood beside him without asking for an answer. Together, they turned back toward the work still waiting.
The fatality count arrived as a number nobody trusted.
Zero.
Gerrard stood beside the command board with dust dried into the seams of his coat. Around him, the Newton response had begun its slow transition from rescue to accountability: companies checking tools, officers reconciling names, medical teams clearing the last patients from triage. His radio opened.
“Newton Command, headquarters confirms all known occupants accounted for. Hospitals report no fatalities associated with the collapse at this time.”
At this time. The qualification mattered. Graham and Donnie were both in surgery. Other patients remained critical. But everyone who had entered the building alive had left with a pulse. Dispatch and police accountability had found the last two missing names thirty minutes earlier. One was at work across town and had ignored six calls because phones were prohibited on the manufacturing floor. The other had been sitting unidentified beneath the green tarp with a concussion and no wallet. Every blank on the board now contained a location.
That did not return apartments, photographs, medication, pets, or the thousand private things buried under concrete. It did not make the survivors uninjured. Zero was not the absence of loss. It meant the building had not kept anyone. The number reached different people in different ways.
Across the perimeter, survivors received the same report through officers and family calls. Some cried. Some demanded to know whether zero included pets. One woman asked three times whether the count meant her neighbor had been located, because a citywide number mattered less than one name. Command continued verifying until redundancy became certainty.
Fire companies marked every searched void. LAPD compared hospital admissions against the tenant list. Dispatch called disconnected numbers again. Nobody allowed the beauty of zero to make them careless. When the final confirmation held, the command board changed from active rescue red to controlled recovery blue. Only then did Gerrard announce it aloud.
Hen bowed her head and pressed both palms to her eyes. Ravi sat down on the nearest equipment case as if his knees had received the update before the rest of him. Buck looked toward Eddie across the debris field. Eddie nodded once. Ethan found Jacob near logistics.
“Zero,” Ethan said.
Jacob was holding a clipboard, still checking returned oxygen cylinders against a list. “I heard.” He completed the mark before setting the clipboard down.
“Donnie and Graham?”
“Both in surgery. No update beyond that.”
Jacob looked at the board where their names had moved from trapped to transported. “So zero can still change.”
“Yes.”
“But right now?”
“Right now, zero.”
Jacob breathed out. Only then did he allow himself to sit. A rehab medic appeared with a pulse oximeter and clipped it to Jacob’s finger.
“I’m not a patient.”
“Everybody who spent four hours breathing collapse dust is a patient until I clear them.”
Jacob submitted to the assessment. Oxygen normal. Pulse elevated but recovering. No wheeze, chest pain, dizziness, or nausea. The medic listened to his lungs, cleaned the split knuckle again, and asked how much water he had consumed. Jacob named an amount. Ethan looked at him. Jacob corrected it downward.
“Thought so,” the medic said, handing him another bottle.
Then it was Ethan’s turn. The scrape at his shoulder had bled through his shirt where the shaft narrowed. The medic irrigated it while Ethan recited that his tetanus vaccination was current and earned a warning that volunteering information did not shorten medical assessment.
“Any breathing problems in the shaft?”
“No.”
“Panic?”
Ethan considered lying and did not. “Some.”
“What did you do?”
“Stopped. Exhaled. Changed the angle of my shoulder and waited for the line command.”
“Good. Any lingering tightness?”
“No.”
The medic cleared them both with instructions to report delayed symptoms. Jacob watched her leave. “We did not get cleared after baseball games.”
“Your baseball fields generally stayed upright.”
“One set of bleachers was questionable.”
Ethan pulled the blanket closer. Adrenaline had begun to recede, leaving every muscle aware of the work it had done.
“You did sports. What were they again?” Jacob said.
“Cross-country and swim.”
“I did baseball and some wrestling.”
“I know.”
“The firefighter didn’t.”
“You corrected her.”
“Apparently I look like college football.”
Ethan assessed his shoulders and size. “That wasn't unreasonable.” Jacob opened the water. “I am choosing to take that as a compliment.” Gerrard looked at the exhausted firefighters gathered within hearing distance.
“118! I just heard from headquarters. The number of fatalities from the collapse—zero.”
The words did not produce cheering. They moved through the scene as disbelief first. Hen sat on the bumper of an ambulance with both forearms across her knees. Buck leaned against the apparatus beside Ravi. Eddie remained near the heavy-rescue equipment, passing tools back as crews broke down the operation. Ethan and Jacob stood at the edge of rehab in borrowed dust, one wearing a CERT vest and the other no uniform at all. Chimney closed his eyes. “That’s the hand of God.”
Gerrard took off his helmet. “And your hands. Magnificent teamwork out there today. It’s been my honor to take my last ride with men and women of your quality.” Ravi glanced at Buck. “Was that almost nice?”
“Don’t scare it away.”
Gerrard heard them. “I can still write both of you up before shift ends.”
“There he is,” Ravi said.
The humor lasted only long enough to release pressure. Athena found Chimney behind the triage tent. He was washing Graham’s blood from his hands with bottled water. The water ran pink over his wrists and disappeared into gray dust at his boots.
“You missed a spot,” she said.
Chimney looked at his forearm. “That isn’t blood.”
“Left cheek.”
He wiped his cheek with his sleeve and made the streak worse. Athena sat beside him on an equipment case. For a while, they watched crews move.
“Presbyterian called,” Chimney said. “Donnie’s in vascular. Graham went straight to surgery. They think the rebar tamponaded the worst of the bleeding until we moved him.”
“So him staying stuck saved him.”
“For a while.”
“And him staying quiet almost killed him.”
Chimney capped the bottle. “Also true.” Athena looked toward the collapsed building. “Bobby would’ve hated that.”
“Which part?”
“Somebody deciding his life was worth less because another person needed help.”
Chimney’s hand stopped around the cap.
“He made his choice.”
“I know.”
“Do you?”
The old anger surfaced without heat. Too tired for another fight, too real to pretend gone. Athena did not look away.
“I know it was his choice. I also know I wish he had chosen differently.”
Chimney stared at the crushed bottle in his hand.
“That doesn’t make you the wrong person to save,” she said.
“Feels like it sometimes.”
“I know.”
This time the words meant what he needed them to mean. Athena nudged his boot with hers. “Graham is alive because you would not stop.”
“Team effort.”
“Bobby,” Athena said. “He always said you never gave yourself enough credit.”
Chimney’s mouth tightened.
“But he knew that you were a smart, talented, capable paramedic—and a great leader.”
“Athena—”
“He’d be so proud of you. So proud of you.”
Chimney looked toward the building because looking at her was impossible.
“He’d be proud of all of us.”
“Yes. But I’m talking about you.”
He breathed out slowly.
“Thank you.”
Athena rested her hand against the back of his neck for one brief second. No apology passed between them. Neither needed to pretend the hurt was finished. They stood together anyway. A medical officer approached with an ice pack and held it out to Athena.
“For the shoulder you keep pretending doesn’t hurt.”
Athena accepted it because Chimney had already begun pointing.
“I said you could examine it outside,” she reminded him.
“I remember.”
“You’re not examining anything.”
“That wasn’t the agreement.”
“It was implied.”
“Your range of motion says otherwise.”
Chimney checked the shoulder gently, keeping the assessment procedural enough for both of them. No deformity. Tenderness along the deltoid and collarbone. Pain above ninety degrees, but strength intact.
“Likely contusion and strain. You need imaging if pain worsens, numbness starts, or you lose strength.”
“Yes, Dad.”
Chimney flinched before he could hide it. Athena heard the word after saying it. Bobby had been father in practice to more people than paperwork could name. The title had lived everywhere around him.
“Sorry,” she said.
Chimney adjusted the ice pack against her shoulder. “Don’t be.” They sat again, closer this time.
“You going home?” Athena asked.
“After station cleanup.”
“Maddie will want to know about the basement.”
“Maddie will know I went into the basement because half the city watched it on television.”
“That isn’t the same as hearing it from you.”
Chimney looked at her.
“Apparently we're speaking now,” Athena said.
“Apparently.”
“Try it at home too.”
At rehab, Ethan sat with a blanket around his shoulders despite insisting he was not cold. Jacob occupied the folding chair beside him, knees spread to avoid crowding the narrow aisle.
“You crawled through a collapsed service shaft,” Jacob said.
“Cleared route.”
“Collapsed service shaft.”
“Tethered.”
“You are arguing adjectives.”
“They matter.”
Jacob flexed one hand. The split knuckle had been cleaned and covered with a bandage.
“You moved half the equipment on scene,” Ethan said.
“That’s inaccurate.”
“You carried a line gun up a parking structure.”
“With help.”
“Adjectives matter.”
Jacob gave him a tired look. Athena approached before either could continue. She stopped in front of Jacob.
“We didn’t finish introductions.”
Jacob stood. “Jacob Kelley.”
“Athena Grant.”
“I know.”
“That usually sounds less alarming when people say Sergeant first.”
“Sorry. Sergeant Grant.”
“Relax. Eddie told me about Shannon’s nephew. May talks about you too.”
“We haven't met, though? Jacob said.
“No. But I know enough to know you are the reason Christopher’s Texas wardrobe stopped looking like he was protesting color.”
“That was Christopher.”
“Then you had the sense to cooperate.”
Jacob smiled despite himself. Athena knew Shannon primarily through the damage left after her death: Eddie’s grief, Christopher’s loss, Bobby’s concern, Buck’s determination to hold the Diaz family together. Meeting Shannon’s nephew felt like encountering another piece of a family history that had arrived in Los Angeles out of order.
“You look like her around the eyes,” Athena said.
Jacob went quiet.
“I didn’t know her well,” Athena added. “But Bobby cared about your family. So do I.”
“Thank you.”
She did not offer him the larger promises people gave after emergencies. She had known him for less than two minutes. Instead, she nodded toward the rehab chair.
“Sit before I make that an order.”
Jacob sat.
Jacob glanced toward Eddie.
“Good things,” Athena said. “Mostly.”
“Mostly?”
“Kid has standards.”
She looked at his bandaged hand. “USAR lieutenant says you took direction better than some rookies.”
“I carried what they told me to carry.”
“And stopped when they told you to stop. Strength is common. Judgment isn’t.”
Jacob did not know where to put the praise. Athena solved that by turning to Ethan. “And you.”
“I followed assignment.”
“Apparently humility is contagious.”
Chimney joined them, carrying four water bottles. He handed one to Ethan and one to Jacob.
“Don’t let either of them minimize today,” Athena told him.
“That is a full-time job.”
“You’re family. No overtime.”
Chimney opened his mouth to joke and stopped. Athena had used family as a fact, not comfort. Ethan stood in front of him wearing dust from the route into the laundry room. Jacob sat where she ordered, newly connected through Shannon, Eddie, and Christopher. The boundaries of the 118 had always extended beyond whoever rode the engine.
“You heard her,” Chimney said. “That means both of you report symptoms tonight. Headache, cough, dizziness, anything.”
“To who?” Jacob asked.
“Eddie for you. Me or Maddie for Ethan.”
Ethan looked at the water bottle.
“Problem?”
“No.”
The answer was quiet, not resistant. Chimney understood only later that Ethan had been reacting to the casual assumption that either parent could be called. She left to answer an officer calling from the perimeter. Chimney watched her go, something easier in his posture. Jacob looked at the bottle in his hands. “Can I ask you something?”
“Depends whether it requires a written statement,” Chimney said.
“How did you know what everybody should do in there?”
“Training. Experience. Hen glaring at me whenever I forgot either.”
“No, I mean—” Jacob searched for the distinction. “You kept seeing the next step. Even when the first one didn’t work.”
Chimney leaned against the equipment case.
“That’s the job. Sometimes you fix the problem. Sometimes you keep the patient alive long enough for the next person to fix it.”
Jacob looked toward the avenue where Graham’s ambulance had vanished.
“I want to be that.”
Ethan turned his head. “Which part?” Jacob thought about Graham’s hands on Donnie’s wound. Ethan carrying the patient report. Hen’s compressions. Chimney refusing to call the code.
“The part that keeps going.”
Chimney studied him without turning the sentence into a commitment.
“Then finish your degree,” he said. “Learn what the work actually costs. After that, we talk.”
“What would we talk about?” Jacob asked.
Chimney did not answer quickly.
“EMT training first. Paramedic if the medicine is the part that keeps pulling you back. Fire service only if you want the rest of the job too.”
“I have credits that might align with some of the prerequisites.”
“Biochem?”
“Anatomy and physiology, organic chemistry, microbiology, statistics. Some health-science electives before I changed concentrations.”
Chimney nodded. “That will help in a classroom. It won’t make you know what to do when a patient lies, panics, crashes, or has three problems at once.”
“I know.”
“No, you know academically. That is different.”
Jacob accepted the correction.
Chimney continued, “The degree can give you a head start. Lifeguarding gives you a little familiarity with responsibility. Today proved you can listen under pressure. None of it lets you skip learning the job.”
“I wouldn’t want to skip it.”
“Good answer.”
Ethan watched the exchange. Jacob had spent most of their ten days in Texas discussing his degree as a debt to finish. Coursework interrupted by homelessness. Credits Randy had tried to make worthless. A credential reclaimed from the year he lost. For the first time, the degree connected to a future rather than only repairing the past. Chimney checked his watch. “Also, if you tell anyone I gave career advice while dehydrated, I will deny it.”
“Understood.”
“And do not apply to anything tomorrow.”
“I wasn’t going to.”
“You reorganized an entire supply corridor on your first disaster response. I’m getting ahead of the problem.”
Jacob nodded.
The thought remained small enough to hold. Ethan did not ask whether Jacob meant firefighter, paramedic, or something between them. Naming the endpoint too quickly would turn possibility into obligation, and Jacob already knew how to make obligation consume everything else. Instead, Ethan handed him the cap from the water bottle Jacob had forgotten to close.
“Degree first,” he said.
“Degree first.”
“Then research.”
“A lot of research.”
“Then supervised training.”
Jacob looked at him. “Are you making a plan?”
“I'm describing responsible sequencing.”
“That's a plan with worse branding.”
Ethan accepted the accusation.
Not destiny. Not repayment. A direction.
The 118 returned to the station after sunset. Dust came with them. It fell from cuffs, helmets, hose folds, and the grooves of tools laid out for cleaning. The apparatus floor smelled of wet concrete and the industrial soap used to strip contaminants from turnout gear. Gerrard signed the final incident report at the temporary desk outside Bobby’s office. Then he took his jacket from the back of the chair.
“Production car’s here,” he announced.
Ravi looked toward the open bay. “They sent a car?”
“Some employers understand talent.”
Hen hugged Gerrard before he could prevent it. His arms remained rigid for one startled second, then settled awkwardly across her back.
“Don’t make this weird, Wilson.”
“Wouldn’t dream of it.”
Chimney shook his hand. Ravi did the same. Gerrard stopped in front of Buck.
“Transfer request is a stupid decision.”
Buck blinked. “Thank you?”
“That wasn’t praise.”
“I got that.”
Gerrard glanced at Bobby’s locked office. “Stations survive captains. Sometimes even good ones.”
Then he left.
The production car pulled away. Without Gerrard, the bay seemed to widen around the unanswered question of who came next. The question followed them through cleanup. Hen inventoried the ambulance with the precision she used when feelings threatened to make her careless. Chimney scrubbed a halligan already clean. Buck kept finding reasons to cross the apparatus floor without approaching Bobby’s office. Ravi replaced air bottles and checked each pressure twice. Eddie joined Buck at the wash rack. They worked on opposite sides of the same length of hose. Water ran gray into the drain.
“You told them about the transfer,” Eddie said.
“Was going to tell you.”
“When?”
Buck guided another section through the brush. “After it was approved.”
“So not telling me.”
“You brought three people home without telling me.”
“That isn’t the same.”
“No. You got what you wanted.”
Eddie stopped scrubbing. Buck heard himself and wanted the sentence back.
“I didn’t mean Chris.”
“You said three people.”
“I meant you decided everything.”
“Because waiting for you to be ready wasn’t working.”
“Ready for what? You never asked.”
“I asked you to talk to me.”
“After you already called them.”
The hose sagged between them. Ravi crossed the bay carrying a bottle and immediately turned around. Eddie lowered his voice. “Not here.”
“You keep saying that.”
“Because every time we start, there is somebody bleeding or standing ten feet away.”
Buck looked toward Ethan and Jacob near the doors.
“After,” Eddie said again.
“You promised that before.”
“And then the building collapsed.”
The absurd accuracy of it broke the pressure by one degree. Buck returned to the hose. “After.” They finished cleaning it together. Hen went upstairs to call Karen. Ravi carried equipment toward the cage, then stopped when he realized he did not know which locker would still be his after the roster settled. Buck opened his own locker and stared at the transfer copy tucked behind his spare gloves. Eddie hung his off-duty turnout coat on its usual hook.
It belonged there. He was still assigned to the 118. Yet the hook looked temporary with the captain’s office dark and the team talking as if every piece might be moved. Ethan and Jacob waited near the bay doors for Pepa to bring Christopher. Neither had intended to remain through the shift change, but Chimney insisted on checking Ethan’s shoulder scrape again, and Eddie would not let Jacob drive until he ate something. Ravi lifted his duffel. Chimney looked over. “Where are you going?”
“Home.”
“With your gear?”
Ravi hesitated. “I don’t know what the chief’s doing with the roster.” Eddie looked at the duffel, then at Buck’s open locker.
“Leave it,” he said.
Ravi gave a short laugh. “Easy for you to say.”
“I’m saying it because I know what it looks like when you pack before anybody asks you to.”
Buck flinched.
Eddie heard it in the silence. Ravi set the duffel down but did not unpack it. Chimney came to the center of the bay.
“Everybody stop.”
Hen appeared at the stairs. “What?” Chimney had not planned a speech. He had planned to shower, go home, tell Maddie a carefully edited version of the basement, and sleep until the part of him still hearing Graham’s monitor went quiet. Then he saw Ravi’s duffel.
He saw Buck’s locker emptied by inches. Eddie’s turnout coat hanging correctly while Eddie stood as if he had no right to trust the hook. Hen remaining at the station but refusing the office upstairs. The 118 was dissolving through reasonable individual decisions. Hen’s decision made sense. She knew the job, knew herself, and refused to treat competence as obligation. Buck’s transfer made sense if every corner of the station had become a reminder he could not escape.
Ravi’s bag made sense for someone who had spent years being reassigned whenever the department needed a body elsewhere. Eddie’s caution made sense after uprooting his life twice and discovering that certainty could still injure everyone he meant to protect. Chimney’s own impulse to go home and avoid speaking made sense too. Sense was not the same as wisdom.
Bobby had rarely ordered them to feel differently. He changed the conditions around a feeling until another action became possible. Food on the table before difficult news. A task placed into shaking hands. A question asked while looking somewhere else. Chimney had spent weeks believing leadership belonged to the person whose office remained locked. At Newton, leadership had been whoever could see the next necessary action and get everybody moving toward it. He could see the next action now. No one had chosen to destroy it.
That did not mean it would survive. Bobby had understood systems. A family could fail the same way a rescue chain failed—not through one catastrophic error, but because each person believed somebody else would hold the next link. Chimney was tired of watching people let go.
“Especially all of you doing dramatic things with bags.”
Buck closed his locker halfway. “Chim—”
“No. You had lunch to announce decisions. Now I get the apparatus floor.”
He looked at Buck first.
“You’re not transferring.”
“You don’t get to decide that.”
“Correct. You do. So decide better.”
“It’s already submitted.”
“Then withdraw it.”
Buck folded his arms. “Why?” Chimney looked around the bay. At Hen, who had refused Bobby’s office because wanting the team did not mean wanting the title. At Ravi, still standing beside a packed bag. At Eddie, back in Los Angeles and on the roster but unsure what the station could be without Bobby. At Buck, mistaking departure for control.
“This is our firehouse. This is the 118. And it’s not just a number. It’s us.”
Chimney looked from one of them to the next.
“Things are never gonna be the same again because Cap is gone. But leaving won’t change that. It won’t make you feel any less sad. It just means that you’ll be sad all alone.”
His voice roughened.
“Bobby died so that I could live. And it has screwed me up in ways that I cannot fully express.”
Athena’s words returned: That doesn’t make you the wrong person to save.
“But the truth is, he would’ve done that for any one of us. He knew that just coming in to work every day, there was a chance that one or more of us would not make it home. And his job above everything else was to make sure that we did.”
Ravi’s hand loosened on the duffel strap.
“We’re all standing here right now because of him. This team—we are his legacy.”
Chimney’s gaze moved to Hen, then Ravi, then Eddie, and finally Buck.
“Nobody here has to know what the next five years look like tonight. Hen, you don’t have to take his office to preserve what he built. Ravi, you don’t pack before anybody asks you to leave. You’re already on this roster. And Buck, you withdraw the transfer.”
Buck’s hand closed around the locker door, but he did not interrupt.
“So we can miss him. And we can mourn him. And we can even curse his name, but we’re not going to disrespect him by throwing away what he built right here.”
Chimney drew one breath.
“So you hang up your turnouts, you hit the showers, you go home, and you get some rest. Because we’re all gonna see each other on our next shift, right here. Together. Understood?”
He did not wait for an answer. He started across the apparatus floor toward the stairs. As he passed Hen, she said, “Copy that, Cap. I mean, Chim.” Chimney kept walking. Hen watched him go, hearing Bobby’s command cadence without mistaking Chimney for Bobby. The leadership lay in the fact that he had seen them scattering and refused to let dispersal masquerade as healing. Ravi opened his duffel and returned the first item to his locker. Eddie removed his coat from the hook, checked the name strip, then hung it back properly.
Buck pulled the transfer copy from behind his gloves. He did not tear it up. He folded it once and put it in his pocket.
Not withdrawn yet.
Not carried out with his gear either. Upstairs, the abandoned lunch remained where the alarm had interrupted it. Eggs hardened on plates. Fruit had dried at the edges. Buck’s morning toast sat near the sink. Hen began gathering dishes. Eddie took them from her. “You did compressions for twenty minutes.”
“And you carried a backboard through a wall.”
“I can wash plates.”
Ravi reached for the trash. They cleaned themselves first, then the kitchen. By the time Pepa arrived, the station held clean plates, reheated leftovers, and the first ordinary noise they had managed in weeks. Pepa’s car pulled into the lot. Christopher was out before she finished parking, crutches finding the pavement with practiced speed. Eddie crossed the bay to meet him.
“You came back,” Christopher said.
“Told you I would.”
Christopher looked past him at Buck. Buck still held his locker open.
“Everybody?” Christopher asked.
Eddie followed his gaze. “Everybody.” Jacob stood beside Ethan at the edge of the bay. He had watched Chimney lead without a title and the others follow without pretending the future was solved. The firehouse did not feel stable. It felt chosen. Above them, Bobby’s office remained locked. The key remained on Buck’s ring. When Buck finally closed his locker, the sound carried through the bay without finality. He checked Bobby’s key among the others, then clipped the ring back to his belt.
Eddie waited beside the exit with Christopher. Ravi’s gear remained in its locker. Hen turned off the kitchen light. Chimney stood beneath the office window, still refusing to look up for too long. No captain had been appointed. No grief had been solved. The next shift existed anyway. One by one, they left their gear behind for it.
Maddie’s next contraction lasted fifty-eight seconds. She knew because Sue timed it without asking.
“Don’t look at me like that,” Maddie said when it ended.
Sue stopped the timer. “Like what?”
“Like you are about to take my headset.”
Sue took her headset.
“I have three open reports.”
“Linda has them.”
“Newton accountability isn’t closed.”
“All occupants are accounted for.”
“Hospital outcomes—”
“Aren’t your dispatch responsibility.”
Maddie pushed herself up from the chair. The baby settled lower with enough pressure to make her grip the desk. Sue’s expression changed.
“How long has this been happening?”
“It hasn’t.”
“Maddie.”
“There were a few earlier.”
“How many?”
“I was working.”
Linda rolled her chair closer. “That means enough that she chose not to count.”
“I counted some,” Maddie said.
“And?”
“Not consistently.”
Sue handed her purse over. “You are leaving.”
“Chimney is still clearing Newton.”
“Then someone else drives you.”
“Jee needs to be picked up.”
“Already called your sitter.”
“The hospital bag is in the hall closet, but Chimney thinks it’s in the car.”
“We’ll tell him.”
“The infant seat—”
“Installed.”
Maddie stared at Sue.
“You work in emergency dispatch,” Sue said. “Did you think we would be unprepared?”
Another contraction began before Maddie could answer. This one stole the room. She braced both hands on the desk and breathed through it. Sue put one palm between her shoulder blades. Nobody told her to relax. When it released, Maddie looked at the clock.
“Four minutes.”
“Yes.”
“That’s not ideal.”
“No.”
“I need Chimney.”
The admission frightened Maddie more than the contraction. She had spent the day being the calm voice at the other end of disaster. Every caller needed something measurable: a location, an instruction, a promise that help had been sent. Labor gave her no headset distance from her own body. Sue crouched beside the chair.
“He's coming.”
“He was trapped.”
“And he is out.”
“I heard the second collapse over the channel.”
“Maddie.”
“I kept working because if I stopped, I would call him, and if I called him he might answer from under that building.”
Sue took both her hands.
“He is out. Headquarters confirmed. Hen texted me herself.”
Maddie nodded, but the terror did not leave immediately. It had lived beside labor for hours without either being named.
“And now,” Sue said, “you are going to let us take care of you until he gets there.”
“I hate that sentence.”
“Most competent people do.”
Linda arrived with a wheelchair. Maddie stared at it. “I can walk.”
“I know,” Linda said. “Sit.”
Maddie sat.
Sue was already dialing. At the 118, Chimney had one boot off when his phone rang. He looked at Sue’s name and answered immediately.
“What happened?”
“Nothing bad. Maddie is in labor.”
Chimney stood so fast his loose boot flew sideways.
“Now?”
“Generally how labor works.”
Hen caught the phone before he dropped it.
“How far apart?” she asked.
“Four minutes. We're taking her downstairs.”
Chimney shoved his foot back into the boot without socks.
“Hospital bag.”
“Hall closet,” Sue said.
“No, it’s in the car.”
“It is not.”
“It was.”
“Maddie moved it.”
“Why?”
Hen ended the call. “Because she is a person who lives in your house. Move.” The firehouse mobilized with more confusion than the building collapse had produced. Christopher took command of the childcare question because every adult kept answering it differently.
“Jee comes with Pepa and me,” he said. “We go home, get her pajamas, and wait for updates.”
Pepa lifted her eyebrows. “Do we?”
“Unless the baby is born before we leave.”
“Then we still get pajamas.”
“Okay.”
Eddie checked the time. “You don’t have to come to the hospital tonight.” Christopher looked at him. “Neither do you.”
“Different.”
“Why?”
Eddie had no answer that survived inspection. Pepa intervened. “We will collect Jee. We will bring both children to the hospital for a reasonable amount of waiting, and when reasonable becomes foolish, I will take them home.”
Christopher accepted the compromise.
Jacob picked up Ethan’s CERT bag. “I can take this back to the house.”
“Come to the hospital,” Ethan said.
The invitation emerged before he had time to judge it. Jacob looked at him. “Are you sure?”
“Yes.”
“I can come later with Chris.”
“Okay.”
That answer contained relief on both sides. Ethan wanted Jacob there. Jacob needed one hour without another emergency. They separated with a plan rather than an assumption. Buck grabbed Chimney’s keys. Eddie called Pepa. Ravi searched for Chimney’s missing boot before realizing it was under the bench. Christopher announced that he could stay with Pepa and Jee without supervision from six additional adults.
“I’ll get Maddie,” Chimney said.
“Sue is taking her,” Hen answered. “You go home for the bag and meet them at Presbyterian.”
“Presbyterian?”
“Yes, Chim.”
“Graham and Donnie are at Presbyterian.”
“Different floor.”
“Right.”
He took two steps and stopped. “Jee.”
“Pepa and Christopher,” Eddie said.
“Ethan,” Chimney said.
Ethan looked up.
“You're coming.”
“Okay.”
“Why are you still standing there?”
“You haven’t told me which car.”
“Buck’s.”
Buck held up the keys. “Mine.”
“Right.”
Jacob touched Ethan’s elbow before he left. “Text me.”
“I will.”
“Actual updates. Not one-word medical codes.”
“Those are efficient.”
“Words.”
“I’ll use words.”
Chimney was already halfway to the truck. Buck drove him and Ethan to the house. Eddie followed with Hen. Ravi stayed to close the station with the relief crew, under protest from everyone who could see how tired he was. At the house, Chimney ran inside and returned carrying the wrong bag. Hen opened it.
“This is Jee’s swim bag.”
“They're both blue.”
“One has cartoon fish.”
“Jee likes organization.”
Ethan went to the hall closet and found the hospital bag behind the vacuum.
“This one?”
Chimney grabbed it. “That’s my boy.” The claim came without thought.
Ethan stopped.
Chimney stopped too.
Then Buck honked from the driveway.
“We’ll unpack that later,” Chimney said.
Ethan handed him the bag, nodding. “Okay.” At Presbyterian, Maddie was already in a labor room. The drive from Metro had taken eleven minutes with an ambulance supervisor clearing the route. Maddie spent nine of them arguing that lights and sirens were unnecessary and two breathing with her forehead against Sue’s shoulder.
At triage, the nurse confirmed what Sue already knew: active labor, membranes intact, baby tolerating contractions. Maddie changed into a gown while continuing to ask for updates from Newton.
“Your husband’s company reported zero fatalities,” the nurse told her.
“At this time,” Maddie said.
“At this time.”
The shared caution made Maddie trust her. By the time Chimney reached the hospital, the contractions had moved closer to three minutes apart. Maddie had declined medication until she could ask the anesthesiologist three questions and then apologized for sounding like a dispatcher.
“You sound like someone making an informed decision,” the anesthesiologist said.
That helped.
Sue had remained long enough to transfer responsibility to the obstetric nurse and make certain Maddie could not return to work. She met Chimney at the elevator.
“She is fine. The baby is fine. She is also furious that everyone was right.”
“So normal.”
“Go.”
Chimney entered the room still carrying Newton dust in the lines around his eyes. Maddie saw him and began crying. He dropped the bag and crossed to her.
“Hey. Hey, I’m here.”
“You smell like a building.”
“I was in one.”
“Not anymore.”
“No.”
She held the front of his shirt until another contraction took her. Chimney looked at the monitor, the nurse, the clock, then back at Maddie.
“What do you need?”
“Your hand.”
Chimney put his palm into hers. Maddie squeezed through the contraction with enough force to compress his knuckles.
“I should have taken my rings off,” he said.
“Do you want me to stop?”
“No.”
“Then stop talking.”
He stopped.
The nurse adjusted the monitor and asked Maddie to turn onto her left side. Chimney helped arrange pillows behind her back.
“Baby looks good,” the nurse said. “We’ll check progression again after the next few contractions.”
Maddie nodded.
When the room quieted, she looked at Chimney’s clothes.
“Were you underground?”
He considered the carefully edited version he had planned.
“Yes.”
“Was Athena with you?”
“And two patients. Ethan came through a service shaft with supplies.”
Maddie’s grip tightened for a reason unrelated to labor.
“He did what?”
“Assigned, tethered, monitored. Hen supervised.”
“Hen let him?”
“A USAR lieutenant let him. He was useful.”
Maddie closed her eyes.
“He's okay?”
“Scrape on the shoulder. Cleared at rehab.”
“And you?”
“I’m here.”
“That wasn’t the question.”
Chimney sat beside the bed.
“I’m not okay yet,” he said. “But Athena and I talked. We got everybody out.”
Maddie opened her eyes.
“Zero fatalities,” he added.
She began crying again.
“Good crying?”
“All of it.”
Chimney leaned forward until their foreheads touched.
“Me too.”
He gave it to her. Maddie held on after the contraction ended.
“Do you remember Jee’s labor?” she asked.
“Every second.”
“Liar.”
“Most seconds.”
“You disappeared to find ice and came back with a vending-machine pretzel.”
“The ice machine was broken.”
“You could've come back without the pretzel.”
“I panic-purchased.”
Maddie smiled.
“No pretzels this time.”
“I make no promises.”
“Chim.”
“No pretzels.”
The memory steadied them. They had done this before—not this exact child, not this exact grief, but the work of bringing someone new into a family already complicated by love. Labor reduced time to intervals.
Contraction. Release. Water. Reposition. Another check. The nurse dimmed the lights when Maddie said the brightness made her nauseated. Chimney counted breaths until Maddie told him his counting was irritating, then counted silently. Between contractions, they talked about ordinary things.
Whether Jee would understand that the baby could not play immediately. Who had remembered to water the plant in the kitchen. Whether the crib sheet with stars had been washed or only removed from the package and folded convincingly.
“You washed it,” Maddie said.
“I think so.”
“That means no.”
“Ethan was there.”
“Ethan washed it.”
“Strong possibility.”
The next contraction rose. Chimney offered his hand again before she asked. Hours earlier, those hands had held a fluid line, a radio, and Graham’s pulse. Now one disappeared inside Maddie’s grip while the other pressed a cool cloth to her neck. The work was different. The obligation felt the same: stay, pay attention, do the next thing. Outside, Buck and Eddie handled the waiting-room logistics without discussing the fight.
Buck updated Pepa about Jee and Christopher. Eddie called Karen. Hen found coffee and then remembered nobody needed more caffeine. Ethan sat with Chimney’s discarded jacket folded beside him. Jacob arrived an hour later with Christopher and Pepa. Christopher carried a drawing Jee had made for the baby. Jacob carried food no one had requested but everyone eventually ate. Jee arrived awake and indignant about being excluded from the labor room.
“Mommy needs quiet,” Buck told her.
“I can be quiet.”
She whispered the statement at a volume that reached the nurses’ station. Christopher showed her the drawing she had forgotten she was carrying. It depicted five figures beneath an enormous blue shape.
“That is the baby,” Jee explained.
“The baby's bigger than your dad.”
“Because Dad's small.”
Christopher accepted the logic. Jacob distributed sandwiches according to preference despite claiming he had bought random options. Eddie received turkey without mustard. Buck received the one with extra pickles. Ethan’s was vegetarian with an apple tucked into the bag.
“Random,” Ethan said.
“The store labels them.”
“With our names?”
Jacob sat beside him. “Eat.”
Ethan did.
Pepa watched the younger men from across the room and said nothing. Her silence carried approval more effectively than commentary would have. Athena came last. She had changed out of the worst of the collapse-stained uniform but still wore her badge. Eddie stood to give her his chair.
“Sit down,” she told him.
“I was offering.”
“You were swaying.”
He sat.
Athena took the chair beside Ethan.
“Any word?”
“Progressing normally.”
“That from a doctor?”
“Nurse.”
“Good.”
Ethan looked toward the labor-room corridor. He had known about the pregnancy before much of the family. Not first, but early enough to watch Maddie’s body change and Chimney convert anxiety into increasingly specific purchases. Ethan helped assemble the crib because instructions had been safer than discussing what it meant to gain a brother at twenty. He already had siblings.
A brother and sister in Connecticut belonged to the family that had made his adolescence permanent. Jee belonged to Maddie and Chimney’s present. The baby would arrive into a family that had spent months learning how Ethan fit inside it. No one had asked him to choose which version of brother counted. That abundance still frightened him. A hospital door could open and give him someone new to lose. Athena shifted the ice pack on her shoulder.
“You are allowed to be happy before you know how everything turns out,” she said.
“Did Chimney tell you I was worried?”
“No.”
“Then how—”
She raised one eyebrow. Ethan stopped. They had retired the face shorthand for good reason.
“I have met anxious people before,” Athena said.
“Right.”
“Sit with the good part while it is here.”
Ethan looked toward the corridor again.
He tried.
Public emergency had become private waiting. No command board. No vest color. No useful assignment except remaining. Ethan checked his phone, then put it facedown on the chair beside him. There was no new information to send yet. The people waiting for his updates could wait until there was. He hated it. Athena seemed to recognize the feeling.
“Sometimes,” she said, “waiting is the job.”
Ethan looked at her. The phrase had already followed them through the collapse. He nodded and stayed seated. A nurse passed carrying a warmed blanket and disappeared through Maddie’s door. Ethan tracked the motion until Athena nudged his shoe.
“Tell me about the crib,” she said.
“What?”
“Chimney said you helped build it.”
The question gave waiting an ordinary subject. Ethan described the reversed brackets, Chimney’s refusal to accept the diagram, Jee’s box decoration, and the rough edge they had sanded twice. By the time he finished, another twenty minutes had passed. Athena had not needed the story. He understood that she knew how to create a task too.
The waiting room changed shape as night became morning. Every update arrived through Chimney. Four centimeters. Then six. The epidural worked unevenly and needed adjustment. The baby’s heart rate dipped once, recovered with repositioning, and frightened everyone who was not inside the room more than the people monitoring it. Chimney emerged after the dip with terror still fresh under an attempted smile.
“They are both okay,” he said before anyone asked. “Baby objected to the position. Maddie moved. He recovered.”
Hen stood anyway. “You need me?”
“She wants ice chips and for me to stop watching the monitor like I can intimidate it.”
“Can you?” Ravi asked.
“Not so far.”
Chimney returned to the room with two cups of ice and one coffee he forgot to drink. The family learned the rhythm of waiting. People left to make calls and returned. Phones charged in a power strip Jacob had found behind a vending machine. Christopher dozed with his head against Eddie’s arm and denied sleeping when he woke. Harry challenged May to a card game and lost because he kept watching the corridor. Athena sat nearest the door without claiming the position.
No one mentioned Bobby’s absence. It occupied a chair anyway. Pepa took Jee home after the child fell asleep across two chairs with one hand still wrapped around the picture she had drawn. Karen arrived with Denny and Mara long enough to hug Hen and leave food. May brought Harry, who tried to act as if he had come only because May needed a ride. Ravi arrived after shift relief and fell asleep upright within ten minutes. He woke when his phone slid from his hand and hit the floor.
“I wasn’t asleep.”
Hen picked up the phone. “You were snoring.”
“Respiratory recovery.”
“Go home.”
“Baby.”
“The baby will stay born after you sleep.”
Ravi looked toward the corridor. “Chimney made a speech about everybody showing up.”
“For the next shift. Not every minute between now and then.”
“Feels like a loophole.”
Hen sat beside him. “You worried about the roster?”
He glanced down.
“A little.”
“Chief hasn't said you're going anywhere.”
“He hasn't said I am staying.”
“Then until he does, your locker stays full.”
Ravi smiled tiredly. “Understood.”
Hen gave him a warning look anyway. He stayed another hour, then let Karen drive him home. Christopher and Jacob occupied the corner nearest an outlet. Christopher played a game on his phone without sound. Jacob watched the labor-room doors often enough to lose track of his own screen. Ethan moved too much.
He checked the vending machines, returned with water, reorganized the charging cords, found an extra blanket, asked the desk whether family needed new visitor bands, then stood because sitting made the uncertainty louder. Buck intercepted him on the fourth circuit.
“Who are you texting?”
Ethan looked down at the phone in his hand. “My fosters.” Buck glanced at the message thread. “Fosters?”
“Yeah, back in Connecticut. Kit and Rosey took me in when I was twelve.”
“The family you stayed with.”
“The family I stayed with,” Ethan confirmed. “They became my permanent guardians. Two kids, Tyler and Hannah. They’re my brother and sister.”
Buck absorbed the distinction. Ethan had said fosters because it was technically accurate and easier to offer than the parents who raised me. The legal arrangement had never changed his surname, but it had ended the years of moving. Kit and Rosey were the people whose house had finally become his without an expiration date.
Kit restored old buildings and had taught Ethan to repair nearly anything that could be measured, sanded, tightened, or rebuilt. Rosey had given him something less visible and just as formative: an adult who was simply there after school, at dinner, through meets, homework, arguments, and every ordinary day Ethan had once distrusted.
Tyler, only slightly younger and in the same grade, had become his brother before either of them thought to qualify the word. Hannah, four years younger, had gone from resenting the arrival of another boy to following both of them everywhere until they stopped pretending she was not part of the group.
They weren't a former placement Ethan sent holiday cards. They were his family in Connecticut, even if he still sometimes reached for foster-care vocabulary when explaining them to somebody new.
“I’ve been giving them updates every once in a while,” Ethan said. “They’d probably want to know.”
“Yeah,” Buck said. “They probably would.”
Ethan sat beside Jacob and sent the message.
Ethan: Maddie is still progressing normally. No complications. Chimney is with her. We may be here a while.
Rosey replied first.
Rosey: We love you. So proud of you. And eat something.
Kit’s message followed.
Kit: She says “eat something” means now.
Jacob read only after Ethan tilted the screen toward him.
“They know you.”
“Unfortunately.”
Jacob pushed a wrapped sandwich into his hand.
“Traitor.”
“I respect parental authority.”
“Since when?”
“Selective policy.”
Across the room, Eddie watched Buck return to the window. He joined him.
“You got Ethan to sit down.”
“He was texting his family.”
“You asked the right question.”
“I asked who he was texting.”
“Exactly. You gave him something other than the waiting to think about.”
Buck looked through the glass at the dark parking lot. “Bobby did that.”
“You do it too.”
The compliment made Buck restless. Eddie did not rescue him from it.
“I’ll withdraw the transfer,” Buck said.
“Okay.”
“That’s all?”
“You want a parade?”
“No.”
“Then okay.”
Buck rubbed a thumb over the edge of his phone.
“You came home.”
“Yeah.”
“You didn’t tell me.”
“I told you I was staying in Los Angeles.”
“You called everybody else to get on a plane.”
“Because I didn’t know how to tell you after the fight.”
“So you let me think you left.”
“I left a note that said airport.”
Buck almost smiled. It hurt too much to complete.
“That was a bad note.”
“It was accurate.”
“Those are not the same thing.”
“I know.”
The apology existed inside the admission, unfinished but present. Eddie leaned beside him against the window.
“I should have told you I was bringing them home.”
Buck nodded.
“And you should have called before deciding I was gone.”
“I know.”
“We’re not done talking.”
“I know.”
“After sleep.”
“After sleep.”
The agreement was not repair. It was a place to begin. The labor-room door opened. By then, morning light had begun whitening the windows. Inside the room, Maddie had reached the point where every person except the nurse became intolerable.
Chimney offered water at the wrong moment. She told him no. He moved the cup away. Thirty seconds later she demanded to know why he had taken her water. He returned it without defending himself. The obstetrician arrived, checked the progress, and said the word complete. Maddie laughed once in disbelief.
“Now?”
“Now.”
Chimney’s humor disappeared. He stood at Maddie’s shoulder while the room converted around them. Equipment moved closer. The bassinet warmer came on. A nurse adjusted the bed and explained each step before touching her. Maddie held Chimney’s wrist.
“You’re not allowed to pass out.”
“I have delivered babies in moving vehicles.”
“Those weren’t yours.”
“Fair distinction.”
The first push changed everything. Chimney stopped watching the equipment. He watched Maddie. He told her when the contraction was building, when the nurse said rest, when progress had happened. He did not tell her she was almost done until the doctor did, because Maddie had threatened consequences for false estimates. Then the room filled with a cry.
Sharp. Offended. Alive. Just like the boy Maddie brought into the world, twenty years before him. Chimney’s knees nearly failed. The baby went immediately to Maddie’s chest. She touched his wet dark hair with shaking fingers.
“Hi,” she said. “Hi, baby.”
Chimney covered his mouth. For months, they had guarded the name because speaking it too early felt like asking grief to enter the nursery. Now the child breathed beneath Maddie’s hand, separate from the man whose name he carried.
Not replacement.
Legacy.
Chimney stepped into the corridor wearing blue paper scrubs over collapse-stained clothes. Every person in the waiting room stood. He began laughing before he could speak.
“He’s here.”
The room released at once. Hen reached Chimney first. Buck followed. Eddie put one hand on Christopher’s shoulder while people moved around them. Ethan stayed where he was. Chimney found him across the room.
“Come meet your brother.”
Ethan crossed the distance. Maddie looked exhausted and incandescent against the hospital pillows. The baby lay against her chest beneath a striped blanket, red-faced and furious at existence. Ethan stopped beside the bed.
He had helped build the crib. Sanded one rough edge after Chimney insisted it was fine. Held the instruction sheet while Maddie sorted screws into bowls. He had understood there would be a baby at the end of those tasks. The crib had taken an entire Saturday.
Chimney insisted the manufacturer had mislabeled two support brackets. Ethan proved they were reversed. Maddie sat on the floor folding clothes that did not appear large enough for a real human being. Jee decorated the cardboard box and announced that the baby could live in it if the crib failed inspection. At the time, Ethan understood the afternoon as another piece of family he was learning to enter without invitation. Now he could see the endpoint.
This child would sleep in the room down the hall from Jee. Maddie would learn his different cries. Chimney would overreact to fevers and underreact to mess. Ethan would be present for memories instead of hearing about them years later. The thought contained joy and grief in equal measure. He could not recover the first months Maddie had held him. He could hold her son now. Understanding had not prepared him for a person.
“Hi,” he said.
The baby opened one hand. Maddie reached for Ethan with hers. He took it.
“You okay?” she asked.
“You just had a baby.”
“Still asking.”
Ethan looked at the child.
“Yeah.”
Chimney stood at the other side of the bed with one hand on the baby’s back.
“Want to hold him?”
“Now?”
“That's generally when holding happens.”
Maddie smiled tiredly. Ethan sat. Chimney arranged his arms with unnecessary precision, then transferred the baby into them. The weight was almost nothing. It changed everything anyway. His brother made one small protesting sound and settled. Ethan adjusted his grip automatically, supporting the head the way the nurse had shown him.
“He's warm,” he said.
Maddie’s eyes filled.
“You were too.”
The sentence crossed twenty years without pretending to repair them. Ethan looked at her. She did not apologize again. She had learned that apologies could make him responsible for comforting her. Instead, she watched him hold the child she had chosen to raise.
“Jee is going to be impossible,” Chimney said quietly.
“She already is.”
“True. More impossible.”
Ethan touched one finger to the baby’s palm. The hand closed around it with surprising strength.
“He has a name,” Maddie said.
“Chimney said Athena hears first.”
“She does.”
“Does everyone else know?”
“Nobody.”
“Buck?”
“Especially not Buck.”
From the waiting room came Buck’s voice asking a nurse whether there was an update.
Chimney smiled. “He tried.”
“He likes you,” Maddie whispered.
“He’s been alive fifteen minutes.”
“Excellent instincts.”
Ethan looked down at the face tucked beneath the blanket.
“Do you have a name?”
Chimney and Maddie exchanged a glance.
“We do,” Chimney said. “But Athena gets to hear it first.”
The secrecy had survived pregnancy, family interrogation, and Chimney nearly blurting it twice during crib assembly. Ethan handed the baby back when the nurse needed to complete another check. Visitors entered in small groups. The hospital enforced the limit even when the 118 attempted to define “immediate family” as a tactical concept. Hen and Karen went in together. Hen emerged crying; Karen had one arm around her waist and tears of her own.
“He has Chimney’s ears,” Hen announced.
“He has newborn ears,” Karen said.
“Chimney-shaped newborn ears.”
Buck and Eddie entered next with Christopher. Buck paused beside Maddie’s bed before touching the baby, asking permission with a glance he did not need. Eddie adjusted the chair so Christopher could see without balancing awkwardly on his crutches. Christopher studied the baby.
“He is really small.”
“That is how they start,” Chimney said.
“Was Jee that small?”
“Smaller.”
Christopher considered the information. “She’s loud now.”
Maddie laughed and winced.
“Don’t make the woman who just gave birth laugh,” Chimney said.
“That was you.”
“Fair.”
Jacob waited outside until Christopher returned and told him Maddie had asked for him.
“Me?”
“You brought food. You’re family now.”
“That isn’t how family works.”
Christopher started toward the waiting room. “Tell Pepa.” Jacob went inside. Maddie greeted him with tired warmth and asked whether he was hurt. Chimney immediately reported the split knuckle as if presenting evidence.
“I’m fine,” Jacob said.
“Everybody says that in this family,” Maddie answered. “It means nothing.”
She let him see the baby and did not make the moment larger than Jacob could manage. Jee returned with Pepa after breakfast and climbed carefully onto the chair beside Maddie. Christopher met the baby with solemn concentration. Jacob remained near the door until Maddie waved him closer and told him family did not hover in hallways. Pepa had rehearsed three rules in the elevator: clean hands, quiet voices, and no touching the baby’s face. Jee repeated all three and immediately asked whether she could touch his feet.
“One foot,” Maddie said.
Jee pulled the blanket back far enough to reveal toes.
“They’re tiny.”
“You had tiny toes too,” Chimney said.
“No.”
“I have evidence.”
“Those were baby toes.”
“Exactly.”
Jee touched the sole with one finger. The baby’s toes curled. Her entire expression changed into wonder.
“He knows me.”
“He will,” Maddie said.
Jee considered that answer and placed her drawing beside the bassinet where her brother could see it when his eyes learned to focus. Hen cried without denying it. Karen cried because Hen did. Buck held the baby and looked briefly terrified by how much he loved him. Eddie steadied the blanket when Buck’s hands began to shake. Athena waited until the room quieted. Chimney saw her at the door.
“Come in.”
She approached the bed. Maddie transferred the baby into Chimney’s arms. He held his son so Athena could see him. For one second, Chimney was back beside the equipment case at Newton, unable to believe zero could be a real number. Then the room narrowed to the child breathing against his chest and the woman Bobby had loved standing in front of him.
“Athena,” Chimney said, “say hello to Robert Nash Han.”
The name moved through the room. Buck inhaled sharply. Hen covered her mouth. Eddie’s hand found Christopher’s shoulder. Ethan felt Jacob go still beside him. Nobody had expected the name because Maddie and Chimney had protected it from anticipation. Spoken now, it did not ask the baby to become Bobby or carry adult grief before he could lift his own head. Maddie watched Athena receive it.
They had chosen Robert because it could belong to the child in daily life or remain folded inside the full name until he decided what suited him. Nash would always tell him where part of his family came from. The name honored love, not debt. No child could finish another person’s story. This one would write his own beneath a name that remembered someone who had made the beginning possible. Robert belonged to him.
Nash marked the man whose life had made this family possible and whose absence shaped the room. Han placed the child inside the life waiting for him. Athena looked at the baby. Grief and joy occupied her without canceling each other. She touched one finger to his tiny hand.
“Hello, Bobby.”
Chapter 15: The Dinosaurs at Midnight
At three fourteen on Monday afternoon, Jacob learned that eight people could leave a lecture hall at the same time and all stop directly in the doorway.
He stopped behind them.
The student in front of him had a backpack hanging from one shoulder, a paper cup in one hand, and her phone held flat beneath her face. She took half a step into the corridor and turned toward somebody still inside. Two people behind Jacob attempted to pass on his left. Somebody else came through the opposite door and created a second obstruction with the first.
“We should make a group,” the student said.
“For the problem sets?”
“And notes. If anybody misses.”
“I never miss.”
“Everybody misses eventually.”
The group remained in the doorway while deciding how best to prepare for an absence none of them intended to have. Jacob shifted his bag higher and waited. He had spent the last seven hours waiting for rooms to empty, slides to load, names to be called, and one adviser to find the form confirming that a laboratory he had completed in Charleston counted as the laboratory UCLA had already agreed it counted as. Waiting another twelve seconds did not matter. The fact that he knew it had been twelve seconds probably did.
Somebody behind him said, “Excuse me,” with the tone of a person who meant move. Jacob turned sideways. The student squeezed past, clipped Jacob’s bag with his shoulder, and entered the human obstruction at the door.
“Sorry,” Jacob said automatically.
The student did not appear to hear him. The group finally moved. Jacob stepped into the corridor and let the current carry him toward the stairwell. His first day back in a university classroom had ended without anyone discovering he did not belong there. That was not how he would describe it if anybody asked.
The safer version was that the lecture moved fast. The professor had assigned two articles, four textbook sections, and a short response before Wednesday. The discussion leader had mispronounced three names and corrected herself on two. Jacob had answered one question about protein folding after the room stayed silent long enough to become uncomfortable. His transfer audit remained approved. His temporary student ID had opened the laboratory wing on the second attempt.
Facts. Manageable pieces. Nothing in that list required him to explain what it had felt like to sit at a narrow desk again with a notebook open beneath his hand.
He had expected more of the old routine to return automatically. Instead, he had checked every room number twice and kept the campus map open between buildings. He had forgotten where to put his hands when the first professor began taking attendance. By the afternoon lecture, he had stopped noticing the map and answered when his name was called without rehearsing it first. He had even found the shorter route back to the science building without checking.
The desk had been built for a person several inches narrower than Jacob. The attached surface ended halfway across his lap. He had spent the first lecture turned slightly toward the aisle, one thigh pressed against the metal support, while the student beside him arranged a laptop, tablet, water bottle, and four colored pens inside a space Jacob could barely fit one notebook. He had arrived early enough to choose an aisle seat. That had been deliberate. The rest had not.
A woman named Priya sat on his other side during discussion and asked whether he was a graduate student. Jacob said no. She asked whether he had taken the prerequisite somewhere else. He said Charleston. She said she had family there and asked whether he missed it. The answer should have been simple.
He missed walking beneath live oaks toward a class he had attended long enough to know where the floor dipped near the door. He missed the MLK pool before opening, when the deck remained wet from cleaning and nobody had begun calling his name. He missed friends he had stopped answering because every explanation became harder the longer he waited. He missed a city that held the first places where being gay had felt ordinary and the house where it had become dangerous.
“Sometimes,” he told Priya.
She nodded as if that made sense and offered him one of the four pens when his rolled beneath the desk. At lunch, Jacob found a patch of shade beneath a tree and ate with the course portal open on his phone. He made it through the sandwich and most of the fruit before somebody from discussion recognized him and stopped to ask whether he had understood the response assignment.
He had not. Neither had she. They compared the two sentences in the syllabus, agreed that the professor had somehow made five hundred words sound complicated, and parted without solving anything. The interruption left him seven minutes to cross campus. He finished the yogurt while he walked.
The stairwell smelled faintly of concrete, dust, and whatever somebody had reheated in the student lounge. Jacob followed two people down one flight and passed them when they stopped at the next landing to continue a conversation they had begun in class.
By the second floor, the strap of his bag had found the bruise near his shoulder from carrying lumber through Ethan’s loft the day before. By the first, his right knee had begun registering every trip across campus. His new shoes had stopped feeling new around lunchtime and started feeling like a mistake shortly after two. He pushed through the exterior door. Dry afternoon light struck hard enough that he stopped beneath the overhang to put on his sunglasses.
Students moved across the plaza in every direction. Bicycles cut between them. Somebody rolled past on a skateboard with a portfolio tucked beneath one arm. A campus tour gathered around a guide walking backward and speaking through a headset. Three prospective students wore UCLA shirts they had probably bought before the tour began. Jacob had owned a College of Charleston sweatshirt for four years before Randy made a comment about how much it had cost and how infrequently Jacob wore it.
He had left the sweatshirt in the house on Charlotte Street. He did not know whether it remained there. A student emerged behind him and reached for the door. Jacob moved aside before he could be asked. His phone showed three seventeen and eleven notifications.
Four belonged to the course portal. One was an automated reminder about the laboratory safety refresher. Three came from a class group chat somebody had added him to before he left the room. The last message was from Ethan.
Ethan: Outside.
Jacob read the final message again. It had arrived at two fifty-nine. He looked up.
Ethan stood beyond the tour group near a low concrete wall, one foot braced behind him. He wore jeans, a faded blue T-shirt, and the sunglasses he had spent ten minutes looking for that morning before discovering them on top of his own head. Two paper cups sat beside him. A folded brown bag occupied the space between them. His phone rested faceup on one thigh, but he was watching the building rather than the screen. He saw Jacob and lifted one cup.
Something in Jacob’s chest released before he could decide whether it needed to. He crossed the plaza, avoiding the backward-moving guide and a child who had separated from the tour to investigate a fountain.
“Hey,” Jacob said when he reached him.
Ethan held out one of the cups. “Hey.” The coffee was iced and contained exactly the amount of milk Jacob used. Jacob looked from it to the café logo and then across the plaza toward the building where it had come from.
“You went all the way over there?”
“I was already over there.”
“Why?”
Ethan glanced toward the fountain. “Coffee.” Jacob let that stand. He drank, shut his eyes for half a second, and sat beside the brown bag.
“Long day?” Ethan asked.
“Seven hours.”
“That long, then.”
“Yeah.”
Ethan opened the bag and took out a sandwich wrapped in paper. “Do you want this?” Jacob glanced at it. “Didn’t you buy it for yourself?”
“I thought I was hungry.”
“And now?”
“I’m not.”
Jacob held out his hand. Ethan passed it over. The bread had softened around the tomato but was still fine. Jacob unwrapped it while Ethan leaned back against the wall and watched the crowd.
For a minute, neither of them spoke. The tour guide led her group toward the fountain. Somebody nearby laughed hard enough to start coughing. The ordinary noise of the campus filled the space Ethan did not try to fill for him.
“How was it?” Ethan asked eventually.
Jacob swallowed. “Fast.”
“Bad fast?”
“I don’t know yet.”
Ethan nodded once. “Okay.”
Jacob chewed, then continued. Ethan had waited nineteen minutes in the sun without pushing for a better answer; Jacob could give him one now. The answer came easier.
“The professor spent twenty minutes explaining that an accelerated session requires accelerated work.”
“Useful.”
“Then he assigned forty-six pages before Wednesday.”
“Less useful.”
“One person asked whether the final was cumulative.”
“On the first day?”
“Before we finished the syllabus.”
“Was it?”
“Yes.”
“I’m glad somebody asked.”
Jacob nudged Ethan’s knee with his own. “You’re not helping.” Ethan’s knee remained where it was.
“Did the transfer hold?”
Jacob pulled a folded sheet from the outer pocket of his bag. He had printed it at seven that morning despite the same information appearing in the portal. The paper had accumulated one bent corner, a streak of blue ink, and a faint ring from the water bottle he had set on it during lunch. It still carried the registrar’s heading and the line he had read in four different locations throughout the day.
SUMMER COMPLETION PLAN APPROVED.
Ethan accepted the sheet without unfolding it.
“It held,” Jacob said. “They added a notation for the Charleston lab and confirmed the August completion plan. No extra course.”
“Good.”
The word landed without surprise, as if Ethan had expected the institution to arrive at the correct answer because Jacob had done everything required of him. Jacob ate another bite.
“I answered something wrong,” Jacob said.
Ethan turned toward him.
“Not completely wrong. I switched two terms, and I heard it as soon as I said it.”
“Did you fix it?”
“Right after.”
“What happened?”
“Nothing. He let me finish.”
That was the problem. Nothing had happened. Nobody laughed. Professor Raman had nodded and moved on, while Jacob’s body reacted as if the room had opened beneath him. For the following ten minutes, he had copied every word from the slides despite already understanding them. His handwriting worsened until even he would need context to decipher it later. When the professor asked another question, Jacob knew that answer too and kept his hand down.
“I knew it,” he said.
“I know.”
“It was basic.”
Ethan picked at the edge of the paper bag. “You haven’t done this in a year.” Jacob looked across the plaza. One prospective student had fallen behind the tour to take photographs. His father waited at the edge of the group without telling him to hurry.
“Everybody else looked like they came straight from wherever they were supposed to be,” Jacob said.
He knew how little sense that made once he heard it aloud. Somebody in the lecture hall had changed majors. Somebody had failed something. Somebody had spent the weekend calculating rent or wondering whether their family would keep paying tuition. At least three people had looked as lost as Jacob felt when the discussion leader sent them toward the wrong building after lunch. None of that had mattered when Jacob took his seat.
The year behind him had entered the room too. Grocery-store doubles. His car. The borrowed couch in El Paso where he kept his bag packed. The email informing him that his enrollment would not continue after he stopped paying. Every week in which finishing the degree had become less like a plan and more like something he used to say about himself. Ethan did not tell him everybody felt that way. He did not promise one correction meant nothing. He stayed beside him, their knees touching because neither had moved.
“It got better,” Jacob said.
“After the answer?”
“Eventually.” He looked down at the remaining sandwich. “I liked being there.”
Ethan smiled. “Good.”
This time the word did not feel like an ending. Jacob looked back toward the lecture hall. The building had already absorbed the next class. New people moved through the doors carrying drinks, talking over one another, and checking room numbers without any awareness that he had spent the morning treating the same entrance like a test.
“Priya lent me a pen,” he said.
“Who’s Priya?”
“She sat beside me in discussion. Mine rolled under the desk.”
“Did you get it back?”
“The pen or mine?”
“Either.”
“Both.” Jacob drank again. “She asked if I was a grad student.”
Ethan glanced at him. “Why?”
“I don’t know. I look tired?”
“You look twenty-four.”
“Ancient.”
“On this campus, apparently.”
The exchange did not become a routine. Jacob told him that Priya had family in Charleston and that the attached desk had tried to cut him in half. Ethan listened, occasionally looking toward the building as if he could reconstruct the room from the details Jacob supplied. Jacob took another drink. Jacob drank more coffee. “Thanks for coming.”
“You had the car.”
“I know.”
Ethan turned the empty water bottle slowly between his hands. “I wanted to see how it went.” The admission was plain enough that Jacob did not know what to do with it except believe him. He pulled the folded transfer sheet from his bag and handed it over. Ethan opened it this time. His attention moved through the registrar’s notation, the accepted Charleston laboratory, and the completion plan without stopping to dramatize any of them.
“No extra course,” he said.
“No extra course.”
“That’s good.”
“It is.”
Ethan smoothed the bent corner before returning the page. Jacob put it away carefully, then less carefully when he realized Ethan had noticed. His phone buzzed with another course notification. He glanced at the preview and silenced it.
“Already?” Ethan asked.
“Somebody wants to know where to upload Wednesday’s response.”
“Do you know?”
“No.”
“That must be difficult for you.”
Jacob gave him a tired look. Ethan’s mouth shifted at one corner. The joke was small enough to leave there.
“What did you do all day?” Jacob asked.
“Training.”
“Hospital?”
Ethan nodded.
“How much?”
“Most of the privacy module.”
Jacob waited.
Ethan looked down at the bottle. “And some of the next one.”
“Dr. Patel told you to pace it.”
“I did.”
“Ethan.”
“I took breaks.”
Jacob laughed once, too tired to hide it. “To come buy coffee?”
“That was one.”
“How many are left?”
“Enough.”
Jacob shook his head, still smiling, and finished the sandwich. A breeze moved across the plaza and lifted the loose paper from his lap. Ethan caught it against his thigh before it escaped.
They had lived under the same roof for less than twenty-four hours. The fact returned without warning. Jacob had woken behind doors Ethan built, left a mug beside Ethan’s sink, and come out of class to find him waiting. It did not require a speech. It barely required conversation. Ethan folded the paper into the empty bag.
“May gets out at four,” he said.
Jacob checked the time. “Here?”
“Two buildings over.”
“Did she ask us to meet her?”
“No.” Ethan stood and gathered the cups. “She said the seminar would either be great or make her want to fight somebody.”
“And you want to see which?”
“I thought we could get food.”
Jacob settled the backpack over his shoulder. The movement pulled against the bruise near his collarbone, and he tried not to show it.
“I have reading.”
“So does she.”
Jacob looked toward the path leading across campus. He could go home, put his shoes beside the frosted doors, and spend the evening proving that he could get ahead before the course had a chance to overtake him. Or he could walk twenty minutes with Ethan and decide about the rest afterward.
“Okay,” he said. “But I’m not carrying her books.”
“I wasn’t going to ask.”
“You’re going to carry them.”
Ethan started across the plaza. “Probably.”
Jacob followed.
His legs were tired. His bag was too heavy. Forty-six pages waited before Wednesday, along with a diagnostic assignment and a laboratory refresher he had already completed once in another state. The day had begun at five forty-two because the new loft bedroom was quiet enough for him to hear Ethan turn over upstairs. It would end whenever Jacob stopped trying to get ahead of Wednesday. Ethan moved beside him, shortening his usual stride without appearing to.
Jacob noticed because Ethan normally crossed open ground as if distance had personally inconvenienced him. He took stairs two at a time, chose gaps before other people recognized them, and arrived at doors early enough to hold them without breaking pace. Beside Jacob, he let a group pass rather than accelerate around it.
Jacob did not thank him. Ethan would deny doing it, and then they would waste the walk arguing about leg length. He adjusted his backpack instead and stayed close enough that their shoulders touched when the path narrowed. The contact lasted three steps. For the first time all day, Jacob stopped measuring how long remained.
The next twenty minutes did not belong to the syllabus, the registrar, or the completion plan. They belonged only to a walk across campus with somebody who had come to find him.
Behind them, another class emptied into the plaza. The building kept releasing people into whatever waited after the first day: buses, apartments, jobs, families, rooms borrowed or owned. Jacob joined the flow without needing his destination to resemble anyone else’s.
Ethan had learned the route to May’s building on Friday while pretending he was only checking how far it stood from the medical center. It was not close to the medical center. It was also not twelve minutes from Jacob’s lecture hall when the campus filled every shaded path with people moving at six incompatible speeds.
Jacob walked beside him with the empty coffee cup in one hand and his bag hanging from the opposite shoulder. He had loosened after eating. The tension had not left completely; it had shifted from his jaw into the way he watched the buildings as they passed, reading names and directional signs as though UCLA might rearrange itself if he stopped paying attention.
“You know she might have left already,” Jacob said.
“It’s not four yet.”
“Maybe she escaped.”
“Then she’ll answer her phone.”
They waited while a cyclist crossed against the light. Jacob shifted the empty cup from one hand to the other and looked toward a directory sign without slowing.
“You know where you’re going?” he asked.
“Mostly.”
“That sounded confident.”
“It’s the next courtyard.”
“Mostly,” Jacob repeated.
Ethan let him have that one. They crossed with the next group. Jacob’s phone buzzed inside his pocket, but he left it there. The class portal had spent the last forty minutes discovering new reasons to contact him. Whatever this one wanted could wait until they stopped moving. They had left the loft separately that morning.
Jacob had come out of his room at six twelve already dressed, with his backpack packed and a travel mug on the island. Ethan had been awake on the mezzanine, listening to drawers open and close beneath him while deciding whether going downstairs would feel supportive or supervisory. He had waited until the coffee grinder started.
The grinder had sounded different with somebody below him. Not louder. Located. The noise had belonged to Jacob making coffee in a kitchen he had been given permission to use without asking. Ethan had gone downstairs wearing one sock. Jacob turned from the machine, surprise appearing before he replaced it with a glance toward Ethan’s feet.
“Did I wake you?”
“No.”
“You’re wearing one sock.”
Ethan had looked down. He was wearing one sock.
“The other one’s upstairs.”
“I assumed.”
Jacob had poured a second cup without asking whether Ethan wanted one. Ethan took it and sat at the island while Jacob checked the campus map one last time.
“There’s construction near Wilshire,” Ethan said.
“I saw.”
“The entrance backs up around eight.”
Jacob lowered the phone. “I drove there Friday.”
“And Saturday,” Ethan said.
“So I do know where I’m going.”
Ethan drank his coffee.
Jacob watched him over the rim of his travel mug. “You can just say good luck.”
“Good luck.”
“Thank you.”
It should have ended there. Ethan looked at the backpack, the keys Jacob had not yet chosen a place for, and the shirt he had ironed despite claiming he did not care what anybody thought.
“You’re ready,” he said.
Jacob went still for half a beat, then looked down at the map again.
“I hope so.”
At seven ten, he took the Land Rover because Ethan did not need it. Ethan stood inside the open lower-terrace doorway until the gate closed behind him. The loft felt different afterward.
Not empty. It had been empty before Jacob arrived. Ethan knew how the refrigerator sounded when nobody else moved through the room. He knew which floorboards answered his weight and how the city entered through the tall windows before sunrise. Monday morning sounded recently occupied.
Jacob’s mug waited beside the sink. One cabinet remained open three inches. A charging cable crossed the island toward the outlet because Jacob had forgotten to unplug it. Behind the frosted doors, the new bedroom held a made bed, two open boxes, and the evidence of a person intending to return. Ethan closed the cabinet and left the cable where it was.
He completed hospital training until the words on the screen stopped retaining meaning. Then he showered, ate, and took the next section downstairs so the delivery notification would not surprise him. At one thirty, the mattress arrived. Ethan met the team at the gate, showed them the room, and stayed out of the way while they maneuvered the box through the doors. When they left, the sealed mattress expanded slowly over the frame, taking on its shape one corner at a time. He sent Jacob a photograph.
Ethan: It exists.
Jacob reacted with a heart before changing it to a thumbs-up. Ethan saw both. At two twenty, he bought two coffees and a sandwich. By the time he left the café, he no longer wanted the food. He headed toward campus without deciding that he was picking Jacob up.
Before leaving, Ethan checked the mattress once more. It had risen unevenly, one corner still compressed from the packaging. The instruction sheet said to allow several hours before sleeping on it. He flattened the cardboard box, leaned it beside the terrace door for recycling, and opened the bedroom windows enough to let the manufactured smell out.
Jacob’s room was already beginning to resist the word new. A sweatshirt hung over the desk chair. One textbook lay open beside a notebook filled with cramped handwriting. The photograph from Charleston had moved from the desktop to the narrow shelf, where it stood beside the picture of Christopher. A pair of shoes waited beneath the bed frame instead of inside one of the boxes. Ethan did not move anything.
He left the frosted doors open so air could circulate and went upstairs for his keys. From the mezzanine, he could see part of the mattress through the black metal frame and the place beside the terrace doors where the old table might fit.
The loft had changed quickly over the weekend. Not invisibly. The new partition cut across the ground floor. The couch sat at a different angle. The common area had become narrower, and the path to the terrace now curved around furniture instead of running straight. Ethan had expected the reduced space to bother him. It did not. He locked the terrace, checked the gate from his phone, and left before he could turn that fact into anything larger.
“You stopped listening,” Jacob said.
Ethan looked at him. “You weren’t talking.”
“I asked if there was somewhere downstairs I could work.”
“The island.”
“When you’re using it?”
Ethan thought about the hardware still arranged in labeled bags beneath the cabinet. “There’s an old table in storage.” Jacob glanced over. “Old as in useful, or old as in you want an excuse to rebuild it?”
“Useful.”
“That pause was bad.”
“It needs one brace.”
“Ethan.”
“One.”
Jacob looked ahead again, but he was smiling into the empty cup. “I need somewhere to put a laptop. It doesn’t have to become furniture history.”
“I’m not trying to make it furniture history.”
“And not tonight.”
“Fine.”
“You’re going to look at it tonight.”
Ethan stepped around two students stopped in the center of the path. “I might take it out of storage.”
“That counts.”
“It doesn’t.”
Jacob laughed under his breath. Ethan did not correct him again. They reached a broad set of steps. A student sat halfway up with a laptop balanced on her knees. Another slept beneath a tree with his backpack under his head. Two people in scrubs crossed ahead of them toward the medical center. Ethan watched until the crowd blocked them.
“You keep doing that,” Jacob said.
“Doing what?”
“Watching anyone in scrubs.”
“We’re near a hospital.”
“That explains them. Not you.”
Ethan looked toward the steps. A poster beside the doors advertised a blood drive later in the month. Another announced a public lecture on surgical robotics. He had already photographed that one Friday.
“They look like they know where they’re going,” Ethan said.
Jacob shifted the bag higher. “Some of them probably do.”
“Helpful.”
“I’m serious.” Jacob looked toward the two people in scrubs disappearing into the crowd. “You’re seeing the uniform after they already got there. You didn’t see the part before it.”
Ethan almost answered with admissions rates, clearances, placements, and every other threshold that remained between intention and arrival. Jacob knew all of that. He was not promising a result. He was only refusing to treat uncertainty as proof Ethan did not belong on the path.
“Your placement starts next week,” Jacob said.
“If Employee Health clears me.”
“Did they say there was a problem?”
“No.”
“Then stop borrowing one.”
Ethan looked at him.
Jacob lifted his free hand. “For the next five minutes. You can have it back later.” That sounded enough like something Jacob had needed all day that Ethan let the subject close. They reached the next courtyard. Ethan checked the building number against the one May had sent Friday.
“This one,” he said.
“So you did know.”
“Mostly.”
Jacob bumped his shoulder once as they turned toward the doors. They had arrived early. Through the glass, the lobby still held more people waiting for evening classes than leaving afternoon ones. Ethan chose a place near the wall where they would not block the doors. Jacob set his backpack down between his shoes and flexed the hand that had carried it.
“You packed both books,” Ethan said.
“The syllabus listed both.”
“Did you use both?”
“No.”
Ethan looked at the bag.
“I didn’t know,” Jacob said. “Next time I’ll leave one.”
There was no defensiveness in it, only the irritation of somebody who had spent all day learning which preparations had been useful and which had merely made his shoulder hurt. He took out his phone and opened the campus map. A blue line connected the building to the parking structure. He pinched the screen smaller, then larger.
“There’s a bus,” Ethan said.
“It stops running before my lab ends Wednesday.”
“Then I can pick you up.”
Jacob kept looking at the map. “I can drive.”
“Okay.”
“You have your placement stuff.”
“Not Wednesday night.”
Jacob lowered the phone. “Maybe. If the traffic’s bad.” It was not a yes Ethan could build a plan around, but it was not the immediate refusal he would have received two weeks earlier. Ethan nodded before Jacob could revise it. They moved aside when a custodian brought a rolling bin through the lobby. Jacob lifted his bag without being asked and waited until the man passed.
“Did anybody else talk to you?” Ethan asked.
“Somebody from discussion stopped me at lunch to ask about the response assignment.”
“Did either of you figure it out?”
“No. We agreed the instructions were confusing and left it there.”
“Productive.”
“We had seven minutes before the next class.”
Jacob opened the class group chat. Forty-three messages had accumulated since the end of lecture. He scrolled past questions the syllabus answered, a photograph of the wrong textbook edition, and one person asking whether anybody wanted to split a digital study guide.
Three more messages appeared while he watched. Jacob muted the alerts but did not leave the chat. At Charleston, he had usually waited until the second week to join anything. Here, somebody had passed around a QR code before the professor arrived, and he had scanned it with everybody else without thinking twice.
“Do you want a study group?” Ethan asked.
“Not today.”
“I meant generally,” Ethan said.
Jacob did not smile at the correction or turn it into a joke. “Probably. Once I know who actually studies.” He put the phone away. The answer sounded like the student he had been before the missing year: social enough to build a group, cautious enough to choose it carefully, confident that he would be there long enough for the choice to matter. Ethan looked through the glass doors toward the classroom corridor.
“What?” Jacob asked.
“Nothing.”
Jacob waited.
“You went back,” Ethan said.
The words were quieter than he intended. Jacob’s expression changed without becoming fragile.
“Yeah,” he said. “I did.”
A door opened somewhere deeper in the building. Voices spread down the corridor, and the lobby rearranged itself to receive them. The first people out were still discussing class. A woman held her laptop against her chest while answering somebody beside her. Two men stopped immediately beyond the doors and forced everyone behind them to split around either side. Jacob moved back toward the wall before the crowd reached him.
“That happened after every class today,” he said.
“People stopping in the door?”
“Every single one.”
“Maybe it’s a UCLA tradition.”
“Then I already hate one tradition.”
He said it without heat. The complaint sounded almost comfortable—the kind a student made because he expected to return and be annoyed again. Ethan watched faces as they passed, looking for May’s pinned-back hair. Jacob watched too. Neither spoke for nearly a minute.
“Did you miss it?” Ethan asked.
“School?”
“Yeah.”
Jacob leaned one shoulder against the wall. “Not every part.”
“The attached desks.”
“Definitely not those.” His mouth shifted. “But yes. More than I thought I did.”
He looked toward the corridor again. “I missed having somewhere I was supposed to be because I chose it.” The answer sat between them without needing improvement. Jacob picked up his backpack when another group approached. The movement was slower than it had been that morning, but he still stepped clear before anybody asked. Ethan took the empty coffee cup from the side pocket where Jacob had tried to force it and dropped it into a bin.
“Thanks,” Jacob said.
“It was leaking.”
“Still counts.”
Jacob’s phone buzzed again. This time the preview showed Christopher’s name.
Christopher: How was it?
Jacob slowed by half a step. Ethan kept looking ahead. Jacob typed while they walked.
Jacob: Good. A lot. I’ll tell you later.
The answer came back as a thumbs-up. No demand for evidence. No claim that Christopher had known Jacob could do it. Jacob put the phone away.
“Home after this?” Jacob asked.
“If you want.”
“I should read.”
“You should probably take your shoes off first.”
Jacob looked down at them. “They were comfortable this morning.”
“That’s how they get you.”
“You say that like shoes have intent.”
“Those do.”
Jacob shifted his weight off his right heel. “Food first?”
“May will want food.”
“How do you know?”
“She always wants food after class.”
“That’s not evidence.”
“She texted me at one and said she forgot to bring anything.”
“That is.”
The lobby beyond the glass doors had begun filling with people waiting for evening classes. Jacob dropped his empty cup into the recycling opening and watched it land sideways on top of another cup.
“Close enough,” he said.
Ethan held the door open. “You look tired.”
“I am tired.”
The direct answer stopped Ethan from asking anything else. They reached the building and moved into the shade near the doors. Students had begun gathering inside the lobby. Four o’clock approached on Ethan’s phone. Jacob set his cup on the rim of a recycling bin and missed the opening. It bounced to the pavement. He stared at it.
“You’re tired,” Ethan said.
“It bounced.”
“You missed.”
“It hit the edge.”
“That’s where things go when you miss.”
Jacob retrieved the cup and pushed it through the opening.
“You could be supportive.”
“You survived.”
“Barely.”
The classroom doors opened. Voices filled the lobby before people appeared. A man in a button-down came out first, still speaking to the woman beside him. Three students followed while comparing notes. Somebody behind them complained about the reading. Somebody else said the professor always assigned too much during the first week and reduced it later. Her friend did not believe her. May emerged near the middle of the group.
She carried a canvas tote packed heavily enough to pull one shoulder down. A thick casebook rested against her chest beneath a folder and two legal pads. Her hair was pinned back. The expression on her face had settled into a calm so complete Ethan immediately understood that somebody had tested it. She saw them. Her pace slowed. She looked at Ethan, then Jacob, then the empty space where their coffee cups had been.
May saw them before they had decided whether to wait inside or outside. Her pace slowed, and some of the strain left her expression.
“Hey,” she said.
“Hey,” Jacob answered.
She looked between them. “Did you plan this?”
“Not really,” Ethan said.
“He planned the coffee,” Jacob added.
May looked at the empty cup in his hand. “That tracks.”
“How was class?” Jacob asked.
“Good.” She adjusted the casebook against her chest. “I need to complain about one person for maybe five minutes, and then I’ll be normal.”
“You don’t have to be normal,” Ethan said.
“I do if you want the complaint to stay under five minutes.”
The bottom legal pad began slipping from beneath the book. Ethan caught it and took the casebook when May let him.
“I can carry it,” she said.
“I know.”
She handed him the folder too. Jacob looked toward the doors. “We were thinking food.”
“Good. I didn’t bring any.”
“Ethan told me.”
May gave Ethan a look that contained no real objection. “There’s a place in Westwood.”
“The one with the bad chairs?” Ethan asked.
“The fries are good.”
Jacob shook his head. “Fine. Show us.” May turned toward the exit. “How was your first day?”
“Good,” Jacob said. “A lot.”
“Same.”
They walked outside together. Jacob’s phone buzzed with another course notification. He silenced it without reading the screen. The doors closed behind them, cutting off the lobby noise. Outside, the heat had begun to loosen, though the pavement still held the day. Ethan noticed Jacob’s phone and said nothing.
The answer satisfied neither of them, which made it useful. They crossed the last stretch toward May together, carrying coffee, coursework, and the small domestic argument forward as if there would be time to finish it later. For once, both of them assumed there would be.
May had made it through the entire seminar without telling Brandon Kline that speaking first did not make his answer more correct. She considered this a personal achievement. Brandon had raised his hand before Professor Whitaker finished the first question. He raised it again after the professor asked somebody else to respond. By the third time, he had stopped raising it and begun leaning forward whenever another student spoke, as if intellectual urgency exempted him from ordinary turn-taking.
May had written let her finish in the margin of her notes. Then she underlined it hard enough to leave an impression on the next page. Professor Whitaker noticed. He did not call on May immediately. He finished listening to the student Brandon had interrupted, asked one follow-up question, and moved the discussion toward the line of reasoning May had marked twenty minutes earlier.
“Ms. Grant,” he said. “You look unconvinced.”
Twenty-four people turned toward her. May had spent years answering calls from strangers who screamed before supplying an address. She had directed people through locked doors, hidden weapons, active fires, and the first terrible minutes after somebody stopped breathing. A seminar room did not frighten her. Her body had not received that information.
Heat climbed her neck. Her fingers pressed flat against the casebook. She had written the answer in the margin but could no longer read her own handwriting from the angle of her hand.
“I don’t think the distinction holds,” she said.
Professor Whitaker leaned against the desk. “Which distinction?”
May explained.
The first sentence came out too quickly. She slowed the second. By the third, the words stopped sounding like something she had borrowed from the assigned reading and became an argument she understood well enough to defend. Brandon leaned forward. Professor Whitaker held up one finger without looking at him.
May finished.
“Good,” the professor said. “Now tell me why you might be wrong.”
She almost smiled. That had been the best part of the class. Not being right. Being expected to find the weakness herself before somebody else could use it. During the break, the woman Brandon had interrupted stopped beside May’s desk.
“Nice save,” she said.
“I wasn’t saving you.”
“I know. That’s why it was nice.”
Her name was Lena Morales. She worked for a tenant-rights nonprofit and had returned to school part-time after three years away. She asked whether May was pre-law. May said yes. Lena wrote her number at the top of May’s notes and said she was starting a reading group with two other students who understood that listening was part of discussion. May had not decided whether she would join. She saved the number.
During the final hour, Lena spoke twice and Brandon interrupted her only once. Professor Whitaker assigned the next reading, reminded them that accelerated did not mean optional, and dismissed the seminar three minutes late while half the room was already putting laptops away.
May stayed seated long enough to finish the sentence in her notes. Around her, chairs scraped and conversations started at full volume. Brandon found the professor before anybody else could reach him. Lena caught May’s eye over his shoulder and made a face. May smiled before she could stop herself.
“Thursday?” Lena asked, pointing at the number she had written.
“Maybe,” May said.
“That means no.”
“It means I need to see what the reading does to me first.”
“Fair.” Lena lifted her own book. “If I disappear, assume it won.”
The joke was ordinary and not especially good. May laughed anyway. She packed her laptop beneath the casebook and discovered that the water bottle had leaked just enough to dampen one corner of the folder. By the time she reached the lobby, she was irritated with Brandon, pleased by the class, hungry, and already rearranging Tuesday around the reading. Then she saw Ethan and Jacob waiting.
The sight did not solve any of those things. It made the afternoon feel less like something she needed to carry alone until she reached home. She told Ethan and Jacob about Brandon while they crossed campus.
“He interrupted her three times,” May said.
“The same person?” Jacob asked.
“The same person. Then he tried to explain her point back to her.”
“Did she let him?”
“No. She said, ‘I’m still speaking,’ and kept going.”
Jacob smiled. “I like her.”
“So do I.”
Ethan carried the casebook beneath one arm. “And the professor?”
“Good. He shut Brandon down without turning it into a whole thing.”
“That sounds promising.”
“It was.”
May walked several steps before realizing the complaint had ended on its own. Jacob’s backpack looked heavy enough to contain part of a laboratory. He was tired in a way that made him quieter rather than slower, his attention moving between the path and whoever was speaking.
“What about you?” May asked.
“My professor assigned forty-six pages.”
“Mine assigned sixty.”
Jacob looked over. “That feels hostile.”
“Thank you.”
“Did you like it?”
May adjusted the strap of her tote. The question was simple. It did not contain the carefulness she had begun hearing whenever anybody asked about school. Her mother asked whether she was sure. Friends asked whether she still wanted law school. People who knew about Bobby looked at every plan May made as if grief might have invalidated the version of herself who had made it. Jacob only waited.
“Yeah,” May said. “I did.”
“Even with Brandon?”
“He’s going to be annoying. The class is good.”
“What did you cover?”
May told him. Explaining the class was easier than explaining why enjoying it mattered. May could describe the professor, the reading, and Brandon without having to defend the larger plan those details belonged to. Jacob listened to the answer she gave instead of searching it for evidence that she had changed her mind.
At work, people had stopped asking what came next. They asked whether May needed another day. They asked whether Athena was sleeping. They asked how Harry was doing, then looked relieved when May supplied an answer with enough detail to end the conversation.
Her summer internship schedule made the questions easier to avoid. Tuesdays and Thursdays remained mostly open for the legal-aid office unless someone needed her or the office changed its hours. This Tuesday had been cleared before the seminar began. She could sleep late if the reading ran long tonight. She could also arrive early, ask for another case file, and spend the day demonstrating that grief had not made her unreliable. Both options felt like performances.
May had become good at performing competence before she was old enough to understand why adults found it comforting. Competence earned information. It kept people from lowering their voices outside rooms she could still hear into. It made her useful during emergencies and unobtrusive during aftermaths. Bobby had rarely rewarded it.
He noticed when she was capable. He also noticed when capability became camouflage and found quiet ways to interfere: food appearing beside her elbow, car keys disappearing until she slept, a question asked twice because he did not accept the first automatic answer. May had spent six weeks learning how many people could love him without knowing how to do that. Jacob simply waited.
“Yes,” she said. “I think so.”
“After one day?”
“The material’s good. The professor’s good. Half the room thinks volume is a form of analysis, but that’s probably useful preparation.”
“For law school?”
“For courtrooms. Family dinners. Possibly life.”
“What did you cover?”
May told him. She began with the course structure because it was easier to explain than why the first discussion had made her sit forward. Professor Whitaker wanted them to separate what a court decided from how a court justified deciding it. Not whether May agreed. Not whether the result felt fair. What the words did, what authority they claimed, and what assumptions remained hidden inside the reasoning.
Jacob listened without the strained interest people sometimes used when they had already decided law was either boring or impressive. He asked what happened when the reasoning was bad but the result was useful. May answered before she realized she had stopped complaining. They turned toward him as the path narrowed.
“That’s the problem,” she said. “If you defend bad reasoning because you like one result, somebody else gets to use it later for a result you hate.”
“So precedent is the mechanism, not just the outcome.”
“Basically. Except saying ‘just’ anywhere near precedent would get me assigned another sixty pages.”
“I won’t tell your professor.”
“Thank you.”
Ethan moved the casebook higher beneath his arm. “You sound like you had fun.”
May looked at him.
“Not all of it,” she said.
“Enough of it.”
“Maybe.”
He nodded and left the answer alone. May was grateful enough not to point it out. Jacob adjusted the backpack strap.
“My class was good too,” Jacob said. “After the first hour.”
“What happened in the first hour?”
“I remembered that sitting in a lecture hall is terrible.”
“That’s universal,” May said.
“The desk was attached to the chair.”
“Oh.”
“Yeah.”
May looked at the backpack again. “Are you going home after we eat?”
“I should.”
“Same.”
Ethan glanced between them. “So dinner.”
“Dinner,” May agreed.
They named places as they walked. Jacob suggested somewhere close to the parking structure. May rejected it because the last time she went, a friend had cried for two hours in a chair designed by somebody hostile to the human spine.
“Was the food bad?” Jacob asked.
“The fries were good.”
“Then I can survive the chair.”
“You say that now.”
They passed a campus café already stacking part of its patio furniture. Someone inside turned a sign while a customer continued reading the menu taped to the glass. May’s phone buzzed inside her tote. She knew it was her mother before she looked.
Athena had left the house before May that morning. Her coffee mug remained beside the sink. Bobby’s mug remained in the cabinet where nobody had decided whether moving it would mean anything. May had eaten toast standing at the counter and read the first twelve pages of the assigned opinion while her mother’s footsteps moved overhead.
Athena came downstairs wearing the same black pants she had worn the day before and a different shirt. She checked the coffee maker, then the refrigerator, then the time on the microwave without appearing to need any of them.
“You leaving soon?” she asked.
“Twenty minutes.”
“Traffic will be bad.”
“We have time.”
“You have parking?”
“I paid Friday.”
“Good.”
Athena opened the cabinet for a travel mug. Bobby’s mug sat in front. Her hand stopped, then moved to the second shelf. May looked down at the casebook. They had not discussed the class before May left. That had been easier than discussing it. The message now waited beneath the time.
Mom: How was the first day?
May read it twice. She typed good, erased it, and wrote again.
May: Good. A lot. Getting food with Ethan and Jacob.
The answer arrived while they waited at the crosswalk.
Mom: Have fun. Call if you need anything.
No request for a return time. No reminder about reading. No warning that Monday nights could become Tuesdays if she let them. May put the phone away. She imagined Athena in the patrol car or behind her desk, reading May’s answer between other people’s emergencies. Getting food with Ethan and Jacob. A complete explanation offered before Athena asked. Names she knew. A location she could infer. Enough information to prevent worry without admitting May had supplied it for that purpose.
Friday, Athena had stood at the dining table while May and Christopher assembled the album. She corrected one date, found a photograph nobody else remembered taking, and left when the room became too full of Bobby’s face. May followed her into the kitchen.
“You don’t have to go,” May had said.
“I’m getting water.”
“Your glass is on the table.”
Athena opened the refrigerator anyway. May knew better than to trap her with comfort. She took out the pitcher, filled a new glass, and handed it over. Athena accepted it.
“You have class Monday.”
“That’s the plan.”
“You ready?”
May looked through the doorway at Christopher writing beneath a photograph. Ethan was cutting tape. Buck and Eddie were arguing quietly over whether one page had enough room for another picture.
“I did the reading,” she said.
Athena waited.
May looked back at her. “I don’t know.”
“All right.”
It had been the only answer May could tolerate. Now her mother had offered another: Have fun. Permission May had not requested and might still need.
“Everything okay?” Ethan asked.
“My mom.”
He nodded.
The light changed.
May put the phone away as they crossed. “She told me to have fun.”
“Are you?” Jacob asked.
May considered the afternoon. “More than I was an hour ago.”
“Good.”
“Don’t make it weird.”
“I said one word.”
“It was headed somewhere.”
Jacob laughed. Ethan shifted the casebook under his arm and looked toward the parking structure.
“Food,” May said. “Then I’ll decide whether I’m reading tonight.”
“I’m reading,” Jacob said.
“You can read. I may choose freedom.”
“For one night?”
“Let’s not get reckless.”
Ethan unlocked the Land Rover from across the row. The lights flashed. May slowed. “You drove this?”
“Ethan didn’t need it,” Jacob said.
“He lets you drive it?”
Ethan opened the passenger door. “He has a license.”
“That was not the surprising part.”
Jacob put his bag behind the driver’s seat. “Do you want dinner?”
“Very much.”
May set her tote on the rear floor and slid into the back seat. The car smelled faintly of sawdust from Sunday’s lumber. A folded blanket and two reusable grocery bags occupied the footwell beside her. She moved them over and buckled in. Jacob started the engine. The navigation screen opened to Home. He cleared it and waited for May to give him the address.
“You’re sure about the chairs?” he asked.
“No. But the fries are still good.”
He entered the restaurant. May connected her phone to the stereo while the route loaded.
“Driver picks the music,” Jacob said.
“Not in Los Angeles.”
“That is not a law.”
“It is now.”
Ethan settled into the passenger seat without taking either side.
“Coward,” Jacob told him.
“I want to hear what she picks.”
May chose the first song before Jacob could object again. It was an older song Athena played while cleaning, the kind May knew by repetition rather than choice. Jacob recognized it before the first verse and turned it up two clicks.
“You like this?” May asked.
“My aunt did.”
He said it simply. May knew enough about Shannon not to ask whether the memory was good. Jacob tapped two fingers against the steering wheel and sang one line under his breath before traffic required his attention. Ethan looked out the passenger window. He knew the song too; May could tell from the way his mouth formed the next line without sound. She let it play. At the next light, Jacob asked, “What were you listening to before class?”
May named an album. He knew one track but not the rest. Ethan had saved two songs from it months earlier and pretended not to remember until May found them in his library.
By the time traffic moved, the three of them had built a queue without agreeing on what counted as good. Nobody tried to win the argument. Songs simply stayed or disappeared according to whoever reached the screen first. He was smiling when he said it.
Traffic held them inside the parking structure for six minutes. Ethan lowered his window. Jacob adjusted the vents. May watched two students argue over a space that had not yet emptied. Nothing about the afternoon was remarkable. Three classes had ended. Three people were hungry. Nobody required rescue, direction, or a completed plan. May had forgotten how much relief could fit inside something that ordinary. At the gate, Jacob held out the parking ticket. May leaned between the seats with her card.
“I’ve got it.”
“It’s six dollars,” Jacob said.
“I can cover six dollars.”
“I wasn’t arguing.”
“Good.” She tapped the reader before he could reach for his wallet.
The gate lifted. Jacob eased the Land Rover into traffic. Traffic doubled the navigation’s first estimate. May handled the music from the back seat, changing it whenever a song failed to hold her attention. Ethan watched the streets through the passenger window while Jacob followed the slow line toward Westwood. The conversation thinned without becoming uncomfortable. They had already covered the day once. No one needed to find another version of it just to fill the drive.
At a long red light, May turned the music down to answer a text from Harry. When she finished, she left the volume low. The restaurant occupied the ground floor of a narrow building between a pharmacy and a shop selling UCLA clothing at twice the campus price. Jacob circled once before finding the entrance to the garage.
“This is why nobody wanted to drive,” he said as the ramp tightened around the Land Rover.
“You volunteered,” Ethan reminded him.
“I had the keys.”
May leaned forward between the seats to read the clearance sign. “You’re fine.”
“I know I’m fine.”
He ducked anyway when the ceiling lowered, which made May laugh before she could stop herself. Jacob looked at her in the mirror. “You did it too.”
“I’m in the back seat. I was checking on you.”
“Sure.”
The exchange ended when he found a space. They collected their bags and books, and for the first time all day May walked toward somewhere without checking how long she had until the next obligation.
Her phone stayed inside her tote. Athena knew where she was. The reading was downloaded. Nothing would become more urgent because May waited an hour to look at it. She held the stairwell door while Jacob maneuvered the backpack through and followed Ethan toward the street.
By five twelve, the table had disappeared beneath three water glasses, Jacob’s backpack, May’s casebook, a basket of fries, and the plates they had ordered while all talking at once. May moved her book to the empty chair. Jacob wedged his bag between his feet. Ethan shifted the fries toward the middle and gave up on preserving any clear boundary between what belonged to whom.
Outside the open windows, Westwood moved through the end of the workday. Cars edged past the curb looking for spaces. Students crossed in groups. A delivery rider stopped beneath the awning to check his phone. Heat from the kitchen entered whenever the swinging door opened, carrying oil, garlic, and the sharp smell of sanitizer. They had chosen the place because May said the food was fast. They had already been there forty minutes.
Jacob opened a small dish, examined what was inside, and passed it to Ethan without asking. Ethan took it. The motion happened beneath May’s account of Brandon Kline’s second interruption and did not become part of the conversation. May noticed anyway and continued talking.
“Then Professor Whitaker asks me why I might be wrong,” she said.
“In front of everyone?” Jacob asked.
“Yeah.”
“Were you?”
“A little. He wanted me to find the weak part before somebody else did.”
Jacob considered that while breaking a piece of bread. “I’d like him.”
“You would.”
“Was that an insult?”
“Not entirely.”
Ethan reached for a fry. “High praise.” May looked at him. “You’re still carrying my book.” He glanced at the casebook on the fourth chair. “Not currently.”
“You know what I mean.”
He did. He took another fry instead of answering.
“How was the rest of your class?” May asked Jacob.
He finished chewing. “The morning was mostly orientation. The afternoon professor said we were reviewing and then covered about three weeks of my old course in forty minutes.”
“Did you understand it?”
“Most of it.”
Ethan did not translate.
May rested her elbows on the table. “What were you talking about when we found you?”
Jacob glanced at Ethan.
“Protein folding,” Ethan said.
“That tells me nothing.”
Jacob pulled a paper napkin closer and borrowed Ethan’s pen. He drew a shape that resembled a collapsed umbrella. May rotated the napkin. “This also tells me nothing.”
“It looked better in my notes.”
“Your notes are worse,” Ethan said.
“You haven’t seen them.”
“I’ve seen your handwriting.”
Jacob took the napkin back. “The point is that I switched two terms while I was answering.”
“And?” May asked.
“I corrected it.”
“Did the professor care?”
“He let me finish.”
“Then it sounds like you handled it.”
Jacob capped the pen. May reached for another fry instead of looking at him while he decided how much to say.
“I haven’t been in a classroom since last March,” he said.
“I know.”
“For about thirty seconds, I thought everybody could tell.”
“Could they?”
“No.”
“That sounds awful anyway.”
Jacob’s shoulders loosened.
“It got better,” he said.
“Good.”
She slid the last fry on her side of the basket toward him. Jacob ate it without thanking her, which made the gesture feel ordinary enough to keep. The conversation returned to May’s seminar without repeating the version she had already given them outside. She explained that their first assignment required briefing both the majority and the dissent without choosing which one they preferred.
“Can you do that?” Jacob asked.
“I can write it.”
“That sounded different.”
“It is. I already know which argument I like better. The assignment is making me prove I understand the other one before I dismiss it.”
Jacob nodded. “That seems useful.”
“Annoyingly.”
She took another drink. The assignment remained difficult without becoming a referendum on whether she belonged in the seminar or still wanted law school. Ethan moved the casebook farther from a passing server. “The dissent made that argument.” May stopped with her glass halfway to her mouth. “You read it?”
“You sent the syllabus.”
“I didn’t send you the reading.”
“The link was in the syllabus.”
Jacob looked between them. “How much did you read?”
“Most of it.”
“Why?” May asked.
Ethan moved his fork through what remained on his plate. “I wanted to know what you were talking about.” The answer disarmed her more effectively than praise would have. May looked down at her glass.
“The dissent was better,” she said.
“I thought so too.”
Jacob leaned back. “I’m going to need both of you to have less homework.”
“You brought two textbooks to one class,” Ethan said.
“I didn’t know which one he’d use.”
“The syllabus knew.”
“I didn’t trust it.”
That answer was believable enough that neither challenged it. For several minutes, they ate without trying to sustain a subject. May read a notification from the legal-aid office and put her phone away. Jacob moved his bag when the server needed the fourth chair. Ethan separated a piece of roasted pepper from the rest of his plate and left it at the edge.
“You don’t like those?” Jacob asked.
“Not cooked like that.”
Jacob took it with his fork. May watched the exchange, then looked down at her own plate before either of them could accuse her of noticing.
“What’s your lab Wednesday?” she asked.
“Mostly safety and equipment assignments,” Jacob said. “Maybe basic technique if they finish early.”
“Are you nervous?”
He considered lying and apparently decided he was too tired. “A little.”
“Because you’ve been out?”
“Because I don’t know the room yet.” He turned his glass between both hands. “Labs have a rhythm. Where people put things. Who moves too fast. Which stool catches on the floor. I used to know all of that.”
May understood more than the words required. Dispatch had its own geography: the console that stuck, the supervisor who hovered, the drawer where somebody always returned the wrong headset. Competence included knowing a room well enough not to spend attention on it.
“You’ll know this one,” she said.
Jacob nodded. “Eventually.”
Ethan did not turn eventually into a promise or a date. He passed Jacob the bread instead. May looked between them.
“How was the first night at the loft?” May asked.
Jacob took a drink. “Quiet.”
“Compared to Eddie’s house?”
“I could hear myself think.”
Ethan looked over. “Is that good?”
“Usually.”
Jacob set down the glass. “The room’s good. The air mattress survived. The actual mattress showed up today.”
“Ethan sent me photographic evidence,” he added.
May looked at Ethan. “Of the mattress?”
“It was delivered.”
“I’m glad we established that.”
Jacob smiled into his water. “He also found me a desk.”
“A table,” Ethan corrected.
“A future table. It needs surgery.”
“One brace.”
“I told him not tonight.”
May pointed at Ethan. “Listen to your roommate.” Ethan reached for another piece of bread. “I am.” The server returned and asked whether they wanted anything else. They should have asked for the check. Jacob had reading. May had reading. Ethan had training material Dr. Patel had specifically told him not to memorize before his first day. May looked toward the dessert menu standing near the condiments.
“Do you still have the chocolate thing?” she asked.
The server said they did.
“One, please. Three forks.”
After she left, Jacob checked his phone. Four messages waited in the class group chat. He read the first preview and locked the screen again.
“Problem?” Ethan asked.
“Somebody wants to know if the word limit includes citations.”
“Does it?” May asked.
“The syllabus says yes.”
“Then don’t answer.”
Jacob put the phone facedown. “I wasn’t going to.” The dessert arrived in a shallow white bowl, dark at the center and already collapsing beneath a scoop of ice cream. May took the first fork. Ethan took the second. Jacob waited until they had both tried it before reaching in. It lasted less than two minutes. When the check came, all three reached for it. Their hands stopped in a small pile at the edge of the table.
“Split it,” Jacob said.
“I invited you,” Ethan said.
“You appeared outside my class,” May said. “That isn’t an invitation.”
“Fine. Then we split it.”
Nobody objected strongly enough to turn payment into another conversation. They handed over three cards and stayed at the table while the server ran them. Outside, the light had shifted but not begun to fade. Students replaced office workers on the sidewalks. The dinner crowd would arrive soon and make their occupied table useful to somebody else. Jacob put his wallet away.
“I should go home.”
“Probably,” Ethan said.
May folded the receipt into a square. She had spent the drive expecting dinner to make her want the apartment, a shower, and several hours without another person speaking to her. Instead, the noise around them had settled into the background. Jacob had stopped checking the time. Ethan looked more awake than he had when they arrived. May pressed one corner of the receipt flat with her thumbnail.
“We could get one drink,” she said.
Jacob looked at her.
“One,” May repeated. “Then we go home.”
“I have class at eight.”
“It’s six fifteen.”
“That is how nights start.”
May looked toward Ethan. He should have supported the responsible decision. Jacob had finished his first day. May had finished hers. They had eaten. Nothing about the afternoon needed to become larger in order to matter. He also did not want it to end.
Going home meant the loft, which he wanted. It meant Jacob’s new mattress waiting behind the doors and the first ordinary Monday night of a household they had not tested yet. It also meant separate work: Jacob downstairs, Ethan on the mezzanine, both of them pretending not to listen for the other moving around.
“I’m in,” Ethan said.
Jacob looked between them and exhaled through his nose. “I’m driving.”
“Okay,” May said.
“So I’m not drinking.”
“Also okay.”
He checked the time again, though nothing had changed. “One.”
“One,” Ethan agreed.
May stood before Jacob could reconsider. The choice changed the table without changing anything visible. Their plates remained empty. The receipts remained beside the water glasses. Jacob still had an eight o’clock class, and May’s reading would still be waiting when she got home. May felt lighter anyway.
Not reckless. She had not abandoned the semester or decided grief exempted her from every plan she made. She was getting a drink with two friends on a Monday evening. The smallness of it mattered.
Jacob slid the backpack straps over both shoulders and tested the weight. “If I complain tomorrow, neither of you gets to say anything.”
“About class?” Ethan asked.
“About being tired.”
“I wasn’t going to.”
“You were going to look at me.”
Ethan considered that. “Probably.”
“No looking, then.”
“I can’t agree to that.”
Jacob shook his head, but the tension had left his shoulders. “One drink.” May picked up her tote. “We heard you.” Jacob checked the table once before they left: phone, wallet, keys, backpack, nothing beneath the chair. May waited without teasing him. Ethan had already picked up the casebook.
“Ready?” May asked.
Jacob looked toward the bright street beyond the windows. “Yeah.” The server thanked them as they passed. May thanked her back. Ethan paused to return the menu somebody had left on the edge of the next table, and Jacob held the door until both of them were outside. As Ethan reached for his wallet, the Connecticut license shifted far enough out of its slot for May to see the edge.
“Is that your ID?” she asked.
Ethan looked down. “One of them.” May held out her hand. He hesitated, then passed it over. She read the birth date and looked at him again. “You have a fake ID.”
“Yeah.”
Jacob leaned over just enough to see the photograph. “That’s the one from Yale?” May turned toward him. “You knew?”
“I’ve seen it.”
“And neither of you mentioned this?”
Ethan put his wallet back in his pocket. “When would it have come up?” May looked at the card again. The photograph showed shorter curls and the flat expression people wore when told not to smile. The Connecticut address belonged near Yale. Nothing about it looked cheap or improvised.
“Does it work?” she asked.
“Usually.”
“How often is usually?”
“Enough that I kept it.”
She passed it back. “I really did not expect that from you.”
“Most people don’t.”
There was no pride in the answer and no apology either. Ethan tucked the license behind his real one. Jacob pushed his chair back and lifted the backpack from the floor. “Can we leave before this becomes an interview?”
“I’m done,” May said.
“You’re not.”
“I can finish while we walk.”
Jacob looked at Ethan. “This was your idea.”
“It was her idea.”
“You agreed first.”
“And you agreed second.”
Jacob shook his head and headed toward the door. May lifted her tote. Ethan took the casebook before she could stack it on top.
“I know a place,” she said once they were outside.
“Of course you do,” Jacob answered.
She led them three blocks through the early dinner crowd. Jacob walked between her and the street without making a point of it. Ethan carried the casebook. May rejected one bar because music shook the windows and another because the line already reached the corner. The third had open windows, dark wood, and enough empty tables that they would not have to shout. May stopped beneath the awning. “Still one?” Jacob adjusted the backpack. “For you two.”
“Right.”
“And then home.”
She nodded. This time he believed her. The host checked identification after seven. It was six thirty-eight, but he asked anyway. May handed hers over first. Ethan followed with the false license. The host looked at the card, looked at Ethan, and gave it back.
“Three?”
“Yeah,” May said.
They were led toward a table near the open windows. May set her tote beneath her chair. Jacob wedged his backpack against the wall. Ethan opened the drink menu and read long enough for May to lean across the table.
“You can stop looking so careful now,” she said quietly.
“I’m reading.”
“Sure.”
Jacob picked up the club-soda list. “Leave him alone.” May sat back, smiling. The server approached. May ordered something with citrus. Ethan chose the drink with rosemary smoke because he wanted to know whether the smoke mattered. Jacob asked for club soda and lime.
When the server left, the three of them looked at one another across the small table. For the first time since morning, nobody had a bag open, a screen lit, or somewhere else they had already agreed to be.
May reached for Jacob’s backpack with the toe of her shoe and pushed it farther beneath the table. “You can stop guarding that.”
“I’m not guarding it.”
“You’ve checked it twice.”
Jacob glanced down, caught, and rested both hands on the table. “It has my laptop in it.”
“It’ll survive dinner.”
“This isn’t dinner.”
“You know what I mean.”
He did. The answer stayed in his face for a second before he let it go. Ethan watched the strain ease from his shoulders by degrees. It had been there since he came down the stairs that morning, buried beneath all the ordinary things Jacob had found to talk about instead.
The drinks arrived with a glass of club soda for Jacob. Rosemary smoke curled beneath a short lid over Ethan’s glass. The server lifted it, released the scent across the table, and walked away before any of them could decide whether the presentation had been worth it. Ethan took a cautious sip.
May waited. “Well?”
“It tastes like a drink.”
“Useful.”
“The rosemary doesn’t do much.”
Jacob took the lime from the rim of his glass and squeezed it into the soda. “You paid extra to learn that.”
“I paid extra because she said she was buying.”
“I said I’d get the first round,” May corrected.
“There isn’t supposed to be a second.”
She looked at Jacob. “I heard you.” The words could have sharpened. They did not. Jacob looked down while he stirred the ice with his straw, and May reached across the table to take a sip of Ethan’s drink without asking.
“That’s not bad,” she said.
“You have your own.”
“Mine’s better.”
Ethan tried hers when she offered it. It was colder, sharper, and much stronger than it tasted. He set it down carefully.
“Yeah. Yours is better.”
May smiled and settled back in her chair. Beyond the open windows, people crossed with shopping bags, dogs, and strollers. A cyclist waited through the light with one foot on the curb. The whole street carried on as though Monday evening had always been enough reason to sit outside and stay longer than planned.
“I’m glad I came,” May said.
Neither man made anything of it. Ethan nodded. Jacob lifted his glass toward her before drinking.
They talked about the parts of the day that had not made it into the earlier version: the woman in May’s seminar who had arrived twenty minutes late and still volunteered to lead the first group assignment; the instructor who had pronounced Jacob’s last name three different ways before asking him which one was right; the row of campus printers that all claimed to be out of paper while holding visible stacks behind their trays. None of it mattered. That was why it helped.
By the time Ethan reached the bottom of his glass, the light outside had changed from bright gold to the softer color that came before evening. May had finished half of hers. Jacob’s club soda was mostly melted ice.
A server cleared the empty food plates from the next table. Somebody near the bar laughed too loudly, then apologized to no one in particular. Traffic moved beyond the open windows. No one reached for a bag. Jacob ordered another club soda when the server passed. It was only Monday evening. For now, staying a little longer felt like enough.
By the time Jacob ordered a second club soda, May had stopped pretending she might leave after one drink. Her first glass sat empty beside the casebook. Ethan’s held only melting ice and a bruised sprig of rosemary. Outside the open windows, the last hard light had softened across the storefronts, and the dinner crowd had begun to replace the people leaving work. The server returned with water and asked whether they wanted food. May looked at Jacob. “You’re the one driving.”
“I ate an hour ago.”
“That wasn’t my question.”
He checked the menu anyway. Ethan turned it toward the center of the table.
“Fries?” Ethan asked.
Jacob considered the suggestion, then nodded. “Fine.” They ordered one basket. Nobody tried to make it evidence of anything. May rested both forearms on the table. The pleasant warmth from the first drink had reached her face without disturbing anything else. She could still feel the weight of the unread pages beneath her chair. She simply did not feel obligated to pick them up yet.
“What happens tomorrow?” she asked Jacob.
“Lab preparation at eight.”
“Actual lab?”
“Safety review first. Equipment assignments. Maybe technique if they get through everything.”
“Are you worried?”
Jacob turned his glass once against the table. “A little.” Ethan did not answer for him. May noticed.
“About the work?” she asked.
“About being slow because I don’t know where anything is.” Jacob looked toward the street. “That part usually goes away once you’ve been in the room a few times.”
“Then you’ll be annoyed by something else by Thursday.”
His mouth moved at one corner. “Probably.” The fries arrived. May took one before the plate settled. Jacob waited until the server left, then took two. Ethan watched the rosemary leaves move through the remaining ice in his glass.
“Do you want another?” May asked.
“Maybe.”
Jacob looked between them. “I’m still driving.”
“We know,” May said.
“I’m saying it once now so neither of you acts surprised later.”
“That’s fair.” Ethan picked up the menu. “One beer.”
May ordered a second drink, simpler than the first. Jacob asked for more water. The decision passed without negotiation. For several minutes, they talked about nothing that needed to survive the night: the bad chairs in May’s seminar, the student who had worn a full suit, and the professor who had managed to cover three weeks of Jacob’s old course in forty minutes.
“A full suit?” Ethan asked.
“Tie and pocket square,” May said.
Jacob reached for another fry. “Maybe he came from work.”
“He introduced himself as a sophomore.”
“Then maybe he takes summer seminar very seriously.”
May shook her head, smiling. “He looked like he was about to depose the syllabus.” Ethan laughed before taking a drink. The sound caught May off guard and made her laugh too. Nothing about the story was that funny. The day had simply loosened enough for it to be. Jacob’s phone lit beside his glass. He glanced at the course-portal icon, then turned the screen facedown.
May noticed. “Anything important?”
“Probably not.”
“Then leave it.”
“That was the plan.”
His hand remained near the phone for another second before he reached for his drink instead. The second round arrived. May tasted hers and approved. Ethan took one sip of the beer and settled farther into his chair.
“So,” May said, looking at him. “The fake ID.”
“You color-code hospital requirements and somehow have a fake ID.”
“I didn’t color-code them.”
“That’s not the important part.”
Ethan’s eyes narrowed slightly. “What about it?”
“I’m trying to picture you deciding to get one.”
“Freshman year. Somebody in my biology lecture knew a guy.”
“And that was enough?”
“It scanned.”
Jacob looked at the bottle. “How often did you use it?”
“Sometimes.”
“That means nothing,” May said.
“A few bars. A couple of concerts.”
“With people?”
Ethan looked at her. “Generally.” May let the dry answer sit for a moment. “You almost never talk about anyone from Yale.” He rolled the bottle between his palms. “There isn’t much to tell.”
“There has to be more than the person who found the fake-ID guy.”
Jacob leaned back, watching without turning the question into pressure. Ethan gave them three names: Colin from across the hall, Mara from his running group, and Naomi from medical ethics. At first, each arrived with a fact that sounded as though it belonged in a student directory. May asked what they were actually like. Colin sang badly and without embarrassment. Mara collected postcards from cities she had never visited. Naomi cried at animated movies and denied it while still crying.
“That’s better,” May said.
“Why?”
“Now I can picture them.”
Ethan looked down at the table. “Yeah.” The answer carried more distance than May intended to uncover. She took another drink and gave him room to leave it there. Ethan rested his forearms on the table. “They were real before.”
“To you.”
The answer struck somewhere May had not aimed.
“Do you still talk to them?” Jacob asked.
Ethan turned the bottle once between his hands. “Naomi sometimes. Colin sends me something on my birthday.”
“And Mara?”
“Not for a while.”
May waited, but he did not make the distance into a story with a clear ending.
“Did anything happen?” she asked.
“No.” Ethan looked toward the open window. “I left. She stayed. We kept saying we’d call when things settled down.”
“They didn’t,” Jacob said.
“Not at the same time.”
The distinction sounded familiar. May had people from high school whose lives still appeared on her phone even though the friendships themselves had become reactions, birthday messages, and plans nobody expected to keep.
“You could call her,” May said.
“I could.”
She heard the boundary and left it alone. Jacob looked down at his glass. “I stopped answering people in Charleston.” Ethan’s attention moved to him.
“At first because I didn’t know what to say,” Jacob continued. “Then because too much time had passed, and explaining the time became part of the answer.”
“Do they still try?” May asked.
“Some of them did.” He rubbed one thumb through the condensation on the glass. “I don’t know if they would now.”
“They might,” May said.
“I know.”
He did not sound convinced. He sounded as though he had accepted the possibility without deciding what to do with it. Ethan did not tell him to send a message. Instead, he said, “You don’t have to explain the whole year at once.” Jacob looked at him for a moment. “No. I guess not.”
May took another drink. The conversation had moved farther than any of them intended, but it had not become uncomfortable enough to abandon. The bar continued around them—glasses touching tables, somebody laughing near the door, a server calling an order toward the kitchen.
They remained one table among many. Nothing about the room asked them to resolve the people they had lost contact with before the next song ended. For once, naming the distance was enough. Nobody rushed to turn it into a lesson or a promise. The quiet that followed still felt shared rather than empty or unfinished.
People could exist completely inside one part of a life and remain names—or not even names—to everybody who came after. Bobby had friends in Minnesota May would never meet. Jacob had Charleston people whose messages had stopped arriving in Los Angeles. Ethan carried Yale in habits none of them knew enough to recognize. May lifted her glass. “To the people who existed before us.” Jacob touched his glass to hers. Ethan followed.
“That was dramatic,” Ethan said.
“I’ve had two drinks.”
“One each time,” Jacob said.
“Exactly.”
Jacob talked about Charleston after May asked what his campus had looked like. He described brick walkways, Spanish moss, tourists standing in the wrong places, and heat that settled against the skin before breakfast. He spoke about the pool where he had worked, a coffee shop that stayed open too late during exams, and one professor who could fill an entire board with reaction mechanisms while continuing a conversation without turning around. He did not begin with Randy.
May noticed because people often began descriptions of former homes with the reason they had left. Jacob described reasons he had stayed.
“Do you miss it?” she asked.
He looked toward the open window.
“Parts.”
“Which parts?”
Jacob thought before answering.
“Fireflies.”
“That’s the first thing?” Ethan asked.
“Los Angeles doesn’t have many of them.”
“Some parts of California do.”
“Not here.”
“You could visit.”
“To see bugs?”
“You brought them up.”
Jacob smiled. “The city at night. Walking home when it was still warm. Friends who knew which version of me they were getting without an explanation.” The final sentence rested between them. May understood enough not to ask which versions.
“You can build that here,” she said.
Jacob traced the condensation on his glass.
“Yeah.”
Not agreement. Not refusal. A place to leave the possibility. Ethan reached beneath the table and pressed his knee briefly against Jacob’s. May looked away before either man noticed she had seen.
Her second drink had become half a drink. Warmth sat beneath her face and along her arms. She was not drunk. She was no longer measuring every word before it left.
“New Haven,” Jacob said to Ethan.
“What about it?”
“May asked what I miss.”
“I heard her.”
“Your turn.”
Ethan looked toward the street.
“Running routes.”
“You run here,” May said.
“Not the same routes.”
“What else?” Jacob asked.
“Kit’s workshop.”
He said it without hesitation. May knew enough to understand the name and not enough to picture the room.
“What’s it like?”
Ethan described pegboard walls, old cabinets, labeled drawers nobody obeyed, and the workbench Kit had rebuilt twice because one leg continued warping. He described Rose opening the door to complain about sawdust while bringing coffee. Tyler borrowing tools and returning them to approximately the correct room. Hannah building something at eleven and waking the whole house when a dropped wrench hit concrete. His face changed while he spoke. Not happier exactly. Less guarded around the shape of happiness that already existed.
“You miss them,” May said.
“Yeah.”
One short truth. No defense of Los Angeles attached. May drank again.
“I miss before,” she said.
The words arrived without permission. Jacob’s attention settled on her, steady and quiet. Ethan did not move. May watched traffic through the window.
“Not a place,” she continued. “Just before everybody knew what happened. Before every room had an empty spot people were trying not to look at.”
Neither man told her that it would get easier. Jacob pushed the water toward her. She drank it.
“The class was good,” she said after a moment.
“I know,” Ethan replied.
“I’m glad I went.”
“Good.”
“I still hate Brandon.”
Jacob raised his club soda. “Also allowed.” May touched her glass to his. The moment did not disappear. It settled beneath the conversation instead of taking it over. The server passed again and Jacob asked for another bottle of water. May expected one of them to steer the conversation somewhere safer. Neither hurried to do it. Outside, a bus stopped at the corner. People stepped down beneath the yellow interior light and separated along the sidewalk. May watched until the bus pulled away.
“I don’t want every good thing to turn into proof that I’m doing okay,” she said.
Jacob kept his attention on the street. “Then it doesn’t have to.”
“People keep asking.”
“They don’t know what else to ask,” Ethan said.
May looked at him. “Do you?” He considered it instead of giving her the first answer available. “Sometimes.”
“And the rest of the time?”
“I wait.”
There was no promise inside it. No claim that waiting would eventually produce the correct question. May found that easier to believe. Jacob opened the new water and filled her empty glass before his own. The gesture was quiet enough not to become caretaking. May drank because she wanted it.
“My mom asked if I’m ready for today,” she said.
“What did you tell her?” Jacob asked.
“That I did the reading.”
Ethan’s mouth shifted. “Did that work?”
“No.”
“It usually doesn’t.”
“She let me leave anyway.”
May thought about Athena standing in the kitchen, accepting an answer both of them knew was incomplete. The memory did not feel like a test she had failed. It felt like space her mother had chosen to give her.
“I should text her,” May said.
She sent a short message saying dinner had become drinks and Jacob was driving. Athena reacted with a heart, then asked for a location before they went anywhere else. May shared it without complaint.
“Done,” she said.
Jacob nodded. Ethan returned to the condensation running down his bottle. The conversation found its way back without force. Jacob described the professor who could cover an entire board while talking over one shoulder. Ethan admitted that his favorite Yale professor had held office hours while walking because sitting still made him impatient. May told them Professor Whitaker had already assigned enough reading to make the casebook feel personal.
By the time the tension fully left the table, nobody could identify the moment it had gone. Eventually, the conversation reached music. May discovered that Jacob knew enough Taylor Swift to object when she called him a fan. Ethan claimed not to care and then identified the album playing over the speakers before either of them.
“You recognized it first,” May said.
“I still don’t actually like it.”
“It means you listened.”
“Those aren’t the same thing.”
Jacob looked at Ethan. “Don’t help her.” Ethan lifted his glass without answering.
“You were about to,” Jacob said.
Ethan took another drink instead. May opened the music app on her phone and moved through three playlists. “If we were driving somewhere right now, neither of you would get control.” Jacob glanced toward the windows. “Where are we driving?”
“Nowhere. I said if.”
“You skipped straight to controlling the music.”
“Because that’s the only part worth settling in advance.”
Ethan looked at the time on his phone. “It’s not even eight.” Jacob noticed the line of thought immediately. “Don’t.”
“I only said what time it is.”
“You said it like the night was waiting for an assignment.”
May smiled into her glass. “Maybe it is.” Jacob looked tired, but not unhappy. He checked his phone once more, saw nothing requiring an answer, and put it away.
“I have class at eight,” he said.
“Tomorrow,” May replied.
“That is usually how mornings work.”
She laughed, then drank water because the room had begun to feel a fraction warmer than it was. Nobody proposed a destination. The possibility remained loose enough that Jacob did not have to reject it. Jacob finally pulled his phone from beneath the casebook. “It’s seven forty-three.”
May looked toward the window. The light had begun softening along the buildings. The room had filled while they talked. Voices layered over the music. A second server carried glasses past their table, leaving citrus and something bitter in the air.
“One drink took a while,” she said.
“Two drinks,” Jacob corrected.
“One each time.”
He opened the course notification.
“Room change?” Ethan asked.
“Reminder about tomorrow’s safety form.”
“Did you submit it?”
“Friday.”
“Then leave it.”
Jacob locked the phone. The server brought their checks. May signed hers. Ethan checked the total twice. Jacob paid for the fries and left a tip large enough that May looked at him.
“Food service,” he said.
She understood.
They gathered their things. When May stood, the floor shifted half an inch later than the rest of the room. Not enough to make her stumble. Enough to make her put one hand on the table.
Jacob noticed.
“I’m fine.”
Jacob reached for the casebook. “I was going to hand you this.” Ethan had already picked it up. May looked from one man to the other.
“You’re both irritating.”
“Drink water,” Jacob said.
“That wasn’t less irritating.”
He gave her the unopened bottle from his backpack. May took it. They stepped outside into an evening that remained warmer than the bar. The street had changed while they were inside. Signs glowed where windows had reflected daylight. Dinner lines gathered near doors. Music came from passing cars in fragments. Before they left, May asked the server to take a photograph.
Jacob objected until Ethan pointed out that they had no picture from dinner. May stood between them near the open window. Jacob had to angle one shoulder behind her to fit the frame. Ethan’s curls had shifted from the walk and the bar’s humidity; May’s face still held the warmth of two drinks. The server took three photographs. In the first, Jacob was looking down because May stepped on his shoe. In the second, Ethan blinked. In the third, all three looked toward the camera. May preferred the first. She sent it to Christopher.
Christopher: Why are you standing like that?
May: Like what?
Christopher: Jacob is almost outside the picture.
May examined it again. Jacob had made himself narrower behind her. Ethan had turned inward from the other side. She occupied the center without either man behaving as if they had placed her there.
May: He’s enormous.
Jacob: I can see your phone.
Christopher added the photograph to the group chat anyway. Home waited in the parking structure. They reached the next corner without turning toward the parking structure. May chose west because the light was already green. Ethan followed. Jacob paused beneath the street sign, adjusted his backpack, and came with them. No one called it a plan.
The air outside had cleared some of the alcohol from May’s head without removing the ease it left behind. She could still feel the casebook against her hip and knew exactly how much work waited inside it. The knowledge remained ordinary rather than urgent. For now, they were only walking together, with nowhere urgent to be and enough night left to choose badly.
Jacob knew the responsible direction. The parking structure stood three blocks east. The Land Rover waited on the fourth level with enough fuel to reach the loft twice. His backpack contained forty-six pages, a laboratory manual, two assignments, and the laptop he had not opened since lunch. His alarm was set for six fifteen. His Tuesday class began at eight.
East.
May turned west. Ethan followed her. Jacob stood beneath the bar’s awning with the bottle of water in one hand and watched both of them make the wrong decision without discussion.
“The car is the other way,” he called.
May turned while continuing backward. “We’re walking.”
“Where?”
“Around.”
“That’s not a destination.”
“Exactly.”
She faced forward again. Ethan looked over his shoulder. He did not say anything. He only waited long enough for Jacob to decide whether he was joining them. Jacob adjusted the backpack and went west.
The first block contained restaurants, a pharmacy, and three people attempting to distribute flyers for an event none of the pedestrians wanted to acknowledge. May accepted one. Ethan accepted another because May had. Jacob walked past and received two anyway when the same person approached from the opposite direction. May read the heading.
“Experimental theater.”
“No,” Jacob said.
“I haven’t suggested anything.”
“You read it aloud.”
“That’s literacy.”
“It’s how this starts.”
Ethan took the flyer. “Thursday through Sunday.”
“You have placement Thursday,” May said.
“Next Thursday.”
“Then we’re free this Thursday.”
Jacob looked between them. “No.”
“Why?”
“Because the phrase experimental theater means they don’t know what happens either.”
May folded the flyer and put it in the front of his backpack.
“You’re keeping that.”
“I’m throwing it away when we pass a bin.”
“Then I’ll know where it is.”
Ethan laughed.
Jacob kept the flyer. They passed the pharmacy. May stopped at the window to examine a display of sunglasses discounted beyond credibility. She went inside before either man asked why. Jacob followed because she still had alcohol in her system and because Ethan had followed first.
The store’s fluorescent lights removed every flattering quality from the evening. A security gate beeped near the door. Shelves held sunscreen, phone cables, travel toiletries, and a rotating stand of sunglasses May began trying on without checking the price. She put on a white pair with oversized frames.
“No,” Jacob said.
“You haven’t seen them.”
“I’m looking at them.”
“Then your answer’s wrong.”
Ethan selected a narrow black pair and put them on.
“Also no,” Jacob said.
“These are normal.”
“They make you look like you sell questionable electronics.”
May turned toward him. “Your turn.”
“I own sunglasses.”
“Not relevant.”
She handed him a pair with translucent orange frames. Jacob held them between two fingers. “These won’t fit.”
“Try.”
“My head is visibly larger than yours.”
“That’s why we need evidence.”
The arms opened far enough. The lenses sat too high and the frames pinched near his temples. Ethan took one photograph. Jacob removed them immediately.
“Delete that.”
“No.”
“You took it without permission.”
“You were in public.”
“That’s not how permission works.”
Ethan looked at the image. “You’re smiling.”
“Because I was about to break them.”
May leaned over Ethan’s shoulder. “Send it to me.”
“Absolutely not.”
Both their phones buzzed. Jacob stared at Ethan.
“You’re in my house.”
“That isn’t leverage.”
“It becomes leverage at six fifteen tomorrow morning.”
“I’ll already be awake.”
“Why?”
“Apparently the refrigerator clicks.”
May had to hold the display to stay upright while laughing. A store employee looked toward them from behind the register. Jacob returned the sunglasses precisely to their hook.
“We’re leaving.”
May bought the white pair. Outside, she put them on despite the fading light. The world reflected across the lenses in two distorted rectangles.
“You look ridiculous,” Jacob told her.
“I look expensive.”
“They cost twelve dollars.”
“Nobody outside the transaction knows that.”
They continued west. The bar’s warmth followed them at first, then thinned beneath the movement and evening air. May finished half the water bottle. Ethan accepted it next without being asked. Jacob carried the empty when they finished.
Their route became a series of decisions made at corners. Left because the light was green. Right because a restaurant patio had live music and May wanted to hear one song from outside. Across the street because Ethan noticed a bookstore still open. Back again when the bookstore closed while they waited. They found a record store instead.
The door stood open beneath a hand-painted sign. Inside, narrow aisles ran between bins labeled by genre, decade, and several categories Jacob suspected the owner had invented. Music played from speakers mounted near the ceiling. A man behind the counter read a magazine and acknowledged them with one raised hand. May entered first.
“We’re not buying records,” Jacob said.
“Nobody asked you to.”
“We’re also not starting a collection.”
Ethan moved toward a bin marked EIGHTIES / BETTER THAN YOU REMEMBER.
Jacob followed despite himself. The cardboard sleeves smelled like paper, dust, and somebody else’s house. His parents had owned records they never played. Randy displayed them in the Charleston living room beneath equipment calibrated more often than it was used. Jacob learned most eighties music from Shannon’s car, where cassette cases slid beneath the passenger seat and she sang whatever parts she remembered. He flipped through the bin. Ethan pulled out an album and held it up.
“No.”
“You haven’t looked.”
“I can see the cover.”
“You like them.”
“I don’t need a record player.”
“The loft has one.”
Jacob stopped. “Where?”
“Storage cabinet beneath the stairs.”
“That cabinet opens?”
“Yes.”
“You put two boxes in front of it.”
“Your boxes.”
“You told me to put them there.”
“Temporarily.”
May appeared between them carrying three records. “You have a record player?”
“Apparently,” Jacob said.
“It works,” Ethan replied.
“How do you know?”
“I repaired it.”
Jacob took the album from him and examined the price sticker. “Of course you did.” May added one of her records to his hand. “Buy this too.”
“I’m not buying any.”
“Then hold it while I look.”
She disappeared into another aisle. Jacob looked down at the two records.
“You should get the first one,” Ethan said.
“Why?”
“You picked it up.”
“You handed it to me.”
“You haven’t put it back.”
Jacob found the correct place in the bin and slid it between two sleeves.
Ethan waited.
Jacob pulled it out again.
“Don’t say anything.”
“I didn’t.”
At the counter, May bought one record for Athena and refused to explain which memory had chosen it. Jacob bought the album Ethan had found. Ethan purchased nothing, then accepted responsibility for carrying both bags because May already had the casebook and Jacob had the backpack. Outside, Jacob looked at the thin paper bag in Ethan’s hand.
“I don’t collect records.”
“You own one.”
“That isn’t a collection.”
“It’s how collections start.”
Jacob glanced back toward the store. The purchase had cost less than dinner. It still registered in the part of his mind that converted every unnecessary expense into meals, gas, or one more night before a balance reached zero. Ethan did not tell him he could afford it. He carried the bag carefully enough that the corners would not bend. No one checked a map.
Jacob’s body remained aware of the parking structure’s location even as the streets turned unfamiliar. He tracked east automatically. He tracked the time too, though less frequently than before.
Eight twelve.
The reading could still happen.
Eight twenty-seven.
He could read half tonight and wake early for the rest.
Eight forty-one.
He had already read part of the first article in Charleston. By nine, he stopped negotiating with the work. May walked between them now. The white sunglasses had moved to the top of her head. Her stride remained straight, but the second drink had made her hands more expressive. Ethan matched the energy. He talked about a professor at Yale who had conducted office hours while walking laps around a courtyard because he hated sitting still.
“You liked him,” May said.
“He was useful.”
“That’s not what I said.”
“He gave good feedback.”
“Still not what I said.”
Jacob recognized the evasion because Ethan used it every time affection threatened to become visible.
“He liked him,” Jacob said.
Ethan looked across May. “Nobody asked you.”
“May did.”
“She asked me.”
“You answered something else.”
“He wrote comments on every paper,” Ethan said to May.
“That’s your proof?”
“Most professors don’t.”
“Did you like him?”
Ethan looked ahead.
“Yes.”
May lifted both hands. “There. Nobody died.”
“The night’s young,” Jacob said.
They found a small public plaza between buildings, mostly empty except for two people sharing takeout near a fountain. Strings of lights crossed overhead. Water moved over dark tile with enough noise to soften the traffic. May sat on the fountain edge. Ethan sat beside her. Jacob remained standing because sitting with the backpack would require either removing it or accepting that he might not put it on again.
“Take it off,” Ethan said.
“I’m fine.”
“That wasn’t the question.”
“There wasn’t a question.”
“Take it off.”
Jacob looked at the open pavement around them. Nothing prevented him from setting the bag beside the fountain. Nobody waited to take it. The laptop remained inside a padded sleeve. The casebook May had brought weighed nearly as much and sat against her ankle without supervision. He removed the backpack. The relief across his shoulders arrived strongly enough to make him angry that he had waited. Ethan moved slightly to make room.
Jacob sat.
For a while, they watched the fountain. The quiet did not ask them to decide what came next. May tipped her face toward the lights. “We should do something.”
“We are,” Jacob said.
“We’re sitting.”
“That’s something.”
“Something else.”
“Like go home?”
“No.”
“Read?”
“Absolutely not.”
Ethan rested his forearms on his knees. “What do you want to do?” May considered the plaza as if the answer might be hidden inside it.
“I don’t know.”
Jacob picked up the water bottle, remembered it was empty, and set it down.
“That’s not like you,” he said.
“Maybe I’m trying something new.”
“Not knowing?”
“Not planning.”
Ethan turned his head toward her.
May saw it. “Don’t.”
“I was going to ask whether you wanted dessert.”
“You were already turning it into a plan.”
“We had dessert.”
“That was before drinks.”
Jacob looked between them. “You’re the same person.” They answered him with identical expressions of offense.
He laughed.
The two people with takeout left. Their voices faded toward the street. The plaza became theirs by default. May took out her phone and opened the camera. She aimed it upward at the lights, adjusted the frame, and took a picture.
“That’s crooked,” Ethan said.
“It’s intentional.”
“The fountain line isn’t level.”
“Art doesn’t have to be level.”
“Water does.”
“It is. The photograph isn’t.”
“Then straighten it.”
May switched the camera and took a picture of him instead. Ethan blinked in the flash.
“Delete that.”
“No.”
Jacob held out his hand. “Let me see.” May showed him. Ethan had been caught mid-objection, one eyebrow raised and his mouth slightly open. Jacob began laughing again.
“You’re both impossible.”
“You started it,” Jacob said.
“With a photograph of you smiling.”
“I wasn’t smiling.”
“The evidence disagrees.”
May opened the photograph Ethan had sent. Jacob in orange sunglasses, visibly trying not to laugh while looking prepared to snap the frames in half. She added Ethan’s new picture beside it.
“We need one of you,” Ethan said.
“No, we don’t.”
Jacob picked up May’s phone. She reached for it. He held it above his head.
“That is an abuse of height.”
“Sit still.”
“Give it back.”
“One picture.”
“I already took one.”
“Of lights.”
“They were cooperative.”
Ethan moved to May’s other side, blocking her route around Jacob.
“Traitor.”
“Group responsibility.”
Jacob lowered the phone enough to frame her. May crossed her arms and looked directly into the camera with the most severe expression she could manage while tipsy beneath string lights. He took the photograph.
“You look like Athena,” Ethan said.
The sentence changed the air before he could retrieve it. May looked at the image. She did look like her mother. Not physically enough for strangers to identify it first. In the angle of her chin. The refusal to perform amusement simply because somebody pointed a camera at her.
“Good,” she said.
Jacob returned the phone. Ethan’s hand touched May’s shoulder once, brief enough that she did not need to respond. She saved the picture. They sat another minute.
Then May stood.
“We’re wasting the night.”
Jacob looked at the time. “The night is a Monday.”
“It doesn’t know that.”
“My class does.”
“Your class is tomorrow.”
“Midnight doesn’t reset consequences.”
Ethan stood and picked up the empty bottle. “We can get coffee.”
“That makes going home less likely,” Jacob said.
“Only if you drink it.”
“I’m driving.”
“Exactly.”
Jacob remained seated long enough for both of them to look at him.
“We said one drink.”
“We finished them,” May said.
“That isn’t compliance with the spirit of the agreement.”
“You should’ve written better terms.”
Jacob put on the backpack. The weight returned to his shoulders. It no longer felt as oppressive as it had before he removed it. They left the plaza by a different exit. At the next corner, May stopped beneath a street sign.
“What if we went to the beach?”
“At nine thirty?” Jacob asked.
“The beach will still be there.”
“Parking doesn’t.”
“Griffith?” Ethan suggested.
“Closed soon,” Jacob said.
“Some trails are.”
“No trails after two drinks.”
“I’m not drunk,” May said.
“You bought twelve-dollar sunglasses at night.”
“They’re an investment.”
They continued walking. Suggestions came and disappeared. Karaoke required another destination and more alcohol. A movie would force them to sit quietly. Bowling sounded acceptable until they checked closing times and distance. May suggested driving until something looked interesting. Jacob asked whether that was how people became missing-person reports.
“You’re with a dispatcher,” she said.
“Former dispatcher.”
“Still trained.”
“To report our last known location?”
“You’re very negative tonight.”
“I followed you west for ninety minutes.”
“And?”
Jacob looked around. The night was warm. His bag was heavy. Forty-six pages remained unread. Ethan and May walked beside him without needing him to solve anything more consequential than where to go next.
“And nothing,” he said.
They reached another corner. This time nobody chose a direction. A storefront beside them advertised walk-in tattoos until midnight.
May stopped.
Jacob stopped because she did. “No.”
“I only looked.”
“That’s legal.”
“So is saying no.”
Ethan examined the flash sheets taped near the glass. “They have dinosaurs.” Jacob moved between him and the window. “Absolutely not.” May began laughing. “You think we’d let each other get tattoos after two drinks?”
“Yes.”
“That’s insulting.”
“You bought night sunglasses.”
“They come off.”
“The distinction matters.”
Ethan took a photograph of the dinosaur design. “For later.”
Jacob stared at him.
“Not the tattoo,” Ethan said. “The dinosaur.”
“Why do you need a dinosaur later?”
Ethan did not answer immediately. Across the street, a bus moved through the intersection and uncovered a billboard showing a desert highway. Ethan looked from the tattoo photograph to the billboard, then opened a search screen. May saw the change first.
“What is it?”
“Maybe nothing. Wait.”
Jacob watched his thumbs move across the phone. “If this is another place still open, the answer is probably no.”
“It doesn’t close.”
“That is worse.”
Ethan stopped walking beneath the next streetlight. May took two more steps before realizing neither man remained beside her. She turned with the casebook held against her ribs.
“What?”
Ethan looked past them toward the billboard across the intersection. It showed a desert highway disappearing between low mountains, the sort of image designed to make distance look uncomplicated. Jacob followed his attention. “You thought of something.”
“Maybe.”
“Is it open?” May asked.
“I don’t know yet.”
“Is it nearby?”
Ethan took out his phone. “Depends what you mean by nearby.” Jacob closed his eyes briefly. “That’s not encouraging.” May moved to Ethan’s side before the search page loaded. Jacob stayed where he was, backpack hanging from both shoulders, but he did not start toward the parking structure. The traffic light changed. Cars crossed between them and the billboard, washing the sidewalk in alternating bands of light and shadow. Ethan typed several words, erased them, and tried again.
“You’re being very secretive,” May said.
“I’m looking.”
“For what?”
“I’ll tell you when I find it.”
Jacob checked the time. Nine thirty-eight. The responsible part of the night remained available if they walked east now. He could still be home before ten thirty, finish part of the reading, and sleep long enough to make the morning survivable. He looked at May, who had stopped pretending not to watch Ethan’s screen. Then he looked at Ethan, whose expression had changed from idle curiosity to recognition. Neither of them had moved east. Jacob shifted the backpack higher and waited.
“How far are you willing to go?” May asked him.
“I don’t know what he’s looking for.”
“Generally.”
Jacob looked toward the parking structure, then back at her. “Far enough that I’ll regret it in class. Not far enough that I miss class.” May considered the answer with more seriousness than he expected. “That seems fair.”
“You don’t have anything tomorrow.”
“No internship. I still have work.”
“Work you can do after sleeping.”
“Exactly.”
She stood beside him rather than crowding Ethan’s phone. The white sunglasses had slipped lower into her hair. Her second drink remained visible in the looseness of her posture, but her eyes were clear. Jacob took out his own phone and checked the first route home. Twenty-seven minutes. He closed it without beginning navigation.
“Whatever this is,” he said, “I’m not promising.”
May nodded. “Nobody asked you to.” That was not entirely true, but she said it gently enough that he let it pass. Ethan’s search results finally loaded completely.
Ethan remembered the dinosaurs because of a magnet.
It hung in Kit’s workshop beneath the metal cabinet where he kept drill bits, spare keys, and receipts he intended to organize before the paper faded. Two enormous concrete dinosaurs stood against a blue sky above the word CABAZON in red letters.
Kit had bought it during a cross-country drive before Ethan knew him. He had never removed it, even after the color bleached and one corner began curling away from the cabinet. At nine thirty-eight on a Monday night, standing beneath a street sign in Westwood while May rejected karaoke and Jacob rejected every activity requiring physical risk, Ethan searched large dinosaurs California. The first image appeared before he finished typing.
“We could go here,” he said.
May stepped closer to see the screen. Jacob did not.
“Where is that?” May asked.
“Cabazon.”
“Where is Cabazon?”
“East.”
Jacob finally looked. “How far east?” Ethan opened the route. The map calculated around traffic still thinning beyond downtown.
“An hour forty-six.”
Jacob stared at him.
May enlarged the photograph. “Are those real?”
“They’re concrete.”
“I mean, are they actually there?”
“They exist.”
“Can you go at night?”
Ethan searched again.
“The outdoor dinosaurs are visible.”
“The attraction will be closed,” Jacob said.
“We don’t need an attraction.”
“Then what do we need?”
May took the phone from Ethan. “The dinosaurs.” Jacob looked from the screen to her face.
“You’re serious.”
“Completely.”
“It’s almost ten.”
“That’s why they’ll be better.”
“How?”
“Nobody else will be there.”
“That isn’t automatically a benefit.”
Ethan took back the phone and checked the route again. Cabazon at night made no practical sense. They had no reason to go. The drive would consume more time than the destination. The temperature in the desert remained high. The shops and museum would be closed. Jacob had class in ten hours. May had sixty pages. Ethan had training he should not finish tonight and an Employee Health appointment later in the week.
They could return to the parking structure, drive May home, and reach the loft before eleven. Jacob could read for an hour. Ethan could replace the mattress packaging in the recycling area. May could sleep before deciding whether to go to the legal-aid office Tuesday. Ethan did not want any of that yet. He wanted the road east.
The desire arrived without usefulness attached. Nobody needed the dinosaurs. The trip would not help Jacob finish his degree, prepare May for law school, or move Ethan closer to medicine. It would cost fuel and sleep and create photographs of a place they could have visited during reasonable hours. That was the entire appeal.
“We could be there before midnight,” he said.
May returned the phone. “Let’s go.” She did not hesitate long enough to make the answer conditional. Both of them turned toward Jacob. He stood beneath the streetlight with the backpack hanging from both shoulders and the experimental-theater flyer still visible in the outer pocket.
“No.”
May folded her arms. “You didn’t consider it.”
“I considered the words hour forty-six.”
“That’s with traffic.”
“Traffic gets lighter,” Ethan said.
Jacob looked at him. “You’re making her argument.”
“It was factual.”
“You have class at eight,” May said.
“Why are you supporting my side?”
“I’m establishing the obstacle.”
“The obstacle is sleep.”
“You can sleep later.”
“After class.”
“Exactly.”
Jacob rubbed both hands down his face.
“You have an internship,” he told her.
“Not tomorrow.”
“You have reading.”
“Wednesday.”
“That is the day after tomorrow.”
“I know.”
“I’m going home.”
He started east. May followed at his left shoulder.
“We need you.”
“For the keys.”
“For your company.”
“You looked at me after deciding to drive two hours.”
“Because we want you there.”
“You rejected it immediately.”
Ethan walked on Jacob’s other side.
“We can go another time,” he said.
May looked at him. Jacob did too. Ethan put the phone into his pocket.
“If you don’t want to go.”
The answer mattered. Jacob could drive because he had not been drinking. He had the keys and enough energy to make the trip safely. None of that obligated him to surrender the rest of his night because Ethan and May had become bored with responsible options. They continued toward the parking structure. May stopped campaigning. She walked beside Jacob in silence for half a block, then adjusted the white sunglasses on her head.
“They would’ve looked good with the dinosaurs,” she said.
Jacob exhaled through his nose.
“That was campaigning.”
“I liked the picture,” May said.
“May.”
“I’m done.”
She was not done. She became visibly done, which was different. Ethan let them walk. The parking structure appeared at the end of the block. Cars moved through the entrance. A couple crossed in front of them carrying takeout containers and arguing over whether they had paid for parking.
Jacob slowed.
“What’s there besides dinosaurs?”
May answered before Ethan could open his phone. “Palm Springs.”
Jacob closed his eyes.
“I meant Cabazon.”
“It’s close.”
“How close?”
Ethan checked. “Twenty minutes beyond Cabazon.”
“Do not help.”
“You asked.”
“I asked what was in Cabazon.”
“A casino,” Ethan said. “Outlets. The dinosaurs. A lot of wind.”
“Everything except the dinosaurs will be closed or irrelevant.”
“The casino won’t be closed,” May said.
“We’re not going to a casino.”
“I didn’t say we were.”
“You said it in the voice.”
“What voice?”
“No.”
They entered the parking structure. The concrete held the day’s heat. Their footsteps echoed toward the elevators. Jacob pressed the call button.
“What time would we get back?” he asked.
Ethan calculated.
“If we leave by ten fifteen, arrive around midnight, stay thirty minutes, and come straight back—three.”
May looked at him. “We’re not going straight back.” Jacob pointed at her. “This is why I said no.”
“We’d already be near Palm Springs.”
“That isn’t a reason to continue moving away from home.”
“It’s a very good reason.”
The elevator opened. They entered with another group. Conversation stopped while they rode to the fourth level. May faced the doors. Ethan watched Jacob’s reflection in the metal panel. He was tired. The first day remained visible around his eyes. The backpack pulled his shirt tight across his shoulders. He stood with one hand around the opposite wrist, thinking in the still way he used before decisions he did not want anybody to influence. The other group left on level three. The doors closed. Jacob looked at Ethan’s reflection.
The last truly spontaneous drive he remembered had begun in Charleston during sophomore year. Four people left the library after midnight, discovered the coffee shop had closed early, and drove toward Folly Beach because nobody wanted to return to campus yet.
They bought food from a gas station and sat near the water until wind drove them back to the car. Jacob arrived home at four, slept for two hours, and failed a quiz worth less than one percent of his grade. Randy saw the score before Jacob did. It appeared in the parent-access system Randy continued using after Jacob turned eighteen because he paid tuition and therefore considered every institutional boundary negotiable.
“You stayed out all night for what?” Randy asked.
Jacob said the beach. Randy asked what happened there. Nothing had happened. That was the problem. No event justified the drive. No person needed him. No opportunity emerged. They had eaten terrible food, listened to music, and returned tired. Randy converted the night into the failed quiz, the fuel, and the hours Jacob should have used more intelligently. Jacob never made that drive again.
Later decisions became easier to defend. Lifeguard shifts produced money. Extra courses shortened the degree. Parties built friendships, and friendships could become study groups or references or somewhere to sleep when being home grew unbearable. Even drinking had acquired an argument: social life, college experience, briefly switching off thoughts that refused to stop.
The year after Charleston eliminated whatever remained. Every drive required fuel. Every missed shift removed money. Sleep became something he spent only when the cost of remaining awake grew higher. Now the Land Rover waited four floors above them with a full tank Ethan had paid to fill two days earlier. Jacob had a room, two keys, and a degree plan displaying the word approved. He still felt the old arithmetic begin.
Four hours of driving. Fuel. Food. Tuesday fatigue. Lost reading time. The possibility that an ordinary problem—a flat tire, a closed road, a mistake—would become evidence that the choice had been irresponsible from the start.
Across the elevator, May watched the changing floor numbers and made herself remain silent. Ethan stood beside her with both hands empty. Neither tried to take the decision away from Jacob by promising it would be fine. It might not be fine.
He might hate the drive home. He might sit through lab preparation with his eyes burning and retain none of it. The dinosaurs might look smaller than the photograph. Cabazon might be nothing but concrete, dark storefronts, and the knowledge that home was two hours west. Wanting to go did not make the choice sensible. It only made the choice his.
“Why do you want to go?”
Ethan could have said the magnet. He could have said Kit or New Haven or that the dinosaurs belonged to a place he had seen every week without ever seeing the place itself. Those were explanations. None was the reason.
“Because we can,” he said.
Jacob’s mouth moved slightly. The doors opened onto level four. They walked toward the Land Rover. May did not speak. She had recognized that the decision had moved beyond persuasion. Jacob stopped behind the vehicle. The garage light flattened the color from his face. He set the backpack on the ground and rolled one shoulder, then the other. May leaned against the rear quarter panel without touching him.
“For the record,” she said, “if we go home, I’m still counting tonight as good.”
Jacob looked at her.
“That sounds like emotional manipulation.”
“I’m trying not to emotionally manipulate you.”
“By announcing it?”
“I’m tipsy. My methods are limited.”
Ethan moved around the passenger side and rested one hand on the roof.
“The dinosaurs will still exist later,” he said.
“Probably,” May added. “Unless there’s an earthquake.”
Both men looked at her.
“Too soon?”
“Yes,” they said.
May lowered her head. “Fair.” The seriousness broke without disappearing. Jacob laughed once, tired and unwilling.
“You two are going to be a problem.”
“Going to be?” May asked.
“More of one.”
Ethan’s hand remained on the roof. “We can set a return time.”
“She already rejected coming straight back.”
“We can ignore her.”
“I’m standing here,” May said.
“You said Palm Springs before we reached the car.”
“Because it’s twenty minutes away.”
“From a place ninety minutes away.”
“I’m only saying it’s close.”
Jacob looked up at the concrete ceiling and laughed again.
“I spent fourteen months making every decision based on what cost less,” he said.
Ethan waited.
“Gas. Food. Time. Sleep. Whether I could get to work if the car made another noise.”
May lowered her hands.
“Today I went back to school,” Jacob continued. “I have class in the morning. I should go home, read, and sleep.”
“We can,” Ethan said.
Jacob looked at the Land Rover, then toward the concrete opening overlooking the street.
“I don’t want every good decision to feel like another thing I can’t afford not to make.”
He reached into his pocket and held out his hand. Ethan took out the keys. For one second, he expected Jacob to unlock the car and drive them home. May watched both of them. Jacob looked at Ethan. “What the hell. Why not?”
The grin came across Ethan’s face too quickly to contain. Jacob saw it and felt the last of his resistance give way. He tossed the keys. Jacob caught them with one hand. May made a sound loud enough to echo through the garage and threw both arms around Jacob’s shoulders. He staggered half a step before catching his balance.
“You’re going to regret agreeing.”
“Probably.”
“But not yet.”
“No.”
Ethan opened the passenger door. Jacob pointed the keys at him. “We need rules.”
“We’re driving to concrete dinosaurs at midnight.”
“That is why we need rules.”
May climbed into the back. “Rule one: I control the music.”
“Denied,” Jacob said.
“You haven’t heard the proposal.”
“I heard enough.”
Ethan put Jacob’s backpack behind the driver’s seat.
“We need water,” Jacob continued. “Food that isn’t fries. Fuel. Caffeine. Phone chargers.”
“I have a charger,” Ethan said.
“One?”
“Two.”
“Of course you do,” May said.
Jacob started the engine. The navigation screen lit with the route home. Ethan cleared it. He entered Cabazon. The blue line extended east across the city and into darkness beyond it.
Estimated arrival: 11:57 p.m.
Jacob looked at the route.
“Last chance,” he said.
May buckled herself in. “Drive.” Ethan turned up the first song. Jacob shifted into reverse. They reached the downward ramp before Jacob braked.
“Phones,” he said.
May held hers up.
“Charged?”
“Sixty-eight percent.”
“Location sharing?”
“My mother already has it.”
“Does she know where we’re going?”
May lowered the phone. “She knows I’m with you.”
Jacob looked at Ethan.
“Maddie knows I’m out.”
“Out where?”
“Westwood.”
“We won’t be in Westwood.”
“Then we update them at the gas station.”
“Before the freeway,” Jacob said.
“Fine.”
He continued down one level.
“Seat belts.”
Two clicks answered.
“No alcohol in the car.”
“We don’t have any,” May said.
“Still a rule.”
“And nothing stupid inside the car,” Ethan added.
Jacob looked at him. “That covers enough.” Ethan turned toward him. “Your car?” Jacob’s hands tightened on the wheel.
“For the next several hours.”
Ethan let him have it. May leaned between the seats. “Can I add a rule?”
“Depends.”
“Nobody gets to turn this into a mistake tomorrow.”
Jacob looked at her in the mirror.
“Meaning?”
“We can be tired. We can complain. We can admit it was objectively stupid. Nobody says we shouldn’t have gone just because morning hurts.”
Ethan considered it. “Unless something actually goes wrong.”
“Reasonable exception.”
Jacob looked toward the garage exit below.
“Fine.”
“That didn’t sound binding.”
“I agree.”
May sat back. “Then drive.” As they descended through the garage, Ethan found the magnet online. The current gift shop sold a brighter version, but the shape remained the same: two dinosaurs against an impossible sky. He showed Jacob at the next stop sign.
“Kit has this.”
Jacob glanced at the screen. “From Cabazon?”
“He drove through before I lived with them.”
“Did he go inside?”
“I don’t know.”
“You never asked?”
Ethan had asked about hundreds of objects in the workshop. Which tools belonged to Kit’s father. Why one drawer contained nothing but bent nails. How the workbench acquired the burn mark Rose still blamed on a toaster Kit claimed had never existed. He had never asked about the magnet.
“No.”
“You can send him a picture,” May said.
The idea landed differently than the trip itself. Ethan pictured Kit waking in New Haven to a photograph of three people beneath the dinosaurs, the old magnet suddenly connected to a night Kit had not seen coming.
“Maybe,” he said.
Jacob turned onto the final ramp. “That’s a yes.”
“I said maybe.”
“You read May’s dissent because the link was attached.”
“Those things aren’t related.”
“You’ll send the picture.”
Ethan put the phone away without answering. May looked through the windshield at the garage exit. “We’re going to need a better picture than the sunglasses.”
“The sunglasses picture is excellent,” Ethan said.
Jacob tightened his hands on the wheel. “Delete it.”
Neither promised.
The Land Rover left the parking space pointed away from home. Jacob guided it toward the downward ramp. Concrete columns passed the windows in an even rhythm while the navigation recalculated from the garage’s interior roads. May began building a playlist from the back seat. She asked what qualified as dinosaur music, received no useful answer, and added the first song anyway.
“We need gas,” Jacob said.
“There’s a station before the freeway,” Ethan replied.
“And water.”
“We’ll stop.”
Jacob glanced at him. “You’re very agreeable now.”
“You said yes.”
“I can still change my mind.”
“I know.”
Ethan meant it. No challenge, no attempt to secure the decision before Jacob could reconsider. That made continuing easier. The next ramp opened briefly toward the city. Apartment windows and brake lights extended beyond the concrete barrier. Home lay somewhere to the west, close enough that Jacob could still picture the route without navigation.
At the next level, he pulled into an empty space long enough to adjust the seat and mirrors. Ethan confirmed the gas station. May buckled herself in, set the casebook on the floor, and moved the shopping bag from the record store where it would not bend.
“Everybody charged?” Jacob asked.
Ethan checked both phones connected at the console. “Enough to reach the station.”
“Mine’s at seventy,” May said.
“Location sharing?”
“Already on.”
Jacob nodded and pulled out again. The practical questions did not diminish the decision. They gave it edges he could trust. He thought of the two keys on his ring and the mattress waiting in the room he had barely begun to occupy. Leaving for one ridiculous night did not threaten any of it. The loft would remain where they left it. That certainty was new enough to feel reckless. May leaned forward between the seats. “I found eleven songs.”
“Already?”
“I work well under pressure.”
Jacob shook his head, but he was smiling when the ramp curved downward again. The garage exit appeared two levels below. Beyond it, the route turned east. The navigation found the route again as they descended. Cabazon remained almost two hours away, an unreasonable distance that looked less abstract each time the estimated arrival time held steady. Nobody suggested changing the destination. By then, the question was no longer whether they would go, only how they would get there safely.
The first rule lasted until the parking-structure exit. May had declared control of the music. Jacob denied the request. Ethan connected his phone while they argued and selected a song neither had proposed.
“I thought I had the music,” May said from the back seat.
“You announced that yourself,” Jacob said.
Ethan connected his phone. “We can take turns.” Jacob stopped at the gate and inserted the parking ticket. The machine rejected it. He turned the ticket around. The machine rejected it again. May leaned between the seats. “Do you need help?”
“No.”
“It says barcode up.”
“The barcode is up.”
“That’s down from where I am.”
“You’re upside down relative to the machine.”
“I am sitting normally.”
Ethan took the ticket, flattened the bent edge against the dashboard, and tried again. The machine accepted it.
“Thank you,” Jacob said through his teeth.
“You bent it.”
“It was in my pocket.”
“That’s where bending happens.”
The gate lifted. They entered traffic at nine fifty-two. The route directed them toward I-10. Before they reached the freeway, Jacob turned into a gas station bright enough to erase the night around it.
“Supplies,” he said.
May looked toward the convenience store. “I thought we had snacks.”
“We have one packet of almonds and whatever you put in your tote.”
“A casebook.”
“Not food.”
“Depends how committed you are.”
Jacob parked near the pumps. “Water. Caffeine. Food. Bathroom. Ten minutes.”
“Who made you captain?”
“The two drinks you had.”
May opened the door. “Tyranny.”
“Ten minutes.”
She went inside. Ethan stayed while Jacob began fueling. The air smelled of gasoline and warm pavement. Moths battered themselves against the lights above the pumps.
“You sure?” Ethan asked.
Jacob watched the numbers climb.
“About the dinosaurs?”
“Driving.”
“I had club soda.”
“That wasn’t the question.”
Jacob glanced toward him.
“You and May have been doing that all night.”
“Doing what?”
“Asking a second question after I answer the first.”
“The first answer wasn’t complete.”
“I’m tired. I’m not falling asleep. If that changes, I stop.”
“Okay.”
“You’ll be sober before we come back.”
“Yes.”
“You can drive then.”
“Yes.”
“May has her license?”
“Probably.”
Jacob replaced the nozzle. “That isn’t reassuring.”
“She drove to school.”
“She also bought sunglasses because they looked expensive.”
“They looked twelve dollars.”
“Exactly.”
The receipt failed to print. Jacob pressed the button twice before the screen instructed him to see the cashier. He stared at it.
“We don’t need it,” Ethan said.
“I track fuel.”
“You can use the bank charge.”
Jacob looked toward the store.
“Ten minutes,” Ethan reminded him.
Jacob abandoned the receipt. Inside, May had acquired a basket. She had also acquired a paper tourist map from the rack near the door, despite all three phones having navigation.
“Just in case,” she said when Jacob looked at it.
“Can you read a road map?”
“Of course.”
“Show me Cabazon.”
May unfolded the map across the hood of a chest freezer. The page opened to Northern California.
“Wrong side,” Ethan said.
“I know.”
She turned it over. Southern California appeared beneath an advertisement for roadside assistance. May found Los Angeles. Her finger moved east along a line that might have been I-10, crossed two county boundaries, and stopped near a crease.
“There.”
Jacob leaned closer. “That’s Beaumont.”
“Close.”
“We’ll use the phones,” Ethan said.
May folded the map badly and put it in the basket anyway. She stood in the snack aisle comparing two enormous bags of candy while the white sunglasses remained on top of her head.
“No,” Jacob said.
“You don’t know what I’m deciding.”
“Neither.”
“We need road-trip food.”
“We need water.”
“I have water.”
Her basket contained one bottle beneath chips, sour candy, chocolate, gum, and a disposable camera. Ethan picked up the camera. “Why?”
“Because phones make us review everything immediately.”
“That’s useful.”
“Not tonight.”
She took it back. Jacob added three bottles of water to the basket.
“Get something with protein.”
“We had dinner.”
“Two hours ago.”
“And fries after.”
“Those aren’t protein.”
Ethan found a refrigerated case and began reading labels.
“You’re both impossible,” May said.
She added jerky to the basket. Then she found a rotating rack of key chains.
“No,” Jacob said again.
“You’re overusing that word.”
May held up a plastic California license plate bearing MAY.
“They have my name.”
“They have every common name.”
She searched the rack. Ethan found his own before she did. Jacob’s was absent.
“Discrimination,” May said.
“I’m surviving.”
Ethan turned the rack slowly. Behind JASON, he found JAKE.
“Close enough.”
Jacob took it from him and returned it to the hook. “Not my name.”
“Neither is the birthday on Ethan’s license,” May said.
“That’s different,” Ethan replied.
“Identity is complicated.”
Jacob pushed the basket forward before May could build a legal argument around souvenir key chains.
“Ethan doesn’t eat that,” Jacob said.
“It’s for us.”
“Then get him something.”
May looked toward Ethan, who was examining a container of hummus as if it had failed inspection.
“He’s doing that.”
“Still.”
She added nuts. Ethan returned with hummus, vegetables, two sandwiches, and enough bottled coffee to concern May.
“We’re gone one night.”
“Jacob has class.”
“At eight,” Jacob said.
“We know,” May replied.
They moved toward the register. On the way, May stopped beside a rotating display of postcards. Los Angeles landmarks occupied one side. Desert scenes and generic California sunsets occupied the other. She selected one showing the Cabazon dinosaurs.
“They already sell the proof here,” she said.
“We haven’t gone yet,” Jacob replied.
“That’s why it’s aspirational.”
She added it to the basket. Before the counter, Jacob made them inventory the basket. Six bottles of water. Three bottled coffees. Chips. Candy. Jerky. Nuts. Hummus. Vegetables. Two sandwiches. Gum. The disposable camera. A postcard. Sunscreen May claimed was necessary for a trip ending before morning. The paper map. Two cheap pens because the one in May’s tote had leaked.
“We’re going two hours,” Jacob said.
“Four round trip,” May replied.
“That still doesn’t require a map.”
“Backup.”
“Or sunscreen.”
“The sun exists in the morning.”
“We’ll be home.”
May and Ethan exchanged a glance. Jacob saw it. “We’ll be home.”
“Eventually,” May said.
He removed one bag of candy and the key chain May had smuggled beneath it.
“That’s mine.”
“It says Jake.”
“That’s why it’s funny.”
“It isn’t.”
Ethan returned it to the rack and found a small magnet shaped like California. They bought the magnet. At the counter, Jacob attempted to pay for the fuel and practical supplies. May placed the candy and camera in a separate pile. Ethan divided the remaining items based on a system neither could follow.
“Stop,” Jacob said.
“What?”
“We’re not doing three transactions.”
“The camera’s mine,” May said.
“I don’t care.”
“You’ll care when the receipt makes no sense.”
“The receipt already makes no sense.”
The cashier watched them with the patient absence of interest available only to people working late shifts. Ethan put his card on the counter.
“I’ve got it.”
Jacob removed the card. “It’s my trip too.”
“You paid for gas.”
“I failed to get the receipt.”
“That doesn’t make the gas free.”
May placed cash on top of both cards.
“Celebration fund.”
“You paid for parking,” Jacob said.
“Six dollars.”
“And drinks.”
“My drinks.”
The cashier looked at Ethan. “Together or separate?”
“Together,” all three said.
Ethan paid before the argument restarted. Outside, Jacob loaded the practical supplies into the center console and rear footwell. May opened the disposable camera packaging.
“Not yet,” Ethan said.
“Why?”
“There are limited exposures.”
“Twenty-seven.”
“Exactly.”
“We’re documenting departure.”
Jacob closed the rear hatch. “That’s one of twenty-seven?”
“History requires context.”
She set the camera on the Land Rover’s hood and activated the timer on her phone instead.
“Get over here.”
Ethan stood beside her. Jacob remained near the driver’s door.
“Jacob.”
“We have nine seconds.”
“Then move.”
He joined them with four seconds left. May leaned into his side. Ethan stood on the other. The photograph caught Jacob looking down at May, May laughing, and Ethan reaching toward the phone as if he could correct the timer after it ended. May checked it.
“Perfect.”
“Nobody looked at the camera,” Ethan said.
“That’s why.”
She saved it, then opened the group chat. Before sending anything, May opened a separate message to Athena.
May: Still with Ethan and Jacob. Jacob is sober and driving. We may be out late.
Athena answered almost immediately.
Mom: Define late. Where are you going?
May looked at the dinosaurs on the postcard.
May: East.
The phone rang. May let it ring once before answering.
“Hi.”
“East where?”
“Cabazon.”
Silence.
“Why?”
“Dinosaurs.”
The silence lengthened.
May covered the phone and looked at Ethan. “She’s processing.” Athena returned. “Jacob hasn’t been drinking?”
“Club soda.”
“Ethan?”
“Two.”
“You?”
“Also two.”
“Send me your location. Keep it on. If Jacob gets tired, you stop. Ethan doesn’t drive until he is completely sober.”
“We know.”
“I know you know. I’m still saying it.”
May looked toward the Land Rover. Jacob was checking tire pressure through the dashboard. Ethan had begun dividing snacks into reachable and later categories.
“Okay.”
Athena’s voice changed slightly. “Have fun.”
May swallowed. “We will.”
She ended the call, shared her location, and returned to the others. Jacob saw the group name and stopped her hand.
“What are you telling them?”
“That we’re going for a drive.”
“To where?”
“Do they need the complete itinerary?”
“Eddie knows I have class.”
“Athena knows I’m with you.”
“Maddie knows I’m alive,” Ethan said.
May typed.
May: Continuing the first-day celebration. Everyone is safe. Jacob is driving.
Christopher responded first.
Christopher: Where are you going?
May looked at Jacob, then typed the answer.
May: Cabazon. We’re going to see the dinosaurs.
Christopher: Seriously?
May: Apparently.
Christopher: Send pictures.
Eddie: Have Jacob call me when you’re in the car.
May showed Jacob the screen.
“I’ll call him,” he said.
May put the phone away. The exchange had been easier than the version she had prepared for: no interrogation, no accusation that they could not handle themselves, only the reasonable expectation that somebody say where they were going.
She looked across the gas-station lot. Jacob was arranging the water where he could reach it. Ethan had already connected the chargers and set the unopened food behind the center console. Their excitement had not made either of them careless. The practical work happened without becoming the point of the night.
For the first time since they chose Cabazon, the trip felt less like something they were getting away with and more like somewhere they had actually decided to go. May climbed into the back seat with the snacks.
“We’re adults.”
“One of us has a fake ID,” Jacob said.
“Legally adult.”
Ethan sat in front and distributed chargers. Jacob started the engine again.
“New rules,” he said.
May opened the chips.
“No crumbs,” Jacob said immediately.
“That cannot be a road-trip rule.”
“It’s Ethan’s car.”
“Ethan?”
Ethan looked at the bag. “Use the napkins.” May placed one across her lap with exaggerated care.
“Other rules?”
“Nobody changes the navigation without telling me. Nobody opens a window while we’re on the freeway unless we agree. If I say I need quiet, I get quiet. If I’m tired, we stop.”
“Reasonable,” Ethan said.
“Music?” May asked.
“Rotating control.”
“How long?”
“Three songs.”
“Five.”
“Four,” Ethan said.
Jacob considered. “Four.”
May held out her hand between the seats. Ethan shook it. Jacob refused because he was reversing. They left the gas station at ten seventeen. May chose the first song. The opening notes filled the vehicle before they reached the ramp. Ethan recognized it and increased the volume. Jacob objected to the level but not the song. The city moved around them in bright fragments. Storefronts. Brake lights. Apartment windows. The freeway sign appeared ahead with the eastbound arrow. May opened the postcard and wrote against the back using the casebook as a surface.
We haven’t arrived yet.
She added the date.
June 2, 2025.
Then, beneath it:
Jacob said yes anyway.
She did not show either of them. Jacob merged onto I-10. The route stretched east. Before the freeway swallowed the last familiar blocks, Jacob made Ethan check the route for construction, closures, and fuel stops near Cabazon. Ethan found nothing significant. May unfolded the paper map across the back seat and announced that it independently confirmed California continued east.
“Useful,” Jacob said.
“Paper confirmation.”
She folded it along a new and incompatible set of lines. The group chat continued buzzing.
Christopher: A gas station is not a location.
Eddie: Call me.
Jacob sighed and pressed the steering-wheel control.
“Call Eddie.”
The dashboard dialed. Eddie answered before the second ring.
“Where are you?”
“On I-10.”
“Going where?”
“Cabazon.”
Silence filled the Land Rover.
“Why?”
May leaned forward. “Dinosaurs.”
“Is that May?”
“Hi, Eddie.”
“You’re really driving to Cabazon tonight?”
“Yeah,” Jacob said.
“I’m sober,” Jacob said. “The car’s full. We have water, food, chargers, and the route. If I get tired, we stop or Ethan takes over after he’s sober.”
Eddie exhaled near the microphone.
“You have class.”
“I know.”
“At eight.”
“I know.”
“And you’re driving to Cabazon.”
“Yes.”
Another silence.
“Send your location. Call if anything changes.”
That ended the argument.
Christopher’s voice appeared farther from the phone. “Tell them to send pictures.”
“We will,” Jacob said.
He ended the call and shared his location. Ethan changed the song before she could continue. May’s four-song block began with a song Jacob knew, followed by one he pretended not to. By the third, she had turned the back seat into a control station: snacks arranged beside her, map open across one knee, disposable camera on the other, phone connected to the speakers. May checked the traffic. “It clears after Pomona.” Ethan checked his screen. “She’s right.” Jacob nodded. “Let me know if that changes.”
May opened the chips. Jacob looked at her in the mirror. She placed three napkins across her lap before taking one.
“Compliance,” she said.
Ethan accepted the bag next and folded the opening inward to prevent crumbs. May watched with open disappointment.
“You make everything clinical.”
“I’m protecting the upholstery.”
“It’s a Land Rover.”
“Exactly.”
Jacob drove with both hands on the wheel until the traffic loosened. The city passed in familiar pieces, then less familiar ones. Office buildings gave way to warehouses. Light gathered in commercial strips and thinned between exits. Ethan opened the hummus.
“You bought that for later,” May said.
“Later happened.”
“It’s been twenty minutes.”
“Time passed.”
Jacob held out one hand without looking. Ethan placed a carrot in it. May watched the exchange.
“You’re feeding the driver vegetables.”
“He requested one.”
“I held out my hand.”
“For what?”
“Food.”
“Then he interpreted you.”
Jacob ate the carrot. “Correctly.” May held her own hand between the seats. Ethan placed a carrot in it.
“I wanted candy.”
“Use words.”
She ate the carrot. Her fourth song ended near the downtown interchange. Ethan took control and chose something quieter without announcing why. Jacob’s shoulders lowered. May noticed and did not object. For several miles, they listened.
The adventure had begun loudly enough that silence could have felt like failure. It did not. The road moved beneath them. The skyline passed at an angle through the windows. Three phones charged. Their families knew where they were. Nothing demanded conversation to prove they were still having fun. May used the disposable camera for the first time. The flash reflected from the windshield. Jacob flinched. “Rule. No flash while I’m driving.”
“Sorry.”
She meant it immediately.
“Take pictures at stops.”
“Okay.”
She set the camera down. The correction passed without defensiveness or shame. Jacob kept driving. Ethan changed nothing. May looked at the city one more time before it fell behind them. Home disappeared behind them.
East of downtown, the traffic finally opened. Jacob set the cruise control below the speed Ethan expected and above the speed May accused him of driving. The argument lasted through one exit and dissolved when a plane descended across the dark ahead of them. May followed its lights until they vanished.
“Do you think the dinosaurs are lit?”
“The photos show lights,” Ethan said.
“Current photos?” Jacob asked.
“Recent enough.”
“So, no.”
“The structures will exist either way.”
May settled deeper into the seat. “Dark dinosaurs might be better.” Jacob looked toward the route showing more than an hour remaining. “That sentence is not reassuring.” They passed the next green sign. The distance to San Bernardino shortened. Cabazon still waited beyond the edge of the dashboard map. May opened the postcard again and added the time beneath the date.
10:43 p.m.—still going.
Her handwriting leaned more than usual. She capped the pen before the movement of the vehicle could turn the message illegible. Ethan looked back. “Who’s that for?”
“Future evidence.”
“Of what?”
“That we made the decision while capable of writing.”
Jacob laughed. “That isn’t the defense you think it is.” May placed the postcard inside the casebook to keep it flat. The book had spent the evening as table, photo prop, map surface, and now storage. She had not read a page since class. For once, the unread work did not feel like failure gathering interest. It felt like Wednesday’s problem waiting its turn.
She opened the candy and passed it forward one piece at a time. Jacob refused the first and accepted the second. Ethan took two, then denied it when May counted. The freeway carried them farther from every responsible version of the night. The navigation announced sixty-seven miles remaining. Nobody suggested turning back. Jacob increased the volume one step, and May smiled into the dark window.
The road opened another mile ahead. May photographed the blurred lights without flash, obeying the new rule. The image would be imperfect and unrecoverable until the film was developed. She liked that. Cabazon waited somewhere beyond the last visible lights. None of them had seen it yet. That made the destination feel less real and more necessary with every mile.
At eleven twelve, Jacob stopped recognizing the exits. The change happened gradually. Familiar names disappeared first. Buildings lowered. The freeway widened and the darkness between commercial strips lasted longer. Warehouses gave way to subdivisions, subdivisions to stretches of road edged by signs Jacob read too late to remember. Los Angeles did not end so much as loosen.
May sat behind him with the paper map folded into a shape no cartographer intended. Ethan occupied the passenger seat, one knee angled toward the dashboard, phone connected to the stereo. The navigation reduced the distance to Cabazon one mile at a time.
Fifty-two miles.
Then fifty-one.
Jacob adjusted his hands on the wheel.
“You’re doing eighty,” May said.
“I’m doing seventy-three.”
“It feels faster back here.”
“That’s not how speed works.”
“It’s how perception works.”
Ethan checked the speedometer. “Seventy-two.”
“Thank you.”
“It changed.”
Jacob looked at him.
“Watch the road,” Ethan said.
“I am watching the road.”
“Then stop looking at me.”
May began laughing from the back seat.
“What?” both men asked.
“Nothing.”
“That’s clearly something,” Ethan said.
“You sound married.”
The vehicle went quiet. Jacob kept his attention on the lane markers. Ethan reached for the bottled coffee and examined the label as if it had required his full concentration. May leaned forward between the seats. “Not to each other. To the car.”
“That didn’t help,” Jacob said.
“I know.”
She sat back. The next song began before any of them attempted to rescue the conversation. Jacob recognized it from Shannon’s car. He had been ten the first time she played it with the windows open, Christopher asleep in the back despite the volume, Eddie somewhere overseas, and Texas heat moving through the vehicle without cooling anything. Shannon sang the chorus wrong. Jacob corrected her. She sang it more incorrectly on purpose.
Now the same opening notes filled Ethan’s Land Rover on an eastbound California freeway. Jacob turned the volume up. Ethan looked toward him but did not ask. May did not know the song. She learned the chorus by the second repetition and sang with confidence unsupported by accuracy. Jacob corrected one word. She changed three others.
“That isn’t even close.”
“I’m improving it.”
“You’re doing what Shannon did.”
May stopped.
“Good or bad?”
Jacob considered the road.
“Good.”
She resumed, worse than before. The song ended. Jacob lowered the volume one step.
“Was she fun?” May asked.
“Sometimes.”
“That sounded complicated.”
“She was complicated.”
Ethan opened the hummus again and held out a carrot without looking. Jacob took it.
“She was the first adult who acted like me noticing things could be useful,” he said.
May waited.
Jacob told them about the bookcase. It had leaned away from the wall in the Kelley house, top-heavy and unsecured. Jacob noticed the gap when he was eleven. Randy told him the floor was uneven and to stop worrying. Shannon arrived with Christopher later that week, saw Jacob checking it again, and asked what was wrong.
He explained.
She moved Christopher out of the room, made Randy help empty the shelves, and secured the case before putting anything back.
“She didn’t tell me I was anxious,” Jacob said. “She said she needed me to keep noticing things like that.”
“She was right,” Ethan replied.
Jacob ate the carrot.
“Randy hated that she agreed with me.”
“Also useful,” May said.
He smiled.
The navigation announced thirty-eight miles. May’s phone rang. Christopher’s name appeared on the dashboard because her phone remained connected for music. Jacob looked at the time. “Why is he calling?”
“Because we told him to sleep,” May said.
She answered on speaker.
“You should be asleep.”
“You should be in Los Angeles.”
His voice came through slightly distorted but fully awake.
“We’re near Los Angeles.”
“You’re in San Bernardino County.”
Jacob glanced at the location marker. “How do you know that?”
“Dad has your location.”
“He actually showed you?”
“I asked.”
May lowered the music. “Why are you awake?”
“Because you went to see dinosaurs without me.”
“We haven’t seen them yet.”
“That doesn’t help.”
Jacob kept his eyes on the road. “We’ll send pictures. Go to bed.”
“You’re going to class tomorrow?”
“Yes.”
“You’re going to be awful.”
“Thank you.”
“I mean tired.”
“I know.”
A door opened near Christopher. Eddie’s voice appeared farther from the phone.
“Why are you still awake?”
“They went to the dinosaurs.”
“Put me on speaker.”
The call shifted as Christopher enabled it.
“Jacob?” Eddie asked.
“Still sober.”
“Tired?”
“Four.”
Ethan looked at him, approving the use of the scale without saying so.
“Four what?” Eddie asked.
“Out of ten.”
“When it becomes six, you stop.”
“Five,” Ethan said.
Jacob looked at him. “Six.”
“Five.”
“I’m driving.”
“Which is why five matters.”
Eddie waited through the exchange.
“Five. Ethan’s right.”
“Nobody asked either of you.”
May leaned between the seats. “I agree with five.”
“You’re tipsy.”
“I can count.”
“Five,” Eddie repeated. “Send a picture when you arrive. Then Christopher goes to sleep.”
“I’m still here,” Christopher said.
“We know,” three voices answered.
The call ended. Christopher’s name disappeared from the dashboard, leaving the navigation in its place. May restored the music.
“Five,” Ethan said.
Jacob adjusted the mirror. “You’re enjoying this too much.”
“I enjoy accurate thresholds.”
“You enjoy being right.”
“Those overlap.”
May laughed from the back. A few minutes later, the freeway climbed. City light thinned behind them while the dark ahead grew deeper. Jacob felt the grade in the engine and eased his foot, letting the Land Rover hold its pace without forcing it. Ethan watched the dashboard. “You drive differently than Eddie.”
“How?”
“Faster.”
“I’m within the limit.”
“Eddie drives like every other car is about to make a personal attack.”
“That’s because every other car in Los Angeles is.”
“You leave more space.”
Jacob glanced at the headlights ahead. “I used to drive deliveries for the store sometimes. Manager hated hard braking. Damaged groceries.”
“You never said that.”
“It wasn’t interesting.”
“It is to me.”
The sentence was simple enough to be dangerous. Jacob changed lanes around a slower truck.
“It was mostly transfers between locations,” he said. “Or large orders. Somebody once bought every bottle of blue sports drink we had because their kid’s team colors were blue.”
“How many?” May asked.
“A hundred and forty-four.”
“Why do you remember?”
“Because one leaked.”
“There it is,” Ethan said.
“What?”
“The Jacob reason.”
Jacob did not ask what that meant. He suspected the answer would make the inside of the vehicle smaller. The road leveled. Ahead, red lights stretched across the freeway. Jacob eased off the accelerator. Traffic compressed around roadwork signs and a lane closure the route had not flagged. Brake lights reflected across the windshield.
“Still worth it?” he asked.
May looked out at the unmoving line. “Ask me in Cabazon.”
“We might reach it tomorrow.”
“We were already reaching it tomorrow.”
“Technically,” Ethan said, “midnight is twelve.”
Jacob looked at him.
“I know how midnight works.”
“You said tomorrow.”
“It was a joke.”
“You sounded concerned.”
May leaned forward. “Please continue. This is better than music.”
Traffic stopped.
Jacob put the vehicle in park when the line remained motionless for more than a minute. He rolled his shoulders and flexed his hands.
Ethan noticed.
“Tired?”
“Stiff.”
“Different?”
“Yes.”
“Scale of one to ten?”
“Don’t triage me.”
“You’re responsible for three people.”
“So are you.”
Ethan accepted that. May opened a bottled coffee and passed it forward. Jacob drank half. On the shoulder, a road crew moved equipment around the closed lane. No crash. No flashing ambulance lights. Ordinary work at an hour chosen because fewer people should have been driving east. Jacob looked at the cars around them.
“Do you think any of these people are also going to the dinosaurs?”
“Statistically?” Ethan asked.
“No.”
May pointed toward a minivan in the next lane. “Them.”
“Why?”
“Roof box. Children’s stickers. The driver looks tired enough to make a strange decision.”
The minivan driver stared ahead with both hands at ten and two.
“Or they’re going home,” Jacob said.
“Less interesting.”
“Most answers are.”
The line moved. Jacob shifted into drive. They passed the roadwork at eleven thirty-four. The arrival time changed from 11:57 to 12:18. May changed the postcard.
“What are you writing?” Ethan asked.
“Evidence.”
“Of?”
“The delay.”
“Why?”
“History deserves accuracy.”
Jacob looked at her in the mirror. “You wrote that we were delayed by construction?”
“And that you complained.”
“I didn’t complain.”
“You asked whether it was worth it.”
“That’s a question.”
“The postcard will reflect competing interpretations.”
“Give me that.”
May held it away.
“Watch the road,” Ethan said.
Jacob laughed despite himself. The traffic spread. The freeway darkened again. He had driven at night during the unstable year because it was easier than deciding where to stop. Sometimes he followed roads around El Paso until the fuel gauge forced an answer. The car felt safer while moving. Motion delayed the moment he had to choose a parking lot, lower the seat, lock the doors, and pretend his body could sleep inside a shape built for transportation. Those drives had no destination.
This one had two concrete dinosaurs. The difference should not have been enough to transform the road. It was. He had food within reach. A full tank. People awake beside him. A room in Los Angeles waiting with a mattress delivered that afternoon. The keys on the ring near his knee included both the Diaz house and Ethan’s loft. Neither key replaced the other. Leaving did not mean losing either one.
“You went quiet,” May said.
“Driving.”
“You were driving before.”
Jacob glanced at her reflection. The white sunglasses had returned to her face despite the darkness.
“Thinking.”
“Dangerous.”
“Very.”
She let him keep the thought. The next music block belonged to Jacob. He selected four songs without explaining any of them. May recognized two. Ethan knew all four and only admitted it when he sang one line under his breath. May leaned forward. “You know this.”
“Most people know this.”
“Sing louder.”
“No.”
“You were already singing.”
“I wasn’t.”
Jacob turned up the volume. Ethan looked at him with betrayal.
“Driver controls volume,” Jacob said.
“That wasn’t a rule.”
“It is now.”
May sang until Ethan joined from self-defense. The result was bad enough that Jacob missed one navigation instruction and took the next exit instead. The route recalculated without consequence.
“You distracted the driver,” Ethan told May.
“You were singing too.”
“Because you were wrong.”
“So you admit it.”
“I was correcting you.”
“With pitch?”
“Attempted pitch,” Jacob said.
Ethan turned toward him. “You missed the exit.”
“Navigation recovered.”
“That’s how—”
He stopped.
Jacob waited.
“No,” Ethan said.
May looked between them. “What?”
“Nothing.”
Jacob smiled. “He saved himself.” The freeway returned beneath them. At eleven fifty-eight, the clock changed while Cabazon remained fourteen miles away. May noticed first.
“Happy Tuesday.”
Jacob groaned.
“Your class is today now,” Ethan said.
“I know.”
“Eight hours.”
“I know.”
“Less, with the drive back.”
“Ethan.”
“Stopping.”
May raised the postcard. “June third.” She added the date beneath the first. Jacob looked toward the dark road. Tuesday had arrived before the dinosaurs. He did not regret anything yet. A few miles later, the wind began moving the Land Rover.
Not enough to shift the lane. Enough for Jacob to feel pressure against the side and correct lightly. Dark turbines appeared beyond the freeway, their blades turning through patches of industrial light. May lowered her window two inches before remembering the rule.
“Can I?”
Jacob checked the speed and traffic. “Two inches.” Air entered with a low roar and dry heat unlike the city’s.
“It’s midnight,” May said. “Why is it warm?”
“Desert,” Ethan replied.
“I know where deserts are.”
“You asked.”
The turbines multiplied. Their red lights blinked together above the dark. May took a picture without flash. The disposable camera clicked.
“That one won’t come out,” Ethan said.
“Maybe.”
“It’s too dark.”
“Then we’ll have a picture of darkness.”
Jacob watched the exit numbers descend. Cabazon appeared on a green sign ahead. May saw it and slapped one hand against the back of Ethan’s seat.
“There.”
“I see it,” Jacob said.
“That’s our exit.”
“I see it.”
“Don’t miss it.”
“May.”
She sat back, laughing. Jacob signaled and moved right. The exit ramp curved away from the freeway. Commercial lights appeared below. Beyond them, for one second, a long dark shape rose above the roadside. Ethan leaned toward the windshield.
“Is that—”
The shape disappeared behind a building. Jacob followed the route through the turn. May pressed both hands against the window. The tyrannosaurus appeared first, enormous and green beneath the parking-lot lights.
“Oh my God,” she said.
Jacob began laughing before he could see the whole thing. They had driven two hours for this. Before the Cabazon exit, Jacob pulled into a lit rest area.
“Five minutes,” he said.
May checked the clock. “We’re ten minutes away.”
“I need to move.”
No one argued.
They got out beneath harsh lights and warm wind. Trucks occupied the far side of the lot. Vending machines hummed beside a low building. Jacob stretched his back and walked the length of the pavement while Ethan refilled water bottles at a fountain. May stood near the Land Rover and watched him.
“Five?” she asked when he returned.
“Four.”
“You stopped before five.”
“That’s the rule.”
“Good.”
Jacob looked at her white sunglasses. “You don’t have to supervise me.”
“I’m not.”
“You watched me walk the entire lot.”
“Because you’re our ride.”
“May.”
She removed the glasses. “Because I care whether you’re okay.” The direct answer left them both briefly uncomfortable. Jacob looked toward Ethan at the fountain. “We’ve known each other six weeks.”
“Time isn’t the only measurement.”
“That sounded rehearsed.”
“It wasn’t.”
“Still sounded like a poster.”
May smiled. “Ethan would like it.”
“He’d correct the wording.”
“Also true.”
Ethan returned with the bottles.
“What?” he asked.
“Nothing,” they answered.
Jacob used the bathroom, washed his face, and bought a coffee he did not open. The stop lasted seven minutes. Back in the vehicle, the seat felt different after moving. His legs settled. His shoulders loosened. The scale remained four. May changed the music to something quieter without announcing the decision. Ethan checked the route. “Nine miles.”
Jacob entered the freeway again. May took the next music block and chose one of Bobby’s songs. She did not announce it. The opening guitar entered quietly after the previous track, familiar enough that her body recognized it before the title appeared on the dashboard. Her hand stopped above the candy bag. Jacob saw the change in the mirror. “Skip?”
May considered it.
“No.”
The song continued. Bobby had played it while cooking, usually from his phone propped against something unsafe near the stove. He sang only when he believed nobody was listening and stopped if May entered the room. She had not heard it since the funeral. The first chorus hurt. The second became music again. Ethan did not ask whose song it was. Jacob did not lower the volume without permission. They let it occupy the vehicle without turning toward her.
At the final verse, May sang one line. Her voice cracked from exhaustion rather than grief. Maybe both. She kept going. When the song ended, Jacob waited before allowing the next to begin.
“My stepdad liked that,” May said.
“Bobby?” Ethan asked.
“Yeah.”
“Good song,” Jacob replied.
That was all. May looked out at the lights spread beyond the freeway and felt the memory remain hers instead of becoming the entire car’s responsibility. It was perfect. The final miles passed through darkness broken by service-station signs and hotel lights. May began reading every roadside billboard aloud, including phone numbers and legal disclaimers too small for accuracy.
“You missed a word,” Ethan said.
“You couldn’t read it either.”
“I read enough.”
“That isn’t reading.”
Jacob listened to them argue and felt the road remain easy beneath his hands. Four out of ten. Full attention. No drifting, no missed exits, no need to prove capability by ignoring the next change. The Cabazon sign appeared. He checked the mirrors, signaled, and moved right before May could remind him.
“I saw it,” he said.
“You were about to.”
“I inhaled.”
“That’s generally—”
May stopped herself. Ethan turned around, delighted.
“Nobody says it,” Jacob warned.
They took the exit in silence that lasted three seconds before all of them laughed. As the ramp curved down, May gathered the map, camera, and postcard into one pile. Ethan capped the hummus and returned it to the cooler bag. Jacob lowered the music. Without discussion, the vehicle reorganized itself for arrival.
The dinosaurs appeared between buildings in pieces: first the neck, then the green back, then the impossible teeth. Every practical objection Jacob had made remained accurate. None survived the sight intact. He parked more carefully than the empty lot required.
When the engine stopped, the remaining distance on the navigation vanished. Jacob looked at the zero as if it confirmed more than arrival. He had chosen the road, carried them across it, and reached the thing they had no reason to need.
May opened her door before he finished putting the vehicle in park. Ethan laughed and followed. Jacob took one final breath inside the quiet car, then went after them.
The parking lot air carried dust, fuel, and heat stored from the day. May stood beneath the open door looking upward. Ethan remained several steps ahead, already measuring the dinosaur against the old magnet in memory. Jacob locked the vehicle, tested the handle, and finally allowed the destination to become more important than protecting the route back. Behind them, the freeway continued carrying people toward destinations far more reasonable. None entered the lot.
May reached the dinosaur first. Ethan followed. Jacob smiled and stepped into the wind after them. The trip had become completely real. They had arrived together, exactly as planned only after planning nothing.
The dinosaurs were larger than May expected and less dignified. Up close, the paint showed its age. Wind had carried dust into the seams around the tyrannosaurus’s feet, and the light beneath its jaw made the teeth look brighter than the rest of it. The imperfections improved the whole thing. Nobody had driven nearly two hours for dignity. They had come because the thing was strange enough to justify seeing once.
The tyrannosaurus stood above the parking lot with its mouth open, small arms lifted, and painted teeth bright beneath artificial light. Beyond it, the apatosaurus extended its neck toward the dark sky as if the freeway had interrupted something.
Warm wind struck hard enough to push her hair across her face. The white sunglasses nearly left the top of her head. She caught them, put them on properly despite the darkness, and walked backward until the entire tyrannosaurus fit inside her view.
“This was worth it.”
Jacob shut the driver’s door. “You’ve been here twelve seconds.”
“I decided at five.”
Ethan stood beside the Land Rover looking toward the apatosaurus. His expression had gone still. May moved beside him. “The magnet?”
He nodded.
“Same?”
“The magnet’s older.”
“The dinosaur’s older.”
“The paint changed.”
May waited.
Ethan took out his phone and framed the two dinosaurs together.
“Kit’s never going to believe this.”
“Send him proof.”
“It’s after three there.”
“He’ll see it in the morning.”
Jacob joined them carrying the disposable camera and three water bottles.
“Nobody leaves the lit area without saying something.”
May accepted the camera. “Yes, Dad.”
Jacob looked at her.
“Sorry.”
The word had come too easily. She had spent the evening watching him manage practical details, but the joke touched something she did not know enough to handle casually. Jacob gave her the water. “Just tell me where you’re going.”
“I will.”
The correction passed. They walked toward the tyrannosaurus. The lot was not empty. A couple stood near the fence, one person directing the other through poses. A family with two sleeping children took turns leaving the minivan. Someone in a truck remained parked with the engine running. May pointed toward the minivan. “I told you.” Jacob followed her gesture. “That isn’t the same one.”
“You don’t know.”
“The other had a roof box.”
“They could’ve removed it.”
“While driving?”
“Commitment.”
Ethan moved ahead of them, angling for another photograph. May lifted the disposable camera.
“Ethan.”
He turned.
The flash caught him beneath the dinosaur, one hand around his phone and the other lifted against the wind. The tyrannosaurus rose behind him with its teeth bared.
“You used flash,” he said.
“We’re stopped.”
“I wasn’t ready.”
“That’s the point.”
Jacob looked over her shoulder at the camera. “You can’t see it yet.”
“Also the point.”
May handed him the camera.
“Your turn.”
“I’m not wasting film.”
“You bought bottled coffee for a two-hour drive.”
“Different resource.”
She pushed the camera into his hand and walked toward the dinosaur. May stood beneath one lifted foot and crossed her arms. The sunglasses reflected the parking-lot lights.
“Take it.”
Jacob lifted the camera.
“You look like you’re being arraigned by a dinosaur.”
“Perfect.”
The flash went off. Ethan joined her for the next. Jacob directed them closer together because the disposable camera’s frame was wider than expected. May put one arm around Ethan’s shoulders. He leaned into her without looking toward the camera in time.
“Again,” Jacob said.
“Limited exposures,” Ethan reminded him.
“You blinked.”
“You don’t know that.”
“I saw you.”
“The flash happened first.”
“Stand still.”
The second picture caught them laughing. May knew without seeing it. They traded the camera for phones. Ethan attempted forced-perspective photographs in which May appeared to hold the dinosaur’s mouth open. Jacob crouched lower to fix the angle and nearly lost his balance when May changed position.
“You moved.”
“You said left.”
“My left.”
“You were facing me.”
“Then account for that.”
“That’s unreasonable.”
Ethan took the phone from Jacob. “You stand there.”
“I don’t need one.”
“Stand there.”
Jacob stood beneath the dinosaur. Ethan moved May three feet right, then made Jacob extend one hand. On the screen, the tyrannosaurus appeared small enough to rest on Jacob’s palm. May leaned over Ethan’s shoulder. “He looks annoyed.”
“He is annoyed.”
“Make him smile.”
“Jacob.”
“No.”
“The dinosaur’s eating your head,” May called.
Jacob glanced behind him despite knowing the distance. Ethan took the photograph as he laughed at himself.
“Delete that.”
“No.”
The couple near the fence offered to take a group picture. May accepted before either man could decline. They stood beneath the tyrannosaurus. Jacob took the outside position. Ethan stood on May’s other side. The stranger held May’s phone horizontally and told them to move closer. May pulled both men inward. Jacob’s arm settled across her shoulders. Ethan’s hand rested at her back. The wind pushed all three toward one another before the picture was taken.
“One more,” the stranger said.
May looked up at Jacob because his shirt had caught against her sunglasses. Ethan tried to free it. The camera captured that instead. They thanked the couple. May checked the images. The first was good. All three faced the camera, tired and bright beneath a dinosaur none of them had expected to see that morning. The second was better. Nobody looked forward. Jacob bent toward May, Ethan’s hand caught between her sunglasses and Jacob’s shirt, all three visibly laughing. She sent the second to the group chat. Christopher answered immediately.
Christopher: YOU ACTUALLY DID IT.
Eddie: Of course they did.
Athena: Location received.
Buck: WHY WAS I NOT INVITED?
May looked at the time. “Why is Buck awake?” Ethan read the messages. “Why is Christopher still awake?”
Jacob typed.
Jacob: Go to sleep.
Christopher: You first.
Buck: Seriously. Dinosaurs.
May: Next time.
Jacob looked at her. “Next time?”
“There are other ridiculous places.”
“That isn’t reassuring.”
Ethan had opened his messages to Kit. He selected the first group photograph, then hesitated above the text field. May did not read over his shoulder. Jacob stood beside him without speaking.
Ethan typed.
Ethan: Recognize these?
He sent the picture. Three dots appeared immediately.
“He’s awake,” Ethan said.
Kit: Why are you at the Cabazon dinosaurs at 3:30 in the morning?
Ethan: It’s 12:30 here.
Kit: That did not answer the question.
Ethan smiled down at the phone.
Ethan: Spontaneous decision.
The typing dots returned.
Kit: You?
May covered her mouth. Jacob read the message and laughed. Ethan typed with both thumbs.
Ethan: Yes, me.
Kit: I’m proud of you. Also go home eventually.
The smile remained on Ethan’s face after the screen went dark. May looked toward the apatosaurus.
“We need that one too.”
They crossed the lot. The wind strengthened near the open side. May held the sunglasses in one hand. Jacob carried the water. Ethan took photographs of details: painted scales, the curve of the neck, the illuminated sign below. The gift shop windows were dark, merchandise visible beneath security lights. May pressed close enough to read the shirts without touching the glass.
“We came too late for souvenirs.”
“We bought a magnet at the gas station,” Ethan said.
“A generic California magnet.”
“It has a bear.”
“That isn’t a dinosaur.”
Jacob stood several feet back, comparing the dark building to the hours posted near the door. “It opens at nine.” May turned. “We could wait.”
“No.”
“That was faster than usual.”
“Class.”
“Right.”
She photographed a plush dinosaur through the glass. Ethan pointed out the reflection would cover it. May took another from an angle, catching Jacob behind her in the window.
“Now it looks haunted,” she said.
“Delete it.”
“The ghost of responsible decisions.”
“That doesn’t make sense.”
“It’s after midnight.”
A truck door closed across the lot. The driver approached with a small dog on a leash and asked whether they wanted a picture together. May accepted. The dog sat at Jacob’s feet while the driver used Ethan’s phone.
“Closer,” the man said.
They moved closer.
“You too, big guy.”
Jacob looked as if he might explain spatial limitations. May caught his sleeve and pulled until his shoulder pressed against hers. The dog looked at the camera. None of them did. The man took another.
“There you go.”
They thanked him. The dog refused to leave Jacob until he crouched and let it sniff his hand. Its entire body wagged when he scratched behind one ear.
“You made a friend,” Ethan said.
“He smells the jerky.”
“Still counts.”
The driver called the dog away. Jacob stood. May checked the photographs. In the second, Ethan looked toward Jacob and the dog instead of the camera. The smile on his face had not been posed. She saved it separately.
“What?” Ethan asked.
“Nothing.”
“You looked pleased with yourself.”
May stared at him. He heard it too late.
“No,” he said.
Jacob began laughing.
“You walked into that,” May told Ethan.
“I know.”
She let him survive. Near the apatosaurus, May discovered a plaque with the history of the structures. She read it aloud until Jacob took over because the lower lines were difficult to see in the uneven light.
The dinosaurs had outlived their creator. They had become landmarks, changed colors, appeared in movies, and accumulated generations of travelers who remembered the first impossible glimpse from the freeway.
“Kit saw them like this,” Ethan said.
“Not exactly,” Jacob replied. “Different paint.”
“Still them.”
May looked up at the long concrete neck. Same structure. Different surface. Enough change for Ethan to notice without making the thing unrecognizable. She thought of Athena moving through the house after Bobby. Same rooms. Different weight. Every object retaining its place while changing what the place meant. The thought arrived without warning and remained without demanding the night stop.
“My mom would hate this,” May said.
“The dinosaurs?” Jacob asked.
“The timing.”
“She told you to have fun.”
“She can mean that and still hate it.”
“Both—” Ethan stopped before completing the phrase.
May looked at him.
“Don’t.”
“I didn’t.”
“You almost did.”
“I corrected.”
Jacob read the final line of the plaque. “Better.” They moved beneath the apatosaurus. May imagined Bobby here unwillingly, hands in his pockets, checking the lot before allowing himself to look up. He would know something about the construction or pretend he did until somebody searched it. He would take photographs of everyone else. Athena would complain that he stood too far back. Harry would ask whether they could climb it. Buck would attempt to find out. The imagined scene hurt because it was easy. May lifted the disposable camera.
“Take one of me,” she told Jacob.
“Where?”
“Here.”
She stood beneath the concrete body rather than arranging herself against the obvious view. Wind pulled strands of hair across her face. She left them. Jacob waited until she looked directly at him. The flash fired.
“Good?” she asked.
“We’ll find out.”
The uncertainty comforted her more than reassurance would have. For twenty minutes, they acted like people who had crossed a continent instead of two counties. They posed. They argued about angles. May used three more exposures. Jacob stopped checking the time.
Near the apatosaurus, the family from the minivan asked Jacob to take their photograph. He did, then crouched to show the youngest child where to look on the screen. The child asked whether the dinosaur was real.
“It’s really here,” Jacob said.
The answer satisfied him. When the family left, the lot became quieter. May stood beneath the long neck and looked up. Bobby would have complained about the timing while getting into the car. He would have packed water, checked the route, and made them call when they arrived. If he came, he would take the photographs nobody remembered to ask for and appear in almost none. The thought hurt. It did not ruin the night. May pressed the disposable camera into Jacob’s hand.
“One more.”
She stood alone beneath the dinosaur. No severe pose this time. No sunglasses. Wind across her face, hands in her pockets, looking directly toward him. Jacob took the picture. May did not ask how it looked. They returned to the Land Rover at twelve forty-seven. Jacob opened the driver’s door and stopped.
“Home?” he asked.
May looked east. Ethan already had the map open.
“Palm Springs is nineteen minutes,” he said.
Jacob rested his forehead against the roof.
May smiled.
Before leaving, they walked once around the edge of the lot without taking pictures. The decision happened because all three phones had dropped below half charge and the disposable camera had begun feeling too valuable to spend on every angle. May put both hands into her pockets. Ethan matched her pace. Jacob followed several feet behind, still tracking the lot and the people inside it.
“Stop monitoring,” May told him.
“I’m walking.”
“You checked the truck twice.”
“Its engine’s running.”
“It was running before.”
“Exactly.”
She dropped back beside him. “Do you do that everywhere?”
“Notice cars?”
“Notice everything.”
Jacob considered the question. “Mostly.”
“Is it tiring?”
“Sometimes.”
“Useful?”
“Sometimes.”
“That’s not much of an answer.”
“It’s the answer.”
May accepted it. At the apatosaurus, Ethan stood beneath the plaque again. He took out his phone but did not photograph it. The message from Kit remained open above the group picture.
“You okay?” Jacob asked.
“Yeah.”
“Real?”
“Real.”
Ethan looked toward the concrete dinosaur. “I keep finding pieces of my parents in places they never expected me to be.”
May joined them.
“Good pieces?”
“Mostly.”
Kit’s magnet. Maddie’s face in Ethan’s own. Buck’s gestures appearing before Ethan knew they shared blood. The hospital where Chimney had called him his boy without planning the words. None replaced the others. They accumulated.
“Send Kit another picture in daylight sometime,” Jacob said.
“We’d have to come back.”
“I know.”
May looked between them. “Road trip two.”
“No,” Jacob said automatically.
“You proposed it.”
“I suggested a hypothetical future photograph.”
“That’s how this started.”
Ethan smiled.
They returned toward the vehicle. Near the tyrannosaurus, May stopped one final time. She put the white sunglasses on Jacob before he could move away. The arms pinched above his ears. He looked deeply offended. Ethan took a photograph.
“Delete it.”
“Kit needs context.”
“For what?”
“The spontaneous decision.”
May retrieved the glasses before Jacob broke them. They were still laughing when the Land Rover doors closed. At the Land Rover, Jacob opened the rear hatch and handed out food. They stood beneath the parking light eating nuts and vegetables because the diner remained hypothetical. May leaned against the bumper. Ethan sat on the edge of the cargo area. Jacob stayed standing until Ethan shifted a container and made room.
“How many exposures?” Ethan asked.
May checked. “Fourteen.”
“You used thirteen here?”
“History.”
“We haven’t reached Palm Springs.”
“The camera has twenty-seven. That’s plenty.”
“At your current rate, it’s twenty minutes.”
Jacob took the camera before the debate expanded. “I’ll hold it.” May narrowed her eyes. “Why do you get custody?”
“Because I understand scarcity.”
“That was dark.”
“It was arithmetic.”
He placed the camera in the center console. May ate another carrot and looked back at the tyrannosaurus.
“I thought it would feel stupider.”
“It does feel stupid,” Jacob said.
“Not in a bad way.”
Ethan closed the hummus. “Most things can be stupid without being bad.”
“That sounds like a governing principle.”
“No more governing principles,” Jacob said.
May looked at him. “You’re smiling.”
“I’m eating.”
“Those can both—”
She stopped.
Ethan looked at her approvingly.
“Progress,” he said.
Jacob groaned and climbed into the driver’s seat.
“We’re already here.”
Ethan entered the Palm Springs route but did not start navigation.
“Vote,” Jacob said.
“Yes,” May replied.
“Yes,” Ethan said.
Jacob raised his own hand halfway. “Conditional yes. One diner, food, then west.”
“Accepted,” Ethan said.
May held out her hand from the back seat. Jacob ignored it until she moved it into his peripheral vision.
“I’m not shaking while driving.”
“We’re parked.”
He shook once.
“Binding,” she said.
“It was binding before.”
“Now it has ceremony.”
Ethan started the route. The voice announced nineteen minutes and instructed Jacob toward the freeway. He looked once more at the dinosaurs through the windshield.
“Worth it?” May asked.
Jacob let the answer arrive without qualifying the cost, the class, or the drive still ahead.
“Yeah.”
She settled back, satisfied. Before pulling away, Ethan photographed the dashboard with the dinosaurs visible through the windshield. The time read 12:47. The route showed Palm Springs ahead and Los Angeles behind.
“Why the dashboard?” May asked.
“Context.”
“You criticized my documentation all night.”
“I criticized the dark exposures.”
“Now I understand the appeal.”
Jacob shifted into drive. “If either of you keeps narrating, I’m taking us home.” They became silent until he reached the road. They drove past the tyrannosaurus slowly enough for May to wave through the window. Ethan took one final blurred photograph. Jacob refused to circle the lot again, though the smile remained visible in the dashboard light.
The freeway entrance waited ahead. Palm Springs glowed beyond the turbines, close enough now to feel inevitable. Ethan rested the phone in the mount and let the navigation speak for them. May watched the dinosaurs shrink in the side window until darkness absorbed them. The postcard inside her casebook now had a real location attached to it, and the disposable camera held images none of them could revise. She liked leaving with evidence they would have to wait to see.
Jacob kept both hands steady on the wheel as they accelerated west, then east again toward Palm Springs. The contradiction in direction matched the night: home remained the endpoint, but not yet the objective. May chose the next song. It began softly as the dinosaur lights vanished, carrying the night forward without trying to summarize what had already happened. None of them asked what came after breakfast yet. The diner sign appeared on Ethan’s map, nineteen minutes away and bright enough to promise coffee.
Jacob had agreed to one diner, food, and then the drive west. He repeated the order once after they left the dinosaur lot, not because either passenger had argued, but because saying it aloud gave the detour a boundary.
“One diner,” he said.
“One diner,” May agreed from the back seat.
Ethan adjusted the route in the phone mount. “Then home.” Jacob glanced at the estimated arrival time. “Then home.” The answer did not sound reluctant anymore. He had made the decision and moved into the practical part of it: nineteen minutes farther east, food before the long drive, another honest check of his fatigue before they left Palm Springs.
May opened the paper map but did not attempt to navigate with it. She traced the route with one finger, found Palm Springs near a crease, and folded the page onto her lap.
“I thought you were emergency backup,” Ethan said.
“I’m observing.”
“Anything useful?”
“California continues in both directions.”
Jacob laughed before he could stop himself. The sound came out tired but real. The city lights thinned again as they left Cabazon. The dinosaurs disappeared behind warehouses and freeway signs, visible in the mirrors for less time than May expected after the distance they had driven to reach them.
She looked at the disposable camera resting beside her. None of them knew whether the photographs had caught the wind, the movement, or the way Jacob had finally stopped checking the time. They would have to wait.
For several miles, the freeway between Cabazon and Palm Springs belonged to wind and darkness, with no buildings close by. Turbines rose on both sides, red lights blinking across the field. Ethan lowered the window with permission and let warm air enter.
The alcohol had receded into thirst and a softness around the edges of his thoughts. He had stopped drinking before eight. By the time they left Palm Springs, he would be safely sober enough to take over if Jacob needed him. For now, Jacob drove.
He looked different at night. The dashboard light outlined his hands and the lower edge of his face. His attention settled outward, calm enough that the vehicle felt anchored around it.
“Tired?” Ethan asked.
“Still a four.”
“You never gave me a number before.”
“I’m giving you one now.”
“Four out of ten?”
“Yes.”
“Normal first-day tired or driving tired?”
Jacob glanced toward him. “You’re enjoying this.”
“I need accurate information.”
“Normal tired. I’ll tell you if it changes.”
Ethan accepted the answer.
May leaned between the seats. “What number am I?”
“Nine,” Jacob said.
“I’m not tired.”
“That wasn’t the scale.”
She threw a napkin at him. It landed near the cup holder.
“No projectiles near the driver,” Ethan said.
“It was a napkin.”
“Still.”
May sat back. “You’ve both become less fun since the dinosaurs.”
“You’re the one who wanted food.”
“I contain multitudes.”
“You contain two drinks and half a bag of chips,” Jacob said.
The Palm Springs lights appeared ahead. Ethan had seen photographs: low buildings, palms, mountains rising behind bright streets. At one in the morning, the city looked staged for people who had left. Signs glowed over mostly empty sidewalks. Traffic lights changed for no cars. Jacob exited and followed the route downtown. May lowered her window.
“It smells different.”
“Like what?”
“Warm.”
“Warm isn’t a smell,” Ethan said.
“Dust. Plants. Pools.”
Jacob inhaled. “Chlorine.”
“Pools.”
They passed hotels with courtyard lights, closed galleries, and bars releasing the final clusters of people into the night. Palm trees stood along the street beneath uplighting that made every trunk look intentional. May took photographs through the window without flash.
“Those won’t develop,” Ethan said.
“You’ve said that.”
“It remains true.”
“Maybe I want uncertainty.”
“You bought the wrong camera for reliable results.”
“Exactly.”
They did not go directly to the diner. May saw a brightly lit sculpture near an intersection and asked Jacob to circle the block. The second pass revealed a public art installation shaped like enormous metal flowers. He found an open curb without a restriction sign and stopped.
“Five minutes,” he said.
“You’ve started saying times like they mean anything,” May replied.
“Five.”
They got out. Downtown Palm Springs at one in the morning felt emptied for maintenance. Music escaped from one bar half a block away. A street-cleaning truck moved slowly along the opposite curb. Warm air held perfume from flowering shrubs, chlorine from a hotel courtyard, and dust disturbed by the wind. May stood beneath the metal flowers and used the disposable camera again.
“Limited exposures,” Ethan said.
“We have eighteen.”
“You counted?”
“The wheel has numbers.”
“That isn’t—”
Jacob touched his arm. “Let it go.” Ethan let it go. They walked one block because the next corner displayed a row of stars set into the pavement. May read names she recognized. Jacob recognized different ones. Ethan read the plaques rather than admit he knew fewer.
“You know who that is,” May said.
“I know the name.”
“From?”
“Existing.”
“That’s not knowledge.”
Jacob stopped over another star. “I know this one.”
“Of course you do,” May said.
“What does that mean?”
“You contain unexpected elderly-person knowledge.”
“I’m twenty-four.”
“Spiritually complicated.”
He pointed toward her night sunglasses. “You look like a retired heiress.”
“Thank you.”
“That wasn’t praise.”
“Too late.”
Ethan photographed the two of them arguing over the star. Jacob checked the time. “Diner.” They returned to the Land Rover after twelve minutes.
“Five,” he said while starting the engine.
“Time is flexible in the desert,” May replied.
“It isn’t.”
“The heat affects clocks.”
“Please stop.”
They drove farther downtown. At a red light, May opened the casebook and attempted to read the first sentence of Wednesday’s assignment aloud. She reached the third line and stopped.
“I understood every word separately.”
“Put it away,” Ethan said.
“I’m being responsible.”
“You’re reading constitutional law in a moving vehicle after two drinks.”
“I’m not driving.”
“The words will still exist tomorrow.”
“They already existed for two hundred years.”
“Then one night won’t hurt.”
May closed the book.
Jacob watched in the mirror. “That worked?”
“He appealed to precedent.”
“I didn’t.”
“You did accidentally.”
Ethan rested his head against the seat. They passed a hotel entrance where a valet sat alone beneath a fan. May waved. The valet waved back.
“We have a friend,” she announced.
“You waved at a stranger,” Jacob said.
“That’s how it starts.”
“We’re not collecting people.”
“You collected a record.”
“That’s an object.”
“People are more complicated collectibles.”
“Please never say that again,” Ethan said.
May laughed and leaned back. The route sent them down a quieter street before turning them toward the diner. Mountains rose as solid darkness beyond the low buildings. Ethan watched their outline shift between palm trees.
He had spent most of his life in places where darkness came with woods, water, or buildings close enough to interrupt it. The desert placed emptiness directly against the city.
“Have you been here?” Jacob asked.
“No.”
“Anywhere this far east?”
Ethan looked past the windshield at the mountains. “Not since I moved here.” May leaned forward between the seats. “So this is new for all of us.”
“Pretty much.”
The answer felt larger than the geography required. None of them had a prior version of this place to compare against; the night belonged only to what they were seeing now. They passed another row of palms lit from below. Ethan had spent months learning Los Angeles through routes that served a purpose: the hospital, the station, Eddie’s house, the Grant-Nash house, UCLA, the roads between them. This was the first time distance itself had been the reason.
“Christopher’s going to be mad,” May said.
“He already is,” Jacob replied.
“Not about the dinosaurs. About missing the rest.”
Ethan pictured Christopher in the back seat arguing over the playlist and correcting every fact May read from the paper map.
“We can bring him next time,” he said.
Jacob glanced over. “There’s a next time?”
“Not tonight.”
Jacob looked over. “You know what I meant.” Ethan faced the road again. “Maybe.” May settled into her seat, satisfied. She had already accepted that there would be another trip. The thought should have felt presumptuous. Instead, Ethan pictured the Land Rover farther south, Christopher arguing from the back, Jacob choosing music, and May finding something unnecessary at another gas station. Before Jacob found the diner, the route led them past a twenty-four-hour pharmacy. May pointed at it. “We forgot painkillers.”
“We have painkillers,” Ethan said.
“Where?”
“First-aid kit.”
“You keep painkillers in the car?”
“I keep a first-aid kit in the car.”
“Of course you do.”
Jacob turned into the lot anyway.
“Why are we stopping?” Ethan asked.
“Bathroom.”
He parked near the entrance and went inside. May remained in the back seat. Ethan stayed in front. For the first time since leaving Westwood, the two of them were alone. The pharmacy sign painted the interior blue and red. May rested her head against the window.
“You okay?” Ethan asked.
“Yes.”
“Real yes?”
“Tired yes.”
He accepted it. May watched Jacob through the store windows until shelves blocked him.
“He had a good day.”
“Yeah.”
“You were worried.”
“He was worried.”
“That isn’t what I said.”
Ethan turned in the seat. The alcohol had left his expression more open than usual, though his voice remained careful.
“He worked for it.”
“That still isn’t what I said.”
“I wanted it to go well.”
May smiled faintly. “There.”
“Don’t.”
“I was going to say you’re a good friend.”
Ethan looked toward the store.
“Oh,” he said.
May studied the side of his face. “What did you think?”
“Nothing.”
“That’s clearly something.”
He reached for water. May let him avoid the answer. The night did not need her to identify every current running through it.
“You’re a good friend too,” Ethan said after drinking.
The words landed with more force than their simplicity should allow. May looked down at her hands.
“We’ve known each other six weeks.”
“Time isn’t the only measurement.”
“That sounded like something from a hospital poster.”
“Forget it.”
“No.”
She smiled toward the window.
“You’re a good friend too.”
They sat inside the acknowledgment without enlarging it. Jacob returned carrying a small paper bag.
“What did you buy?” May asked.
“Painkillers.”
She turned toward Ethan.
He looked offended. “We had them.”
“Now we have accessible ones,” Jacob said.
He put the bag in the center console and started the engine.
“Anything happen?”
“No,” May and Ethan said together.
Jacob looked between them, decided not to investigate, and returned to the route. At the next light, he rubbed one hand over his eyes.
Ethan watched. “Five?”
“Four and a half.”
“That isn’t how the scale works.”
“It does now.”
“Food, then reassess.”
“Agreed.”
May leaned between them. “I also agree.”
“Nobody asked you,” Jacob said.
“Shared responsibility.”
He smiled despite the fatigue. Jacob found the diner. The sign promised twenty-four hours in red neon. Half the parking spaces were empty. Through the windows, a server refilled coffee for one booth while two people in evening clothes shared fries near the counter.
“This is either perfect or terrible,” May said.
“Both,” Jacob replied.
He parked beneath the sign and turned off the engine. The sudden silence made all three sit still.
“We really came to Palm Springs,” Ethan said.
Jacob looked at the clock. “For food.”
“After dinosaurs,” May added.
“Then home.”
“Yes.”
She sounded sincere enough that Jacob looked suspicious. Ethan opened his door.
May stopped him. “Wait.”
She set the phone on the dashboard, started the timer, and climbed forward between the seats.
“What are you doing?” Jacob asked.
“Proof.”
“We have photographs.”
“Not here.”
The timer reached three. May’s face appeared between them. Ethan looked toward the camera. Jacob was still objecting when the photograph was taken. She checked it.
“Perfect.”
“I was talking.”
“That’s historically accurate.”
Inside the diner vestibule, May stopped beside a machine dispensing temporary tattoos.
“No,” Jacob said.
“They’re temporary.”
“Still no.”
Ethan examined the options. Palm trees, flamingos, a sun, and one badly drawn lizard.
“That could be a dinosaur.”
Jacob looked toward the dining room as if hoping staff would remove them. May inserted two quarters. The machine produced a capsule containing the lizard.
“Who gets it?” Ethan asked.
Both looked at Jacob.
“No.”
May put the capsule in his backpack pocket. “Future Jacob decides.” A host led them to a booth. Before sitting, Jacob went to wash his hands. Ethan and May slid into opposite sides, then changed positions when they realized Jacob needed the outer seat. By the time he returned, the casebook, backpack, camera, postcard, map, and sunglasses occupied an entire fourth place setting.
“We look like we evacuated,” he said.
“We’re prepared,” May replied.
The server brought menus the size of folders. May opened hers to breakfast, flipped to dinner, then returned to desserts.
“Pie,” she decided.
“Food first,” Jacob said.
“Pie is food.”
“Not the type I meant.”
Ethan studied the breakfast options. “They have eggs.”
“Revolutionary,” May said.
Jacob looked at the all-day breakfast and felt hunger arrive now that the road no longer required his attention. The menu became harder to read because every option sounded necessary.
“Order enough,” Ethan said quietly.
Jacob glanced up.
“I am.”
“You looked at the prices first.”
“People do that.”
“I know.”
No offer to pay. No instruction to ignore the cost. Only recognition. Jacob chose the largest breakfast combination and closed the menu.
“Pancakes?” May asked.
“Apparently.”
“Good.”
She returned to pie. The host gave them water before the server arrived. Jacob finished his immediately. Ethan moved the second glass toward him. May moved the third.
“I can ask for more,” Jacob said.
“Then ask,” May replied.
He did.
The server brought a pitcher and left it on the table.
“You’ve become a hydration project,” Ethan said.
“I drove you here.”
“Exactly.”
Jacob poured a second glass. “You’re both going in separate directions if we survive tonight.”
“Where?” May asked.
“Anywhere away from me.”
“That seems inefficient. We live in the same city.”
“One of you lives in my house,” Ethan said.
Jacob looked at him. The phrase had arrived without hesitation. Not the loft. Not my place. My house, containing Jacob. Ethan appeared to hear it after the fact. May looked down at her menu to give them somewhere not to look. Jacob poured water into Ethan’s empty glass.
“One of us does,” he said.
The answer remained deliberately ordinary. Ethan took the glass. “So separating you will require planning.”
“Tomorrow.”
“Today,” May corrected.
Jacob opened the menu between them like a barrier. “Breakfast.” The subject changed. The fact did not. They entered the diner. While they waited to order, May opened the group picture and zoomed in on each face separately. Jacob looked tired but unguarded. Ethan’s smile was wide enough to narrow his eyes. May stood between them with windblown hair and one arm disappearing behind each man.
“This is going in the album,” she said.
“Which album?” Ethan asked.
“A new one.”
“We made one Friday.”
“That was for Bobby and Nash. This is different.”
Jacob leaned across the table to see. “You’re starting an album for one night?”
“Maybe summer.”
The word gave the photograph somewhere larger to live. Summer had begun that morning as schedules: classes, placements, internships, deadlines. May could imagine it now as accumulated evidence. Dinosaurs. Beaches. Food. Bad decisions small enough to survive. People becoming familiar outside emergencies.
“Send me the original,” Ethan said.
“You’re in the group chat.”
“It compresses.”
May sent it directly.
Jacob held out his phone. “Me too.” She sent it. Three copies of the same moment settled into three separate lives. The server approached with a coffee pot and waited while they ordered. Jacob changed his side once after hearing Ethan order potatoes. May added whipped cream to the pie, removed it, then restored it when the server assured her nobody was auditing the decision.
“Somebody is,” May said, looking at Jacob.
“I’m not auditing dessert.”
“You audited the gas-station candy.”
“Inventory isn’t judgment.”
“That belongs on a shirt,” Ethan said.
The server wrote nothing down and repeated every order correctly. When she left, all three watched with the respect of people whose own short-term memories had begun failing.
“We need food,” Jacob said.
“It’s coming,” May replied.
“I know. I’m explaining us.”
No one disputed the diagnosis. May took off the white sunglasses and placed them beside the syrup holder. Without them, the exhaustion around her eyes became obvious. Jacob’s hair had flattened where he repeatedly rubbed it. Ethan had begun folding and unfolding one napkin. Their condition should have made the booth feel grim. Instead, it made the night tangible. They had spent enough of it to show. The kitchen bell rang. All three looked toward the swinging door.
“That better be ours,” May said.
It was the pie. While the pie approached, Jacob moved the casebook farther from the edge, Ethan cleared space between the coffee cups, and May unfolded a napkin across her lap. The small choreography happened without instruction. They had spent one afternoon learning one another’s movements and already behaved as if the table belonged to all three.
The server placed the pie before May with three forks without being asked. She had understood the table faster than they had. May distributed the forks, giving Jacob the unbent one this time. He noticed, said nothing, and took the first bite only after she did.
Outside the windows, Palm Springs remained awake in scattered lights. Inside, the booth became its own temporary room: belongings piled safely, food approaching, nobody expected anywhere else for the next hour. May lifted the first fork. Jacob reached for coffee. Ethan watched the kitchen door open, and all three leaned forward when the plates appeared. The food arrived in a procession of plates too large for the table. They rearranged everything again, laughing before anyone had taken a bite.
They ate.
By one twenty, breakfast covered most of the table. Jacob had pancakes, eggs, and coffee. Ethan had eggs, potatoes, toast, fruit, and the extra potatoes May had predicted she would steal. May’s pie occupied the remaining clear space between their plates. The server set down a fresh coffee pot and left them to rearrange the table for the third time.
At the counter, two people in evening clothes shared fries without speaking. A woman in scrubs paid near the register. Nobody looked at May’s casebook, Jacob’s backpack, or the disposable camera beside the syrup as though any of it required explanation. May cut the point from the pie and moved the plate toward the center.
“You ordered that,” Ethan said.
“I’m sharing.”
“After announcing you’d steal my potatoes.”
“Both things can be true.”
Jacob accepted the fork she handed him. “Take the potatoes before he starts counting them.” Ethan moved the plate within her reach. “I wasn’t counting.”
May took two. “Good.”
The exchange ended there. Hunger had removed their interest in defending food that would be gone within minutes. For a while, eating required all the conversation they needed.
“How tired?” Ethan asked.
“Five.”
“Increase from driving?”
“Increase from sitting.”
“That happens.”
“I know.”
May looked between them. “Are you going to do this every hour?”
“If necessary,” Ethan said.
“It isn’t,” Jacob replied.
“Then the answers stay easy.”
Jacob drank the coffee. The first cup helped less than the smell promised. The second would help more. Food would help most. He had learned that through grocery-store doubles, long drives, and the false economy of replacing meals with caffeine because caffeine cost less in the moment. The server brought water and May’s pie first.
“That’s breakfast?” Jacob asked.
“It has fruit.”
“Cherry filling isn’t fruit.”
“Tell the cherries.”
She took one bite, then pushed the plate toward the center.
“Try it.”
Jacob did.
Ethan took a bite after him. May looked offended. “You said you didn’t want pie.”
“You offered it.”
“To Jacob.”
“It was in the center.”
“That’s communal territory,” Jacob said.
They finished half before the other food arrived. Plates filled the table. Eggs. Toast. Potatoes. Fruit. Pancakes Jacob had not realized came with his order. The server refilled coffee and left them inside the temporary abundance. For several minutes, nobody spoke.
May stole potatoes exactly as promised. Ethan moved the second plate within reach. Jacob gave May one pancake because she looked at it twice. She gave him the remaining edge of pie.
“This is terrible nutrition,” Ethan said.
“You ordered eggs,” Jacob replied.
“I meant collectively.”
“We have fruit,” May said.
All three looked at the untouched bowl. Jacob took a strawberry.
“Solved.”
The woman in scrubs paid and left. As she passed their booth, she glanced at Ethan’s UCLA Health tote folded beneath his chair.
“Starting there?” she asked.
Ethan looked down. “Research placement. Next week.”
“Congratulations.”
“Thank you.”
She left before he could qualify it. May watched him reorganize the napkin beside his plate.
“You were going to explain that you’re not treating patients.”
“She might’ve assumed.”
“She saw a tote.”
“People infer.”
“She congratulated you.”
“I said thank you.”
Jacob cut into a pancake. “Good.” Ethan looked at him. “You’re both overusing that.”
“It remains true,” May said.
They ate.
The teenagers in the far booth left after dividing their check with a calculator. The people in evening clothes moved from fries to pie. The man with the tablet fell asleep upright for several seconds, woke, and continued reading without acknowledging it. Jacob’s phone lit with the course portal again. He read the notification this time.
“What?” Ethan asked.
“Instructor posted the lab groups.”
“At one thirty?”
“Scheduled post.”
He opened the file. His name appeared in Group Four beside Priya Shah, Matthew Reyes, and Nora Park. He recognized Priya from discussion and neither other name.
“Good?” May asked.
“Probably.”
“Priya’s in it,” Jacob said.
“From discussion?” Ethan asked.
“Yeah. Two other people I don’t know.”
May nodded. “At least one familiar person.”
“After one day.”
“Still counts.”
Jacob locked the phone. He did not need them to make Priya into a friendship before one existed. Even so, seeing one recognizable name had eased something. UCLA was the first place he had entered alone since Charleston, and the lab group was one small piece of it beginning to belong to him rather than to everyone who had helped him get there.
“She seemed nice,” he said.
Neither May nor Ethan turned the admission into more than it was. Jacob reopened the file long enough to check whether the group assignment included instructions. It did not. Four names, one station number, and a reminder to arrive ten minutes early.
“Station six,” he said.
“Is that good?” May asked.
“It’s a station.”
“You sound relieved.”
Jacob put the phone away. “I like knowing where I’m supposed to stand.” Ethan nodded as though that made complete sense. It did. By tomorrow afternoon, the room would have a layout, the equipment would have assigned places, and three unfamiliar people would be less unfamiliar than they were tonight. May opened her own phone. Lena’s number remained at the top of her notes, transferred into her contacts during the drive while nobody watched.
“A woman in my class asked me to join a reading group.”
“Are you going?” Jacob asked.
“I haven’t decided.”
“Do you like her?”
“She told Brandon she was still speaking.”
“Then yes,” Ethan said.
May ignored him. “It’s Thursday.”
“The experimental theater is Thursday,” Jacob said.
“You kept the flyer?”
“You put it in my bag.”
“And you didn’t throw it away.”
“I forgot.”
Ethan looked at May. “Reading group first. Theater after.”
“We’re not going to the theater,” Jacob said.
May entered something into her calendar.
“What did you write?”
“Nothing.”
“May.”
“Potential experimental theater.”
Jacob looked toward the ceiling.
“This night has consequences.”
“The best kind,” May said.
Ethan’s phone buzzed next. Kit had sent a photograph. The old Cabazon magnet remained on the workshop cabinet. Beside it, taped crookedly to the metal, was a printed childhood photograph of Ethan holding a wooden toolbox he had assembled badly enough that one side leaned.
Kit: Still there. Both of them.
Ethan enlarged the image.
“How old were you?” Jacob asked.
“Thirteen.”
“You were tiny,” May said.
“I was normal.”
“The toolbox is crooked.”
“The photograph’s angled.”
Jacob examined it. “The side panel is higher.”
“I fixed it.”
“After the picture?”
“Obviously.”
May smiled. “Send him the sunglasses photo.”
“Absolutely not.”
“The dinosaur eating Jacob?”
“Maybe.”
Jacob held out his hand. “I need approval.”
“No.”
“It’s my face.”
“You’re smiling.”
“That makes it worse.”
Ethan sent the first group picture instead. Kit reacted with a heart. Fatigue altered the table gradually. May began laughing at things before anyone finished saying them. Ethan lost track of where he had put his fork while holding it. Jacob read the syrup label twice because the first attempt did not become meaning.
“We should establish facts,” May said.
“Why?” Ethan asked.
“For the record.”
She opened the postcard on the table.
“We left UCLA at—”
“We left the gas station at ten seventeen,” Jacob said.
“How do you remember?”
“I checked.”
“Of course you did.”
May wrote it.
“Arrived at dinosaurs?”
“Twelve twenty-three,” Ethan answered.
Jacob looked at him. “You checked too.”
“For Kit’s message.”
“Arrived here at one oh-nine,” May said.
“The parking lot,” Jacob corrected. “Inside at one fourteen.”
“Does that matter?”
“You said facts.”
She wrote both. The postcard ran out of space. May turned it sideways and continued.
“What else?”
“Jacob bought a record,” Ethan said.
“Irrelevant.”
“Historically significant,” May replied.
She added it.
“Ethan’s fake ID worked,” Jacob said.
“Also significant.”
“May bought sunglasses at night,” Ethan contributed.
“They were on sale.”
“Twelve dollars,” Jacob said.
“They look expensive.”
May added the sunglasses. By the time they stopped, the back of the postcard contained cramped notes in three directions. May placed it inside the casebook.
“We need a title.”
“For what?” Jacob asked.
“The night.”
“Monday.”
“It’s Tuesday,” Ethan said.
“Then Monday into Tuesday.”
May rejected this. They proposed worse alternatives.
Dinosaurs After Dark.
The Cabazon Decision.
Jacob Has Class at Eight.
The third made May laugh hard enough that the server looked over.
“That’s not funny,” Jacob said.
“It’s extremely funny.”
“I actually have class.”
“That’s why.”
Ethan drank water. “What the Hell, Why Not.”
The laughter settled.
May looked at him. “That’s it.” Jacob shook his head. “That’s not a title.”
“It’s the governing principle.”
“We had rules.”
“Rules beneath the principle.”
“That sounds legally dangerous.”
“I’ve had one day of constitutional law. Trust me.”
“Absolutely not.”
May wrote the phrase across the remaining edge of the postcard. The table quieted again. Outside, a car crossed the parking lot and returned darkness behind it. The neon sign painted red against the glass. Jacob looked at Ethan and May.
May’s hair had mostly escaped whatever she had done before class. The white sunglasses rested beside the syrup. Ethan sat with one sleeve pushed up and the faintest shadow of exhaustion beneath his eyes. That morning, Jacob’s entire horizon had been the first day. Wake. Drive. Attend. Keep up. Do not let the year show. He had not imagined ending the day in Palm Springs.
“I didn’t think I’d be here,” he said.
May glanced around. “Nobody does. That’s why diners are open.”
“I mean today.”
She stopped.
Ethan waited.
“When I woke up,” Jacob continued, “I only wanted to get through class without proving I should’ve stayed gone.”
The sentence came out plainly enough that he could not pretend it meant less. May lowered her hands to the table.
“You didn’t,” she said.
“I know.”
He did.
The certainty was small and incomplete. One day did not finish the degree. One good answer did not erase the wrong one. He still had a laboratory at eight and forty-six pages waiting in a loft he might not see until morning. He also knew.
“The day was good,” he said.
Ethan’s foot touched his beneath the table.
“Yeah,” Ethan replied.
May rested her chin on one hand. “Mine too.”
“Brandon?” Jacob asked.
“Still terrible.”
“Allowed.”
They smiled.
Ethan looked toward the window.
“I didn’t want to go home.”
Jacob followed his gaze. “The loft?”
“No.”
The answer came immediately.
“I wanted the loft. I didn’t want the night to turn into work and sleep because that was what came next.”
May nodded. “Same.”
Jacob understood.
They had not fled their homes. They had refused the schedule for one night. The distinction mattered. The server refilled coffee again.
“Where are you headed?” she asked.
All three answered, “Home.”
She looked at the plates, the casebook, and the exhaustion.
“Eventually,” May added.
The server smiled as if she had heard worse. They asked for the check at two fourteen. Nobody moved when it arrived. Jacob calculated the drive. Two hours without stops. Longer if traffic or fatigue required one. Back around four thirty if they left now. Enough time for a shower, coffee, and class. May watched him calculate.
“One more place?”
“No.”
“I didn’t say where.”
“That doesn’t improve it.”
“The windmills.”
“We saw them.”
“From the freeway.”
Ethan checked the map.
Jacob pointed at him. “Do not.”
“There’s a safe turnout west of here.”
“How far?”
“Twelve minutes.”
Jacob looked toward the parking lot. May smiled carefully.
“Twelve minutes,” she said.
The server returned with the check and three takeout containers they had not requested.
“You’ll want these,” she said, looking at the remaining pancakes and potatoes.
Jacob thanked her. May packed the pie first. Ethan organized everything else by whether it could survive the drive. Jacob watched them turn leftovers into provisions as if the overnight trip had entered a second operational phase.
“No food in the lab,” he said.
“Eat before,” Ethan replied.
“I will.”
“The pancakes?” May asked.
“Probably.”
She wrote JACOB—DO NOT LET ETHAN EAT on the container. Ethan took the pen and added HE DOESN’T WANT THEM. Jacob crossed out both and wrote his name once. The server returned to collect payment. This time Jacob paid before either could object.
“Driver’s privilege,” he said.
“Not a thing,” May replied.
“Already happened.”
Outside, the temperature had dropped only slightly. The parking lot remained bright and nearly empty. Jacob placed the leftovers in the rear storage area, separated from their school materials. Ethan stood near the passenger door checking the route west.
“Two hours eight minutes.”
“Traffic?”
“None significant.”
“Construction?”
“Same lane closure. Minor delay.”
Jacob nodded.
May walked to the edge of the lot and looked toward the dark mountains. “The turnout is west.”
“So is home,” Jacob said.
“Exactly.”
“That’s not how detours work.”
“It’s twelve minutes.”
“Each way?”
Ethan checked. “Seven off the route. Five back.” Jacob looked at him. “You already mapped it.”
“You asked how far.”
“Before I agreed.”
“Information supports consent,” May said.
“One day of law school,” Jacob muttered.
“Seminar.”
“Worse.”
He opened the driver’s door, then stopped. The coffee and food had restored enough energy for the scale to return to four. He could drive. He also knew the return would be harder than the trip east. The novelty would thin. May would fall asleep. Ethan might. The road would remain.
“You take over at four,” he told Ethan.
Ethan checked the time. Two twenty-seven.
“I’ll be sober.”
“I know.”
“Earlier if you hit five.”
Jacob looked at him.
“Agreed,” he said.
May climbed into the back seat. “Shared responsibility.”
“Seat belt,” both men replied.
She buckled it loudly. The Land Rover started. Jacob entered the turnout as the next destination. Before leaving the booth, May opened the casebook to the page where Lena had written her number.
“Should I text her?”
Jacob looked at the time. “At two thirty?”
“Not now. Later.”
“Yes,” Ethan said.
May traced the number without touching the ink. “What do I say?”
“That you want to join,” Jacob replied.
“What if I don’t?”
“Do you?”
“Probably.”
“Then say that.”
“You haven’t texted Priya.”
“I’ll see her in five hours.”
“You could say you’re looking forward to working together.”
“At two thirty from Palm Springs?”
May considered it. “No. That sounds threatening.” Ethan laughed into his coffee. May saved a draft for later: Thanks for inviting me. I’d like to join Thursday if there’s still room. Simple. No explanation of why making a new commitment felt larger than one reading group. No mention of Bobby, nursing, law school, or the fear that choosing one future betrayed another. She closed the phone.
“Done?” Jacob asked.
“Drafted.”
“That’s not sent.”
“I know.”
He waited.
May scheduled it for eight thirty in the morning.
“Sent eventually,” she said.
“Counts,” Ethan replied.
He should have known Palm Springs would not be the final stop. Jacob carried the casebook while May balanced the takeout containers. Ethan held the map, camera, and three water bottles. They left the diner in a line that would have looked purposeful from a distance. At the Land Rover, May stopped them before loading anything.
“Diner picture.”
“We took one,” Jacob said.
“Inside the car. Before.”
She set the phone on the hood with the neon sign behind them. The timer began. Jacob stood in the middle this time. May leaned against his left side. Ethan took the right. All three faced the camera. At one second, Jacob yawned. The photograph caught May laughing, Ethan turning toward him, and Jacob covering his mouth too late.
“Perfect,” May said.
“Delete it.”
“Never.”
She sent it to neither family nor group chat. Some evidence could remain theirs until morning. May climbed into the back seat and arranged the casebook beneath her head like a pillow until Ethan removed it.
“That’s a terrible idea.”
“It’s thick.”
“It has corners.”
He replaced it with the folded blanket from the footwell. May accepted the exchange and tucked the postcard safely inside the book before placing it beside her. Jacob watched through the mirror. “You’re going to sleep?”
“Not yet.”
“Seat belt over the blanket.”
She corrected it. Ethan put water in the front cup holders and painkillers in the console. Jacob checked the mirrors. Their ridiculous trip resumed with the procedural order of people determined to remain safe enough to enjoy it. Jacob entered the turnout address and reviewed the route twice. The detour remained small enough to defend and unnecessary enough to belong with everything else.
“Twelve minutes,” he said.
“Twelve,” May agreed.
“Then west.”
“Then west.”
Ethan added the route to the navigation queue. The diner’s neon receded behind them. Ahead, the road narrowed toward darkness, turbines, and one final place the night had not originally contained. May watched the diner disappear through the rear window. She expected exhaustion to flatten the night eventually. Instead, every added hour made it feel more distinct from ordinary time. Monday had become Tuesday somewhere on the freeway; school and work still waited, but neither owned these hours anymore.
In the front, Jacob adjusted the temperature lower to keep himself alert. Ethan watched the fatigue scale without asking again too soon. The agreement between them had become practical rather than protective: observe, report, switch before risk. Jacob could accept that because it treated his judgment as part of the plan instead of a problem to overcome.
May closed her eyes for one traffic light and opened them before the vehicle moved. She was not asleep yet. Jacob was still at four. Ethan was nearly sober. The facts aligned well enough for one final detour, and the mountains waited ahead without asking why they were coming.
Jacob turned away from the main road. The navigation counted down seven miles. May opened the camera case but waited for the stop before touching it. Ethan lowered the music. Their rules held even as the plan continued expanding beyond anything sensible. The diner lights disappeared completely. Ahead, the road entered darkness, and the turbines began appearing one red signal at a time. None regretted it. The night kept going.
The turnout was not a destination. It was a widened strip of pavement beyond the last hotel lights, protected from the road by a low barrier and marked by a sign May could not read until the headlights swept across it. Beyond the barrier, the desert opened toward the wind farm. Jacob parked facing west. The engine stopped.
Turbines moved through darkness on both sides of the valley. Red lights blinked above them in measured unison. The blades nearest the road appeared and disappeared against the faintly lighter sky, too large for May’s eyes to hold at once.
“Twelve minutes,” Jacob said.
May opened the rear door.
“You keep saying that like time has worked tonight.”
“It works whether you cooperate or not.”
She stepped into the wind. It struck harder than Cabazon. Her shirt pressed against her body. Loose hair whipped across her mouth. She caught the white sunglasses before they flew from the top of her head and put them inside the casebook bag for the first time all night. Ethan got out on the passenger side. Jacob remained behind the wheel long enough to check the time, location, and route home. May waited near the barrier.
The diner warmth left her quickly. Exhaustion settled beneath the wind without feeling unpleasant yet. Her body had begun operating on the understanding that normal sleep would not happen. The knowledge made every movement slightly delayed and every thought either unusually sharp or impossible to hold. Ethan joined her.
“The camera won’t catch this,” he said.
“You don’t know.”
“I do.”
May took the disposable camera from its case.
“No flash toward the road,” Jacob called as he approached.
“I know.”
She aimed away from traffic and pressed the button. The flash illuminated the barrier, two scrub plants, and nothing beyond them.
“Beautiful,” Ethan said.
“You haven’t seen it.”
“I saw what the flash reached.”
“Maybe the darkness is the subject.”
Jacob stood on her other side. “You’ve used that defense already.”
“It remains applicable.”
She advanced the film. The turbines continued turning. From the turnout, the nearest towers looked slow enough to be harmless. The blades crossed the red warning lights one at a time, vanished against the sky, and returned. Farther out, dozens more signals blinked without ever synchronizing. May braced both hands on the barrier. “They looked smaller from the freeway.”
“Everything does,” Ethan said.
Jacob stood several feet back from the edge, studying the access road and the dark land beyond it. “The wind’s stronger here.”
“That might be why they put the turbines here,” May said.
He looked at her.
“I’m helping.”
“You’re doing great.”
The response was dry but not sharp. May smiled and turned back toward the field. A truck passed on the interstate below. Its headlights moved across the base of the towers without reaching the blades. The sound arrived several seconds later, softened by distance and wind.
May had expected the stop to feel like an extension of Cabazon—another strange object made important because they had chosen it. Instead, the turnout felt separate from everything around it. No storefronts. No people posing beneath lights. Nothing to buy or enter before closing.
Only motion, darkness, and three people who had driven far enough that ordinary time no longer seemed to apply. The turnout asked nothing from them beyond standing still long enough to see it. For once, that was enough. They stayed for another minute.
For several minutes, nobody tried to make the stop productive. They watched. Trucks moved on the distant freeway, headlights sliding beneath the red signals. Wind filled the space where conversation might have gone. May rested her forearms on the barrier.
“Bobby would’ve hated this.”
Jacob looked toward her.
“The drive?”
“The lack of planning. Being out after three. Me drinking before getting into a car for two hours.”
“You weren’t driving,” Ethan said.
“He still would’ve had a list.”
She could hear it. Water. Driver. Fuel. Route. Check-in. Emergency contacts. Bobby would say the list as though nobody else had considered safety until he introduced it. Then he would pack twice what they needed and pretend the extra food had appeared by accident.
“He might’ve come,” May said.
“Would he?” Jacob asked.
“If we asked the right way.”
She smiled toward the turbines.
“Buck would’ve gone first. Bobby would say somebody responsible needed to supervise. Then Athena would tell him we were adults and he’d say that wasn’t the point.”
“It wasn’t,” Ethan said.
“No.”
The imagined argument arrived easily enough to hurt. May let it. Grief had spent six weeks making ordinary memory feel like a trapdoor. A mug. A recipe. Someone saying Cap across the firehouse. Sometimes the fall took the entire day. Tonight, Bobby could appear in a ridiculous hypothetical and remain beside them without turning the dinosaurs into a memorial.
“He would’ve packed better sandwiches,” she said.
“The sandwiches were fine,” Ethan replied.
“You inspected the hummus for thirty seconds.”
“The seal looked loose.”
“It was condensation.”
“I confirmed that.”
Jacob laughed quietly.
May turned toward him. “Scale?”
“Four and a half.”
“Still?” Ethan asked.
“Food helped. Sitting hurt.”
“Drive how long?”
“To the next safe stop.”
“We agreed you’d stop at four.”
Jacob faced him. “The agreement was four unless I hit five.”
“You said I’d take over at four.”
“I said at four o’clock.”
May checked her phone. “It’s three oh-eight.”
“Then I’m driving to four.”
Ethan considered him in the darkness.
“If it changes, you stop.”
“Yes.”
“Before five.”
“Yes.”
May looked between them. “Can we write the scale down?”
“No,” both said.
She opened the postcard anyway. There was no space left. May turned it over twice, searching for an edge not covered by notes. Ethan gave her a receipt from the diner. She wrote the fatigue scale on the back.
3:08 a.m. Jacob: 4.5. Ethan: annoying. May: perfect.
Jacob read it.
“You almost fell into a sunglasses display.”
“Hours ago.”
“You thought the map opened to Southern California.”
“It did eventually.”
“You’re at least a six.”
“On what scale?”
He had no answer ready. May folded the receipt and tucked it beside the postcard. A stronger gust moved across the turnout. Ethan stepped behind May before she needed the wind blocked. Jacob moved to her other side. Their bodies formed a partial shelter large enough for the camera strap to stop striking her wrist.
May noticed the arrangement only after the wind eased. Neither man had told her to move or taken the camera from her. They had adjusted themselves around the problem and left her in control of what she was doing. She checked the frame. The turbines remained visible beyond Ethan’s shoulder, and the Land Rover’s lights caught enough of their faces to make the photograph possible.
“Group picture,” she said.
“It’ll be dark,” Ethan warned.
“Phone. Night mode.”
She positioned the phone on the Land Rover’s hood, angled toward the turbines. The first attempt captured mostly sky. The second cut off Jacob’s head. The third required balancing the phone against a water bottle and running into frame before the timer ended. May arrived late and collided with Ethan. Jacob caught both of them. The camera took the picture while they recovered.
On the screen, the turbines were blurred shadows. Red lights dotted the sky. Jacob stood behind May with one arm braced around her waist. Ethan had caught her shoulder. All three looked toward one another instead of the phone.
“Perfect,” May said.
Neither man argued. She saved it without sending it anywhere. The night had produced enough public evidence. This picture could remain theirs until daylight. At the turnout, Ethan asked May about Tuesday.
“No internship?”
“Cleared day.”
“Because of class?”
“Originally. I was going to use it for reading.”
“You still can.”
May looked at him.
“After sleeping,” he added.
“Better.”
Jacob leaned against the barrier several feet away, giving them privacy without pretending not to listen.
“Do you like the internship?” Ethan asked.
“Most days.”
“Not an answer.”
“You’re one to talk.”
He accepted the correction. May watched the turbines.
“I like knowing what to do,” she said. “At dispatch, there was always a next instruction. At the office, there’s a form, a filing, somebody who needs an answer. School has answers even when the entire class argues over them.”
“And when you go home?”
“There’s laundry.”
Ethan waited.
“Home doesn’t have a next instruction,” May said.
Jacob looked toward them.
“Neither does grief,” she continued. “Everybody keeps acting like time is a treatment plan. Six weeks means something different from one. Summer means something different from spring. I don’t feel different because the calendar moved.”
“You went to class,” Ethan said.
“That’s an action.”
“Exactly.”
May considered him. He did not mean class proved recovery. He meant an action could remain only an action without being forced to represent the state of her grief.
“I bought sunglasses,” she said.
“Also an action.”
“A bad one.”
“Twelve dollars.”
“They look expensive.”
Jacob approached. “They don’t.”
May lifted the camera as a threat. He held up both hands.
“Time,” he said.
They checked it together. The seventeen-minute stop had become twenty-four.
“You failed to enforce your own limit,” May said.
“I was outvoted by conversation.”
“That’s democracy.”
“That’s exhaustion.”
They gathered the last items beside the vehicle. May found the gas-station map beneath the passenger seat and folded it into a smaller, worse shape. Ethan took it from her and restored two original creases.
“Control issue,” she said.
“Preservation.”
“It was free.”
“That doesn’t make destruction necessary.”
Jacob waited beside the driver’s door. “Are we leaving?”
“Yes,” both answered.
They returned to the Land Rover. Ethan took the disposable camera and receipt. Jacob opened May’s door while she reorganized the casebook bag. Nobody mentioned that she had begun moving more carefully. Inside, she arranged the folded blanket against the window.
“Seat belt over it,” Jacob said.
“I know.”
She demonstrated.
Ethan handed her water.
“I know,” she repeated.
Ethan waited until she drank. Jacob started the engine at three seventeen. The navigation route pointed west. No additional destinations waited in the queue. May put the sunglasses in her bag, closed the casebook, and rested her head against the blanket.
“Wake me if something happens.”
“Nothing is going to happen,” Jacob said.
“Then don’t wake me.”
Her eyelids lowered before they reached the main road, but she was not asleep yet. She heard Ethan lower the music. She heard Jacob say something about the temperature. The Land Rover turned west. Before May slept, she asked Jacob to open the sunroof.
“The wind will be loud.”
“For one minute.”
He opened it halfway. Desert air entered from above, warmer than May expected and carrying no recognizable city smell. The turbines’ red lights passed across the opening as Jacob turned toward the road. May looked straight up. Stars appeared between the lights. Not many. More than Los Angeles offered.
“Bobby tried to teach Harry constellations once,” she said.
“Did he know them?” Ethan asked.
“Absolutely not. He had an app and confidence.”
Jacob laughed. “Did Harry know?”
“Enough to catch him.”
She could hear Bobby defending himself. The app had been oriented incorrectly. The porch roof blocked the important stars. 'Minnesota skies were different', which made no sense and had not stopped him.
“He would’ve liked the turbines,” May said.
“Why?”
“Machines doing one job forever. He loved anything with a system.”
Ethan looked through the windshield at the turning blades. “They stop for maintenance.”
“You would tell him that.”
“He’d already know.”
The imagined conversation made her smile. Jacob closed the sunroof before they reached the main road.
“One minute,” he said.
May checked the time. “That was two.”
“Gift.”
She settled into the blanket. Once she was settled in the back, May found a message from Harry.
Harry: Mom says you drove to dinosaurs.
May: Jacob drove.
Harry: That is not the important part.
She sent the group photograph.
Harry: You all look stupid.
May: Jealous.
Harry: Yes.
The direct answer made her laugh.
“Next time,” she typed, then stopped before sending it.
There would be a next time. Harry could come. Christopher. Others. The night did not need to remain unique to remain important. She sent it. Harry’s answer appeared before she put the phone down.
Harry: I pick the next place.
May: You can submit a proposal.
Harry: No.
Harry: I pick.
May smiled and locked the screen. She could argue with him after daylight, when the photographs stopped looking like evidence from another planet and the drive sounded less reasonable than it had felt.
Jacob waited for an empty stretch before merging onto the freeway. Ethan read the next two directions aloud, then lowered the phone into the console when the route became a straight line west. The Land Rover settled into highway speed. Wind noise filled the cabin around the soft instrumental track Ethan had chosen.
May looked back once. The turnout disappeared almost immediately, swallowed by the dark shoulder. The turbines remained visible longer. Their lights spread across the valley behind hotel signs, low buildings, and the black outline of the mountains. From the moving car, the entire stop reduced itself to a few red points and a photograph none of them had looked at closely.
She resisted opening the picture again. It would still be there in the morning. So would Harry’s demand, the casebook, and every message waiting for an explanation. For now, Jacob’s hands were steady on the wheel, Ethan was awake beside him, and the seat belt held the blanket in place across her chest.
The first several miles west remained quiet. Ethan controlled the music and selected songs without lyrics. Jacob drove below the limit while his eyes readjusted from the turnout lights. May attempted to stay awake.
She wanted to remember every transition: leaving the turbines, passing the diner exit, seeing the Cabazon dinosaurs from the opposite side of the freeway. Sleep felt like surrendering part of the night after fighting so hard to extend it. Her body disagreed. The road signs blurred before she finished reading them. She closed her eyes only between exits, then opened them after losing track of the agreement.
“You can sleep,” Ethan said.
“I’m documenting.”
“Your phone is on the floor.”
May opened her eyes. Her phone was on the floor. Jacob looked at her in the mirror. “Sleep.”
“What if you need conversation?”
“Ethan’s awake.”
“What if he becomes annoying?”
“Already happened.”
“I heard that,” Ethan said.
“Good.”
May retrieved her phone and placed it securely inside the bag.
“Wake me at Cabazon.”
“We’re not stopping,” Jacob said.
“I want to see them.”
“From the freeway?”
“Yes.”
“If you’re awake.”
“Wake me.”
She closed her eyes. When she opened them again, a green dinosaur rose beyond the passenger window and disappeared behind darkness before she could sit up.
“You didn’t wake me.”
“You opened your eyes,” Jacob said.
“At the end.”
“We’ll come back.”
May stared at him in the mirror. He heard what he had said.
“During daylight,” he added. “With other people. Planned.”
“Monthly tradition,” she murmured.
“Go to sleep.”
She smiled and obeyed. May drifted back to sleep before Cabazon disappeared behind them. The dream came quickly. In the dream, the turbines were stationary and the dinosaurs moved. Bobby stood beneath the apatosaurus with his hands in his pockets, waiting for everyone else to finish taking pictures. Every time May approached, the parking lot lengthened. She woke enough to hear the tires cross a bridge.
“Still there?” she asked.
“Still here,” Jacob replied.
The answer reached her through the dark without requiring her eyes open.
“Ethan?”
“Here.”
May returned to sleep. She surfaced again when Jacob and Ethan argued quietly over an exit. Neither raised his voice. Jacob insisted the navigation had changed. Ethan said the route had always shown the next ramp. May opened one eye, saw both men still calm, and let them solve it. Her mother would have called that poor situational awareness. May called it trust and went back to sleep.
At another waking, a gas station passed outside. The bright canopy made the Land Rover interior briefly visible: wrappers consolidated into one bag, water in every holder, Jacob upright at the wheel, Ethan watching the route. The adventure looked less like chaos from inside than it would sound when explained. They had rules. They checked one another. They stopped. They ate. Spontaneity had not required abandoning competence; it only gave competence a ridiculous destination. May smiled without opening her eyes.
“What?” Ethan asked.
“Nothing.”
“You laughed.”
“Dream.”
“Good?”
May thought of Bobby beyond the moving dinosaurs.
“Complicated.”
Ethan accepted that answer. The road continued. During a longer waking stretch, May opened her notes app and made one list.
Cabazon. Palm Springs. Wind turbines. Pie. Jacob’s record. Ethan’s fake ID. Reading group Thursday. Invite Harry next time. Print the second dinosaur picture.
She stared at the final item.
Tell Mom it was good.
May deleted that one. Athena had seen the photographs. She would hear it in May’s voice. The night did not need to become a report proving joy had occurred. She added something else.
Do not make every good thing mean recovery.
That remained long enough for her to read twice. Then she deleted it too. The idea could exist without becoming a rule. Her phone slipped against the blanket. May secured it in the seat pocket before closing her eyes.
“Phone away,” Jacob said from the front.
“Already done.”
“Good.”
“You sound pleased.”
“I’m proud of you.”
May opened one eye. Jacob’s attention remained on the road. Ethan looked toward him with a smile he hid by reaching for water.
“Thank you,” May said solemnly. “This is a major milestone.”
“Sleep.”
She closed her eyes again. May’s last awareness was the rhythm of freeway lights crossing the ceiling above her. She let it pass without turning it into evidence of anything. The blanket stayed warm around her shoulders, Jacob kept the vehicle steady, and sleep returned before she could begin another list. Nothing followed her into it. The road kept moving west.
At three forty-one, Jacob missed an exit. The navigation corrected without comment. Ethan did not.
“That was our exit.”
“I know.”
“Why didn’t you take it?”
“I thought the next one connected.”
“It does. In six miles.”
“Then we’re fine.”
Ethan looked at him. Jacob kept both hands on the wheel. The freeway remained mostly empty. Lane markers passed at a steady rhythm. No drift. No sudden correction. No immediate danger.
Still.
“Scale?” Ethan asked.
“Five.”
“Pull over.”
“There’s a service station at the next exit.”
“How far?”
“Eight minutes.”
“Take the first safe place.”
Jacob’s jaw tightened.
“I’m awake.”
“You missed an exit and hit five.”
“The exit wasn’t safety-critical.”
“The agreement wasn’t ‘five unless the mistake is recoverable.’”
May slept in the back, cheek pressed against the folded blanket. The casebook bag occupied the footwell beneath her. Her seat belt remained secure. Jacob looked toward the next sign.
“I said I’d stop.”
“Then stop.”
The directness cut through every argument Jacob had prepared. He signaled and took the next exit. A twenty-four-hour travel center appeared beyond the ramp. Jacob parked beneath lights near the entrance and turned off the engine.
“Happy?”
“No.”
Ethan unbuckled. “Move.”
Jacob looked at him.
“You’ve been drinking.”
“I stopped before eight. It’s almost four. I ate. I’m sober.”
“You’re tired too.”
“Three.”
“You assigned yourself a number quickly.”
“I’ve been checking.”
Of course he had. Jacob rested his hands in his lap. The old reflex insisted that stopping meant failure. He had volunteered to drive. He had class. He had said yes to the trip partly because he wanted the choice to remain his. Handing the wheel to Ethan felt like losing control of the decision after making it. That was not what was happening.
Ethan had waited until the agreed threshold. He had asked, checked, and accepted Jacob’s answers until the answers changed. Now he was taking responsibility because that had been the plan. Jacob opened the door.
“I need five minutes first.”
“Okay.”
No victory in Ethan’s voice. They got out quietly. May did not wake. Inside the travel center, fluorescent light made four in the morning feel institutional. Jacob washed his face in the restroom and stared at himself in the mirror. He looked tired. Not destroyed. Not incapable. Tired enough that eight more minutes had become a negotiation. He returned to the store and found Ethan buying water and coffee.
“No more caffeine for me,” Jacob said.
“It’s mine.”
“Good.”
Ethan paid.
Outside, they switched sides. Jacob adjusted the passenger seat farther back. Ethan checked mirrors, wheel position, and navigation. He did not need instructions about his own vehicle. Jacob supplied them anyway.
“Construction near the lane closure. Trucks were merging late.”
“I know.”
“Wind’s less now.”
“Okay.”
“May’s asleep.”
Ethan looked into the mirror. “I see her.”
Jacob stopped.
“Sorry.”
“You don’t need to apologize.”
“I’m telling you things you know.”
“You’re handing off.”
The phrase settled correctly. A handoff was not surrender. At the store, Jacob had done it dozens of times without thinking: register counts, delivery notes, the location of a damaged case in the stockroom. The information mattered because somebody else was continuing the work, not because Jacob had failed to finish it alone. This was no different except for the hour and the people involved.
Ethan opened the navigation overview and checked the next services without asking Jacob to verify them. The route west remained clear. The wind advisory had dropped. Fuel would last beyond Los Angeles.
“Anything else?” Ethan asked.
Jacob considered the question seriously. “No.”
“Okay.”
That was the whole transfer. Outside, the travel center continued through its overnight routine. A truck pulled away from the diesel pumps. Someone crossed the lot carrying a paper cup and keys. The stop belonged to people changing drivers, taking breaks, and admitting the road required more from them than it had twenty miles earlier. Jacob had treated the decision as though it revealed something uniquely weak about him. Under the white parking-lot lights, it looked ordinary.
He put the remaining water within Ethan’s reach and moved his own phone to the passenger-side charger. The practical gestures helped his body catch up with the decision. They also gave his hands somewhere to go. Jacob buckled in. Ethan started the engine.
“Sleep,” he said.
“I’m not going to sleep.”
“Okay.”
They returned to the freeway. Jacob lasted eleven minutes. He remembered watching Ethan pass a truck. He remembered checking the speedometer and finding nothing to correct. He remembered turning his face toward the window because the seat belt sat more comfortably that way. Then he woke when the road changed texture beneath the tires.
For one disorienting second, Jacob believed he was still driving. His hands tightened against the empty space above his lap before the passenger-side window and the angle of the dashboard corrected him.
Ethan had moved into the right lane behind a truck. The navigation showed more than an hour remaining. May slept in the back exactly where she had been, one hand closed around the edge of the blanket. Jacob checked the lane position, speed, and mirrors before he could stop himself. Everything was fine.
“Where are we?”
“West of Beaumont.”
“How long?”
“Twenty minutes.”
Jacob checked the mirror. May remained asleep.
“You okay?”
“Yes.”
“Scale?”
“Three.”
Jacob closed his eyes again.
“You can sleep,” Ethan said.
“I know.”
He did not sleep immediately. He listened to Ethan drive. The differences were smaller from the passenger seat than they had looked from behind the wheel. Ethan accelerated earlier when a lane opened and left less space before changing lanes, but nothing felt abrupt. He checked the mirrors in a pattern Jacob learned within several miles.
Jacob’s body continued responding as though he remained responsible. His foot tensed when brake lights appeared ahead. His attention tracked trucks approaching from the left. Each time, Ethan reacted before Jacob needed to speak. Eventually, Jacob let his foot rest flat against the floor.
The passenger seat carried no obligation beyond staying awake if he could and sleeping if he could not. May breathed evenly behind them. The navigation counted down toward Los Angeles. The road remained somebody else’s task for as long as Jacob needed it to be. His eyes closed again.
The first stretch of sleep had happened despite him. The second required permission he was not accustomed to giving himself. Jacob counted the reasons he could stay awake—navigation, traffic, May, the possibility that Ethan’s number might change—and found that each one already had an answer.
The phone would announce the route. Ethan had driven farther while more tired after overnight shifts and knew the threshold they had agreed upon. May was secured beneath the blanket. If anything changed, Jacob would be woken.
He had spent the previous year treating sleep as something that made him unavailable when a problem arrived. In the passenger seat, with Ethan’s hands steady on the wheel, being unavailable for a while was the point.
“Wake me if you need anything,” Jacob said.
“I will.”
“Not just if you hit five.”
Ethan glanced over. “I know.” Jacob accepted the answer. This time he did not listen for the next correction. The steering corrections were small. Turn signals clicked before lane changes. The speed remained steady. Music played low enough that Jacob could hear May breathing in the back. Trust did not arrive as a feeling. It arrived as the absence of work.
Jacob did not need to stay awake to monitor the road, the vehicle, or Ethan. He did not need to calculate how much longer his body could maintain what it had promised. Somebody else had taken the open place. His hands relaxed.
“Thank you,” he said without opening his eyes.
“You drove us there.”
“I meant for taking over.”
Ethan was quiet for a moment.
“I know.”
Jacob woke again near Redlands and remained awake long enough to understand that Ethan had changed the route around the construction.
“Why are we off the freeway?”
“Lane closure backed up.”
“How far?”
“Adds three minutes. Saves twelve.”
Jacob checked the map.
“You don’t trust me?” Ethan asked.
“I’m orienting.”
“You were asleep.”
“Now I’m not.”
“You could be.”
Jacob watched a closed shopping center pass. Streetlights replaced freeway darkness. The route turned twice and returned them toward I-10.
“I hate sleeping in cars,” he said.
Ethan kept his eyes on the road. “Because of the year?”
“Partly.”
Sleeping as a passenger meant trusting the driver. Sleeping in his own parked car had meant remaining aware of every engine, footstep, and sweep of headlights. Neither version allowed the full absence his body wanted.
“You did earlier,” Ethan said.
“For eleven minutes.”
“Twenty.”
Jacob checked the clock. Ethan was right.
“That doesn’t feel better.”
“It isn’t supposed to prove anything.”
Jacob rested his head again without closing his eyes.
“You make accepting help sound annoyingly neutral.”
“It is neutral.”
“Not to me.”
“I know.”
“You’re bad at it too.”
“I know.”
“That was too easy.”
“I’m driving.”
Jacob smiled despite himself. They rejoined the freeway.
“When did you know?” Jacob asked.
“Know what?”
“That I hit five.”
“Before you said it.”
“Then why ask?”
“Because you needed to report it.”
Jacob looked at Ethan’s profile in the dashboard light.
“You could’ve ordered me out of the driver’s seat.”
“Would that have worked?”
“No.”
“Exactly.”
The answer did not flatter either of them.
“I missed one exit.”
“And corrected safely.”
“But?”
“But the mistake matched the threshold we agreed on. Waiting for a worse one would make the agreement useless.”
Jacob understood the logic. He disliked how perfectly it resembled the reasons he wanted paramedicine: information gathered before crisis, thresholds recognized before collapse, decisions made while options remained.
“You’re going to be unbearable in medicine.”
“Probably.”
“Patients will hate you.”
“Some.”
“Residents.”
“Definitely.”
“Attendings.”
“Dr. Patel already does a little.”
Jacob laughed quietly. May shifted in the back but did not wake.
“Thank you,” Jacob said again.
“Stop thanking me for driving my own car.”
“That’s not what I’m thanking you for.”
“I know.”
The repetition felt less exposing the second time. Jacob closed his eyes. He woke once when Ethan stopped for fuel he did not technically need. Ethan used the bathroom, bought another coffee, and walked one circuit around the vehicle before returning. Jacob noticed each step without feeling responsible for it.
“Scale?” he asked.
“Three and a half.”
“Increasing?”
“Gradually.”
“Wake May if you hit five.”
“She drank.”
“Hours ago.”
“I’ll stop first.”
“Good.”
Ethan returned to the freeway. Jacob’s final waking thought before sleep took him fully was that Ethan had not promised to keep going. He had promised to stop. That was safer. During Jacob’s next waking stretch, rain appeared. Not real rain at first. A few drops struck the windshield east of Pomona, large enough to leave dusty marks before the wipers cleared them.
“Weather said clear,” Jacob murmured.
“It is mostly clear.”
“That’s rain.”
“Technically.”
Jacob opened one eye. “Don’t become annoying because I’m tired.”
“Become?”
“Exactly.”
The shower strengthened for three minutes, then stopped. Ethan reduced speed, increased distance, and changed nothing else. Jacob watched until the pavement dried.
“Kit teach you?”
“Driving?”
“In rain.”
“Rose first. Kit made me learn stick.”
“Can you?”
“Yes.”
“Well?”
“Enough.”
“I’ll take that as a no.”
“It means I don’t stall.”
“Often?”
Ethan glanced at him. “Sleep.”
Jacob smiled.
He asked about Rose instead. Ethan described an empty school parking lot, a used sedan, and Rose refusing to let Kit narrate from the passenger seat. She taught Ethan to reverse before she taught him to go anywhere, because, according to her, everyone became overconfident when the road appeared to move in the expected direction.
“That sounds like her,” Jacob said.
He had spoken to Rose through video calls and heard her from other rooms. She always asked whether he had eaten in a tone that made lying inefficient.
“She likes you,” Ethan said.
“She hasn’t met me.”
“She has.”
“A screen doesn’t count.”
“It counted when you talked to Christopher.”
Jacob did not answer.
“She wants you to visit,” Ethan added.
“When?”
“Whenever.”
“That isn’t a date.”
“It’s permission.”
The word struck too close to the room waiting in the loft, the Diaz key, and every invitation Jacob continued treating as provisional.
“Okay,” he said.
Ethan did not turn the agreement into a plan. Jacob slept again. He dreamed of the Charleston pool with concrete dinosaurs standing beyond the fence. Shannon sat in the lifeguard chair. Christopher was six and somehow fourteen. Ethan repaired a lane marker with tools from Kit’s workshop while May argued with Randy about constitutional law. When Jacob woke, he said, “That was terrible.”
“What?” Ethan asked.
“Dream.”
“About?”
“No.”
“You brought it up.”
“Regretted it.”
Ethan let him keep it. The road continued west. Jacob’s body accepted sleep more readily each time he surfaced. The passenger seat became only a seat. The car remained in motion without requiring him to manage it.
At one point, his hand fell from his chest toward the center console. Ethan moved a coffee bottle before Jacob struck it and returned his hand gently to the armrest. Jacob woke enough to register the touch and not enough to defend against it. That felt important later, though in the moment he only slept. Jacob fell asleep again. Ethan drove through the hour when the night felt least inhabited.
Gas stations remained open, but their lots emptied. Apartment windows went dark before early workers began turning others on. The freeway carried trucks, rideshare vehicles, and people whose reasons for traveling at four in the morning remained private. Jacob slept beside him. May slept behind him. Ethan had never driven with two people trusting him at once.
Kit slept during family road trips only after Rose took the wheel. Rose slept only after asking where the next fuel stop was. Tyler and Hannah fell asleep indiscriminately and woke demanding information they had missed. Ethan usually stayed awake with whichever parent drove, offering navigation before smartphones made the role unnecessary. He liked being awake when other people slept. It placed him at the edge of the group where he could watch without being watched. Tonight felt different.
Jacob’s hand rested open on the armrest. May’s face was visible in the mirror, unguarded beneath exhaustion. Neither needed Ethan to perform wakefulness as proof he deserved the seat. They needed him to report accurately and stop when the scale changed.
He drank water before coffee. Adjusted the temperature colder. Changed music when one song made his attention drift toward the lyrics. The scale held at three and a half. At four forty-eight, he pulled into another rest area even though the scale had not changed. Jacob woke as the vehicle stopped.
“Five?”
“No. Preventive.”
Jacob blinked, then nodded. “Good.” Ethan walked beneath the lights, stretched his legs, and washed his face. When he returned, Jacob stood outside too.
“You can sleep,” Ethan said.
“I needed to move.”
They stood near the hood while trucks idled beyond them.
“I didn’t want to give you the wheel,” Jacob admitted.
“I know.”
“Not because I thought you couldn’t drive.”
“I know.”
“Because I said I would.”
Ethan leaned against the vehicle. “Stopping when you said you would is also doing what you said.” Jacob looked toward the road.
“That sounds obvious.”
“Most useful things do afterward.”
“You should put that on a hospital poster.”
“May would critique it.”
“She’d add a footnote.”
They smiled.
Back inside, Jacob fell asleep more quickly. At five ten, Jacob woke hungry again. He found the diner leftovers in the rear cooler and ate potatoes cold from the container while Ethan drove. May slept through the opening lid, the plastic fork breaking, and Jacob’s quiet swearing. Ethan handed him a better fork from the glove compartment.
“Why do you have utensils there?”
“For food.”
“That answer explains nothing.”
“It explains the fork.”
Jacob ate.
Energy returned slowly, not enough to drive and enough to think.
“I’m going to be terrible in class.”
“You’ll be tired.”
“Same result.”
“No. Terrible means you can’t do it. Tired means it costs more.”
“That sounds like runner logic.”
“It is.”
Jacob considered tomorrow’s—today’s—lab preparation. Safety procedures he knew. Equipment he had used. New people expecting the version of him who arrived on the first day alert and prepared.
“What if Priya thinks I’m unreliable?”
“Because you’re tired once?”
“First impressions.”
“She lent you a pen before she knew anything.”
“That doesn’t support your argument.”
“It means she’s capable of updating information.”
Jacob ate another potato.
“If she asks, tell her the truth,” Ethan said.
“That I went to concrete dinosaurs?”
“Yes.”
“That will improve reliability concerns.”
“It will make you a person who did one strange thing, not a person failing mysteriously.”
Jacob looked at him. The distinction reached beyond class. For a year, he had hidden the cause of every shortcoming until people could interpret only the shortcoming itself. Missed work. Delayed graduation. Unanswered messages. Weight loss. Exhaustion. He had called himself between places because the truth felt like an excuse offered too late.
“Dinosaurs,” Jacob said.
“Dinosaurs.”
He closed the container.
“You need food?”
“Later.”
“Water?”
“Cup holder.”
“Scale?”
“Three and a half.”
“Good.”
Jacob returned the leftovers to the cooler and watched the sky begin changing behind them in the mirror. He had surrendered the wheel and remained part of getting them home. The realization was obvious, irritating, and necessary.
In the mirror, the eastern edge of the sky had begun to lighten. Jacob watched it for several miles without calculating how much sleep remained before class. Ethan had the route. May was safe behind them. For the moment, Jacob’s only task was to sit in the passenger seat and allow the distance home to shorten without his help. He let the changing light reach his closed eyes and stopped tracking the exits. Sleep returned quietly again before the next green sign appeared.
May woke to sunrise behind her. Light entered through the rear window in a pale strip and moved across the ceiling as the Land Rover descended toward Los Angeles. For several seconds, she did not know where she was. The folded blanket held her cheek. Her neck hurt. The casebook bag occupied the floor. Jacob slept in the passenger seat with his head turned toward the window.
Ethan drove.
Memory returned in pieces. Dinosaurs. Pie. Turbines. Jacob saying five. The disposable camera.
“What time?” she asked.
Ethan looked into the mirror. “Five thirty-eight.”
“Where?”
“Almost Pomona.”
May sat up carefully and checked her seat belt.
“How long was I asleep?”
“About two hours.”
“Jacob?”
“On and off for about an hour and a half.”
“You?”
“Driving.”
“I meant sleep.”
“I’ll sleep at home.”
The answer would have irritated her more if Ethan’s hands had not remained steady and his voice clear.
“Scale?”
“Three.”
May accepted it. The city gathered around them by degrees. More cars. Distribution centers. Fast-food signs switching breakfast lights on. The eastern sky behind them turned peach above the mountains while the road ahead remained blue-gray.
May pushed herself upright and folded the blanket away from her face. Sleep had left one cheek warm and put a seam from her sleeve across her skin. She checked the seat belt before reaching for her phone.
Three messages from Athena waited beneath the lock screen. The first asked for confirmation when they changed drivers. The second acknowledged Ethan’s update. The third, sent twenty minutes earlier, said only Drive safely. Call when you’re back. May answered with a photograph of the sunrise through the rear window and the word Westbound. Athena reacted almost immediately. Apparently, neither of them had slept much.
“Mom’s awake,” May said.
Ethan kept his attention on traffic. “She answered?”
“Already.”
Jacob shifted beneath the folded jacket he had used as a pillow but did not wake. May lowered her voice. “Has he woken up?”
“Twice. Checked where we were and went back to sleep.”
She looked at Jacob’s reflection in the side window. The tension around his mouth had disappeared. One hand rested open beside him rather than closed around a phone or strap. The sight reassured her more than another fatigue number would have. Jacob had stopped measuring long enough to rest, and Ethan had kept the road steady enough to let him.
Morning traffic thickened around them. Ethan moved one lane left before an entrance ramp and returned after the merge. He drove without the precision Jacob announced aloud, but the same care existed beneath it.
May watched the two men in the front seats: one asleep because he had finally stopped when he promised, the other driving because the promise had included him. Neither arrangement diminished what Jacob had done by carrying them east. The night belonged to all three of them. So did getting home.
“Did I miss anything?”
“Jacob handed off.”
“Without fighting?”
“With limited fighting.”
May looked at him sleeping.
“Good.”
She found her phone beneath the blanket. Twenty-seven notifications waited. Athena had asked for an update at four. Ethan had answered from May’s phone while she slept: Heading west. Ethan's driving. Everyone safe. Her mother responded with a thumbs-up and Call when you’re back.
Christopher had sent six messages, three dinosaur emojis, and a demand for every photograph. Buck had supplied four possible destinations for the next trip. Eddie had told him to stop encouraging them.
May smiled.
“You texted my mom.”
“You were asleep.”
“Thank you.”
“She asked.”
“Still.”
The conversation rested beneath road noise. May opened the group picture from the turnout. Night mode had brightened the sky enough to reveal the turbines as blurred forms. Jacob held her securely after the collision. Ethan’s hand remained at her shoulder. Nobody looked prepared. She sent it to herself at full resolution.
The rest of the camera roll moved backward through the night. The dinosaurs appeared in sharp phone images and crooked screenshots from the group chat. The gas-station photograph showed nobody looking forward. A picture from the plaza caught Ethan mid-objection beneath the string lights.
May marked several as favorites and left the others alone. Not every image needed to be sent to the family chat before breakfast. Some belonged first to the people who had been there. She created a new album and named it only with the date: June 2–3, 2025.
The title did not try to explain the trip. It gave the night somewhere to remain while the three of them slept, went to class, and returned to the obligations waiting in Los Angeles.
The disposable camera would add photographs later—imperfect frames none of them could inspect or correct yet. May liked that the album remained unfinished, waiting for the photographs they could not see yet. It meant the night still had something left to reveal after the exhaustion faded and the practical consequences had passed. May added the turnout photograph first.
“You saved that one?” Ethan asked.
“Yes.”
“Good.”
May studied his reflection. “You’re having a good time.”
“I’m driving home at sunrise.”
“You didn’t answer.”
His smile appeared faintly.
“It was good.”
“Past tense?”
“Jacob still has to survive class.”
“Indeed, he has to survive it.”
“We caused the condition.”
“He consented.”
“You sound pre-law.”
“One day.”
They laughed quietly enough not to wake Jacob. The sunrise strengthened. May turned to watch it through the side window when the freeway curved.
“Bobby liked mornings,” she said.
Ethan waited.
“Not waking up. He hated waking up. But once he was up, he acted like everybody else had wasted the day by sleeping.”
“Kit too.”
“Workshop?”
“Coffee first. Then workshop.”
“You going to tell him everything?”
“He’ll ask.”
“My mom too.”
“Regret it?”
May looked at Jacob asleep, the casebook, the snack wrappers gathered into one bag, and the white sunglasses resting on top.
“Not even a little.”
Ethan nodded.
“Me neither.”
The words fulfilled the rule before morning had the chance to hurt. May remained awake after the sunrise conversation. She moved into the center of the back seat where she could see between them without leaning forward. Jacob slept with his arms folded loosely. Ethan drove with the patience of somebody preserving the last usable portion of energy rather than spending it.
“What happens when we get back?” she asked.
“You sleep.”
“I mean generally.”
“Jacob showers. I take him to class.”
“You’re taking him?”
“He shouldn’t drive.”
“Neither should you after that.”
“I’ll come home.”
“And sleep?”
“Yes.”
“Real yes?”
Ethan met her eyes in the mirror. “Real.” May accepted the answer. The freeway entered denser traffic. Ethan reduced speed and increased following distance. Morning radio replaced their playlist for exactly one traffic report, then he turned it off.
“We should’ve called it,” May said.
“When?”
“The record store. Live from somewhere ridiculous.”
“We weren’t somewhere ridiculous yet.”
“We bought a record and drove to dinosaurs. The trajectory was clear.”
“You proposed the dinosaurs after the record store.”
“Ethan did.”
“Right.”
May watched his hands.
“Do you do that often?”
“What?”
“Decide something and make it sound like it already makes sense.”
“I showed you a picture.”
“You said we could be there before midnight.”
“We could.”
“You wanted something else.”
Ethan thought while the car ahead changed lanes.
“I wanted to know what happened if we went.”
“That’s it?”
“Isn’t that enough?”
May looked through the windshield at Los Angeles assembling itself ahead.
“Apparently.”
She liked the answer. Not destiny. Not a lesson. Curiosity followed by keys.
“You should do that more,” she said.
“Drive two hours after drinking?”
“Want things without proving they’re useful.”
Ethan’s expression changed around the edges.
“You too.”
“I bought sunglasses.”
“Twelve dollars isn’t a personality transformation.”
“They look expensive.”
He laughed.
Jacob woke at the sound.
“Where?”
“Covina,” Ethan said.
“Time?”
“Five fifty-two.”
Jacob rubbed his face. “I slept.”
“Yes,” May said.
“How long?”
“Enough to become less charming.”
“That’s not possible.”
“There he is,” Ethan said.
Jacob checked the route, then caught himself and put the phone down.
“Scale?” he asked Ethan.
“Three and a half.”
“Need me awake?”
“Not yet.”
Jacob stayed awake anyway. They passed into the city as the sunrise lost its dramatic color and became morning. Traffic thickened. Commuters occupied every lane with coffee, makeup mirrors, work badges, and no idea that the Land Rover beside them carried dinosaur photographs and a half-finished pie. May began narrating invented lives for other drivers.
The woman in the silver sedan was leaving a secret second family. The man in the truck had stolen the dog beside him. The bus driver had a screenplay.
“Everyone in Los Angeles has a screenplay,” Ethan said.
“That’s why it’s plausible.”
Jacob contributed one: a man in a compact car was driving to confess he had lied about understanding cryptocurrency.
“Too common,” May said.
They laughed until the traffic stopped. None of them minded the delay. For the first time that night, distance remaining no longer threatened the plan. They were returning. The loft existed at the end whether arrival took twenty minutes or forty. May’s eyes closed during the final slow miles.
She remained aware of voices without following them. Ethan and Jacob discussing where Jacob’s clean lab clothes were. Whether the pancakes needed refrigeration. Whether May could safely be moved if she refused to wake.
“I’m awake,” she said.
“You were snoring,” Jacob replied.
“I don’t snore.”
“Evidence exists.”
She opened one eye. Ethan’s phone sat in the cup holder recording nothing.
“Liar.”
“You woke up.”
The city surrounded them completely. At six twelve, Maddie called Ethan. He answered through the vehicle while May and Jacob remained awake.
“Hi.”
“Where are you?”
“Forty minutes from the loft.”
“You went to Palm Springs.”
“Cabazon first.”
“That doesn’t improve it.”
May covered her mouth. Jacob looked out the window.
“We’re safe,” Ethan said.
“I know. Athena updated everybody at five because apparently the family now requires overnight travel bulletins.”
“Useful.”
“Are you driving?”
“Yes.”
“When did you stop drinking?”
“Before eight. I ate. Jacob handed off at four.”
“How tired?”
“Three and a half.”
“You made a scale?”
“Eddie did.”
Jacob turned. “Ethan did.”
“Shared development,” Ethan corrected.
Maddie exhaled.
“May?”
“Here,” May called.
“Jacob?”
“Awake.”
“All right. Call when you’re home. And Ethan?”
“Yes?”
Her voice softened despite the irritation. “I’m glad you had fun.” Ethan looked toward the road.
“Me too.”
The call ended.
May leaned forward. “Your mother accepted the crime.”
“She doesn’t know about the ID.”
“Yet.”
“May.”
“I’m not telling her.”
“Why say yet?”
“Because the universe hates secrets.”
Jacob rubbed both hands over his face. “Too early for the universe.” They stopped for breakfast coffee near downtown despite having diner coffee and bottled coffee. Ethan parked, assessed himself, and went inside with May while Jacob remained in the car. May bought three plain coffees and one pastry nobody wanted until she tore it apart. They ate pieces over napkins on the center console.
“This is breakfast four,” Jacob said.
“Dinner, fries, diner, pastry,” May counted.
“Fries weren’t breakfast.”
“Time is flexible.”
“No.”
The coffee helped them through the final traffic. As the loft drew closer, the night began acquiring consequences visible in daylight: wrappers, tired faces, unread messages, Jacob’s class in less than two hours. None transformed it into regret.
May gathered the loose wrappers into the gas-station bag. Ethan passed back the empty coffee bottle from the cup holder. Jacob woke long enough to hand her two napkins he had somehow kept folded in his jacket pocket, then closed his eyes again.
“What’s the order when we get back?” May asked.
“You take the couch,” Ethan said. “Jacob changes and gets his bag. I drive him to campus.”
“And you?”
“I come back.”
“Then sleep?”
“That’s the plan.”
May watched him in the mirror. The answer sounded genuine rather than designed to end the question.
“What time do you need to pick him up?”
“Class ends at ten.”
“I can do it.”
“You’ve had less sleep than I have.”
“I can sleep while you take him.”
“And I can pick him up.”
May considered arguing, then stopped. Ethan was not refusing help to prove he needed none. He had already worked out the simplest route.
“Wake me if that changes,” she said.
“Okay.”
Jacob spoke without opening his eyes. “I can get the bus.”
“No,” both of them said.
He opened one eye. “I’m awake.”
“Clearly,” May said.
“Bus is forty minutes,” Ethan added. “The drive is twelve.”
Jacob accepted the arithmetic and closed his eye again. The plan remained ordinary: couch, class, pickup, sleep. The adventure did not need to continue after sunrise to remain worth having. May opened the new three-person chat and sent the turnout photograph.
May: Evidence.
Jacob: We are all in the car.
Ethan: Full resolution?
She sent it directly.
“You’re impossible,” Jacob said.
“You saved it.”
He did not deny it. They drove west. May photographed the city waking. No disposable flash. Only her phone against the window: delivery trucks backed into alleys, someone unlocking a bakery, sprinklers darkening a strip of grass, a bus collecting three people beneath a pale shelter. Most photographs were blurred. She kept them. The night had been built from bright evidence: neon, dinosaurs, wind-farm lights, a diner sign. Morning offered quieter proof that they had crossed it completely. Jacob looked through several pictures while traffic stopped.
“That one’s a trash truck.”
“Morning texture.”
“That one’s your reflection.”
“Self-portrait.”
“That one’s entirely gray.”
“Atmosphere.”
Ethan listened without taking his eyes from the road. “She’s going to put them in an album.”
“Obviously,” May said.
“Including the gray one?” Jacob asked.
“Especially.”
She created an album on her phone and named it What the Hell, Why Not. The title had begun as a joke at the diner. In daylight, it looked like a promise broad enough to hold more than this trip. She added the first-day pictures from UCLA. Jacob in orange sunglasses. Ethan caught mid-objection. The group outside the bar. Gas station. Dinosaurs. Diner. Turnout. Trash truck. Forty-six images, plus fourteen exposures trapped inside the disposable camera.
“We took too many pictures,” Jacob said.
“Not possible.”
“We experienced parts through screens.”
“We also have evidence.”
“Of the experience we interrupted to create evidence.”
“You’re exhausted.”
“That doesn’t make me wrong.”
May selected the turnout image as the album cover.
“We’ll take fewer next time.”
Jacob turned toward her. “Next time?”
“You said daylight.”
“That was about Cabazon.”
“Counts.”
Ethan smiled toward the windshield. Jacob saw him. “Don’t encourage her.”
“Too late,” Ethan said.
Traffic moved. The conversation paused without ending.
May added a note beneath the album title:
First trip: June 2–3, 2025.
First implied another. The final half hour became logistics. Jacob opened his course portal and confirmed the building had not changed. May checked traffic between the loft and UCLA. Ethan estimated arrival, shower time, and the minimum food Jacob could eat without becoming sick during lab.
“Stop building my morning,” Jacob said.
“You asked when we’d arrive.”
“That was one question.”
“Six thirty-five,” May said. “Traffic-dependent.”
“Shower ten minutes. Clothes five. Food in the car,” Ethan added.
“I can feed myself.”
“Then do it.”
Jacob opened the cooler and removed a pancake.
“Not now,” Ethan said.
“You said food.”
“At the loft.”
“Why does location matter?”
May began laughing. “You two made it twenty-seven hours before fighting over pancake timing.”
“We aren’t fighting,” both said.
Jacob ate the pancake.
“Problem solved.”
Ethan looked betrayed.
“Drive,” Jacob told him.
May photographed the remaining half pancake.
“Historical record.”
Their families began waking in earnest. Chimney sent a message asking whether Ethan had eaten. Maddie asked for arrival time. Eddie requested confirmation that Jacob would not drive himself to class. Christopher sent a photograph of his alarm clock to prove he had slept, though nobody believed the time displayed corresponded to when the photograph was taken. May answered for the group until Ethan reclaimed his own phone at a red light.
May: Everyone alive. Ethan driving. Jacob eating pancake against medical advice.
Chimney: What medical advice?
Ethan: There was no medical advice.
May: He objected.
Ethan: That isn’t medicine.
Buck: Sometimes it feels like it.
Jacob turned off dashboard message previews.
“Safety,” he said.
Morning radio reported an ordinary commute. Weather clear. Temperatures climbing. No disasters large enough to reach the broadcast. May rested her head against the seat.
“We did all of that on a Monday.”
“Monday and Tuesday,” Jacob corrected.
“One continuous day.”
“Technically two.”
“It didn’t feel like two.”
Ethan smiled. “Twenty-seven hours.”
“We haven’t finished,” May said.
“What remains?”
“Getting Jacob through class.”
“That’s his checkpoint,” Ethan said.
“Shared responsibility.”
Jacob looked from one to the other. He should have objected to being managed. Instead, the words felt like people standing outside a lecture hall with food.
“Fine,” he said.
May smiled. “We’ll get you through class.”
“You’re sleeping.”
“Emotionally.”
“That isn’t useful.”
“Not everything has to be.”
The answer quieted him. They exited the freeway toward the loft. Familiar streets appeared altered by morning only because they had left them under night. The bakery had a line. A dog walker managed six leashes. A construction crew unloaded equipment beside a building Ethan had passed a hundred times. The gate came into view. Ethan reduced speed. May looked at the clock.
“Six thirty-seven.”
Jacob unbuckled only after the vehicle stopped.
“We made it.”
No one said home. The word was already around them.
The garage gate lifted at last. May watched the familiar concrete ramp appear beyond the windshield and felt the night contract into something they had completed rather than escaped. Jacob woke beside Ethan as the Land Rover descended. The three of them returned carrying the same unread work, the same obligations, and one story none of those obligations could cancel. Morning had arrived, but it had not revised the choice they made at night. The garage lights replaced sunrise across the windows as Ethan pulled into their space.
They reached the loft at six thirty-seven. The building looked unchanged in the early light. Delivery trucks occupied the curb. Someone walked a dog past the gate with a coffee in one hand. Nothing about the street acknowledged that the Land Rover had left the night before carrying three people with no destination and returned from Palm Springs after sunrise. Ethan parked in the garage and left the engine running long enough for Jacob to orient himself.
May unbuckled, gathered the casebook and camera, and checked beneath the seat for anything loose. She found one piece of candy, the badly folded map, and a receipt Jacob had failed to obtain at the pump but somehow acquired inside the store.
“We made it,” she said.
Jacob opened his eyes. “We still have to go upstairs.”
“I’m counting the garage.”
Ethan shut off the engine. The sudden quiet made the ticking metal beneath the hood audible. For several seconds, nobody opened a door. The vehicle held the remains of the night around them: empty bottles, chargers, the postcard inside May’s casebook, Jacob’s backpack, and the disposable camera whose photographs would not exist for them until the film was developed. Then Ethan took the keys, May shouldered the tote, and Jacob reached for the backpack. The ordinary work of getting inside finally began.
They crossed the garage more slowly than they had left it. May carried the camera. Ethan carried the cooler bag and keys. Jacob carried only the backpack he needed for class. The elevator arrived empty. Its mirrored wall returned three exhausted people in yesterday’s clothes, still smiling despite themselves. May took one photograph of the reflection and kept the flash off. The elevator carried them upward before any of them checked it. Jacob checked the time again as the doors closed.
“Six thirty-seven.”
“I see it,” Ethan said.
“I need to leave by seven twenty.”
“Shower. Clothes. Food.”
“Coffee,” May added from the back.
Jacob opened the door. “I know.” They carried the night upstairs in pieces. Backpacks. Casebook. Leftovers. Camera. Map. Sunglasses. The postcard with no remaining space. Ethan gathered trash into one bag. May carried the pie. Jacob carried everything else until Ethan removed two bags from his hands. The loft smelled faintly new near Jacob’s room. The permanent mattress waited behind the frosted doors, made with the same sheets that had covered the air mattress Sunday night. Ethan had transferred them after delivery. Jacob looked at it through the open door.
“You haven’t slept there yet,” May said.
“I’m aware.”
“That’s tragic.”
“Forty-three minutes,” Ethan reminded him.
Jacob went to shower. May lowered herself onto the couch and stopped moving.
“Upstairs bed,” Ethan offered.
“No.”
“It’s more comfortable.”
“The couch already has me.”
“You’ll wake up sore.”
“Future May’s problem.”
Ethan brought the folded blanket from the Land Rover and covered her.
“Shoes,” he said.
May kicked them off without sitting up.
“Water.”
She opened one eye.
“You’re becoming Jacob.”
“Drink.”
She drank.
Her phone remained in one hand. She set an alarm for noon, sent Athena Back at the loft. Safe. Sleeping here, and placed it on the floor. May’s eyes stayed closed.
“Wake me at noon,” she said.
“Alarm?” Ethan asked.
“Set.”
The shower ran beyond the bathroom door. May pulled the throw blanket higher and turned toward the back of the couch. Her breathing evened before Ethan finished gathering the containers from the kitchen island. Ethan let her sleep.
Ethan packed Jacob’s diner pancakes, fruit, and bottled coffee into a bag. He added painkillers, then removed them because Jacob could choose whether he needed them. He put the container labeled with three crossed-out warnings on top. Jacob emerged at seven oh-eight wearing clean clothes and carrying the exhausted clarity of somebody held upright by schedule alone. His hair remained wet.
“Eat,” Ethan said.
“I’ll eat there.”
“Eat now.”
Jacob took half a pancake from the container and ate it while standing.
“Keys?”
Ethan held them up.
Jacob looked toward the windows. “You drove back.”
“I can drive you.”
“Then you have to come home.”
“Yes.”
“You need sleep.”
“So do you.”
“I have class.”
“Exactly.”
Jacob stared at him.
“I’m driving,” Ethan said.
Jacob surrendered without reaching five. They left May asleep on the couch beneath a note telling her where they had gone. The drive to UCLA took thirty-two minutes. Morning traffic had begun. Jacob ate the rest of the pancake and drank coffee while Ethan drove. At seven fifty-one, Ethan stopped near Jacob’s building.
“You have your phone?”
“Yes.”
“Bag?”
Jacob looked at the backpack between his feet. “No.”
“Food?”
“Yes.”
“Call when you’re done.”
Jacob opened the door, then paused.
“Worth it,” he said.
Ethan smiled.
“Go.”
Jacob went to class.
He survived.
The safety review lasted fifty-three minutes. Priya took one look at him and offered coffee. Jacob showed her the unopened bottle in his bag.
“Long night?”
He considered the complete answer.
“Dinosaurs.”
She waited.
“Cabazon.”
“Before an eight o’clock lab?”
“It made sense at the time.”
Priya smiled. “Did it?”
“No.”
The instructor began. Jacob took notes, answered when addressed, and did not volunteer for anything requiring coordination beyond speech. At nine oh-two, he texted Ethan.
Jacob: Done.
Ethan: Outside.
Of course he was. Ethan drove them home. Neither spoke much. The loft remained quiet when they returned; May had not moved except to pull the blanket over her head. Jacob carried his backpack into his room. The new mattress waited. He removed his shoes, set an alarm for two, and lay down without changing clothes.
The mattress was firmer than the air bed and softer than every borrowed couch he had used during the year away. It held his weight without lowering him toward a floor. His phone buzzed. May had sent the dinosaur group photograph to a new chat containing only the three of them.
May named the group What the Hell, Why Not.
May: Monthly tradition.
Jacob: No.
Ethan: We’ll discuss it later.
Jacob saved the photograph. The first day had lasted twenty-seven hours. After dropping Jacob at UCLA, Ethan drove the first mile home with both windows open. Cold morning air kept the scale at four. Traffic required enough attention that sleep felt impossible. He knew better than to confuse impossible with safe. He stopped at a coffee shop, walked once around the block, and reassessed before continuing.
Four.
At the loft, May remained asleep. The note had shifted beneath one hand, but the words were still visible. Ethan put water beside the couch, stored the leftovers, and set alarms for nine and nine fifteen. Jacob’s message should arrive around then. If it did not, Ethan would call. He climbed to the mezzanine without changing clothes and lay down on top of the covers. Sleep came before he plugged in his phone. The nine o’clock alarm woke him.
No message.
Ethan sat up, checked the time, and remembered that Jacob’s session ended at nine, not before. He waited three minutes. Then five.
Jacob: Done.
Ethan was already pulling on shoes when he replied. At UCLA, Jacob came out carrying the backpack on one shoulder and the bottled coffee unopened in one hand. He looked worse than he had at eight and better than Ethan expected.
“Did you learn anything?” Ethan asked.
“Where the eyewash stations are.”
“Useful.”
“How not to store three reagents I’ve never stored incorrectly.”
“Also useful.”
“Priya thinks I’m insane.”
“She sounds fine.”
Jacob stopped beside the Land Rover. “May told you?”
“You told us about her.”
“I said she was in my discussion.”
“Strong foundation.”
Jacob opened the passenger door. “Drive.” On the way home, he described the class in pieces. The safety officer who read slides verbatim. Matthew, who arrived late and blamed parking. Nora Park, who had already built a shared folder. Priya, who took one look at Jacob and asked whether he had slept.
“What did you say?”
“Dinosaurs.”
Ethan laughed hard enough that the car ahead began moving before he noticed.
“Watch the road.”
“I am.”
“It moved.”
“I see it.”
Jacob smiled toward the window. At the loft, May had migrated from the couch to the rug. She lay wrapped in the blanket with one arm under her head and the white sunglasses still on the side table. Jacob stopped inside the door.
“Is she alive?”
“She moved.”
May raised one hand without opening her eyes. “Alive.”
“Why are you on the floor?”
“The couch got hot.”
“The floor is wood.”
“Cool wood.”
Jacob stepped around her.
“Bed,” Ethan told him.
“I need to set an alarm.”
“Do it there.”
“I need to put food away.”
“Done.”
“My notes—”
“Later.”
Jacob looked for another task and found none. May opened one eye. “Still worth it?” He looked down at her. “Yeah.” She gave him a tired thumbs-up. Jacob entered his room. The mattress had expanded fully while they were gone. The fitted sheet sat tighter across it than it had across the air mattress. One pillow remained where Ethan had placed it Monday afternoon. The room smelled faintly of new foam and sawdust trapped in the partition track. He set the backpack by the desk.
His first textbook came out by habit. He placed it on the table, opened to the assigned chapter, and read the first paragraph without retaining a word. Jacob closed it. That was enough, though he would not tell anyone. He put his phone on the charger, set the alarm, and lay down.
The mattress adjusted beneath him instead of collapsing. His body registered support along shoulders, back, hips, and legs. No hardwood beneath an air pocket. No couch arm pressing into his calf. No steering wheel near his chest. A real bed behind a door he could close. Outside, May told Ethan something unintelligible. Ethan answered. The refrigerator clicked once. Jacob smiled into the pillow. His phone buzzed with the new group-chat name and May’s monthly-tradition proposal. He said no because somebody needed to.
Ethan postponed the argument. The picture showed all three beneath the dinosaur, caught in motion rather than arranged. Jacob saved it to a folder he had not possessed the day before.
Los Angeles.
Then he changed the folder name.
Home.
May woke at eleven forty-eight on the rug. For several seconds, she believed she was still in the Land Rover because the blanket remained tucked around her and traffic moved somewhere beyond the windows. Then the loft ceiling came into focus.
She sat up.
Water waited beside her. Two painkillers remained in their packet, not placed into her hand or presented as an instruction. A note on the island read:
Jacob survived class. We’re both sleeping. Food in fridge. Door locked.
May drank the water. The loft was quiet in layers. Ethan’s breathing above. A faint hum from Jacob’s room air filter. The refrigerator clicked.
May smiled.
She moved back to the couch and checked her phone. Athena had responded to the safe-arrival message with Call when awake. Harry wanted photographs. Christopher had created a list of destinations he should have been invited to. Buck had found a twenty-four-hour doughnut shop ninety miles north and labeled it for next time. May called her mother.
“I’m awake.”
“How’s your head?”
“Fine.”
“Real fine?”
“Tired. Not hungover.”
“And the boys?”
“Sleeping. Jacob went to class.”
“Of course he did.”
May looked toward the frosted doors.
“It was good, Mom.”
Athena was quiet.
“I know.”
“You do?”
“I saw the pictures.”
May opened the group photo.
“I want to do things like that again.”
“Then do them with slightly more notice.”
“That defeats the point.”
“Not every time.”
May accepted the boundary hidden inside permission.
“We’ll invite Harry.”
“Then you will absolutely give me notice.”
They ended the call. May found the postcard in her casebook. The writing crossed every available space. The diner receipt documented fatigue levels on the back. She placed both on the island beside the disposable camera. At noon, her scheduled message went to Lena.
May: Thanks for inviting me. I’d like to join Thursday if there’s still room.
Lena answered within minutes.
Lena: Absolutely. Brandon is not invited.
May laughed loudly enough that a door moved downstairs. Jacob appeared behind the frosted panels, hair flattened on one side and eyes barely open.
“Why are you awake?” he asked.
“It’s noon.”
“You were supposed to be asleep.”
He walked into the common room, took the water Ethan had left for May, and drank half before realizing.
“Sorry.”
“There’s more.”
He filled another glass.
“How was the mattress?”
Jacob looked back toward his room.
“Worth waiting for.”
“Worth missing the first night?”
He considered.
“Yes.”
May held up the phone. “Monthly tradition.”
“No.”
“Every six weeks?”
“No schedule.”
“That sounds like agreement in principle.”
Jacob opened the refrigerator and found the pancakes labeled with three versions of his name.
“It sounds like I’m going back to bed.”
“After food.”
He looked at her.
“Shared responsibility,” May said.
Jacob ate the pancakes cold at the island. Ethan came downstairs twelve minutes later, stopped when he saw both of them awake, and looked personally betrayed.
“Why?” he asked.
“Reading group,” May said.
“Pancakes,” Jacob added.
Ethan took one from the container.
“Those are mine.”
“There are three.”
“One person.”
May watched them argue and took a picture without flash.
Neither noticed.
Later, it became her favorite image from the trip: no dinosaurs, no desert, no carefully chosen destination. Only Ethan barefoot at the island, Jacob half asleep over cold pancakes, and the loft holding all three as if it had expected them. He would not have returned a single one of them. That afternoon, the disposable camera remained on the island between them.
Ethan woke first after three. Jacob followed twenty minutes later. May had moved from the rug back to the couch and fallen asleep again after eating cold pancakes. They stood over the camera.
“Same-day development?” Jacob asked.
Ethan searched. “Two places nearby.”
“We are not leaving again,” May said beneath the blanket.
Neither had known she was awake.
“Tomorrow,” Ethan suggested.
“After class,” Jacob said.
May raised one hand. “I approve.” The camera went into a drawer so nobody would accidentally expose the film. Ethan made food from what remained in the refrigerator. Eggs, spinach, cheese, toast. Jacob stood at the island long enough to help, then sat when Ethan pointed toward a chair.
“You don’t have authority here,” Jacob said.
“My house.”
The words came easily again. Jacob looked at him, then around the loft.
“Our refrigerator,” he said.
Ethan placed a plate before him. “Our refrigerator.” May opened both eyes. “That was disgustingly domestic.”
“Go back to sleep,” they said.
She smiled.
During the meal, they reconstructed what each had missed while asleep. May learned about the handoff. Jacob learned about sunrise and Maddie’s call. Ethan learned that May had promised Harry a next time.
“We need a capacity limit,” Jacob said.
“The Land Rover has seats,” May replied.
“That isn’t the only limit.”
“Maddie has a larger car.”
“Why is Maddie involved?”
“Trusted adult.”
“We are adults.”
“One has a fake ID.”
Ethan ate toast.
No plans were finalized.
That did not prevent them from discussing beaches, twenty-four-hour restaurants, roadside attractions, and how far a trip could go before becoming an overnight stay instead of an overnight return. Jacob rejected every option. He also asked which routes were safest.
May added a second note to the album:
Jacob’s no means provide more information.
He made her delete it. She moved it to the private three-person chat instead. The group chat continued through the afternoon. Christopher demanded a full itinerary. Harry wanted to know whether the dinosaurs could be climbed. Buck proposed joining the next trip and was vetoed by three separate people for reasons nobody explained. Athena requested that future spontaneous interstate travel include a destination before departure. May responded with a photograph of the paper map.
Athena: That is not helping your case.
Eddie asked whether Jacob attended class.
Jacob: Yes.
Eddie: And?
Jacob: Dinosaurs.
Eddie: I’m glad you went.
Jacob read that message twice before reacting with a heart. After food, Ethan returned to the mezzanine. May reclaimed the couch. Jacob went back to his room and stood beside the bed without lying down. His Tuesday notes remained incomplete. The forty-six pages for Wednesday remained unread. Clothes occupied one open box. The desk table Ethan had planned did not exist yet. None required action before sleep.
Jacob placed the Cabazon postcard on the existing desk. May’s writing crossed the back. He propped it against Christopher’s photograph. The room had gained evidence of a life outside survival within twenty-four hours of becoming his. He lay down.
Sleep did not arrive immediately this time. His body remained tired enough, but the day replayed in bright fragments: Ethan outside class. May emerging with the casebook. Smoke lifting from a drink. Orange sunglasses. A record-store bag. Dinosaur teeth. Wind turbines. Pie. Ethan’s hands steady on the wheel. Jacob had spent years believing good decisions were the ones he could defend afterward. This one resisted defense.
He could explain safety measures, sober driving, location sharing, food, rest stops, and the handoff. None explained why they needed to go. They had not needed to. That was why it mattered. His phone showed a final message from May.
May: Seriously. Monthly.
Jacob: Absolutely not monthly.
Ethan: Quarterly?
Jacob: Sleep.
May: Not a no.
Jacob muted the chat for eight hours. He did not leave it. The muted phone went dark beside him. Beyond the frosted doors, the loft settled into midday quiet: plumbing in another unit, a vehicle passing below, one brief creak from the mezzanine. Jacob turned onto his side. The postcard remained upright on the desk, proof enough that the night had happened. He closed his eyes and finally slept without calculating when he would need to move again. The room held still around him. For once, the next obligation could wait outside the closed door.
Chapter 16: The Next Ten Minutes
Jacob had been awake long enough to finish one article, abandon a second, and decide the second would make more sense after food.
It did not.
He stood at the stove with the article open on his laptop at the far end of the counter, turning French toast in the pan while a diagram of metabolic regulation waited for him to understand it. The loft remained dim beyond the kitchen. Morning light reached the upper windows first and left the ground floor in blue shadow.
Ethan’s alarm sounded above him.
Jacob lowered the heat, moved the finished slices onto two plates, and returned to the paragraph he had already read three times.
The alarm stopped. A minute later, water began running in the bathroom.
Jacob added berries to both plates, poured the last of the coffee into his mug, and started another pot. He ate standing at the counter while writing a note in the margin of the article. Halfway through the sentence, he realized he had restated the sentence printed above it.
He crossed it out.
Ethan came downstairs with a towel around his shoulders and his curls dripping onto an old Yale T-shirt.
“Morning,” Jacob said.
“Morning.”
Ethan went directly to the coffee maker. “How long have you been up?”
“Not that long.”
“It’s six.”
“I know.”
“So before five.”
Jacob looked at the article. “Four forty.”
“Why?”
“I woke up.”
Ethan poured coffee and sat at the table. Jacob put the second plate in front of him.
“Thanks.”
“There’s syrup.”
Ethan reached for it.
Jacob sat across from him and reopened the article. He made it to the end of the page while Ethan ate. The new coffee finished brewing behind them.
“What class is that for?” Ethan asked.
“The afternoon seminar.”
“Today?”
“Yeah.”
“Didn’t you do the reading yesterday?”
“Most of it.”
Ethan glanced at the pages remaining. “That doesn’t look like most.”
“This is the second one.”
“Oh.”
Jacob read another sentence.
“Does it make sense?” Ethan asked.
“Some of it.”
“Which part?”
“The title.”
Ethan smiled into his coffee. Jacob returned to the paragraph without extending the joke.
His phone buzzed beside the laptop. The family group chat had accumulated seven messages since he last checked. Buck had sent another real-estate listing shortly after midnight. Christopher had responded at one twelve. Eddie had responded at five thirty, probably from the station.
Jacob opened the listing.
“Buck found another house,” he said.
“The one in Westchester?”
“That one sold.”
Ethan stopped cutting his toast. “Already?”
“Saturday.”
“He saw it Friday.”
“Somebody else saw it too.”
Jacob pushed his phone across the table.
The new house was in North Inglewood. Two bedrooms, one bathroom, detached garage, small yard. The photographs showed an empty living room, a narrow galley kitchen, and a bathroom tiled in green.
Ethan moved through the images. “Chris is going to hate the bathroom.”
“He already does.”
“Did Buck send it to him first?”
“He sent it to everybody.”
“At midnight.”
“That’s when houses happen.”
Ethan gave him a look.
Jacob drank his coffee. “Apparently.”
Ethan enlarged the second-bedroom photograph. “This could fit a desk.”
“Chris said the same thing.”
“It’s small.”
“He knows.”
Ethan read the newest message.
Buck: Open house Saturday. Noon. Who’s coming?
He looked up. “Do you want to go with me?”
Jacob closed the article. “To the house?”
“Yeah. Buck asked both of us.”
“I can go.”
“You don’t have anything Saturday?”
“Not unless they add a review session.”
“Okay. I’ll tell him we’re coming.”
Ethan typed into the group chat.
Ethan: Jacob and I can go.
Buck reacted before Ethan put down the phone.
Buck: Great. I want honest opinions.
Christopher replied next.
Christopher: He wants you to agree with him.
Buck: I said honest.
Christopher: I know.
Ethan left the conversation open on the table.
“Chris has an appointment Saturday morning,” Jacob said. “Buck wants to get lunch before the open house.”
“What time does the appointment end?”
“Eleven.”
“Lunch at eleven-thirty, then.”
Jacob sent the suggestion.
Buck: That was my plan.
Christopher: No it wasn’t.
Eddie reacted to Christopher’s message with a thumbs-up.
Jacob locked the phone. “Saturday’s done.”
“Until Saturday.”
Ethan finished the first slice and took one berry from Jacob’s plate despite having several on his own.
Jacob took two from Ethan’s.
“Maddie wants us Sunday,” Ethan said.
“Both of us?”
“She said, ‘Bring Jacob and come over Sunday.’”
“Dinner?”
“She didn’t say.”
“Then dinner.”
“That’s what I thought.”
“Did you answer?”
“I said I’d ask you.”
Jacob looked at him. “You just did.”
“Are you coming?”
“Yeah.”
Ethan picked up the phone again.
Ethan: We’ll come Sunday. What time?
Maddie did not answer immediately. With Nash less than three weeks old, that meant nothing.
Jacob reopened his reading. “How is he?”
“Nash?”
“Yeah.”
“Good. Loud. Chimney said he slept for four hours Saturday.”
“That’s good.”
“It was in the afternoon.”
“Still counts.”
“Not according to Chimney.”
Ethan’s phone buzzed.
Maddie: Five? But come whenever. You don’t need to wait until dinner.
“Five,” Ethan said.
Jacob wrote Maddie—5 at the top of his article. “I’ll put it on the calendar.”
“You’re writing on your reading.”
Jacob looked at the note. “I’ll remember it there.”
“That doesn’t make it a calendar.”
“It worked.”
Ethan let him have it.
They ate quietly for another minute. A bus stopped on the street below. The pipes clicked as somebody elsewhere in the building turned on a shower.
“May wants to go out tomorrow,” Jacob said.
“I’m working.”
“She knows.”
“I finish at eight-thirty.”
“If you finish at eight-thirty.”
“Right.”
“She said we can meet after.”
“Where?”
Jacob opened May’s messages and handed him the phone.
May had sent three bar listings. The first was near campus. The second was in Santa Monica. The third advertised cocktails served in miniature laboratory glassware.
Ethan read the third description twice. “No.”
“I said that.”
“What did she say?”
“She said, ‘You’re both afraid of whimsy.’”
“She’s wrong.”
“About both of us?”
“About the drinks.”
Jacob took back the phone. “I picked the first place.”
“That’s fine.”
“So maybe?”
“Maybe.”
“I’ll tell her.”
Jacob: Maybe after Ethan’s shift. Don’t wait for us.
May responded with a thumbs-up and nothing else.
Ethan checked the time. “What time are we leaving?”
“Six-forty.”
“That’s in twenty-five minutes.”
“Yeah.”
Ethan looked down at his sleep clothes.
Jacob turned a page. “You should probably get dressed.”
“I was going to.”
“Okay.”
Ethan carried his coffee upstairs.
Jacob finished eating, loaded the dishwasher, and moved Ethan’s lunch to the front of the refrigerator. He checked the weekly calendar. Friday already read Chris—movie. He added Buck’s house tour to Saturday and Maddie’s dinner to Sunday. Tuesday kept a question mark beside May.
The calendar made the week look easier than it was. It did not include commutes, reading, laundry, groceries, or whatever the family added later.
The dryer buzzed from the closet.
Jacob transferred the clothes, untangled one of Ethan’s running shirts from a fitted sheet, and found a receipt dissolving in the pocket of his shorts. The dryer refused to start until he shut the door twice.
“Did you move my brown belt?” Ethan called.
“No.”
“It was on the chair.”
Jacob found it hanging beside the bathroom door. “It’s down here.”
Ethan came halfway down the stairs. Jacob handed it up.
“You need another one,” Jacob said.
“I have another one.”
“Where?”
“Connecticut, maybe.”
“Then you have one.”
“Put it on the list.”
Jacob added belt beneath detergent, coffee, and dish soap.
“Chris wants batteries too,” Ethan said.
“What kind?”
“Double-A.”
Jacob checked the message. “Triple-A.”
“He told me double-A.”
“He corrected it at one fourteen.”
“I was asleep.”
“So was I.”
Jacob wrote AAA on the list.
Ethan came down dressed in dark slacks and a pale-blue shirt. Two ties hung over his arm.
“No tie,” Jacob said.
“I didn’t ask yet.”
“Then ask.”
“Tie?”
“No.”
Ethan looked at both choices. “Why?”
“You’re not interviewing.”
“There’ll be physicians.”
“There were physicians at the interview.”
“I wore a tie.”
“Exactly.”
Ethan left them over the back of the couch. “You could’ve said you don’t know.”
“I don’t know.”
“Too late.”
He clipped the badge to his bag and checked his reflection in the dark television screen.
“Do I look all right?”
Jacob looked up. “Yeah.”
“Okay.”
“Lunch.”
“I know.”
Ethan took both containers from the refrigerator and handed Jacob his. Jacob placed it beside his backpack.
They made it to the car before Jacob remembered the second article on the table.
“I’ll get it,” Ethan said.
“You don’t know which one.”
“The one under your pencil.”
Ethan returned with the article, the pencil, and the coffee Jacob had also forgotten.
“Anything else?” Ethan asked.
Jacob took all three. “Probably.”
Traffic moved well until Wilshire. Then the navigation estimate increased while they sat beside the same delivery van.
Ethan checked his schedule. “Orientation until lunch. Then we split with supervisors.”
“You already know Patel.”
“I met her once.”
“That’s more than the others.”
“Maybe.”
Jacob changed lanes when traffic opened. “How many interns?”
“Ten.”
“And four stay?”
“Five. For fall.”
“Do you want that?”
“I haven’t started summer yet.”
“That wasn’t what I asked.”
Ethan folded the schedule. “Yeah. I want it.”
“Okay.”
Jacob did not add reassurance Ethan had not requested.
Maddie called as they turned toward the hospital complex.
Ethan answered through the car speakers. “Hi.”
“Are you there?”
“Almost.”
“I meant to call before you left.”
“You still called.”
Jee said something in the background.
“Jee says good luck.”
“Thanks, Jee.”
“He can hear me,” Jee called.
“I know. Thank you.”
“Are you wearing your doctor clothes?”
“They’re regular clothes.”
“Mom said you had a tie.”
“I’m not wearing it.”
“Why?”
“Jacob said no.”
Jacob looked at him.
“Jacob’s there?” Maddie asked.
“He’s driving.”
“Morning,” Jacob said.
“Good morning. Thank you for taking him.”
“He gave me the car.”
“Still.”
Chimney’s voice came from farther away. “Ask if he has lunch.”
“I have lunch,” Ethan said.
“I didn’t ask yet,” Maddie said.
“You were going to.”
“I was.”
Nash began crying near the phone.
“Okay. I have to go.”
“I know.”
“Have a good first day.”
“Thanks, Mom.”
The call ended.
Jacob followed the signs to passenger drop-off. “You blamed the tie on me.”
“You said no.”
“You agreed.”
“After you said no.”
“Wear it tomorrow.”
“I’m not wearing a tie on an evening shift.”
“Then I was right.”
The car ahead moved. Jacob pulled into the open space.
Ethan took his bag and lunch.
“Text me when you’re done,” Jacob said.
“I will.”
“I can pick you up after class.”
“If you’re still on campus.”
“I probably will be.”
An attendant motioned for them to move.
Ethan opened the door. “Good luck with the seminar.”
“Good luck with orientation.”
Ethan got out and shut the door. Jacob watched him reach the entrance, then returned to traffic.
Inside, Ethan stopped near the directory long enough to let a family move around him. A man pushed a wheelchair toward the elevators while a woman followed with an overnight bag and a child carrying a blanket. The lobby already held more people than some buildings saw all day.
He checked the conference-room number against the map on his phone. The quickest route crossed the courtyard and entered through another building. He had made the same trip Friday after the interview, although that had been in the opposite direction and with Patel showing him where to turn.
Outside again, the air still held some of the morning’s coolness. Grounds staff watered the planters. A shuttle unloaded employees near the curb. Ethan crossed the courtyard, found the second entrance, and followed signs toward the education wing.
He was early enough to stop in the restroom and check the shirt Jacob had approved. The collar sat flat. The badge remained clipped to his bag. He moved it to his shirt, washed his hands, and left before he could find something else to inspect.
Down the hall, three people waited outside the locked conference room.
Ethan checked the number once more and joined them.
Across town, Jacob missed the turn into the campus parking structure because the car ahead stopped beneath the entrance to ask an attendant a question. The navigation rerouted him around the block. By the time he entered from the opposite side, two more levels had filled.
He parked on five, photographed the location marker, and put Ethan’s keys into the front pocket of his backpack.
Buck had added another message to the family chat.
Buck: Listing agent says there may already be offers. We should still look.
Christopher responded while Jacob walked toward the stairs.
Christopher: You haven’t seen it yet.
Buck: That’s why we’re looking.
Jacob did not contribute. Whatever happened Saturday, Buck would inspect the kitchen, Christopher would measure the second bedroom by pacing it, Ethan would check the roofline and visible wiring, and Jacob would probably end up under the sink with his phone flashlight because somebody had noticed discoloration near a pipe.
It sounded like a reasonable Saturday.
He reached the stairwell and took it down two levels before remembering the article he had returned to the loft to retrieve was still inside his backpack. The seminar did not begin until afternoon. His morning lecture required a different notebook, currently beneath the article and lunch container.
At the landing, he rearranged the bag.
Students passed in both directions. Someone held the door at the bottom. Jacob thanked her and stepped into sunlight.
His phone buzzed again.
Ethan: Found the room.
Jacob typed while walking.
Jacob: I found parking.
Ethan: Congratulations.
Jacob: Thank you. It was competitive.
Ethan reacted with a thumbs-up.
Jacob put the phone away before crossing the service road.
The campus had become familiar in pieces during the first week: the path between the parking structure and the chemistry building, the shaded table where he ate lunch, the vending machine that accepted cards only when nobody urgently wanted anything. The rest remained a collection of maps and buildings he knew by course number rather than location.
He reached the lecture hall with eleven minutes to spare.
A student from Thursday sat near the aisle and moved her backpack when she saw him.
“You’re Jacob, right?”
“Yeah. Priya?”
“I saved the seat until somebody I knew came in.”
“You know me?”
“I lent you a pen.”
“Right.”
He sat. Priya looked at the article protruding from his bag.
“Did you finish that?”
“The first one.”
“There were two?”
Jacob took out the syllabus and pointed to the second citation.
Priya stared at it. “No.”
“Afternoon seminar.”
“I’m in the other section.”
“Then you might not have it.”
She checked her own schedule, found a different assignment, and relaxed visibly.
“I was about to leave,” she said.
“Class starts in eight minutes.”
“Exactly.”
The professor entered carrying a laptop and a stack of handouts. Conversation around the room lowered without stopping entirely.
Jacob opened his notebook.
He thought briefly of Ethan waiting in a conference room across the city, probably reading every page in the folder before anyone told him to. Then the first slide appeared, Priya asked whether the equation matched the assigned chapter, and Jacob turned his attention to his own day.
The lecture began with a correction to Friday’s posted slides. Jacob crossed out one heading, rewrote it, and borrowed correction tape from Priya when the ink smeared across the margin.
Halfway through the first example, the professor asked for an answer. Three students looked down. Jacob had worked through the same mechanism in Charleston and knew it, but he waited long enough to make sure the question did not contain a problem he had missed.
Priya tapped the end of his pencil against the desk.
Jacob raised his hand.
His answer was right. The professor added one condition, asked what would change, and moved to another student before Jacob finished writing the correction.
Priya leaned closer. “You knew that too quickly.”
“I took this before.”
“Then why are you here?”
“Transfer credit.”
“That’s awful.”
“It’s a different version.”
“Still awful.”
Jacob smiled and continued taking notes.
His phone remained silent inside the backpack. He did not check whether Ethan had sent anything else. Orientation would finish when it finished. The hospital had Ethan’s emergency contacts, his medical records, and more people capable of solving a problem than Jacob could count.
For the next hour, Jacob’s only responsibility was the pathway on the board.
When the professor paused for questions, Priya asked about the diagnostic assignment due Wednesday. Her question exposed a second page Jacob had not noticed in the course portal. He opened it on his laptop and found six additional problems beneath the original four.
“You saved me,” he whispered.
“Remember that when I need notes.”
“I will.”
The professor answered, advanced the slide, and began the next section.
Jacob added the problems to his afternoon list. The week had already changed twice before eight-thirty. Friday’s movie, Saturday’s house, Sunday’s dinner, and Tuesday’s possible drinks remained where they were. None of them required solving during lecture.
He closed the portal and followed the next mechanism as it spread across the board.
Outside the lecture hall, morning continued without either of them. Ethan’s internship had begun. Jacob’s class had begun. By evening they would compare whichever details survived long enough to be worth mentioning.
For now, Jacob underlined the enzyme name the professor repeated and drew an arrow toward the margin. Priya borrowed his correction tape again. He passed it over without looking away from the board.
The ordinary week they had planned over breakfast settled around them one obligation at a time.
Jacob finally understood the paragraph that had defeated him at breakfast. He wrote the explanation in six words, circled it, and kept going.
For once, the note remained clear when he read it back. He left it alone and listened.
Class carried on normally around him.
Nine people were already outside the conference room when Ethan reached the education wing.
Two stood near the windows comparing the room number to an email. Someone sat on the floor beside an outlet with a charger stretched across his knees. A woman holding a green notebook glanced at Ethan’s badge.
“Summer clinical program?” she asked.
“Yeah.”
“Then we’re probably in the right place.”
“Is it locked?”
“Very.”
Ethan tried the handle anyway.
“I did that too,” she said.
“Ethan.”
“Amina.”
A staff member came around the corner carrying a laptop bag, folders, and a ring of keys large enough to suggest she expected problems. She introduced herself as Carla Mendes, apologized for the locked room, and tried three keys before the door opened.
“The room assignment changed Friday,” she said. “The keys did not.”
Everyone followed her inside.
Ten folders waited around a long table beneath a screen displaying SUMMER CLINICAL INTERNSHIP ORIENTATION. Ethan found his name between Lucas Moreno and Grace Kim. Amina sat across from him.
Carla connected her laptop and asked them not to sign anything yet. The screen remained blue. She replaced one cable, restarted the display, and continued talking while it loaded.
“You should have a schedule, two maps, a confidentiality agreement, emergency information, and a badge-access sheet. If you’re missing something, wait until we inventory together. Last year three people traded forms and nobody noticed until lunch.”
The title slide appeared.
Two women entered through the rear door. Ethan recognized Dr. Nisha Patel from Friday’s interview. She wore navy scrubs and an open white coat. Beside her, a woman in a charcoal suit carried coffee and a yellow legal pad.
Carla introduced the second woman as Dr. Mara Levin, director of the undergraduate program.
“Dr. Patel supervises one of our clinical placements,” Carla said. “She also agreed to help with scope and safety because those sections sound better when delivered by somebody who has treated the results of poor judgment.”
Patel looked at Carla. “That wasn’t how you asked.”
“It was the subtext.”
Patel smiled and took a place beside the screen.
Dr. Levin welcomed them, explained that the program combined clinical observation with research, operations, and structured teaching, and warned them that the first day contained far more administration than medicine.
“That is intentional,” she said. “The hospital needs to know who you are before it lets you wander through it.”
They began with names.
Amina Shah attended USC and wanted cardiology. Lucas Moreno was a UCLA physiology student and had not settled on a specialty. Grace Kim studied neuroscience at UC Irvine. Mateo Ruiz came from Cal State LA and said emergency medicine without hesitation. Olivia Chen wanted pathology. Jonah Price remained undecided. Tessa Ward was interested in women’s health. Daniel Cho said anesthesiology. Noor Haddad said pediatrics.
Ethan went last.
“Ethan Bennett. UCLA biology, transferred from Yale. I’m interested in trauma surgery.”
Patel looked toward him. “No ‘probably’ today?”
Several people glanced between them.
Ethan smiled. “Still probably.”
“Good.”
Dr. Levin wrote their interests beside their names. “Interests are not contracts. You’re are allowed to change your minds.”
Carla distributed pens and began the confidentiality review.
The agreement covered patient names, images, conversations, records, screens visible in public areas, social media, and information overheard without being assigned to a case. She stopped after each section and asked whether anyone needed clarification.
Grace raised her hand. “If a patient asks who we are, what do we say?”
“Undergraduate clinical intern,” Carla answered. “You may say you’re observing with permission. You are not a medical student.”
“What if somebody introduces us that way?”
“Correct them.”
Patel added, “Politely, but clearly. Patients deserve to know who is in the room.”
They signed.
The next form covered occupational exposure. Then emergency contacts. Then consent for treatment if an intern became ill or injured on site.
Ethan listed Rose first and Maddie second. In both relationship fields, he wrote mother. The form did not need the history behind either answer.
Daniel’s packet of crackers opened with a sharp crackle beneath the table. He froze.
Carla looked over. “You can eat.”
“Sorry.”
“Just don’t leave crumbs in the forms.”
Daniel continued more carefully.
The badge office delivered permanent credentials in a padded envelope. Carla called names one at a time and asked everyone to check spelling, role, and expiration date.
Ethan’s photograph remained the second attempt from Friday. His curls leaned slightly left. The badge identified him as an undergraduate clinical intern and expired at the end of August.
“Mine looks like a booking photo,” Amina said when he sat down.
Ethan glanced at it. “It looks normal.”
“That means yes.”
“I didn’t say that.”
“You didn’t have to.”
Carla called for attention before the exchange continued.
They reviewed badge access. Some doors would open immediately. Others would remain locked because their roles did not require entry. A working badge did not make every accessible room appropriate.
“If the door opens but you have no reason to enter, don’t,” Carla said.
“What if we’re following our supervisor?” Mateo asked.
“Ask before crossing into a restricted room.”
Patel stepped closer to the table for the scope discussion.
“You’ll hear this several times,” she said. “If you aren’t sure whether you can do something, stop and ask. Nobody expects you to know every boundary today. We do expect you not to guess.”
She explained that they might recognize terms, equipment, or clinical patterns without possessing enough information to interpret them.
“If you notice something concerning, tell the person supervising you exactly what you noticed. Don’t turn an observation into a diagnosis because you’re afraid it won’t sound important otherwise.”
“Even if it seems urgent?” Mateo asked.
“Especially then. Get attention quickly. Report clearly. Let the licensed clinician decide what it means.”
Patel’s tone remained conversational. She did not speak as though she expected them to fail.
“You can make an honest mistake,” she continued. “You cannot hide uncertainty or pretend you understood an instruction you didn’t. Ask again.”
Noor wrote something in the margin of her folder.
Dr. Levin took over with program structure. Each intern would have an assigned physician and service, although educational sessions would bring the cohort together. Schedules changed according to clinical needs. Observation could be canceled without notice. Research and administrative work continued even when nothing dramatic happened.
“The hospital does not arrange interesting cases for you,” she said. “Some shifts will be quiet. Some will involve hours of waiting. If you learn only when something exciting happens, you’ll waste most of the summer.”
The schedule slide showed alternating day and evening assignments. Ethan checked his printed calendar.
Monday day. Tuesday evening. Wednesday off. Thursday evening. Friday day.
Lucas leaned toward him. “Is yours identical?”
“This week.”
“Mine has Thursday crossed out.”
Carla heard. “The portal is current. Printed schedules were finalized before two service changes.”
Lucas opened the portal on his phone.
“Do we always get a day off between the switch?” Grace asked.
“That’s the plan,” Carla said. “Your paired day and evening shifts are separated from the next sequence by a recovery day whenever scheduling allows.”
“And weekends?”
“Some. Not this first one.”
Ethan thought of Buck’s open house and Maddie’s dinner. For now, both remained possible.
The next slide read FALL CONTINUATION.
Conversation stopped.
“Five members of this cohort will be invited to continue during the Fall semester,” Dr. Levin said. “Selection is based on the entire summer: reliability, preparation, judgment, communication, response to feedback, and program fit.”
Lucas stopped tapping his pen. Amina read the slide without writing.
“There is no public ranking,” Dr. Levin continued. “Your supervising physician will not tell you that you’re second or seventh. Ask what you can improve, not where you stand.”
“When do decisions happen?” Jonah asked.
“Late summer.”
“Do all five keep the same supervisors?”
“When possible. Continuity is one reason the Fall phase exists.”
The slide remained visible for another minute while Dr. Levin explained the time commitment. Five out of ten. Ethan registered the number and wrote Fall decisions—August on the schedule. Then Carla advanced to parking validation.
At the break, Ethan filled his water bottle. Patel finished a conversation with Dr. Levin and approached him.
“Good to see you again,” she said.
“You too.”
“Employee Health cleared the final titer?”
“Friday afternoon.”
“And the modules?”
“Across four days.”
Patel smiled. “I’m glad you listened.”
“I finished three Friday night.”
“There were seven.”
“I stopped.”
“Eventually.”
Carla called everyone back.
Patel touched the empty chair beside Ethan before returning to the front. “You’re with me after lunch. We’ll keep today simple.”
“Okay.”
The cohort split into pairs for administrative errands. Ethan and Jonah went to Employee Health to confirm their clearance marks. Amina and Lucas were sent to the locker rooms. Everyone else remained for mask fitting.
Jonah carried his folder beneath one arm as they crossed an enclosed bridge.
“Do you understand this map?” he asked.
“Not really.”
“Good.”
They chose the wrong elevator, reached a floor containing no Employee Health office, and asked a receptionist for directions.
“Other building,” she said. “Take the connector back and use the elevators by the pharmacy.”
Jonah thanked her.
When the elevator doors closed, he said, “We’re excellent at this.”
“We found the wrong place quickly.”
“Put that on the evaluation.”
Employee Health took less than five minutes once they arrived. A staff member scanned both badges, confirmed green clearance, and handed them stickers.
“Where do these go?” Jonah asked.
“Badge sleeve.”
They attached them during the walk back.
Jonah rented a room in Westwood with two graduate students who had labeled every refrigerator shelf before he moved in. Ethan said he lived downtown with a friend.
“Better than roommates you don’t know,” Jonah said.
“Yeah.”
“Does he go to UCLA?”
“He’s finishing biochemistry this summer.”
“That sounds terrible.”
“He likes it.”
“That sounds worse.”
Ethan laughed once and opened the conference-room door.
Mask fitting occupied the next half hour. Grace needed a smaller model. Lucas returned carrying loaned scrubs because his assigned service requested them.
“Do we all get those?” Mateo asked.
“Only when required,” Carla said. “Don’t wear scrubs because you think they look more official.”
Lucas placed the sealed package in his bag. “I wasn’t going to.”
“I’m speaking generally.”
They toured the locker rooms, staff lounge, library, and shared work areas. Ten people moved badly as a unit. Someone was always holding a door while someone else stopped to read a sign.
Ethan’s assigned locker was above Grace’s. She could reach it but asked whether they could switch.
“Sure.”
They traded number labels and recorded the change with Carla.
Lucas’s combination failed three times. Carla entered the same numbers and opened it.
“What did you do?” he asked.
“Turned past zero first.”
“It doesn’t say that.”
Carla looked at the instructions printed inside the door. “You’re right.”
She wrote the missing step on everyone’s map.
In the staff lounge, she showed them the refrigerator shelves available to interns.
“Label everything. Unlabeled food disappears Friday. Food that leaks disappears sooner.”
Mateo read a note taped to the freezer. “Somebody wrote, ‘Touch this and answer to God.’”
“Dr. Sandoval’s ice cream,” Carla said. “Leave it alone.”
The library contained four computer stations, two shelves of reference books, and a printer requiring a department code. The librarian explained remote access and told them not to pay for an article before checking institutional subscriptions.
Olivia asked whether they could use the room outside scheduled hours.
“Until nine with your badge. After that, the exterior door locks.”
“Can we let staff in?”
“Staff have badges.”
Olivia nodded.
On the return trip, Noor walked beside Ethan.
“You really said probably in your interview?”
“Apparently.”
“I liked it.”
“Why?”
“My family already tells people I’m going to be a pediatrician.”
“Do you want to?”
“Today.”
“Then probably.”
Noor smiled. “Exactly.”
Lunch waited on a cart outside the conference room. The interns took boxed meals to a courtyard beneath an awning.
Conversation began with schedules and moved to commutes. Tessa had driven from Long Beach and arrived nearly an hour early because she feared traffic would make her late. Mateo lived in Koreatown with his brother. Daniel had brought crackers because he believed food would be provided and then did not trust that belief enough to bring nothing.
Olivia offered him cut fruit.
“I’ll buy something later,” Daniel said.
“When?” Tessa asked.
“After.”
“After what?”
Daniel looked toward the hospital. “Whatever happens after lunch.”
He accepted more fruit.
Amina asked Ethan whether Patel had interviewed everyone assigned to her. Ethan said he did not know.
“She seems nice,” Amina said.
“She is.”
“My supervisor isn’t here today.”
“Cardiology?”
“Procedure ran late. I’m with a nurse educator this afternoon.”
“You’ll meet them tomorrow.”
“Probably.”
Across the table, Mateo asked Olivia why pathology interested her.
“You get time to work out what happened,” she said. “Not always much time, but more than emergency medicine.”
“That’s exactly why I want emergency,” Mateo said.
“I know.”
They compared application years and required courses. Lucas knew which interns shared next week’s evening schedule because he had read the portal closely enough to remember.
“Useful,” Jonah said.
“You’re making fun of me.”
“A little.”
Lucas ate another chip. “You’ll ask me later.”
“Probably.”
Ethan checked his phone beneath the table.
Jacob: Second article wasn’t on the exam. I read it anyway.
Ethan: Character building.
Jacob: I have enough character.
Ethan smiled and put the phone away.
Carla opened the courtyard door. “Five minutes.”
People began closing containers and collecting folders.
Ethan labeled his unfinished fruit and put it on the assigned refrigerator shelf. When he returned, Patel stood near the conference-room door checking a message.
She looked up as he approached.
“Ready?”
“Yeah.”
“Good. Let’s find out whether your badge opens anything useful.”
Before they left, Carla stopped Ethan with one final form. His locker switch with Grace needed both signatures.
Grace signed beside him.
“You may regret giving up the lower one,” she said.
“Why?”
“People use the top as a shelf.”
Ethan looked toward the locker-room corridor. “You can switch back.”
“No. I’m accepting the consequences.”
They returned the form.
Patel waited without appearing impatient. When Carla finished, she led Ethan toward the main hospital and asked whether he remembered the route from Friday.
“Parts of it.”
“Which parts?”
“The research floor. Employee Health. The badging office.”
“Administrative medicine.”
“A strong foundation.”
Patel smiled. “It is, unfortunately.”
They crossed the bridge the cohort had used earlier. Ethan recognized the turn toward dentistry and did not take it.
“You learned something,” Patel said.
“Jonah and I ended up on the wrong floor.”
“That’s usually how people learn this building.”
At the far elevators, Patel tapped her badge. The staff car arrived before the public one.
“Try yours.”
Ethan held his badge to the reader. The light remained red.
“Expected,” she said. “Your service access may not update until tomorrow. Use the public elevators until Carla confirms it.”
“Even if it starts working?”
“Even then. Access and permission aren’t always the same thing.”
They took the public elevator.
A nurse entered on the next floor pushing an equipment cart. Ethan moved toward the rear. Patel held the door while the nurse positioned it, then let the elevator continue.
“First lesson,” Patel said.
Ethan looked at her.
“Don’t call everything a lesson. Sometimes you’re just moving for a cart.”
He laughed.
“I’m serious.”
“I know.”
“Good.”
The nurse smiled without joining the conversation.
When the doors opened, the corridor ahead looked almost identical to the one they had left. Patel turned right.
“Today is geography and introductions,” she said. “If you remember where to report tomorrow and three people’s names, we’re ahead.”
“Only three?”
“I’m going to introduce you to more than three. Most won’t expect you to remember them immediately.”
“I can try.”
“You can. Just don’t pretend when you forget.”
At the double doors, she paused to answer a page. Ethan waited beside her while staff passed in both directions.
Patel finished typing and put the phone away.
“All right,” she said. “Now we start.”
The double doors opened onto a work area louder than the education wing. Phones rang from separate desks. A printer produced labels in short bursts. Someone called for transport without raising her voice, and another person answered from around a corner.
Patel did not begin explaining immediately. She let Ethan stand beside her long enough to orient himself.
“Keep your badge visible,” she said. “Stay close enough that I don’t have to look for you. If I enter a room without inviting you, wait outside.”
“Okay.”
“If somebody else tells you to follow them?”
“I check with you first.”
“Unless the building is on fire.”
“Then I leave.”
“Excellent.”
A woman at the nearest desk looked up from a chart.
“New intern?”
“Ethan Bennett,” Patel said. “Undergraduate program.”
“Andrea Morales. Charge nurse.”
Ethan repeated the name once in his head.
Andrea pointed toward a strip of yellow tape near the desk. “During admissions, stay behind that until someone tells you otherwise. The tape isn’t decorative.”
“Got it.”
“He reads instructions,” Patel said.
“We’ll see how long that lasts.”
Andrea returned to the chart.
Patel gestured for Ethan to follow. The first name had taken less than fifteen seconds. He still had it.
Before they reached the corner, Andrea called after them.
“Bennett.”
Ethan turned.
“Your badge is backward.”
He flipped it around.
“Thank you.”
Patel waited beside the doorway. “Two names left.”
“I remember yours.”
“Then you’re doing very well.”
They continued into the unit.
The doors closed behind them, cutting off the conference-room quiet. Ethan adjusted the badge once, then left it alone. Patel greeted the next nurse by name and introduced him again. The afternoon had started before he could decide whether he felt ready.
Ethan followed, carrying the folder that now held his badge instructions, signed forms, and the first schedule of a Summer that had finally begun.
He kept pace beside her.
Patel’s first stop was a supply alcove, not a patient room.
A technician stood beside an open cart comparing sealed packages against a tablet. Patel introduced her as Lena Brooks and asked whether the afternoon inventory was complete.
“It was until room twelve emptied us out,” Lena said.
She pointed Ethan behind a blue line while she counted. He stayed there.
Patel answered a message. Lena replaced dressings, airway supplies, and two pediatric collars. A transporter took the cart before she finished, and Lena marked the interruption on the tablet.
“This happens all day,” she told Ethan. “If you borrow something later this summer, tell somebody. Empty space doesn’t explain itself.”
“I won’t be borrowing clinical supplies.”
“Good. Then tell the people who do.”
Patel smiled. “Now you’ve met Lena.”
“Second name,” Ethan said.
They continued through the unit.
Patel showed him the clean utility room, workroom, family consultation area, and the corridor he was not to use as a shortcut. She introduced him to two residents and a unit clerk. Ethan forgot one resident’s name before they reached the elevators and told Patel.
“Dr. Chen,” she said.
“Right.”
“You’ll hear it again.”
They entered a workroom where physicians reviewed imaging on a wall monitor. Patel asked permission for Ethan to observe. A resident shifted enough to give him a view without interrupting the discussion.
The scan showed a lower leg held in temporary alignment. Ethan understood the broad anatomy and little of the operative planning. Patel asked about swelling, circulation, and timing. The resident enlarged one section and answered.
Another physician asked whether the operating room could take the case that evening. The answer depended on a reassessment Ethan would not see.
The conversation ended in five minutes.
Outside, Patel asked, “How much did you follow?”
“About a third.”
“Which third?”
“They’re waiting because the soft tissue isn’t ready for definitive repair. The temporary fixation protects alignment. I didn’t understand the options they were comparing.”
“You aren’t expected to.”
“I know.”
“Start with the anatomy. Procedures make more sense when you know what they’re trying not to damage.”
Ethan took out his notebook.
“General questions only,” Patel reminded him.
He wrote lower-leg compartments; temporary fixation and put it away.
They stopped at a kiosk for drinks. Patel ordered tea. Ethan bought iced coffee and moved twice while waiting because he stood in front of the pickup counter.
“The geography needs work,” Patel said.
“I noticed.”
“You’ll learn.”
They stood near a window overlooking the courtyard.
“What do you want from the summer?” Patel asked.
“Besides a Fall place?”
“You may include it.”
“I want to understand how decisions move between people. At Newton, every handoff changed what somebody could do. I knew my assignment, but I didn’t always know what happened after.”
Patel nodded. “Watch the edges, then. Who gets called. What has to be ready. Why somebody waits. The medicine doesn’t happen by itself.”
“And surgery.”
“I assumed.”
Her phone rang before Ethan added anything. She listened, said she would be there in ten minutes, and ended the call.
“We have time for one patient,” she said.
The patient’s procedure had been delayed because an emergency took the operating room. Patel asked permission before Ethan entered. The patient agreed.
Her husband wanted to know whether the delay meant something had gone wrong.
“No,” Patel said. “Your wife’s condition hasn’t changed. The room is handling an emergency.”
“How long?”
“I don’t have a reliable time.”
“They said this afternoon.”
“That was the plan. I’d rather tell you I don’t know than give you another time that changes.”
The patient asked whether she could eat.
“Not yet. I’m sorry.”
Her husband asked if they had been forgotten.
Patel sat instead of answering from the doorway. “No. The delay is ours, and we’re tracking it. I’ll come back when I have information worth giving you.”
He accepted that more readily.
Outside, Patel updated Andrea and checked the operating-room status. Nothing had changed.
They went to another room. The patient declined an observer.
“Of course,” Patel said.
She closed the door and directed Ethan to wait near the workroom.
He chose a chair that blocked a cabinet. The unit clerk pointed it out. Ethan moved.
Twenty minutes passed. A transporter arrived early. A nurse called pharmacy. Somebody carried a meal tray to the wrong room and brought it back. Ethan’s phone buzzed in his bag. He did not check it.
Patel emerged behind a resident.
“Thank you,” she told Ethan.
“For waiting?”
“For not making the patient refuse twice.”
At the next workstation, she introduced him to Dr. Alvarez, a senior resident typing a discharge summary.
“Undergraduate intern,” Patel said.
“Congratulations or condolences,” Alvarez replied.
“I haven’t decided.”
Alvarez looked at him. “Reasonable.”
Patel asked Alvarez whether he had eaten. He said yes.
“What?”
“Coffee.”
“That isn’t food.”
“There was milk.”
Patel took crackers from a drawer and placed them beside the keyboard.
Alvarez opened them.
The electronic board listed one patient who had already left. Patel asked why. Alvarez found the incomplete discharge and closed it. The name disappeared.
“Who normally catches that?” Ethan asked after Alvarez left.
“Whoever notices,” Patel said. “Preferably before someone needs the bed.”
They went to the research floor next.
Marisol Vega remembered Ethan from Friday and pointed to the sweater in his bag.
“He listened,” she said.
“Sometimes,” Patel answered.
Marisol opened a demonstration database containing invented patients. Three fields appeared to request the same time.
“Arrival, first clinician contact, activation,” she said. “They may match. Don’t assume they do.”
Ethan completed the sample and entered zero for an unknown value.
“Unknown isn’t zero.”
“Right.”
He corrected it.
The second record contained an inconsistency. Ethan found it after rereading the source page.
“What now?” Marisol asked.
“Flag it and leave the field unresolved.”
“Good.”
She showed him the query system. The work was repetitive, exact, and dependent on not filling gaps with what seemed likely.
“How many records do people finish?” Ethan asked.
“Don’t ask that today.”
“Why?”
“You’ll make it a race.”
“I won’t.”
Patel leaned against the doorframe. “He will.”
“Ask me Friday,” Marisol said.
She printed his training schedule. Research began later in the week. Tuesday evening was observation, assuming the service could support it.
“Report to the main workroom at three,” Patel said. “If I’m available, I’ll find you. Don’t come looking through patient areas.”
“Got it.”
Marisol sent him to test his login. It failed.
“Again,” she said.
He entered the temporary password carefully. It failed again.
Marisol checked the account. “Your access begins Friday.”
“Then why does the email say today?”
“Because the email is optimistic.”
She submitted a correction request.
Patel received another page and left for several minutes. Ethan remained with Marisol while she explained where completed training records went and which screen he should never photograph.
“No clever workaround because logging in twice is annoying,” she said.
“I wouldn’t.”
“Everyone says that before the third login.”
Patel returned carrying a folded paper map.
“Can you get back to education from here?” she asked.
“Yes.”
“Show me.”
Ethan led them to the elevators, crossed the bridge, avoided the dentistry corridor, and reached the education wing without checking his phone.
“Good,” Patel said.
“Was that a test?”
“No. I needed to know whether I could leave you here.”
He laughed.
“I’m serious.”
“I know.”
Before the debrief, Patel stopped near the conference room.
“Any concerns about tomorrow?”
“No.”
“Questions?”
“Probably. I don’t know them yet.”
“That’s fine.”
The interns gathered around the table again. Olivia had spent the afternoon learning how specimens entered the pathology system. Mateo observed emergency-department intake. Tessa followed a nurse educator through a medication-safety review. Lucas waited almost an hour for his supervisor to finish a meeting.
“Was I supposed to find somebody else?” Lucas asked.
“Next time, call me,” Carla said. “Today was confusing for everyone.”
Dr. Levin asked each person for one useful fact from the afternoon.
Amina said the scheduling board changed faster than the printed list. Grace said patient consent applied to observation even when the intern never spoke. Daniel had learned that anesthesia setup took longer than the portion most people noticed.
When Ethan’s turn came, he said, “Unknown isn’t zero.”
Marisol, passing the open door, called, “Correct!”
People laughed.
Carla reviewed Tuesday’s reporting locations and dismissed them.
Patel signed Ethan’s attendance form.
“Wear different shoes tomorrow,” she said.
He looked down at the new dress shoes rubbing his heel.
“I will.”
“You did well.”
The praise was simple enough that he did not need to search it for another meaning.
“Thanks.”
“Go home.”
Ethan packed the form, checked his phone, and found Jacob’s message waiting.
Jacob: Chimney asked me to stop at the station. I can pick you up after.
Ethan: Okay. I’m done.
He changed into the running shoes from his bag before walking outside.
Outside, the afternoon heat had settled across the pavement. Ethan carried his jacket instead of putting it on and walked to the shaded pickup area.
Jacob had not given an arrival time. Ethan checked the transit app, saw a bus due in nine minutes, and decided to wait through one cycle before leaving. He sat on the low wall with his bag between his feet.
Amina came out several minutes later.
“You’re still here,” she said.
“Waiting for a ride.”
“Me too.”
She sat at the opposite end of the wall and removed her badge. Her afternoon with the nurse educator had included discharge calls, medication reconciliation, and forty minutes spent locating an interpreter for a family who had already gone home.
“I thought I’d be disappointed,” she said. “Because I didn’t meet my supervisor.”
“Were you?”
“For about ten minutes.”
“And then?”
“The nurse made me listen to a call where the patient had three medication lists and none matched.”
“That sounds useful.”
“It was. Also terrifying.”
A car pulled to the curb. Amina checked the license plate and stood.
“Tomorrow?” she said.
“Tomorrow.”
She left.
Ethan opened his notebook. The page held seven questions and no patient details. He added the difference among arrival, first contact, and activation. Beneath that, he wrote Ask Patel how service handoffs are documented.
He did not begin researching the fixation procedures. Patel had told him to start with anatomy. He could do that at home, after changing shoes and eating something.
The bus arrived. Ethan let it go.
He watched people enter and leave the hospital. Some carried flowers. Some carried files. One man crossed the pickup lane twice because he had forgotten where his ride was waiting. The hospital remained busy without requiring Ethan to participate.
His phone buzzed.
Jacob: Twenty minutes. Maybe twenty-five.
Ethan: I’m outside.
Jacob: Don’t let the bus tempt you.
Ethan: One already tried.
He put the phone away.
Dr. Alvarez came through the entrance carrying a fresh cup of coffee and stopped when he saw Ethan.
“You waiting for somebody?”
“My roommate.”
“Good. I was going to tell you orientation ended.”
“Patel already sent me home.”
“She does that.”
Alvarez started toward the employee entrance, then turned back.
“Did Marisol show you the fake charts?”
“Yeah.”
“She put a patient with twelve toes in mine.”
“Why?”
“To see if I was reading.”
“Were you?”
“Eventually.”
He went inside.
Ethan opened the notebook and wrote verify anatomy in training records, then crossed it out because he could remember twelve toes without help.
Another bus came and left.
While he waited, Ethan reviewed the printed schedule Patel had signed. Tuesday began with the shared observation group before the interns split among services. Wednesday was clear. Thursday returned him to an evening assignment, and Friday placed him on the research floor in the morning.
The pattern looked less orderly on paper than it had in the orientation slide. A day shift and an evening shift, a day off, another evening, then a morning. Carla had warned them that the calendar would continue changing around physician schedules.
Ethan added the reporting locations to his phone. He included reminders thirty minutes earlier than necessary and then changed them to twenty. The hospital did not need him standing outside locked rooms before anybody arrived.
A message from Maddie waited beneath Jacob’s.
Maddie: How did it go? No rush. Call when you’re home.
He answered without calling from the crowded pickup lane.
Ethan: Good. Mostly orientation. Patel showed me the service and research floor. I’ll call later.
Chimney responded from Maddie’s phone.
Maddie: This is Chim. Did you eat?
Ethan: Yes.
Maddie: I am being told to clarify that your mother did not authorize me to interrogate you through her phone.
Ethan: Understood.
Maddie sent a heart several seconds later.
Ethan returned the phone to his pocket.
Noor came through the doors with Tessa. They stopped near him while waiting for a rideshare.
“Did Patel let you see anything?” Noor asked.
“Some imaging. Mostly the floor.”
“I watched a pediatric intake video from 2019.”
“Was it useful?”
“Probably. The sound cut out in the middle.”
Tessa had spent her afternoon in a conference room reviewing consent policies. “I signed six forms this morning so they could teach me how other people sign forms.”
“Did you learn anything?” Ethan asked.
“Never hand somebody a consent form and walk away.”
“Then yes.”
“Apparently.”
Their car arrived. Noor checked the plate twice before they left.
Ethan watched the doors again. Staff changed shifts around him. People wearing the same badge color moved in opposite directions, some leaving with empty coffee cups and others arriving with full ones.
He thought about the patient waiting for an operating room and the husband asking whether anyone had forgotten them. Patel had not offered false certainty or explained the emergency taking priority elsewhere. She had told them what she knew and what she would do next.
That part had looked easier than it was.
Ethan had spent enough time in waiting rooms to know how quickly every closed door began feeling deliberate. He also knew the relief of somebody returning without being chased down first.
He wrote one more question in the notebook: How are delayed families assigned updates?
The question could wait until Tuesday.
A volunteer pushed an empty wheelchair toward the entrance and paused when one wheel caught against the curb. Ethan stood automatically, but the volunteer freed it before he reached her.
“Got it,” she said.
“Okay.”
He sat again.
Remaining available did not require inserting himself into every small problem. The thought was familiar enough that he did not write it down.
Lucas came outside last, carrying the loaned scrubs under one arm and talking to someone on the phone. He ended the call near Ethan.
“My mother wanted to know if I delivered a baby,” he said.
“Did you?”
“I spent an hour beside a printer.”
“What did you tell her?”
“That patient privacy rules prevented details.”
Ethan laughed. “That’s terrible.”
“I told her the truth after.”
Lucas put the scrubs into his backpack. “Who’s picking you up?”
“My roommate.”
“The biochemistry one?”
Ethan looked at him.
“You mentioned him at lunch.”
“Right. Jacob.”
“Does he like it?”
“Biochemistry?”
“UCLA.”
“So far.”
Lucas nodded. “The summer professors act like everybody already knows where everything is.”
“He’s getting there.”
A compact car pulled into the lane and flashed its lights. Lucas checked the plate.
“See you tomorrow.”
“Yeah.”
Ethan watched him leave. Lucas had remembered one detail from a lunch conversation Ethan had nearly forgotten having. The cohort still felt like ten names attached to specialties, but the edges had begun filling in: Amina’s mislabeled badge photograph, Grace’s locker, Jonah’s refrigerator shelves, Noor’s family announcing pediatrics before she had chosen it.
Tomorrow they would return and learn different things in the same building.
The pickup lane emptied briefly. Ethan stood, stretched the leg that had begun to stiffen, and walked to the nearest trash can with his empty coffee cup. When he returned, someone had taken his place on the wall. He remained standing beneath the shade.
His heel hurt less in the running shoes. The dress pair would stay home Tuesday. He added comfortable shoes to the mental list beside anatomy, reporting locations, and calling Maddie.
None of it felt overwhelming. It was simply new. By the end of the week, the map would crease along familiar folds. In another month, he might stop checking which bridge led where. For now, he knew enough to arrive again.
Jacob arrived seven minutes later than his second estimate. Ethan recognized the car before it reached the curb and stood.
His first hospital day had contained no crisis, no procedure, and nothing he could describe as a breakthrough. He knew where to report Tuesday. He knew Andrea, Lena, Alvarez, and Marisol. Patel had asked what he wanted and listened to the answer.
That was enough.
Jacob stopped. Ethan opened the passenger door and put his bag at his feet.
“Sorry,” Jacob said. “Call ran long.”
“Huh?”
“Not mine. Chimney’s.”
Ethan shut the door. “Why were you at the station?”
Jacob pulled away from the curb. “I’ll tell you.”
Traffic moved past the entrance in short bursts. He closed the notebook, slid it into his bag, and checked that the signed attendance form remained inside its folder.
The first day had ended without asking him to be exceptional. He had listened, waited, entered one training record incorrectly, and learned enough names to return without beginning entirely over.
Jacob saw Chimney’s message after his seminar ended.
Chimney: You have time to stop by the station?
Jacob moved away from the classroom doors before replying.
Jacob: I can be there in about forty-five minutes.
Chimney: Perfect.
There was no explanation. Jacob considered asking for one, decided forty-five minutes was not long to wait, and walked toward the parking structure.
The drive took fifty-two.
When he reached Station 118, the ambulance sat in the open bay with its rear doors open. Hen stood inside checking cabinet seals against a clipboard. Chimney held two wrapped packs of gauze and looked into an exterior compartment.
“Hey,” Chimney said. “One second.”
Jacob remained near the bay line.
“Left side, second bin,” Hen said.
“There’s already one.”
“There should be three.”
Chimney added both packs and closed the compartment. Hen marked the form and climbed down.
“How was class?” she asked.
“Long.”
“Anything catch fire?” Chimney asked.
“Not today.”
“Successful chemistry.”
Hen offered water. Jacob accepted and went upstairs to get three bottles. Two firefighters at the table greeted him. One remembered his shoulder injury from Newton and asked whether it had healed.
“Mostly,” Jacob said.
He carried the water downstairs. Hen took one. Chimney opened his immediately.
“I asked you here because the ride-along coordinator called,” Chimney said. “We have an observer slot tomorrow afternoon.”
Jacob stopped twisting the cap on his bottle. “Tomorrow?”
“If you want it.”
“Yeah. I do.”
“Class ends at two fifteen?”
“I can come straight here.”
“Three o’clock works.”
Hen leaned against the ambulance. “Closed-toe shoes. Clothes you can move in. Nothing you care about keeping clean.”
“Okay.”
“Bring ID,” Chimney said. “Eat before you come.”
“I will.”
“Actual food,” Hen added.
“I eat lunch.”
“Keep doing that.”
Chimney retrieved a manila folder from the passenger seat. The first page identified Jacob as a civilian observer. The following pages covered confidentiality, scene safety, protective equipment, patient consent, and crew authority.
“Read it before you sign,” Chimney said.
Jacob read.
Patients could refuse an observer. Crew could restrict him to the cab, ambulance, or station. Any failure to follow direction ended the ride-along. Scene command outranked personal familiarity.
“If a patient says no, I stay outside,” Jacob said.
“Yes,” Hen said. “You don’t ask them to reconsider.”
“If they can’t answer?”
“We decide whether your presence interferes with privacy or care.”
Chimney pointed to the command section. “If a scene changes, listen to whoever has command. Not me because you know me.”
“Got it.”
“Newton helped get this approved,” Chimney said. “You stayed where you were assigned.”
“I had people telling me what to do.”
“That’s usually how it works.”
Hen opened another compartment. “People get creative when they’re desperate to help.”
“I won’t.”
She looked at him.
“Get creative,” Jacob clarified.
“Good.”
Before he signed, Hen showed him the ambulance.
She directed him to the observer seat and made him fasten the belt.
“If we’re moving, you stay here unless one of us gives another instruction. You don’t unbuckle because you see us working.”
“Okay.”
“Depending on the patient, you may ride in front, back here, or not at all.”
Jacob looked around the compartment. Cabinets, bags, monitor, oxygen, stretcher, and bench occupied nearly every surface. His knees fit if he kept his feet close.
Hen showed him the airway seat and where a second provider could work.
“Questions are fine when we’re not using something,” she said. “During a call, ask where you belong or whether something is unsafe. Save the tour questions.”
Jacob unbuckled and climbed down.
Chimney opened exterior compartments and identified the bags by function. Airway. Trauma. Medications. Pediatric supplies.
“Tomorrow begins with checking all of this again,” he said. “What’s present, what expired, what somebody returned to the wrong place.”
“Every shift?”
“Every shift.”
Hen recorded another seal. “The boring work has to be done before the bad part.”
Jacob recognized a few supplies from lifeguard training and Newton. Most were unfamiliar.
They moved to the cab. Chimney told him not to touch the radio or answer any communication. His phone stayed away on calls. No photographs from the rig.
“Understood.”
Hen showed him where to wash his hands, where contaminated clothing went, and where observers stored food.
“Don’t bring fish,” she said.
Jacob looked at her.
“It happened.”
“I wasn’t planning to.”
“Then we’re ahead.”
He returned to the observer agreement and signed it. Chimney countersigned.
“There’s something else.”
Chimney handed him a packet titled LAFD EMT EDUCATION AND SCHOLARSHIP RESOURCES.
“Information,” Chimney said. “Not homework.”
“I know.”
“You’re holding it like homework.”
Jacob lowered the packet.
Chimney showed him several funding routes. Some connected directly to department pathways. Others supported EMT education without requiring an immediate fire-service commitment.
“Look after the ride-along,” he said. “Or don’t. You’re finishing the degree first.”
“I know.”
“Good.”
Hen capped her pen. “I have old EMT notes and books somewhere.”
“You kept them?”
“Most. Protocols are outdated, so don’t treat them as current. Anatomy is anatomy.”
“I can return everything.”
“The books. Notes are copies.”
“Thanks.”
“Wait until I find them.”
Chimney flipped to a page describing a three-week accelerated course.
“This one won’t fit your current schedule. There’s a Fall session.”
Jacob read the dates. “I see it.”
“No decision today.”
“I know.”
Hen sat on the ambulance step. “What do you want to learn tomorrow?”
Jacob considered it.
“What the job looks like when nothing huge happens.”
“Good. That’s most of it.”
“And how much training I’d need before I was useful.”
“All of it,” Chimney said.
Jacob looked at him.
Hen said, “You become useful while you learn. That’s different.”
“Right.”
“Tomorrow you observe. You don’t have to prove anything.”
A dispatch tone sounded overhead.
Hen stood before the address finished. Chimney put the signed form on a shelf.
“Behind the line,” he told Jacob.
Jacob moved back.
The ambulance left with its lights beginning before it reached the street.
Jacob stayed until the sound faded. Then he placed the scholarship packet in his backpack and went upstairs to tell somebody he was leaving.
One firefighter looked up from the table. “Ride-along?”
“Tomorrow.”
“Have fun cleaning the ambulance.”
Jacob could not tell whether he was joking.
“Thanks.”
He drove to the hospital and found Ethan near the pickup lane wearing running shoes with his dress clothes.
Ethan got in. “Why were you at the station?”
“Ride-along tomorrow.”
“Seriously?”
“Three o’clock.”
Ethan smiled. “That’s great.”
“Hen offered books. Chimney gave me scholarship information.”
“Are you applying?”
“I’m going on the ride-along.”
“Right.”
Jacob pulled into traffic.
“How was Patel?” he asked.
“Good. She remembered the modules.”
“How many did you do Friday?”
“Three.”
“Reasonable.”
“Thank you.”
“What did you actually do?”
“Orientation. Tour. Training database. I watched part of an imaging review.”
“Did you understand it?”
“Some.”
“Good.”
Traffic slowed ahead.
“Five people stay for Fall,” Ethan said.
“Do you know if you want it yet?”
“Yeah.”
“Okay.”
Ethan looked at him. “That’s it?”
“What else?”
“Nothing.”
“Then yes.”
They stopped for groceries because the refrigerator list had become too long to ignore.
Jacob collected detergent, coffee, and dish soap. Ethan returned with the batteries.
They found a black belt, bought vegetables, bread, yogurt, and reusable bags because neither had brought the ones from the loft.
At home, the scholarship packet and Ethan’s schedule occupied opposite ends of the table. They reheated leftovers and ate in front of a baseball game.
Christopher called.
“Did you get the batteries?”
“Yes,” Ethan said.
“Triple-A?”
“Yes.”
“Bring them Friday.”
“We will.”
“What about the shoes?”
Jacob looked at Ethan. “We didn’t go to the shoe store.”
“It’s in the same shopping center.”
“You sent the address after we left.”
“Oh.”
Christopher asked Ethan whether he had performed surgery. Ethan said no. He asked whether Ethan had watched surgery. Ethan said no again.
“What did you do?”
“Paperwork and observation.”
“Boring.”
“Some of it.”
Jacob muted the television. “I’m riding with Hen and Chimney tomorrow.”
“Can I come?”
“No.”
“Why?”
“Because I needed authorization.”
“I know everybody.”
“That isn’t authorization.”
Eddie spoke in the background.
“Dad says good luck,” Christopher reported.
“Thanks, Eddie,” Jacob called.
“You’re welcome,” Eddie answered.
Christopher returned to Friday’s movie list. They promised to help him prevent Buck from choosing before everyone arrived.
After the call, Jacob loaded the dishwasher.
“Do you want to look at the scholarships?” Ethan asked.
“Not tonight.”
“Okay.”
“I want to see tomorrow first.”
“Makes sense.”
May confirmed the bar in the group chat.
“Should I tell her maybe again?” Jacob asked.
“No. She knows.”
Ethan reacted with a thumbs-up.
Jacob returned to his reading. Ethan opened an anatomy reference and stopped after twelve pages. The dryer buzzed after nine. Neither moved until it sounded a second time.
Before bed, Jacob finally opened the scholarship packet.
He did not complete an application. He read the eligibility page, marked the Fall course dates, and found the service requirements Chimney had mentioned. One route required a department commitment. Another covered only part of tuition but left the student free to work elsewhere.
Ethan came back from the laundry closet carrying a basket.
“You said not tonight.”
“I’m looking.”
“That’s tonight.”
Jacob read another line. “I’m not applying.”
Ethan put the basket on the couch. “I didn’t say you were.”
“You looked.”
“At the packet.”
Jacob closed it.
Ethan began folding his hospital clothes separately from everything else. “What time do you leave class tomorrow?”
“Two fifteen. I’ll change at school and drive to the station.”
“You’ll have the car.”
“You work at three.”
“I can take the bus.”
“I can drop you first.”
“That’s the wrong direction.”
Jacob checked the route and confirmed it. “Then bus.”
“I’ll give you the keys in the afternoon.”
“Okay.”
They folded laundry while the game ended unwatched. Ethan paired socks. Jacob hung the shirt Ethan had worn to the hospital before it developed a permanent wrinkle.
“Do you need anything for tomorrow?” Ethan asked.
“Closed-toe shoes and clothes I can ruin.”
“That’s most of your clothes.”
“Thanks.”
“I meant the ones you brought from Texas.”
“That’s worse.”
Ethan smiled and continued pairing socks.
Jacob chose dark jeans and an old College of Charleston shirt, then reconsidered the shirt because the logo might invite questions he did not want during a ride-along. He exchanged it for a plain blue one.
“You’re overthinking the shirt,” Ethan said.
“I know.”
“Wear the Charleston one.”
“Why?”
“You like it.”
Jacob looked at the faded logo. “It’s old.”
“That’s usually how shirts get faded.”
“There you go.”
“What?”
“Nothing.”
Jacob folded the shirt and put it with tomorrow’s clothes.
The scholarship packet remained closed on the table. Ethan’s hospital map sat beside it, already creased from being folded and unfolded through the day.
“Patel said I did well,” Ethan said.
Jacob looked over.
“At the end. Just that.”
“Good.”
“Yeah.”
“Did you think you didn’t?”
“No. I didn’t know.”
Jacob nodded. “Now you do.”
Ethan placed the last shirt in the basket.
They carried the clean clothes upstairs and divided them between drawers. Jacob’s room remained below, but part of his clothing had migrated to the larger dresser because the temporary room did not contain enough storage. Neither mentioned it.
At ten, Maddie called Ethan. He answered in the kitchen while Jacob filled a glass of water. Because Maddie came through the phone, every word from her reached Jacob softened by the speaker.
“Tell me about Patel,” Maddie said.
“She’s good.”
“I know she’s good. You said that already.”
“She showed me the service. I did database training. I watched an imaging review.”
“Were you allowed to ask questions?”
“Yes.”
“Did you?”
“Some.”
Chimney spoke farther from the phone. “Ask if he wore the tie.”
“I didn’t.”
“I told you he wouldn’t,” Maddie said.
“Jacob told me not to.”
Jacob lifted both hands.
“Good judgment,” Chimney said.
“Thank you,” Jacob called.
Jee appeared close to the phone. “Did you see blood?”
“No.”
“None?”
“Not today.”
“Maybe tomorrow.”
Maddie said, “We’re not hoping for blood.”
“I’m not hoping,” Jee replied. “I’m asking.”
Ethan looked at Jacob. Jacob drank his water.
“How’s Nash?” Ethan asked.
“Asleep.”
“Actually asleep?”
“For eleven minutes. We’re respecting it.”
“Then I’ll let you go.”
“Call after tomorrow if it isn’t too late.”
“It might be.”
“Then Wednesday.”
“Okay.”
“I’m proud of you.”
Ethan leaned against the counter. “Thanks, Mom.”
“Goodnight, sweetheart.”
“Night.”
The call ended.
Jacob set the glass in the sink.
“She wanted more than ‘good,’” he said.
“She got more.”
“Eventually.”
Ethan nudged him with one shoulder as he passed.
They checked the front door, turned off the kitchen light, and went upstairs. Jacob returned a few minutes later for the scholarship packet, carried it to his room, and placed it on the desk beneath his seminar notes.
Tomorrow would begin with class, not an ambulance. The order mattered.
He did not sleep immediately.
The temporary room had become quieter since they finished the wall, but sound still traveled from the loft above. Ethan crossed the mezzanine once, opened a drawer, and dropped something small enough to bounce. Water ran in the bathroom.
Jacob opened the seminar article again and reviewed the notes he had written during lecture. The explanation that finally made sense remained clear. He transferred it into the assignment due Wednesday.
His phone lit with a message from Hen.
Hen: Found the books. I’ll bring them tomorrow. Do not read the protocol binder as current practice.
Jacob: Understood. Thank you.
Hen: No pressure about any of it. Come see the job first.
Jacob read the last message twice, not because it confused him but because it removed an obligation he had already begun constructing. Hen was not lending him books in exchange for a decision. Chimney had not arranged the ride-along because Jacob owed the department an application.
He placed the phone facedown.
Ethan appeared at the open doorway wearing sleep clothes.
“May wants to know if we’re definitely out tomorrow.”
“We were never definitely in.”
“I know.”
“What did she say?”
Ethan held out the phone.
May: I am interpreting two emergency-adjacent schedules as a no. I’ll invite people with reliable civilian jobs.
Jacob smiled. “Tell her we might still come.”
“That’s what she doesn’t want.”
“Then tell her no.”
“Do you want to go?”
“If we finish.”
“So maybe.”
“Yeah.”
Ethan typed.
Ethan: Assume no. We’ll text if both of us escape.
May reacted with a salute.
“Solved,” Ethan said.
“Until tomorrow.”
“That’s everything this week.”
Ethan noticed the message from Hen on Jacob’s screen. “She found the books?”
“Yeah.”
“Are you excited?”
Jacob leaned back in the chair. “About the ride-along?”
“All of it.”
He considered the scholarship packet beneath his notes, the ambulance compartments, the seat belt Hen had made him fasten, and the course dates that did not fit his current life.
“I want to see it,” he said.
“That wasn’t the question.”
“I know.”
Ethan waited.
Jacob looked at him. “Yeah. I’m excited.”
“Okay.”
“Are you?”
“About tomorrow?”
“The internship.”
Ethan nodded. “Yeah.”
That was enough. Ethan returned upstairs.
Jacob finished the paragraph, saved the assignment, and set an alarm for six. Before returning to his room, he left the car keys on the kitchen counter for Ethan to take in the morning.
Tuesday’s plan was ordinary on paper: class, a key handoff, an evening internship shift, an observer ride with Ambulance 118, and maybe a drink with May if both schedules ended on time.
Nothing in the calendar suggested otherwise.
Above him, Ethan’s alarm settings chimed as he changed them. One alarm disappeared. Another moved later to account for Tuesday’s evening shift.
Jacob checked his own schedule. The laboratory preparation opened at eight. His seminar response was due before midnight Tuesday, which meant finishing it now would be wiser than trusting the ride-along to end on time.
He reopened the assignment.
The first paragraph came easily. The second required the article he had carried around all day. He found the relevant page, read it twice, and wrote three sentences before deciding one belonged in the first paragraph.
At eleven, Ethan came downstairs for water.
“You’re still working?”
“Almost done.”
“You said that twenty minutes ago.”
“I was less done then.”
Ethan filled a glass. “I’m going to bed.”
“Okay.”
“Don’t stay up until two.”
“I won’t.”
“Was that a real answer?”
Jacob looked at the remaining paragraph. “Midnight.”
“Fine.”
Ethan carried the water upstairs.
Jacob submitted the response at eleven thirty-eight. He closed the course portal, put the article into his backpack, and left the scholarship packet on the desk.
The packet would still be there Wednesday. The Fall course would still have dates. Nothing required him to know what came after the ride-along before he had taken it.
He turned off the lamp and lay down.
The loft settled gradually: refrigerator motor, pipes, one car passing in the alley. Jacob set the phone facedown and closed his eyes.
His last thought before sleep was not about scholarships or the Academy. It was about the observer seat in the ambulance and Hen telling him to stay belted while other people worked.
He could do that. He could watch, listen, and leave the next decision until he possessed something more useful than imagination.
In the morning, he would make breakfast and finish class. Ethan would pick him up on campus before the evening shift; Jacob would take the keys, drop Ethan at the hospital, and continue to the station. May would go to the bar whether they joined her or not.
The plans remained separate and manageable.
For one more night, all of it was still ordinary. Jacob slept before midnight, with the uniform questions unanswered and Tuesday waiting exactly where they had left it.
The city continued beyond the windows. Inside the loft, both men rested before the day that would refuse every part of their schedule.
Morning would arrive soon enough. Neither of them needed to meet it early.
Monday was over.
Finally.
Tuesday’s morning lecture ran twelve minutes late because the professor discovered a mistake in his own answer key and insisted on correcting it before anyone left.
By the time Jacob reached the corridor, the next class had gathered outside. Students pressed toward both stairwells while the departing group tried to stop and compare the corrected problem.
Jacob put his notebook into his bag and kept moving.
His afternoon laboratory preparation ended at two fifteen. The ride-along began at three. Hen had told him to arrive fed, changed, and ready to listen. He had done the first two before class and packed the third as though it were equipment.
His phone buzzed near the exterior doors.
Ethan: Outside the science building.
Jacob stepped into the heat and found him near the shaded edge of the plaza.
Ethan wore dark trousers, comfortable shoes this time, and a short-sleeved button-down beneath his hospital badge. His bag rested against one ankle. He held two iced coffees.
“You’re early,” Jacob said.
“Traffic was lighter than I expected.”
“That happens?”
“Apparently.”
Ethan handed him one cup.
“Thanks.”
“How was class?”
“The professor’s answer was wrong.”
“Did you tell him?”
“Somebody else did.”
“Were they nice about it?”
Jacob took a drink. “Not especially.”
They moved away from the doorway as another group came out.
Ethan took the car keys from his pocket and held them out.
“Full tank,” he said.
Jacob accepted them. “You filled it?”
“On the way over.”
“You didn’t have to.”
“You’re driving to the station and then home.”
“Still.”
Ethan picked up his hospital bag. “Buck needed help moving something before lunch.”
“What?”
“A table he bought.”
“For the house he doesn’t have?”
“For Eddie’s garage until Saturday.”
“Of course.”
“It was cheap.”
“I didn’t ask.”
“Buck explained.”
They crossed the plaza toward the parking structure.
“Is it a good table?” Jacob asked.
“I don’t know. It looks like a table.”
Jacob drank more coffee. “Strong review.”
Ethan let the comment pass.
Students moved around them carrying summer-course folders and drinks. A campus tour stopped beside a sculpture while the guide waited for two people to catch up.
“You have everything?” Ethan asked.
“ID, observer form, clothes, food.”
“The books?”
“Hen’s bringing them.”
“Right.”
Jacob had changed into the faded College of Charleston shirt after class. The fabric felt softer than most of what he owned. He had nearly chosen something else and then remembered Ethan saying he liked it.
“How was this morning?” he asked.
“Fine. Research training.”
“How many records?”
“Four practice records.”
“Did Marisol tell you how many other people finish?”
“Not until Friday.”
Jacob smiled. “She knows you.”
“She met me twice.”
“Enough.”
Ethan took a drink and changed the subject.
“Amina met her cardiology supervisor yesterday.”
“Good?”
“She thinks so. Grace got assigned to neurology first. Lucas still doesn’t know what service he likes.”
“It’s day two.”
“I know.”
“Does he know?”
“He made a list.”
“Then probably not.”
They reached the stairs. Jacob shifted his backpack higher.
“May texted,” he said.
“I saw.”
“She says we’re unreliable.”
“We told her not to wait.”
“That’s why.”
“She invited other people.”
“She invited Harry.”
“He said yes?”
“For now.”
“Still more reliable than us.”
Jacob opened the stairwell door. “Do you think you’ll finish by nine?”
“Scheduled for eight-thirty.”
“That wasn’t what I asked.”
“Then no idea.”
“Same.”
They climbed one level. Jacob’s knee complained on the turn. He adjusted his pace without stopping.
“We can text her after,” Ethan said.
“If it isn’t too late.”
“She’ll be out.”
“That doesn’t mean she’ll want us appearing at eleven.”
“It’s May.”
Jacob considered that. “Fair.”
They found the car on level five.
Jacob put his backpack in the rear seat. Ethan kept his hospital bag.
“Do you want me to drop you?” Jacob asked.
“You’ll be late.”
“It’s on the way.”
“It isn’t.”
“Close enough.”
Ethan checked the time. “If traffic’s bad, you’ll get there at three.”
“Three is when they told me to come.”
“Usually that means before three.”
“Chimney said three.”
“You’re arguing with me about arriving early?”
Jacob opened the driver’s door. “Get in.”
Ethan smiled and walked around the car.
They left campus through the southern exit. Traffic had begun building but still moved. Ethan put the hospital address into the navigation even though both knew the route.
“You nervous?” he asked.
Jacob kept his eyes on the car ahead. “A little.”
“About what?”
“Being in the way.”
“Hen won’t let you.”
“I know.”
“Then what?”
Jacob changed lanes. “I don’t know what I’m going to see.”
“That’s why you’re going.”
“I know.”
Ethan did not turn the answer into reassurance.
At the next light, Jacob looked at him. “Are you nervous?”
“Not really.”
“You checked the portal during breakfast.”
“The reporting room changed.”
“It changed yesterday.”
“I checked that it hadn’t changed again.”
“Okay.”
“That doesn’t mean I’m nervous.”
“I said okay.”
The light turned green.
Ethan looked out the window. “Maybe a little.”
“You’re doing fine.”
The sentence came without ceremony. Jacob adjusted the air and kept driving.
Ethan glanced at him. “I’ve had one day.”
“And you did fine.”
“Patel said that too.”
“Then why are we discussing it?”
“You asked if I was nervous.”
“Right.”
They turned toward the hospital.
“Five people stay,” Ethan said after a minute.
“I remember.”
“Lucas already knows everybody’s schedule.”
“That doesn’t mean anything.”
“I know.”
“Do you?”
Ethan looked at him.
Jacob lifted one shoulder. “You brought it up.”
“I’m not competing with his calendar.”
“Good.”
“I’m not.”
“Ethan.”
“What?”
“I believe you.”
Ethan was quiet for several seconds. “Okay.”
The navigation directed them into the drop-off lane.
“You can leave me here,” Ethan said.
“I assumed.”
“Text when you get to the station.”
“You’ll be working.”
“I’ll see it later.”
Jacob stopped behind a rideshare vehicle.
Ethan reached for the door, then paused.
“Good luck.”
“You too.”
“Don’t touch anything.”
“Hen already covered that.”
“I mean on purpose.”
Jacob looked at him. “Go to work.”
Ethan got out laughing and closed the door.
Jacob waited until he reached the entrance before pulling away.
The station was twenty-three minutes away according to the navigation. He had thirty-one.
He texted Chimney at the next red light using voice dictation.
Jacob: On my way. ETA two fifty-two.
Chimney: Plenty of time.
Jacob put the phone face down.
At the hospital entrance, Ethan clipped his badge to his shirt and entered with seven minutes before the time Patel had given him.
The lobby looked busier than Monday. A line had formed at registration. Two families stood beneath the directory. Ethan took the route he knew now: courtyard, second building, bridge, public elevator.
He reached the workroom at two fifty-eight.
Lucas sat near the wall reading from his phone. Grace spoke with Noor beside the whiteboard. Amina had not arrived yet.
“You made it,” Lucas said.
“Was I not going to?”
“Traffic.”
“My roommate drove.”
“The biochemistry one?”
“Jacob.”
“Right.”
Ethan put his bag beneath the chair.
Grace held a printed schedule. “They changed the first hour.”
“Again?”
“Shared observation rounds. Then we split.”
Noor pointed to the board. Their names appeared in two groups of five.
Ethan’s group included Amina, Lucas, Olivia, and Jonah. Grace was assigned to the second group with Mateo, Tessa, Daniel, and Noor.
“Carla said pathology may take one person after rounds,” Olivia said.
“You?”
“If they can.”
She sounded interested without assuming it would happen.
Amina entered carrying a folder and apologizing to nobody in particular.
“Elevator stopped on every floor,” she said.
“You’re early,” Lucas told her.
“I know. I still hated it.”
Carla arrived behind her and counted everyone.
“Phones away once we leave this room,” she said. “Not silent in your hands. Away. You can retrieve them during breaks.”
Ethan switched his to silent and put it in his bag.
Across the city, Jacob parked near Station 118 at two fifty-four.
He changed nothing, checked nothing, and did not reread the observer agreement. He had already done all three.
He took his backpack from the rear seat and walked toward the open bay.
Hen was carrying a cardboard box down from the loft when Jacob entered the station.
“You’re early,” she said.
“Six minutes.”
“Still early.”
She lowered the box onto the workbench and flexed her fingers.
“That’s not all for me,” Jacob said.
“Most of it isn’t.”
The top held three thick binders, two textbooks, a spiral notebook, and several loose folders secured with rubber bands. One binder had EMT written across the spine in black marker. Another read PHARM. A worn anatomy text occupied most of the bottom.
Chimney came around the ambulance carrying a folded observer vest.
“She found the archive.”
“Karen found the archive,” Hen corrected. “She was thrilled to learn it was leaving the house.”
Jacob lifted the EMT binder enough to see the date. “This is from when you trained?”
“Copies of my notes. Some handouts. The protocols are old, so I marked the sections you should not use as current guidance.”
Red sticky tabs protruded from several pages. Each said OUTDATED.
“That seems clear,” Jacob said.
“It should be. The anatomy and assessment notes are still useful. The textbook is one edition back, which is fine for deciding whether you can tolerate reading an EMT textbook before you buy anything.”
Jacob took out the spiral notebook. Hen’s handwriting was compact and legible, with diagrams occupying the margins.
“You can keep the copies,” she said. “Bring the books back eventually.”
“I will.”
“There’s more under those.”
Jacob moved the EMT materials aside and found two larger books beneath them.
Hen tapped the pharmacology binder. “Med school. I found notes too. Those are for Ethan, if he wants them.”
Jacob looked from the binder to her. “All of this?”
“Not all of medical school. I spared him biostatistics.”
“He’d probably read it.”
“That’s why I spared him.”
Chimney placed the vest beside the box. “You’re sending homework home with both of them now?”
“Reference material,” Hen said.
“In a box that requires two hands.”
“Jacob has two.”
Jacob opened the top medical notebook. Hen had dated each lecture and organized sections with colored tabs. The first page contained a list of abbreviations and a warning to herself not to rely on somebody else’s summary before an examination.
“These are good,” he said.
“They’re old. Ethan needs to check every clinical recommendation against current material. But anatomy, physiology, study frameworks—those don’t become useless because I graduated.”
“He’ll want them.”
“Ask him first.”
Jacob looked at the box.
“I’ll ask while carrying them home?”
Hen smiled. “Exactly.”
They moved the box into the station office so it would not remain beside the rig. Jacob sent Ethan a message before putting his phone away.
Jacob: Hen found EMT books for me and med school notes for you. There is a box.
The message remained unread.
“Phone in your bag once we start,” Chimney said.
“I know.”
“I’m reminding you because the phone is currently in your hand.”
Jacob put it away.
Hen checked his clothes and shoes, then handed him the observer vest. He fastened it over the Charleston shirt.
“Move,” she said.
Jacob lifted both arms, turned, bent, and straightened. The vest pulled beneath one arm.
Hen loosened the side strap.
“Again.”
He repeated the movement.
“Better?”
“Yeah.”
“You tell us if equipment doesn’t fit. Don’t spend four hours pretending you can breathe.”
“I’d say something.”
Hen glanced at Chimney.
“He might,” Chimney said.
“I would.”
“Great. We believe you.”
Jacob knew neither of them entirely did.
Chimney took his ID and observer agreement into the office for verification. Hen showed Jacob the shelf where his backpack and the book box would stay.
“Food?” she asked.
“In the front pocket.”
“Water?”
He held up the bottle.
“Any medication you need during the shift?”
“No.”
“Emergency contact still Eddie?”
“Yes.”
She nodded and moved to the ambulance.
“Before we leave, you help us check what can be checked without clinical judgment. Seals, dates where I point, quantities where I give you the number. You don’t open medication bags. You don’t reorganize anything because you think your system is better.”
“I wasn’t going to.”
“You color-code your class schedule.”
Jacob stared at her. “How do you know that?”
“Eddie.”
“Of course.”
Chimney returned with Jacob’s ID and gave it back.
“Officially an observer,” he said. “Which means you observe.”
“I remember.”
“Good. Start by observing Hen make you count bandages.”
Hen opened the first compartment.
Across the city, Ethan’s phone remained inside his bag while Carla led the observation group away from the workroom. He would not see Jacob’s message until the first break.
Hen gave him a printed checklist and pointed to the first line.
“Trauma dressings. Count sealed packages only.”
Jacob counted. The number matched.
“Initial there.”
He did.
The next compartment held splints in several sizes. Hen named them while checking placement. Jacob repeated nothing aloud and asked only when she used an abbreviation he did not recognize.
“You’ll hear it again,” she said after explaining. “Don’t try to memorize the ambulance in twenty minutes.”
“I’m not.”
“Good.”
Chimney performed the vehicle checks at the front. Engine, fuel, lights, radio, oxygen levels. He called out two numbers. Hen recorded them.
The work took longer than Jacob expected and contained no wasted movement. Every compartment opened in an order. Every missing item created another task. One box of gloves had been placed behind the wrong size. Hen moved it without comment.
“What happens if you get called before this is finished?” Jacob asked.
“We know what’s incomplete,” Hen said. “And we finish when we return.”
“Unless the missing thing affects readiness,” Chimney added. “Then we fix it before we’re available.”
Jacob marked the next count.
At three eighteen, Hen closed the final exterior compartment. Chimney checked that Jacob’s vest remained fastened and pointed him toward the passenger seat.
“First call, you ride up front unless Hen says otherwise.”
“Okay.”
“Seat belt stays on. Radio stays untouched.”
“I remember.”
“Excellent. Repetition works.”
Jacob climbed into the cab and adjusted the seat. Hen took the rear for the first run so she could finish checking a bag. Chimney entered the driver’s side.
No dispatch came immediately.
They waited.
From the cab, Jacob could see the bay, the empty place beside the engine, and the book box through the office doorway. The observer vest felt conspicuous across his chest. He resisted adjusting it again.
Chimney completed a log on the mounted tablet.
“This part count?” Jacob asked.
“Most of the job counts.”
“I meant as the ride-along.”
“You’re in the ambulance.”
Jacob nodded.
Hen closed the rear bag and stepped down. “If you expected us to manufacture an emergency for you, you’ll be disappointed.”
“I didn’t.”
“Then you’re doing fine.”
She moved into the passenger seat, which required Jacob to relocate to the observer position in back. He climbed down, rounded the ambulance, and buckled himself where she had shown him Monday.
At three twenty-six, the tones sounded.
The call was for an older man who had fallen in a grocery-store parking lot and could not stand.
Hen looked back at Jacob. “This is where you listen.”
“Got it.”
The rear doors shut. The ambulance rolled from the station, and Jacob’s first ride-along began without asking whether he felt ready.
Chimney acknowledged the dispatch while Hen read the notes on the tablet. The caller reported that the man was awake, bleeding from one elbow, and refusing help from bystanders who wanted to lift him.
“At least they called before moving him,” Hen said.
Traffic yielded unevenly. Jacob felt every turn more sharply from the rear seat than he expected. He kept both hands away from the cabinets and watched Hen review the address, access point, and reported condition.
“What do I do when we arrive?” he asked.
“Stay with the ambulance until I place you,” Hen said. “Do not follow us automatically.”
“Okay.”
“If I tell you to remain here, remain here.”
“I will.”
The siren cut off as they entered the shopping center. People near the storefront turned to watch. A small group had gathered around somebody sitting between two parked cars.
Chimney positioned the ambulance without blocking the entire lane. Hen opened the rear doors.
“Stay,” she said.
Jacob stayed belted while she and Chimney removed the primary bag and approached the patient.
Through the open doors, he could see only parts of the assessment: Chimney kneeling, Hen speaking to the man, a store employee directing cars around the scene. A bystander stepped too close and was asked to move back.
Jacob understood almost none of the words from where he sat.
That was the assignment.
Hen returned for the stretcher and released Jacob’s belt.
“You can step out and stand by the rear door. Do not approach unless we call you.”
Jacob climbed down and moved where she indicated.
The patient remained seated while Chimney examined his leg. Hen lowered the stretcher and brought it closer. The man objected to going anywhere. Chimney asked what had happened before discussing transport.
Jacob stood beside the ambulance, visible and unnecessary.
He did not search for something else to do.
Five minutes into the ride-along, that already felt like part of the work.
When Hen glanced toward him, Jacob was still exactly where she had left him. She gave one brief nod and returned to the patient.
Jacob watched the crew work without turning observation into participation. The distinction was less satisfying than helping and far more useful than interfering.
The man finally agreed to be assessed inside the ambulance. Hen called Jacob forward only to open the clear path she indicated, then sent him back to the observer seat.
Jacob obeyed without asking what came next. The crew would tell him when the answer involved him.
For now, it did not.
He waited and listened.
The first call continued around him, uninterrupted.
The man’s name was Walter Briggs. He was seventy-two, lived alone, and had crossed the parking lot because the grocery store was the only place in walking distance that sold the tea his sister liked.
Jacob learned those details one at a time, between questions about pain, medication, dizziness, and the sequence of the fall.
Walter had caught the toe of his shoe on a concrete stop. He denied losing consciousness. His left knee hurt when he tried to bear weight, his elbow had bled through a folded stack of paper towels, and he was embarrassed enough to argue with every suggestion Hen made.
“I can call my sister,” he said.
“You can,” Hen agreed. “But your sister isn’t going to know whether you broke your kneecap.”
“Neither do you.”
“Not from the parking lot, no.”
Chimney secured the blood-pressure cuff around Walter’s arm. “That’s why hospitals have X-rays.”
Walter looked past him toward the store employee who had called 911. “I only need help getting up.”
“Maybe,” Hen said. “Let us finish checking you first.”
She did not challenge him for control of the conversation. She kept returning to the next useful question until he answered it.
Jacob watched from the bench near the rear doors. Walter looked at him twice, perhaps trying to determine why a person in an LAFD observer vest was taking up space without doing anything.
On the third glance, he asked, “You new?”
Jacob waited for Hen.
“He’s observing,” she said.
“So, yes.”
“Very,” Jacob said.
Walter gave a quiet huff and settled back against the stretcher.
Hen palpated around the knee while Chimney watched Walter’s face. Swelling had already begun along the front of the joint. Nothing appeared grossly displaced, but Walter stopped pretending it did not hurt when Hen reached one particular point.
“That,” she said.
“A little.”
“That was not a little response.”
“I’m expressive.”
“You nearly kicked my partner.”
Chimney looked up from the tablet. “I noticed.”
Walter’s mouth moved, almost a smile.
By the time they discussed transport again, he had stopped insisting he could walk home. Hen explained what they could and could not determine in the field, then asked where he preferred to go. He chose the closest receiving hospital after calling his sister and learning she was forty minutes away.
Chimney stepped out to prepare for transport. Hen looked at Jacob.
“Move to the captain’s chair,” she said. “Buckle in before we move.”
Jacob did. Chimney drove. Hen cleaned and dressed Walter’s elbow, repeated part of the neurovascular assessment, and asked about his prescriptions. Walter knew what the pills looked like but not the names of all of them. Hen asked whether he had a list in his wallet.
He did.
Jacob had expected the call to feel more urgent once the ambulance moved. Instead, the work became quieter. Hen checked what needed checking. Walter answered when he felt like answering. The monitor printed a narrow strip of paper. Chimney gave the hospital a concise radio report from the front.
At the emergency entrance, Jacob remained in the ambulance while they transferred Walter inside. Hen had told him the hospital handoff was not part of today’s access, and he did not test the boundary.
He watched staff move through the bay and tried to distinguish urgency from speed. Some people hurried. Most did not. Everybody appeared to know which door they needed.
Hen and Chimney returned eight minutes later.
“How’d we do?” Chimney asked as he opened the rear doors.
Jacob moved from the captain’s chair so they could reset the stretcher. “You got him to agree.”
“Eventually,” Hen said.
“Was that the hard part?”
“It was the part he made hard.”
Chimney locked the stretcher into place. “What did you notice?”
Jacob considered the question. “You didn’t start with the transport argument.”
Hen pulled off her gloves. “He wasn’t ready to have it.”
“You let him call his sister before you asked again.”
“I didn’t let him. It was his phone.”
“Right.”
“But yes,” she said. “Sometimes people need time. Sometimes they need more information. Sometimes they refuse, and if they have capacity, that’s their right.”
“Even if you think they’re making a bad decision?”
“People make bad decisions all day.” Chimney shut one cabinet. “We document them very carefully.”
Hen handed Jacob a disinfectant wipe and pointed to the bench where Walter’s uninjured hand had rested. “Start there. Every surface he touched, then the rail. Gloves first.”
Jacob put them on.
The reset took longer than he expected. They wiped the stretcher, replaced the sheet and blanket, disposed of used supplies, counted what had been opened, and checked the trauma bag before returning it to its compartment. Hen corrected Jacob when he reached across a clean surface with a used wipe.
“Clean to dirty,” she said.
He stopped. “Sorry.”
“You’re learning. Get a new one.”
They returned to the station at four twelve.
Jacob assumed the report would take a few minutes. It did not. Chimney sat at the computer and built the call again in fields, menus, times, findings, interventions, and signatures. Hen restocked what they had used and made Jacob locate each replacement rather than pointing it out.
“Four-by-fours,” she said.
He opened the wrong drawer.
“No.”
He closed it and tried another.
“Those are two-by-twos.”
“They look almost the same.”
“Until you need the larger one.”
He found them in the third compartment and replaced the packet.
“Tape.”
That took less time.
“Saline.”
He knew that one.
Hen checked the expiration date after he handed it to her. “Always.”
“Even if it came from the supply room?”
“Especially when you assume somebody else checked.”
Jacob turned the bottle over and read the date himself before putting it away.
Chimney finished the report and joined them. “Walter had a medication list. What happens when they don’t?”
“You ask family?” Jacob said.
“If family is there.”
“Check the bottles?”
“If the bottles are there.”
Hen closed the bag. “Sometimes you get an answer. Sometimes you get a plastic grocery bag full of prescriptions from three different years. Sometimes you get nothing. You document what you know and what you don’t.”
The tones sounded again before they made it upstairs.
The second call was at a restaurant three blocks from a middle school. The dispatcher reported a possible allergic reaction in a twenty-six-year-old woman, conscious and breathing, with staff waiting outside.
Jacob took the rear seat without being told.
“What are you thinking?” Chimney asked from the front.
“That conscious and breathing doesn’t tell you how long she’ll stay that way.”
Hen looked at him. “Good. What else?”
“Possible exposure. Whether she has an EpiPen. History of reactions.”
“And?”
He searched through what he knew. “Airway.”
“First and repeatedly.”
The restaurant manager waved them toward a booth. A woman sat upright with one hand against her chest. Her friend stood beside her holding an epinephrine auto-injector and speaking too quickly.
Hen sent Jacob to the wall beside the end of the booth, near enough to hear and out of the path between patient and stretcher.
The woman had a known shellfish allergy. She had taken two bites of a noodle dish before her lips began tingling. Her friend had administered the auto-injector less than two minutes before the ambulance arrived.
Chimney listened to her lungs while Hen checked for swelling and hives. The woman’s voice remained clear, but she said her throat felt tight.
The room changed without becoming chaotic.
Chimney asked for the medication bag. Hen had already opened it. The manager tried to explain that the dish contained no shellfish; Hen asked him to step away and save the ingredient discussion for later. The friend answered questions about timing while gripping the used auto-injector in both hands.
Jacob watched Hen assign one task at a time. Nobody delivered a speech about staying calm. They gave the friend something specific to do and moved.
The patient was on the stretcher within minutes.
Hen pointed to the table as they left. “Jacob, bring her bag. Ask before you touch it.”
He looked at the patient. “Can I get your purse?”
She nodded.
He picked it up by the strap and carried it beside the stretcher until Chimney told him to place it near the patient’s feet.
That was the extent of his participation.
It still mattered because the patient asked for the bag twice during transport, once for her phone and once to make sure it had not been left behind.
Jacob sat belted in the observer position. Hen reassessed the patient’s airway, breathing, skin, and blood pressure. Chimney notified the receiving hospital. The friend followed in her own car.
By the time they reached the emergency department, the patient’s throat felt less tight. Hen did not describe that as resolved. She reported the improvement and the remaining symptoms with equal care.
After the handoff, they cleaned the ambulance again.
“What did the friend do right?” Hen asked.
Jacob wiped the rail. “Used the injector early.”
“And called.”
“She knew when she gave it.”
“Exactly. Useful information beats perfect information.”
Chimney returned carrying replacement medication. “And the restaurant?”
“They called quickly,” Jacob said.
“After that.”
“The manager kept trying to explain the food.”
Hen’s expression made clear that was not a point in his favor.
“Because he was worried about fault,” Jacob said.
“Probably,” she replied. “We were worried about the patient.”
They stopped at the station long enough for Chimney to finish documentation and for Hen to show Jacob where the medication seal numbers were recorded. Buck passed through the bay, asked how the afternoon was going, and accepted Hen’s answer of quiet enough without commenting on it.
Jacob checked his phone while they waited.
Ethan: How is it?
Jacob: Two transports. I’ve cleaned every surface in the ambulance.
The typing indicator appeared.
Ethan: Sounds right.
Jacob: Hen found med school books for you.
Ethan: How many?
Jacob looked at the box beside his backpack.
Jacob: Enough that I’m glad you gave me the car.
Ethan: I’ll make room.
Another message arrived.
Ethan: Are you liking it?
Jacob considered his answer while Chimney signed the report.
Jacob: I think so. Mostly I’m trying not to stand in the wrong place.
Ethan: You’re good at following directions.
Jacob: That’s not what you said Sunday.
Ethan: Different directions.
Jacob put the phone away before the exchange could turn into a conversation neither of them had time to finish.
The next dispatch came at five thirty-eight: dizziness and weakness at an auto-body shop.
The patient was a nineteen-year-old employee who had spent most of the afternoon moving equipment in an unventilated storage area. He sat on the curb when they arrived, pale and sweating, with his supervisor offering him a bottle of water and insisting he had eaten lunch.
Hen had Jacob stand near the open side door of the ambulance. The air inside the shop smelled of paint and hot metal. Chimney asked whether anybody else felt ill before they moved the patient farther into fresh air.
That question changed the call.
A second employee admitted to having a headache. Then a third said he had felt nauseated for an hour.
Hen told the supervisor to get everybody out of the building. Chimney requested the engine company and a hazardous-conditions evaluation, then asked dispatch whether any work involving combustion equipment had been reported.
Jacob watched the original assumption—one dehydrated employee—widen into a possible environmental exposure.
He did not need medical training to understand why.
The 118 engine arrived and took over the building assessment. A portable generator had been running near the rear loading door after an electrical problem. The door had been lowered against the heat.
The crew checked every employee. Two were transported for further evaluation; the others improved outside and declined after assessment. Jacob stayed with the ambulance unless Hen placed him elsewhere. At one point, she asked him to hold a clipboard and record the names and ages staff provided while she kept her hands free.
He wrote exactly what they said and read each entry back.
“You don’t have to make it pretty,” Chimney told him as they loaded the second patient.
“I’m making it readable.”
“That’s prettier than most of our handwriting.”
Hen glanced at Chimney’s report sheet. “He means his.”
“Mine is efficient.”
“Your sevens look like ones.”
“Only to you.”
“And everybody else.”
The exchange ended because the patient asked a question. Both paramedics turned toward him immediately.
Jacob noticed that, too.
At the hospital, he waited in the rig while the patients went inside. The sun had dropped behind the emergency building, leaving the ambulance bay in shade. He drank half his water and realized he had been with the crew for nearly three hours.
It felt shorter. His feet disagreed.
When Hen returned, she handed him an unopened protein bar from a side pocket.
“Eat.”
“I had lunch.”
“So did everybody at that shop.”
He opened it.
They sat in the parked ambulance for four minutes while Chimney completed the receiving information. Hen drank water and checked the dispatch screen.
“Still interested?” she asked.
Jacob swallowed. “Yeah.”
“Even after the cleaning?”
“I knew there’d be cleaning.”
“Most people know in theory.”
“The theory was accurate.”
Hen smiled. “Anything surprise you?”
He looked through the open rear doors at the ambulances lined along the bay. “How much of it is asking the same question again.”
“People’s answers change.”
“Or you hear something different.”
“That too.”
Chimney climbed into the driver’s seat. “Also, people lie.”
“Chim.”
“They do. Usually because they’re scared, embarrassed, worried about getting in trouble, or convinced the truth will cost money.” He started the engine. “You still treat them.”
The radio remained quiet on the drive back.
At the station, dinner was already underway. Ravi had taken over one end of the kitchen. Buck stood at the counter cutting vegetables with more force than the task required while Eddie read something on his phone and corrected him without looking up.
“Those are too big,” Eddie said.
“They cook down.”
“Not that much.”
Buck saw Jacob. “How was it?”
“Good.”
“That’s all?”
“I’m still on it.”
“What calls did you get?”
Hen entered behind him. “He can tell you after he washes his hands.”
Jacob did.
He had time to eat half a bowl of rice and vegetables before the tones sent the engine company out on a residential alarm. Ambulance 118 remained available. Chimney used the pause to show Jacob how dispatch priority, response mode, and available resources shaped what they did before arrival.
“The notes help,” Chimney said, “but they’re not the patient. The caller can be wrong. Dispatch can only give us what the caller gives them.”
“And when the information changes?”
“We change with it.”
Hen leaned against the counter. “That may be the entire job.”
The next call was less dramatic than the dispatch suggested. A college student reported chest pain during a study group. By the time they arrived, he was sitting on an apartment floor, breathing rapidly, with three roommates crowded around him and a laptop still open on the couch.
Jacob stayed near the doorway until Hen moved him to the hall. The patient had no known cardiac history. He described tingling in his fingers, tightness across his chest, and the certainty that he was dying.
Nobody told him he was not.
They assessed him.
Chimney asked about onset and medical history. Hen obtained vital signs and placed leads. One roommate kept saying it had to be anxiety because the patient had an examination the next morning. Hen asked him to stop answering for his friend.
The patient agreed to transport after the initial assessment. His breathing slowed before they reached the hospital, but Chimney continued to ask about the pain and document every change.
On the return trip, Jacob said, “You never told him it was a panic attack.”
“Because we don’t know that,” Hen replied.
“His roommate did.”
“His roommate wasn’t treating him.”
Chimney glanced at Jacob through the rearview mirror. “Anxiety can cause chest pain. People with anxiety can also have medical emergencies. You don’t get to stop assessing because somebody recognizes part of the picture.”
Jacob nodded.
“You’ll learn differential diagnosis if you do the course,” Hen said. “Right now, learn not to decide too early.”
It was the closest she had come to speaking as if he might actually enroll.
Jacob noticed and let it pass.
Back at the station, they reset the unit again. He found the four-by-fours on the first try. Hen checked the date on the saline, then handed it back so he could check it too.
Night settled beyond the open bay doors. The station lights reflected across the polished floor. Upstairs, somebody turned on a baseball game at low volume. Jacob’s scheduled ride-along had another hour left.
He expected the rhythm to slow with the traffic outside.
Hen finished the supply count and closed the compartment. “Do not expect the rhythm to do anything because you want it to.”
Jacob looked at her. “Did I say that out loud?”
“No. Everybody thinks it.”
Chimney returned from the computer with the tablet. “We’re available.”
The radio acknowledged them.
For six minutes, nothing happened.
Jacob sat at the table with the EMT handbook open beside Hen’s older notes. He recognized some of the anatomy and very little of the operational language. Hen circled one chapter for him to read later and crossed out a dosage table that no longer matched current protocol.
“This is why you don’t study old notes by themselves,” she said.
“I won’t.”
“The concepts help. The protocols come from the current course.”
Chimney poured coffee. “And then they change after the course.”
“Frequently.”
Jacob turned to the marked chapter.
The alert tone cut through the kitchen before he reached the first paragraph.
Hen was already standing.
The ordinary evening ended there, before any of them understood what the next dispatch would change.
Ethan reached the education suite seven minutes before the evening briefing and found nine interns fitting themselves around a table designed for eight.
Lucas had claimed the narrow section beside the wall. Jonah sat at the far end with his notebook open and nothing written in it. Grace and Amina were comparing schedules while Daniel tried to move a chair without striking anybody’s knees.
“There’s room here,” Amina told Ethan.
There was not, exactly, but Grace shifted her bag and made enough.
Ethan sat. “Thanks.”
“How was your morning?” Grace asked.
“Lots of studying. Yours?”
“Lab.”
“I slept,” Jonah said.
Lucas looked across the table. “Before or during class?”
“Both.”
Noor came in behind Olivia and closed the door with her hip. Mateo followed, still fastening his badge clip. Tessa arrived last, carrying a cup of tea and an expression that suggested she had run from the parking structure without spilling it.
Dr. Ross began on time.
She reviewed the evening’s assignments, reminded them that observation privileges could change without notice, and repeated the rules about patient privacy, identification, and scope. Nobody complained about hearing the rules again. On their second day, repetition still felt like protection.
“Tonight is shared observation,” Dr. Ross said. “You will rotate through three areas in groups. You are not guaranteed equal experiences. A hospital is not arranging its work for your educational convenience.”
She read the groups.
Ethan was assigned with Amina, Olivia, and Daniel for the first rotation. Grace, Lucas, and Jonah went with a medical resident to the step-down unit. Noor, Mateo, and Tessa began in ambulatory intake.
“At each handoff,” Dr. Ross continued, “the supervising clinician decides whether you stay together, split, or leave. If you are dismissed, return here unless instructed otherwise. Questions?”
Mateo raised a hand. “Are we doing procedures at any point this week?”
“You are observing them.”
“I meant basic skills.”
“You will attend skills sessions when they appear on your schedule.”
He nodded, though the answer had not been the one he wanted.
Dr. Ross looked around the table. “The fastest way to lose access is to treat observation as waiting for the interesting part. The ordinary work is the work.”
Ethan thought of Jacob at the station, counting gauze and checking expiration dates.
The first rotation took his group to a surgical floor, where a senior resident named Dr. Feld reviewed two postoperative patients with the bedside nurse. Ethan stayed near the foot of the bed with Amina and Daniel while Olivia stood beside the door.
The first patient had undergone a bowel resection that morning. Dr. Feld checked pain control, urine output, incision status, and the patient’s understanding of what would happen overnight. The patient’s daughter asked whether the lack of appetite was normal. Dr. Feld answered her, then asked the patient to repeat the plan in his own words.
Outside the room, Daniel asked why.
“Because nodding does not prove understanding,” Dr. Feld said. “Neither does saying yes.”
“Teach-back,” Olivia said.
“Exactly. Use it without making people feel tested.”
The next patient had developed increasing pain after an orthopedic procedure. The nurse had already paged the surgical team. Dr. Feld examined the limb, compared pulses, sensation, movement, temperature, and color, then called his attending before leaving the room.
Amina waited until the call ended. “Were you worried about compartment syndrome?”
“It’s on the differential,” he said. “What supports it?”
She named pain out of proportion and pain with passive stretch. Daniel added paresthesia. Ethan mentioned the need to compare findings and progression rather than treating one symptom as diagnostic.
Dr. Feld nodded. “And what do we not wait for?”
Olivia answered, “All of the late signs.”
“Good.”
The attending arrived. The interns moved farther back while the team repeated the assessment and discussed imaging, pressure measurement, and immediate management. Nothing about the exchange was theatrical. The patient hurt. The nurse had noticed the change. The resident escalated it. The attending made the decision.
Ethan wrote down the sequence instead of the diagnosis.
During the elevator ride, Mateo’s group joined them. Mateo had watched three patients complete nearly identical intake forms and appeared offended by the existence of paperwork.
“Did you get anything?” he asked.
“Post-op rounds,” Daniel said.
“Anything happen?”
Olivia looked at him. “They were recovering from surgery.”
“You know what I mean.”
“Then ask what you mean.”
The elevator opened before he answered.
The next rotation separated them. Amina accompanied a cardiology fellow reviewing an abnormal echocardiogram. Daniel went with anesthesiology to observe a preoperative assessment. Ethan and Olivia were sent downstairs with Dr. Feld after pathology called about a surgical specimen.
At the laboratory door, the pathologist allowed one intern inside.
“Chen,” Dr. Feld said, reading Olivia’s badge. “You listed pathology?”
“Yes.”
“Go.”
Olivia hesitated long enough to look at Ethan.
“Go,” he said.
She followed the pathologist through the secured door. Ethan remained in the corridor with Dr. Feld.
“You don’t mind losing the observation?” the resident asked.
“It’s her specialty.”
“It might not be her specialty in six months.”
“Then she’ll know more when she changes her mind.”
Dr. Feld gave him a brief, unreadable look before checking his pager. “Come on. We have a consult.”
The consult brought them to the emergency department.
Ethan had visited the department before, but entering behind a physician changed how the room arranged itself. He noticed the board, the curtained bays, the noise that carried and the conversations that did not. He kept his badge visible and his hands empty.
The patient was a forty-three-year-old woman with abdominal pain and vomiting. Imaging suggested gallstones without clear obstruction. Dr. Feld took the history again, examined her, and presented the case by phone to the surgical attending.
Ethan stood where the patient could see him. When she asked whether he was a doctor, he said, “I’m a student intern. I’m observing Dr. Feld, if that’s all right with you.”
She looked at Dr. Feld. “He’s not doing anything?”
“Not unless you count listening,” Dr. Feld said.
“Fine.”
Ethan listened.
Afterward, Dr. Feld asked what had changed between the written history and the bedside history. Ethan mentioned that the pain had begun after a meal and radiated toward the right shoulder. He also noted that the patient had initially described the pain as central because she thought location meant the exact point of origin.
“Words aren’t standardized,” Dr. Feld said. “That includes the words patients use for pain.”
They returned to the education suite at six fifteen. Olivia arrived two minutes later, carrying no notes because the pathologist had not permitted writing near the specimen area.
“How was it?” Ethan asked.
“Gross.”
“Good gross?”
“Very good gross.”
She sat and began writing everything she remembered.
The interns had ten minutes before the next rotation. Ethan checked his phone.
Jacob’s update covered two transports, a great deal of cleaning, and the box of Hen’s old medical-school books waiting in the car.
Ethan answered. Their exchange lasted less than a minute. When Jacob said he thought he liked the ride-along, Ethan read the message twice before putting the phone away.
Amina sat beside him with a packet of crackers. “Everything okay?”
“Yeah. My roommate’s doing a ride-along with paramedics.”
“Tonight?”
“First one.”
“Is he an EMT?”
“He’s thinking about it.”
“And you’re here.”
“That was the plan.”
Amina smiled. “Busy household.”
“This week.”
Grace crossed the room and stopped near them. “We’re comparing how many times we got asked something we should’ve known.”
“Who’s winning?” Ethan asked.
“Lucas.”
Lucas looked up from across the table. “Mine had follow-ups.”
“That still counts,” Grace said.
Jonah drew a fourth mark on the margin of his notebook. “I said I didn’t know twice.”
“Those count too,” Lucas told him.
“Then I’m winning.”
Their third rotation began before they established the rules.
Ethan went with Grace, Jonah, Noor, and Tessa to a teaching conference led by Dr. Patel. She entered carrying a patient list and a paper cup, greeted the nurse educator by name, and waited until the interns stopped rearranging themselves.
“Good evening,” she said. “You have been in the building for approximately one day, which is long enough to become dangerously confident about where the elevators go.”
A few of them smiled.
“Tonight, you are observing consultation workflow. You will not examine patients. You will not offer clinical opinions in front of patients or families. If I ask what you think, I am asking what you noticed, not inviting you to diagnose somebody from the doorway.”
Her tone was pleasant. The boundary remained unmistakable.
She reviewed the first case before they entered: a twelve-year-old with a forearm fracture reduced in the emergency department, admitted because of swelling and concern about neurovascular status. Patel asked them what serial assessment required.
Grace answered first. “Repeated checks of pulse, capillary refill, sensation, movement, pain, swelling, and skin changes.”
“Good. Why serial?”
“Because one normal assessment doesn’t establish that the condition stays normal.”
“Exactly.”
The child’s mother agreed to let the group observe from the doorway. Patel introduced every person, including the students, rather than treating them as furniture. She spoke directly to the child before asking the mother to fill gaps.
The cast felt tight. The fingers were warm. Capillary refill remained brisk. Sensation was intact, but the child had increasing pain with finger movement.
Patel did not alarm the family. She also did not minimize the change. She explained that she wanted the cast opened and the arm reassessed promptly.
In the corridor, Noor asked whether the child was developing compartment syndrome.
“Maybe,” Patel said. “What matters next?”
“Reducing external pressure and reassessing.”
“Yes. A differential should change what you do. Otherwise it’s a list.”
The cast was split. The child cried before the saw touched the material, then stopped when Patel let him hear the blade against her thumbnail and showed him that it vibrated without cutting skin.
Ethan watched the boy’s shoulders lower.
Patel glanced at him. “What changed?”
“He knew what the sound meant,” Ethan said.
“More specifically?”
“He had a way to test what you told him.”
“Good.”
The clinical finding mattered. So did the thirty seconds Patel spent making the equipment less frightening.
Their next consult involved an adult with a postoperative wound concern. Tessa asked about antibiotic choice. Patel walked her through the information needed before that decision, then asked what detail Tessa had overlooked.
Tessa reread the chart summary. “Renal function.”
“Among other things.” Patel did not make the correction sound punitive. “Start with the patient you have, not the standard patient in your notes.”
Between rooms, Jonah asked how surgeons knew when a symptom belonged to the procedure and when it represented a complication.
“We don’t know by instinct,” Patel said. “We know by pattern, timing, examination, data, and by remaining willing to be wrong.”
“That last part sounds difficult.”
“It is. Practice it early.”
They stopped near a workstation while Patel entered a brief note. She asked the group to identify what they had observed about communication rather than medicine.
Noor mentioned that Patel introduced the students to the child. Grace noted that she had explained the next step before leaving the room. Jonah said she had not promised the pain would disappear when the cast was opened.
Patel looked at Ethan.
“You gave him a way to check whether the saw was safe,” he said.
“That was reassurance with evidence. Useful when possible.”
She finished the note and stood. “Reassurance without evidence can become another demand that a patient trust you. Be careful with it.”
The last scheduled observation was in a pediatric treatment area. A six-year-old had pushed a bead into one nostril. The child was not seriously ill, but he was furious with everybody who wanted to look at him.
Patel was consulting because repeated removal attempts had caused bleeding. She dismissed most of the student group before entering.
“Too many people,” she said. “Noor, you listed pediatrics. Ethan, stay. The rest of you return to the suite.”
Grace, Jonah, and Tessa left without argument.
Inside, the child sat against his father with a tissue under his nose. Patel lowered herself until they were at eye level.
“I heard there’s a blue bead,” she said.
“It’s green.”
“Then somebody gave me bad information.”
“It’s dark green.”
“Can I look at the dark green bead?”
“No.”
“All right.”
She asked his father what had already been attempted, then explained why she did not want to keep repeating unsuccessful methods. The child watched Ethan while Patel spoke.
“Are you a doctor?” he asked.
“No,” Ethan said. “I’m learning.”
“About noses?”
“Tonight, apparently.”
“Do you put beads in yours?”
“Not anymore.”
The child considered that answer. “You did?”
“I put a pea in my ear when I was four.”
That was not true. It was close enough to a story Jee had told him about one of her preschool classmates that he knew how it ended.
Patel’s eyebrow lifted, but she did not interrupt.
“Did it grow?” the child asked.
“No. A doctor took it out.”
“Did it hurt?”
“Mostly it was loud.”
The child let Patel look while he continued asking Ethan questions. She saw the bead, stopped the examination before he pulled away, and explained the removal plan to his father. Because of the bleeding and prior attempts, they would use controlled suction rather than making another blind pass.
Ethan did not touch the patient. He answered questions about the imaginary pea and let the child correct every comparison between ears and noses.
The bead came out on the first attempt.
“Green,” Patel said, placing it in a specimen cup.
“Dark green,” the child corrected.
“My mistake.”
In the corridor, Noor exhaled. “That was harder than the fracture.”
“Different problem,” Patel said.
She looked at Ethan. “The pea?”
“My little sister knew somebody who did it.”
“So, fiction.”
“Adaptation.”
Patel’s mouth curved. “Be cautious about lying to children.”
“I know.”
“But you gave him something else to think about, and you let him lead the conversation. That helped.”
Ethan smiled. “Thank you.”
“Don't thank me. It was not advice.”
Her pager sounded.
She read the message, and the warmth left neither her face nor her voice. Her attention simply narrowed.
“Return to the education suite,” she said. “Both of you. Now.”
Noor looked at the pager. “What happened?”
“The emergency department has received a preliminary mass-casualty notification.”
The overhead system chimed before they reached the elevators.
A calm voice requested designated response personnel report to assigned stations.
A second announcement followed, this one directing nonessential observers and students to await instructions.
For the first time that evening, nobody asked a question.
The elevator stopped on two floors before reaching education. Staff entered on the first and left on the second, each carrying some piece of information the interns did not have. Noor held the rail. Ethan watched the floor numbers and resisted the impulse to check his phone.
Dr. Ross stood in the education-suite doorway when they arrived. Grace, Jonah, and Tessa were already seated. The other groups returned within the next three minutes, talking only until they crossed the threshold.
“Bad freeway collision,” Lucas said quietly as he took the chair beside Ethan. “Multiple vehicles. They don’t know how many patients.”
“Where?” Ethan asked.
“The 110. Southbound.”
Jacob’s ride-along was somewhere in the 118’s district. Ethan took out his phone before deciding whether he should.
No new message waited.
He did not send one.
Dr. Ross counted them twice. “Ten. Good. Listen carefully. This facility is preparing to receive patients from a mass-casualty incident. Your normal observation assignments are suspended.”
Mateo leaned forward. “Can we help?”
“Some of you may be reassigned to nonclinical support. Some will be dismissed. None of you will enter the emergency department unless specifically authorized.”
“What kind of support?” Amina asked.
“That depends on operational need and your documented training.”
Dr. Ross checked a list on her tablet. “If you have current hospital volunteer credentials, CERT affiliation, language-service clearance, or another relevant certification already on file, remain seated. Everybody else, collect your belongings and wait by the interior wall.”
Chairs moved.
Ethan stayed where he was.
So did Grace, who had hospital volunteer clearance, and Daniel, who spoke Korean and was registered with language services. Amina began to stand, then stopped.
“I have CERT,” she said. “Different county.”
“Is it current and on file here?”
“No.”
“Then the hospital cannot deploy you under it tonight.”
Amina moved to the wall with the others. She looked disappointed, not argumentative.
Dr. Ross opened Ethan’s record. “Bennett. Community Emergency Response Team, current. Disaster-service worker registration.”
“Yes.”
“Any deployment since the Newton incident?”
“No.”
“Your role here will not match what you did there. Do you understand?”
“Yes.”
“You will work under hospital incident command. If your assigned supervisor says stop, you stop. If they move you, you move. No independent patient care.”
“Understood.”
Grace was assigned to family-information support because of her volunteer clearance. Daniel was placed on standby for interpretation. The others were told they would either be released through the employee exit or sent to administrative staging once security confirmed the route.
Mateo looked toward Ethan. “So he gets to stay because of Newton?”
Dr. Ross answered before Ethan could. “He remains because the hospital has verified credentials it can use. This is not an educational opportunity.”
Mateo sat back.
The distinction settled across the room.
Dr. Patel appeared in the doorway with a trauma gown folded over one arm. “Ross, they need your cleared list.”
Dr. Ross handed her the tablet.
Patel read the names, then looked at Ethan. Recognition registered without surprise.
“You stay with your assigned lead,” she said.
“I will.”
“Good.”
She returned the tablet and left at once.
Through the closed door, the hospital’s normal evening continued for another few seconds: a cart rolled past, an elevator opened, somebody laughed at the far end of the corridor.
Then a third overhead announcement called the emergency department surge team into position.
Dr. Ross opened the door. “Bennett, Kim, Cho. With me.”
Ethan stood, left his bag beneath the table, and followed her into the corridor.
The dispatch sent Ambulance 118 and the engine to a reported multi-vehicle collision on the southbound 110.
The initial notes listed four vehicles, one overturned, injuries unknown.
Hen closed the EMT handbook. “Vest on. Bag stays here.”
Jacob stood. “Am I coming?”
“For now. We do not have time to arrange a drop-off before we know what this is.”
Chimney was already moving toward the stairs. “Rear observer seat. Belted before we roll.”
Jacob followed.
The station changed around the dispatch. Dinner, books, and conversation disappeared behind the movement of boots and equipment. Buck, Eddie, and Ravi climbed into the engine while Chimney coordinated the response from the ambulance.
Jacob secured the observer vest over his shirt and entered the ambulance. Hen checked his belt herself, then took the captain’s chair.
“Your ride-along is effectively over,” she said. “From here, you follow whatever command gives you. You do not approach patients unless somebody authorizes it. You do not enter traffic lanes. If I tell you to return to this unit, you return immediately.”
“Understood.”
They rolled.
The dispatch updated before they reached the first intersection.
Seven vehicles.
Possible entrapment.
Multiple callers reporting additional collisions behind the first impact.
Chimney acknowledged, then requested highway patrol, additional rescue resources, and confirmation of the safest approach.
Traffic thickened two exits from the scene. Drivers pulled toward both shoulders without leaving a clear center path. The engine pushed ahead. Chimney followed through the space it made.
Jacob held the edge of the bench as the ambulance shifted between lanes.
Hen watched the dispatch screen. “Twelve vehicles now.”
Another update appeared before she finished.
A bus had struck the median beyond the initial collision. Its passenger count was unknown.
Chimney keyed the radio. “Dispatch, Ambulance 118. Confirm this has been upgraded to an MCI.”
The answer came immediately. Incident command was being established. Multiple battalions, transport units, rescue ambulances, and law-enforcement resources were en route.
Hen looked at Jacob. “You have been at one major incident. That does not make this familiar.”
“I know.”
“Good.”
The smell reached them before the wreckage did: overheated brakes, rubber, fuel, and something electrical burning.
The engine stopped across two lanes to create a protected approach. Chimney positioned the ambulance behind it. Beyond the windshield, vehicles filled the freeway at angles that erased the lanes. A compact car rested against the center divider with its hood folded upward. An SUV lay on its side. The bus had stopped diagonally farther south, one front corner crushed into concrete.
People moved everywhere.
Some walked toward responders. Some stood beside cars. Some remained inside them. A man in a torn shirt waved both arms near the overturned SUV. Another person sat on the pavement with blood across one side of her face.
Hen caught Jacob’s shoulder before he unbuckled. “Wait.”
He waited.
Chimney’s voice came over the radio confirming that the 118 would begin initial triage near the north end. Another arriving captain took freeway access. Highway patrol began shutting traffic farther back.
Hen opened the rear doors only after the engine crew established a protected corridor.
“Stay at the unit,” she told Jacob. “Inside until I send for you.”
She and Chimney took their bags and moved toward the initial-triage area.
Jacob remained in the observer seat with the doors open.
The scene refused to become one event. It was dozens of separate emergencies occupying the same piece of roadway. Firefighters marked vehicles, called for tools, and directed people who could walk toward a forming collection point. A highway patrol officer shouted at drivers trying to leave by reversing along the shoulder.
More units arrived behind Ambulance 118. A paramedic opened the neighboring rig and asked Jacob who he was.
“Observer with the 118. I’ve been told to remain here.”
“Then remain here.”
“Yes.”
The paramedic removed triage supplies and left.
Jacob saw Hen kneel beside the woman on the pavement, assess her, attach a colored tag, and point her toward a firefighter. Chimney moved to the next patient. They spent less time with each person than they had spent asking Walter Briggs about one knee.
The difference was arithmetic.
Chimney returned to the command vehicle as a battalion chief arrived. He transferred command, gave a concise situation report, and then approached the ambulance.
“Jacob.”
Jacob climbed down only when Chimney motioned.
“Your observer assignment is suspended. We cannot transport you out safely yet.”
“What do you need me to do?”
“Report to the aide at Incident Command. Tell her you are CERT trained, current, and attached to the 118 as an observer. She will verify what she can use you for.”
“Okay.”
“You remain inside the cold zone unless command moves you. No independent action.”
“Understood.”
Chimney pointed to a cluster of command vehicles behind the engine. “Use the protected side. Do not cross an active lane.”
Jacob repeated the route back to him, then followed it.
The command aide took his name, checked the observer roster, and asked for the county listed on his CERT identification. She did not know about the Newton until he mentioned it, and the information did not impress her.
“What was your role there?”
“Light search support, victim movement under firefighter direction, and accountability after the collapse.”
“Medical certification?”
“None.”
“Then you are not medical staff. You can carry supplies, relay written messages, help direct walking wounded, and assist with accountability. You touch a patient only under direct instruction.”
“Understood.”
She wrote his name beneath auxiliary personnel and assigned him to a firefighter organizing the walking-wounded area.
The firefighter, Morales, gave him a roll of tape, a marker, and three instructions: keep people within the marked area, write names only when they could provide them, and call for medical staff if anyone’s condition changed.
“Do not promise transport order,” Morales said. “Do not tell them they’re fine because they can walk.”
Jacob nodded.
“Say it back.”
He did.
The first group included eleven people from six vehicles. Two spoke mostly Spanish. A bilingual police officer helped establish names and basic information before being called away. Jacob used the Spanish he knew for simple directions and did not pretend to understand answers he missed.
A woman holding her wrist asked when an ambulance would take her.
“Medical staff are prioritizing everybody,” Jacob said. “I can’t give you a time.”
“I have to call my husband.”
“You can call him from here.”
“My phone is in my car.”
Her car sat beyond the hot-zone boundary.
“You can’t go back for it right now.”
She began to argue, then stopped when another patient offered his phone.
Jacob wrote her name and vehicle description on the accountability sheet. He checked twice that he had matched the right car.
On the freeway, the walking-wounded area grew.
Jacob helped an older couple sit against the protected side of a rescue truck. He carried bottled water but distributed it only after Morales confirmed who could drink. He relayed a request for an interpreter. He found a teenage passenger whose name had been entered twice under different spellings and corrected the list after verifying her date of birth.
Every useful act was small.
The loudest part of the scene came from the bus. Firefighters worked around its damaged front door while passengers exited through an emergency opening farther back. Those able to walk were directed toward Jacob’s area. Others remained for triage.
A boy of about nine arrived holding the hand of a woman who identified herself as his teacher. Blood covered the boy’s right sock. He did not cry. He kept asking where his backpack was.
Morales called for a paramedic, then crouched without touching the leg.
“What’s your name?”
“Caleb.”
“Caleb, I need you to stay sitting.”
“My inhaler is in my backpack.”
The teacher said he had another in the field-trip medication bag, but the bag remained on the bus.
Jacob wrote the information down and took it to the medical-group runner. He did not go toward the bus.
When he returned, Caleb had begun breathing faster. Whether from fear, pain, asthma, or all three, Jacob could not tell. Morales asked him to sit where Caleb could see him while she flagged the paramedic.
“Talk to him,” she said.
Jacob lowered himself to the pavement. “The firefighter is getting somebody to check your breathing.”
“I need my bag.”
“They know where it is.”
“My mom’s going to be mad.”
“About the backpack?”
Caleb nodded.
“I don’t think the backpack is the part she’ll care about first.”
“It has my tablet.”
“Then she may care about it second.”
The boy looked at him, uncertain whether that had been a joke.
A paramedic arrived, assessed Caleb’s airway and breathing, and checked the injured leg. The sock concealed a deep laceration and deformity near the ankle. The teacher found the rescue inhaler when firefighters brought the medication bag from the bus.
Jacob moved away when instructed.
The paramedic tagged Caleb for transport and asked for help moving him to the treatment area. Morales looked at Jacob.
“You can carry the foot end with me,” she said. “On my count. Keep the leg exactly where the medic supports it.”
Jacob took the assigned position. He did not improvise his grip. Caleb cried when they lifted despite the splinting and support.
“I know,” Jacob said. “We’re moving once.”
They carried him to a waiting stretcher. A transport paramedic took over, confirmed the tag, the inhaler use, and the teacher’s contact information, then directed Jacob back to Morales.
Jacob returned.
He did not see which ambulance received Caleb.
On the freeway, Jacob’s sheet filled with names, vehicle descriptions, and destinations. Command split the walking-wounded group when the collection area became crowded. Morales sent him with another CERT volunteer to carry the duplicate accountability list to the transport officer.
The route remained inside the cold zone, but it brought him close enough to the treatment area to hear medics call triage colors and resource needs. He kept his eyes on the marked path.
The transport officer compared both lists and found three patients whose destinations had not been recorded. Jacob waited while radio traffic confirmed two. The third had moved from the walking-wounded area for reassessment after becoming confused.
“Update both copies,” the officer said.
Jacob did.
“Print clearly.”
“I am.”
The officer looked at the page. “You are. Thank you.”
Jacob returned to Morales with the corrected copy.
A teenage girl stood where Caleb had been, shaking hard enough that the water in her cup moved. She had no visible injury beyond a scrape on one palm. Her friend had been taken toward the treatment area after complaining of neck pain.
“They won’t tell me where she’s going,” the girl said.
“They may not know yet,” Jacob replied.
“We were in the same car.”
“What’s her name?”
“Lena Ortiz.”
Jacob checked the list. Lena appeared once, marked for reassessment, without a transport destination.
“She’s on the medical list,” he said. “There isn’t a hospital assigned here yet.”
“Can I go with her?”
“I can ask. I can’t promise.”
He relayed the request through Morales rather than leaving his post. The answer came back that transport capacity and patient priority would decide it. The girl cried when he told her.
Jacob remained nearby without trying to fix the answer.
Another bus passenger arrived. Then two people from a pickup that had struck the barrier behind the main collision. One man repeatedly asked whether he had caused the pileup. Nobody in the collection area knew.
The field operation continued separating people from the crash one decision at a time.
Hen passed the cold-zone boundary while escorting a patient toward transport. She saw Jacob beside the accountability board.
“You okay?” she asked.
“Yeah.”
“Assignment?”
“Names, movement, and support for walking wounded.”
“Stay with it.”
“I will.”
She moved on with the patient.
That was all the reassurance either of them had time for.
Morales handed Jacob a fresh sheet and told him to start a second column for people moved out of the collection area. The original list had become crowded with arrows, corrected spellings, and destinations added in three different colors.
“Time beside every movement,” she said.
Jacob checked his watch. “Twenty nineteen.”
“Use that until the minute changes.”
He copied the names carefully. The teenage girl who had asked about Lena remained near the rescue truck. The older couple had been moved to a transport group together. One of the bus passengers had gone back through triage after developing abdominal pain. Jacob recorded each change without deciding what any of it meant.
A firefighter brought four more people from the far side of the bus. One had lost a shoe. Another held a folded shirt against his forehead. The youngest, a boy who looked fifteen or sixteen, kept turning toward the wreckage and asking whether his father had come out.
“What’s your father’s name?” Jacob asked.
“Darius Cole.”
“And yours?”
“Malik.”
Jacob searched both accountability sheets. Malik appeared on neither. Darius did not either.
“I’m adding both names,” he said. “Do you know where your father was sitting?”
“He was driving.”
The bus driver.
Jacob wrote the information exactly, then called Morales over. She read the entry and sent it through the command runner rather than offering Malik an answer they did not have.
“I can go show them,” Malik said.
“They know which seat the driver was in,” Morales replied. “You need to stay here so we can find you when there’s information.”
“He might need me.”
“The rescue team has him.”
Malik stared toward the bus. Jacob stood close enough to redirect him if he tried to leave, though Morales had not asked him to block anybody physically.
A minute later, the command runner returned. The driver had been removed and was receiving treatment. No destination had been assigned.
Jacob gave Malik only that information.
“Is he awake?” Malik asked.
“I wasn’t told.”
“Is he dying?”
“I wasn’t told that either.”
Malik’s face tightened. He sat against the rescue truck and pulled both knees toward his chest.
Jacob added the confirmed update beside Darius’s name and left the rest blank.
The freeway lights had come on beyond the blocked lanes. Red strobes moved across windshields, broken glass, and the concrete divider. The sky remained bright, but the space between vehicles had begun to darken.
Morales asked for another light tower before the sun dropped farther. Command acknowledged the request.
At the edge of the collection area, the woman with the injured wrist stood too quickly. Her face lost color. She reached for the side of the rescue truck and missed.
Jacob caught her upper arm without trying to hold her upright.
“Sit back down,” he said.
“I’m fine.”
“You nearly fell.”
He lowered her to the pavement and called Morales rather than assessing her himself. Morales checked responsiveness, asked about dizziness, and requested medical reassessment. Jacob moved other people far enough away to give the medic room.
The woman was transferred out of the walking-wounded group after her blood pressure came back low. Jacob crossed out her position, recorded the time, and wrote the treatment-area designation Morales gave him.
“That is why the list changes,” Morales said.
Jacob nodded.
She looked at him. “Say it.”
“Walking into the area doesn’t mean somebody stays appropriate for it.”
“Exactly.”
Another transport unit pulled forward. The officer called two names, including Lena Ortiz. The teenage girl beside Jacob stood.
“That’s my friend.”
Jacob checked the list. “She’s being assigned now.”
“Where?”
The destination came over the radio a few seconds later. Jacob wrote it down and showed the girl the hospital name.
“Can I go?”
“They haven’t called you for transport.”
“But there’s room.”
“I don’t know that.”
She looked toward the ambulance, then back at him. “Can you ask again?”
Jacob asked Morales. Morales asked the transport officer. The answer remained no; the ambulance was taking two patients who required monitoring, and the girl had not yet been cleared from the collection area.
“I’m sorry,” Jacob said.
“You keep saying you can’t do anything.”
“I can tell you what they decide. I can’t change it.”
She wiped her face with the heel of one hand. “That’s not helping.”
“I know.”
He did not tell her it was helping merely because information mattered. She was frightened, separated from her friend, and still sitting on a freeway beside a wrecked bus. The limits of his assignment did not become comforting because he followed them correctly.
The ambulance carrying Lena pulled away. Another moved into its place.
Jacob returned to the board.
Chimney crossed from Incident Command after transferring the larger operation to the battalion chief. His acting-captain helmet remained on; his gloves were tucked beneath one arm.
He checked with Morales before speaking to Jacob.
“Still doing okay?”
“Yes.”
“You understand you’re staying with command until we can safely move you?”
“Yes.”
“Hen and I may transport separately. If that happens, you leave with whoever command assigns. Not necessarily us.”
“Understood.”
Chimney looked at the accountability sheets. “Any problems?”
“One patient became dizzy and went back to treatment. A bus passenger is waiting for information about his father. Another patient wants to accompany her friend and can’t.”
“So, problems.”
“Nothing outside the assignment.”
“Good answer.”
A radio call pulled Chimney’s attention toward the treatment area. He pointed once at Morales.
“She’s your supervisor until command changes it.”
“I know.”
Chimney left before Jacob could ask anything about Hen, the bus driver, or how long the freeway might remain closed.
The next name called for transport was Caleb Morris.
Jacob looked toward the staging lane. He could not see the child through the responders around the stretcher, only the raised end of the splint and the teacher walking alongside until a paramedic stopped her at the ambulance doors.
The teacher handed over the field-trip medication bag. The doors closed. The ambulance entered the protected corridor and moved north through the line of emergency vehicles.
Jacob wrote the departure time beside Caleb’s name.
The destination line remained blank until the transport officer called it across the staging area.
UCLA Health.
Jacob added it to both copies.
Then Morales gave him the next name, and the freeway continued around him.
At the hospital, Ethan followed Dr. Ross through a service corridor to the incident-command check-in.
Grace was sent toward the family-information center with a volunteer coordinator. Daniel remained near registration until language services placed him. Ethan received a temporary disaster-role card and reported to an emergency-preparedness nurse named Alvarez.
Alvarez read his credentials. “CERT does not make you clinical.”
“I know.”
“Good. Tonight you are surge support. You can transport stable patients when assigned, deliver supplies, maintain room turnover, sit with patients when staff request it, and report changes. You do not interpret monitors, provide medication, remove devices, or make triage decisions.”
“Understood.”
“If somebody asks you to do something outside that list, you tell me or the charge nurse.”
She fastened a colored band around his badge so staff could identify the role quickly.
The emergency department had not yet received the first MCI patient, but preparation had already altered it. Patients awaiting discharge were moved. Hall spaces were cleared. Extra carts appeared. Staff checked blood products, airway equipment, splints, linens, and trauma supplies.
Ethan was assigned to a team turning two observation rooms into monitored treatment spaces. He moved chairs, replaced linens, stocked gloves, and carried sealed equipment where nurses directed.
Nobody explained the whole plan. Each person gave him the part he needed.
He passed Dr. Patel once near the trauma bays. She wore protective eyewear above her forehead and was reviewing staffing with another surgeon.
“Bennett,” she said.
He stopped.
“Assignment?”
“Surge support under Nurse Alvarez.”
“Stay there.”
“Yes, Doctor.”
She continued without asking whether he felt ready.
His phone remained in his pocket. He knew Jacob was with the 118. He also knew checking for a reply would not change where either of them needed to be.
At the hospital, the first transport report came over the radio. Then the second. Then three more units called nearly together.
Alvarez sent Ethan to the equipment corridor for pediatric splinting supplies and additional warm blankets. He returned by the approved route and placed everything where the charge nurse indicated.
“Trauma two is pediatric,” somebody called.
Dr. Patel moved toward the bay.
The emergency department received two adults before the pediatric unit arrived. The first had a scalp laceration, a possible shoulder dislocation, and enough adrenaline to insist he could walk. The second came in immobilized after being found in the rear seat of the overturned SUV.
Ethan did not participate in either assessment. Alvarez assigned him to the turnover team outside the treatment bays. He carried used linens to the proper cart, replaced unopened supplies, and kept the corridor clear when imaging staff moved portable equipment through it.
A nurse named Callahan handed him a sealed cervical collar and asked him to place it on the supply cart.
“Not in the room?” Ethan asked.
“Cart. If they need it, they’ll take it.”
He put it on the cart.
Thirty seconds later, another nurse took it into trauma three.
The work demanded attention without ownership. Ethan could see enough to form questions and had no reason to ask most of them. Answers arrived through orders, movement, and brief reports between clinicians.
A patient in the hall began calling for her daughter. Ethan told the nearest nurse rather than approaching on his own. The nurse checked the woman’s chart and asked him to stay beside her while registration searched the incoming list.
“I’m Ethan,” he said, positioning himself where she could see him.
“Where’s Hannah?”
“They’re checking.”
“She was driving.”
“What’s her last name?”
The woman answered. Ethan wrote it on the card the nurse had given him and handed it to registration. He did not say Hannah was safe. He did not say somebody would find her soon. He returned and told the woman the search had her name.
“You don’t know,” she said.
“No.”
“Then why are you sitting here?”
“Because the nurse asked me to stay with you.”
She looked toward the ambulance entrance. “Are you a nurse?”
“No. I’m disaster-support staff tonight.”
“So you can’t tell me anything.”
“Not yet.”
Her hand tightened around the blanket. Ethan stayed until Callahan returned with confirmation that Hannah had been triaged at the scene and was awaiting transport. It was incomplete information. It was enough to let the woman breathe differently.
“Go back to Alvarez,” Callahan told him.
He did.
At the hospital, Ethan received another assignment. A supply runner had been pulled into patient transport, leaving two carts waiting near central storage. Alvarez gave Ethan a written list and paired him with an orderly.
They checked every package against the list before returning. The orderly rejected one box because the seal had torn and replaced it without debate.
“Nothing goes into a trauma bay because it’s probably clean,” he told Ethan.
“Got it.”
When they reached the department, all three designated trauma bays were occupied. Additional treatment spaces had opened along the cleared corridor. Staff used colored boards to track patients, pending imaging, and operating-room needs.
Dr. Patel stood between two bays, listening to reports from emergency and orthopedic teams. She asked three questions, assigned one resident to accompany a patient to imaging, and told another to call the operating room before moving anyone.
Ethan placed the supplies where Alvarez directed.
“Drink water,” she said.
“I’m fine.”
“That was an instruction, not an assessment.”
He drank from the bottle in his bag and returned before she had to find him.
The next transport alert identified a pediatric patient from the bus with an open lower-extremity injury. Patel heard the age and changed direction immediately.
“Pediatric trauma two,” she said. “Orthopedics with me. Call anesthesia and let the OR know this may move.”
Callahan began clearing the bay.
Alvarez looked at Ethan. “Warm blankets to the wall station. Then stay out until somebody places you.”
He delivered them and moved back.
The ambulance doors opened outside.
Ethan heard a child crying before the stretcher crossed the threshold.
For one second, the sound was only another part of the surge.
Then the transport paramedic called the patient’s name.
“Caleb Morris, nine years old, bus passenger, traumatic right-ankle injury, distal pulse present after splinting—”
Patel looked toward Ethan and pointed to the clear space beside the wall.
“Bennett. Stay there until I tell you otherwise.”
He moved.
The stretcher entered the bay, carrying the child Jacob had just helped from the freeway.
Caleb’s teacher followed as far as the doorway before a nurse stopped her. She held the field-trip medication bag against her chest and tried to answer two questions at once.
Patel took the report at the stretcher. She confirmed the mechanism, the field splint, medication already given, allergies, inhaler use, and the last documented pulse. The orthopedic resident cut away the remaining sock while another nurse covered Caleb’s upper body with a warm blanket.
The injury looked worse without the fabric around it. The ankle sat at an angle Ethan knew was wrong. A deep wound crossed the outside of the lower leg, packed and dressed from the field. Blood had soaked through part of the bandage without saturating it.
Caleb saw it.
His crying stopped so abruptly that Ethan looked at his face instead.
“I can see my bone,” Caleb said.
Patel stepped into his line of sight. “Caleb, look at me.”
He did not.
“That’s my bone.”
“The team is going to take good care of your leg. I need you to look up here.”
Caleb’s breathing accelerated. One hand searched across the stretcher until it found the edge of the blanket.
The nurse nearest Ethan said, “He needs one voice.”
Patel was already assessing circulation with the resident. Caleb’s teacher remained outside the bay answering registration questions. His hand closed on empty fabric.
Patel glanced toward Ethan. “Bennett. Talk to him. Stay above the rail.”
Ethan moved to the head of the stretcher without entering the working space around the injured leg.
“Caleb.”
The boy looked toward him, then immediately back down.
Ethan raised the blanket enough to interrupt the view without touching the sterile field. “Your teacher brought the medication bag.”
“Where’s my backpack?”
“I don’t know yet.”
“My tablet’s in it.”
“You told somebody at the freeway?”
“The big guy.”
Ethan held the blanket steady. “What big guy?”
“The one writing everything down.”
The description could have meant half the scene.
“Then it’s on their list,” he said. “What game is on the tablet?”
Caleb named one Ethan had seen Christopher play. Ethan asked which level he had reached. Caleb answered, then corrected the answer because he had finished another level on the bus.
Behind the conversation, Patel continued the assessment. Distal pulse remained present but weaker than the opposite side. Sensation was altered along part of the foot. The resident repeated the finding. Patel ordered imaging, antibiotics, laboratory work, and immediate operating-room notification.
Caleb tried to lift his head when somebody touched the splint.
“Stay with me,” Ethan said.
“Are they cutting it off?”
“No.”
“How do you know?”
Ethan looked at Patel rather than inventing certainty.
“We are not cutting off your leg,” Patel said. “We are checking the blood flow and protecting the injury. You will need surgery to clean the wound and put the bones back where they belong.”
“Tonight?”
“Yes.”
Caleb began crying again. “I want my mom.”
Callahan appeared at the doorway. “Registration reached her. She is coming from Pasadena.”
“How long?” Caleb asked.
“They didn’t give us a time,” Callahan said.
“Traffic’s bad.”
“It is.”
Ethan appreciated that nobody promised his mother would arrive before surgery. Patel explained that the hospital would keep trying to reach the child’s legal guardian while the emergency team proceeded under the appropriate consent process if delay threatened the limb.
Caleb did not understand all of that. He understood that his mother was driving and the doctors were not waiting to help him.
“Will my teacher stay?” he asked.
Callahan checked. The teacher could remain nearby until family arrived but could not enter the operating room.
“Can she have my backpack if they find it?”
“We’ll put that in the notes,” Ethan said.
A nurse handed him a marker and the property card without looking away from the monitor. Ethan wrote the request, read it back to Caleb, and handed the card to registration.
The portable imaging team entered. Alvarez touched Ethan’s arm and moved him out of the bay before equipment filled the remaining space.
“Back to the wall,” she said.
He returned to his assigned position.
The image confirmed a displaced open fracture involving the distal tibia and fibula. Ethan heard only the portions discussed near him. Patel reviewed vascular findings with orthopedics and trauma, then instructed the team to prepare Caleb for the operating room as soon as anesthesia cleared him.
The child called for Ethan when the blanket shifted.
Patel looked across the bay. “You can go back.”
Ethan took the same position near Caleb’s head.
“You left,” Caleb said.
“The X-ray machine needed the space.”
“Did you see it?”
“The machine?”
“My leg.”
“I saw the picture from here.”
“Is it bad?”
“It needs surgery. Dr. Patel already told you that.”
“But is it bad?”
Ethan understood the question and did not have permission to answer it medically.
“It’s bad enough that everybody’s moving quickly,” he said. “They also know what they need to do next.”
Caleb watched his face. “Are you scared?”
“I’m paying attention.”
“That’s not what I asked.”
Ethan almost smiled. “A little.”
“Doctors aren’t supposed to be scared.”
“I’m not a doctor.”
“What are you?”
“An intern.”
“So you don’t know anything?”
“I know some things. Dr. Patel knows more.”
Patel heard him. “A useful arrangement.”
Caleb looked toward her. “Are you scared?”
“No,” she said. “Concerned and focused. Those are different.”
“Is he allowed to be scared?”
“At his level? Certainly.”
Ethan met her eyes over the stretcher. Patel’s expression remained professional, but warmth had returned around it.
“I don’t like her,” Caleb whispered.
“You don’t have to,” Ethan whispered back.
“I can hear you,” Patel said.
Caleb’s mouth moved before the pain pulled it tight again.
Anesthesia arrived. The questions changed to asthma history, recent food, medication, allergies, and previous surgery. Caleb’s teacher knew part of the history. Registration reached his mother again and transferred the call to the physician.
Caleb asked to speak to her. Patel made room for the phone near his ear while the team continued work that could proceed safely.
His mother’s voice came through too faintly for Ethan to distinguish words. Caleb answered in fragments: hospital, leg, surgery, backpack. He said he was not alone. When she asked who was with him, he looked at Ethan’s badge.
“Ethan,” he said. “He’s not a doctor.”
Ethan looked away so the child could have the call without feeling watched.
Afterward, Caleb’s grip on the blanket loosened. The operating room was ready. Staff transferred monitoring equipment and organized lines for movement.
Patel walked beside the stretcher. At the doorway, she looked back.
“Bennett, accompany us to the elevator. You stop there unless anesthesia or I asks otherwise.”
Alvarez nodded her approval.
Ethan followed, carrying nothing and touching nothing. Caleb kept talking about the tablet game while they moved through the corridor. Ethan listened until the elevator opened.
“Your mom knows where you are,” he said.
“And my teacher.”
“And your teacher.”
“And the big guy has my backpack on his list.”
“Apparently.”
The doors began closing.
Patel held them with one hand. “Don't count out pediatrics.”
Ethan looked at her. “Because I talked about a video game?”
“Because you answered the child in front of you instead of performing reassurance at him.”
“I thought I was assigned to trauma.”
“Children experience trauma too, Bennett.”
The doors closed before he found an answer.
Alvarez waited at the nurses’ station with another assignment. Ethan returned to her, still hearing Caleb identify him with perfect accuracy.
He’s not a doctor.
Not yet.
The next assignment was not pediatric. Alvarez sent him to observation four, where a man awaiting discharge needed help reaching the temporary exit without crossing the incoming trauma route. Ethan followed the transporter’s instructions, moved the wheelchair only after the nurse disconnected the monitor, and waited while pharmacy brought the patient’s medication.
The man watched three stretchers pass the intersecting corridor.
“Freeway?” he asked.
“Yes.”
“How many?”
“I don’t know.”
“Nobody knows anything tonight.”
Ethan checked that the route remained clear. “A lot of people know one part.”
The transporter looked at him but did not comment.
They reached the alternate exit. The patient’s daughter waited there after security redirected her from the main entrance. Ethan returned the wheelchair to the collection point and reported completion to Alvarez.
She checked the time beside his name. “You stayed with Patel’s pediatric patient longer than planned.”
“Dr. Patel assigned me.”
“I know. She called.”
Ethan waited.
“You remained inside your role,” Alvarez said. “That is why I’m not having a different conversation with you.”
“Okay.”
“Do not interpret that as permission to follow every frightened child upstairs.”
“I stopped at the elevator.”
“I know that too.”
She handed him a new pair of gloves and directed him toward a room being cleared for the next arrival.
The surge continued without preserving Caleb as the center of Ethan’s night. A woman with rib fractures needed imaging. A motorcyclist arrived from the secondary collision. Two bus passengers were reunited in the same treatment area after registration discovered they were married.
Ethan changed linens, carried sealed supplies, found a Spanish interpreter when a family member asked for one, and sat for eleven minutes with a patient who could not stop asking whether the bus driver had survived. He gave no answer he did not possess.
At nine forty-three, his phone vibrated once in his pocket.
He could not check it.
At ten twelve, Alvarez ordered him to take five minutes, drink water, and eat whatever he had brought. Ethan went to the education suite. Most of the other interns had left. Their abandoned chairs remained where they had stood.
His phone showed one message.
Jacob: I’m okay. Still at command. Ride home may change.
Ethan read it twice.
Ethan: I’m okay too. Hospital surge support. Stay with command.
He nearly added a question about the child, then stopped. Jacob did not know which patients had reached which hospital. Ethan did not know what Jacob had seen.
Jacob: I will.
Ethan ate half the sandwich he had packed that morning. The overhead system called for an additional surgical response team before he finished.
He wrapped the remaining half, returned it to his bag, and went back downstairs.
Patel had not returned from surgery.
Caleb’s mother arrived while Ethan was restocking blankets. She moved through registration with a police officer beside her and the child’s teacher approaching from the family area. Ethan recognized the teacher. Neither woman recognized him.
He did not interrupt their reunion to explain his role in Caleb’s evening.
Callahan met them and led them toward the surgical waiting area.
Ethan carried the blankets to the wall station. One went into the space Caleb had occupied. Another patient arrived before the room had completely lost the shape of him.
Ethan stepped back to his assigned line and waited for the next instruction.
The instruction came from Alvarez less than a minute later. Trauma three needed a runner for laboratory specimens. She showed Ethan the sealed transport bag, the destination label, and the route that avoided the incoming corridor.
“Directly there and directly back,” she said.
“Understood.”
He carried the bag with both hands. The laboratory technician checked the identifiers before accepting it and made Ethan wait while she documented the transfer.
When he returned, another ambulance was backing into the bay.
Alvarez marked the task complete and pointed him toward a fresh supply cart.
The night had stopped resembling an internship shift. It remained an education anyway.
Ethan took the cart and kept moving.
By nine o’clock, the freeway no longer looked like one incident.
It had become a series of work areas divided by apparatus, floodlights, tape, and people carrying information between them. The overturned SUV had been stabilized. Crews remained around the front of the bus. Tow operators waited beyond the closed lanes while investigators photographed the impact paths they could reach.
Jacob stayed beside the walking-wounded board.
Caleb’s name now had a destination and departure time. Malik Cole’s remained beneath his father’s, with no destination beside either.
Morales returned from command carrying a stack of blank patient-tracking cards.
“We’re consolidating,” she said. “Anyone still waiting gets checked against both lists before we move them.”
Jacob took the second copy. “Where are they moving?”
“South collection area. Better lighting, farther from the extrication.”
She divided the names. Jacob read his half aloud while another CERT volunteer matched each person by name and injury description. Nobody moved merely because somebody answered for them. They waited for the person attached to the name.
The teenage girl who had been separated from Lena identified herself as Brooke Ellis. The older couple were Martin and Diane Lowe. The man with the folded shirt against his forehead was Paul Nguyen, not Paul Winn as the first sheet recorded.
Jacob corrected both copies.
“I said Nguyen,” Paul told him.
“I know. We had it wrong.”
“They always get it wrong.”
“It’s right now.”
Paul checked the page before agreeing to move.
Two firefighters escorted the group through the protected corridor. Jacob carried the board and remained behind the last patient so nobody was left between the rescue vehicles.
The new area had folding chairs, blankets, water, and a medical team repeating assessments. The transfer required another count. They began again.
Brooke asked whether Lena had reached the hospital.
Jacob checked the transport notation. “She left twenty-two minutes ago.”
“That isn’t what I asked.”
“I don’t have confirmation that she arrived.”
Brooke looked away.
Jacob could have said the drive was short. He could have said ambulances had protected routes and the hospital knew she was coming. None of that answered her question.
He left the answer where it was.
A medical officer called Diane Lowe for reassessment. Her husband stood with her.
“Only the patient,” the officer said.
Martin stopped.
Diane touched his sleeve. “Sit down. I’ll be right there.”
He remained standing after she left.
Jacob moved an empty chair nearer. “You can sit where she’ll see you when she comes back.”
Martin sat without thanking him. He kept both hands around the water bottle he had not opened.
The radio traffic at command changed. Units were being released from the north end. Others remained committed to the bus and the patients requiring transport. Chimney’s voice appeared less often now that the battalion chief held incident command, but Jacob heard him coordinating the 118’s availability between medical group and transport.
Hen came through the collection area without the patient she had escorted earlier.
“Did you transport?” Jacob asked.
“Transferred care to another unit.”
She checked with Morales before looking at Jacob’s sheets. Her finger stopped beside Caleb’s name.
“You worked with him?”
“Morales had me help carry the foot end after the paramedic splinted him.”
“Anything outside that?”
“I sat where he could see me and told the runner his inhaler was on the bus.”
“Who assigned you to sit with him?”
“Morales.”
Hen nodded. “Good.”
Jacob waited for more.
“That was the entire review,” she said.
“Okay.”
“You look like you expected a test.”
“I thought there might be questions.”
“There will be. Not while we still have patients on the freeway.”
She checked Caleb’s destination. “UCLA.”
Jacob thought of Ethan’s message from the hospital.
“Do you know if he got there?”
“Transport confirmed arrival. That is all I know.”
“That’s enough.”
Hen looked at him for a moment, then handed the board back.
“Stay with Morales.”
“I will.”
She returned toward medical group.
The bus driver was removed at nine seventeen.
Jacob did not see the extrication. He knew it had happened because the treatment area changed and Malik stood before anybody told him to.
A firefighter approached Morales and spoke quietly. Morales brought Malik away from the other passengers.
Jacob kept his attention on the board until she called him.
“We need his contact information verified,” she said. “His father is alive, critical, and leaving now. Malik has been assessed and cleared for transport with a noncritical group, but they cannot put him in his father’s unit.”
Malik’s face had gone still.
“Where are they taking him?” Jacob asked.
The firefighter gave the hospital name. Jacob wrote it beside Darius Cole.
“Can you call somebody?” Morales asked Malik.
“My mom’s in Sacramento.”
“Anybody local?”
“My aunt.”
His phone had disappeared somewhere on the bus. Morales used the command phone while Jacob wrote down the aunt’s name and number. Malik gave one digit incorrectly, stopped them, and started again.
His aunt answered on the second call.
Morales explained who she was, confirmed Malik’s identity, and gave only verified information. Malik took the phone after that. He turned away, but there was nowhere private to stand.
Jacob moved other people toward the opposite end of the collection area without announcing why.
When Malik returned the phone, he asked whether he could go to the same hospital.
Transport found a place for him in the next noncritical unit. It was not immediate. It was an answer.
Jacob updated the list.
Another firefighter arrived carrying property recovered from the bus: backpacks, jackets, two phones, one shoe, and a cooler marked with the school district’s name. The items went to law enforcement for logging before release.
Jacob saw a backpack with a green dinosaur clipped to the zipper.
“That might be Caleb’s,” he told Morales. “He said his tablet was inside.”
“Might is not enough.”
“His teacher can identify it.”
The teacher was still at the scene because the district had asked her to remain with unaccompanied students. Morales sent the description through the property officer. The teacher confirmed the backpack from the tag inside.
The property officer logged it for transfer to the hospital through the district representative.
Jacob could not make it arrive faster. He could make sure the right name stayed with it.
He printed CALEB MORRIS — UCLA HEALTH on the temporary property card and handed it back.
At nine forty, the walking-wounded group had fallen from twenty-three people to nine. Some had been transported. Several had been released after reassessment to verified family members. Two remained because law enforcement had not cleared their departure.
The work became slower without becoming easier.
Morales made Jacob eat the protein bar Hen had given him earlier. He stood behind the command vehicle, washed his hands with bottled water, and ate without tasting much.
His phone showed Ethan’s reply: he was safe, working hospital surge support, and wanted Jacob to remain with command.
Jacob confirmed that he would. He did not mention Caleb. Patient information did not become his to distribute because Ethan happened to be at the receiving hospital.
He put the phone away and returned before the five minutes Morales allowed had ended.
“You had another minute,” she said.
“I’m done.”
“That is not a competition.”
“I know.”
She handed him the board anyway.
Near ten, command began releasing auxiliary personnel. The other CERT volunteer left with a county vehicle. Morales remained assigned to accountability until the last patient moved.
Jacob’s status was less simple. His original ride was Ambulance 118. Hen and Chimney might both transport. The station could not send somebody into the closure solely to retrieve him.
Chimney came over after conferring with transport.
“You’re going back with Engine 133,” he said. “They’re clearing after they drop equipment at staging. They’ll take you to the 118.”
“What about you and Hen?”
“We have one more patient to transport.”
“Together?”
“I’m driving. Hen’s attending.”
Jacob nodded.
“Your keys?” Chimney asked.
“In my pocket.”
“Your bag and Hen’s books are still at the station.”
“I remember.”
Chimney looked at the accountability board, then at Morales. “He give you trouble?”
“None.”
“Useful?”
“Very.”
Jacob looked down at the list.
Chimney did not turn the answer into praise. “Finish the assignment. Report to 133 when Morales releases you.”
“Okay.”
“And text Ethan before he decides the freeway swallowed you.”
“He knows I’m okay.”
“Then keep it that way.”
Chimney left for the ambulance.
The final three patients in Jacob’s group departed within the next twenty minutes. Brooke was released to her father after a medic repeated discharge instructions. She asked one last time about Lena.
The transport officer had received confirmation that Lena reached the hospital. Jacob was allowed to give Brooke the update and the hospital’s family-information number.
“Can my dad take me there?”
“Ask the officer before you leave. They need to close your record here.”
She did.
Martin and Diane Lowe left together in a transport unit after Diane’s dizziness returned. Malik boarded another ambulance bound for the same hospital as his father, though not the same treatment area.
When the last name moved off the board, Morales compared Jacob’s two copies against transport’s list. One time differed by a minute. They checked the radio log and corrected Jacob’s sheet.
“Now we’re done,” Morales said.
“With this group.”
“Exactly.”
She signed the bottom and wrote her identification number beside the signature.
“You did well,” she said.
“Thank you.”
“You listened, stayed in the assigned area, and reported changes instead of trying to interpret them. That is rarer than it should be.”
Jacob returned the marker to the supply pouch. “Hen told me not to decide too early.”
“About patients?”
“Everything.”
Morales gave him one copy for Incident Command and took the other to medical accountability.
Jacob delivered his sheet. The command aide who had entered his name hours earlier crossed him off auxiliary personnel and wrote released to Engine 133.
“Do not leave until they have you,” she said.
“I won’t.”
Engine 133’s captain found him beside the command post. Jacob repeated his name, assignment, and destination. The captain checked all three against the release entry before allowing him aboard.
The ride back was quiet. The engine smelled of smoke, wet canvas, and the freeway. Nobody asked Jacob to recount the scene. Two firefighters closed their eyes before the vehicle left the ramp.
Jacob texted Ethan.
Jacob: Leaving the scene with another engine. Going back to the 118 for the car.
No answer came. Ethan was still working.
At the station, the kitchen remained exactly as the dispatch had interrupted it. Bowls sat covered in the refrigerator. Jacob’s EMT handbook lay open beside Hen’s notes. The box of medical-school books waited near his backpack.
The ordinary objects looked staged after the freeway.
He washed his hands again, then washed them a second time because he could still feel marker, asphalt grit, and the boy’s weight at the foot of the carry.
Engine 133 left after confirming he had access to his car.
Jacob did not drive.
He sat at the kitchen table with water and waited for Hen and Chimney to return, because his observer assignment had ended hours ago but the questions Hen promised had not.
The station was too quiet without the crews in it. He could hear the refrigerator cycle and the faint dispatch radio downstairs.
At ten fifty-six, the apparatus doors opened.
Ambulance 118 backed into the bay.
Jacob stood but did not go downstairs until Chimney called up that they were clear.
Hen came upstairs first. Her uniform had a dark smear near one knee and another across the cuff. Chimney followed carrying the tablet and two empty water bottles.
“You waited,” Hen said.
“You said there would be questions.”
“There will. Sit down.”
They all sat. Chimney put the tablet on the table without opening it.
Hen began with the first call rather than the pileup. She asked what Jacob had noticed about Walter’s refusal, the allergic-reaction call, the possible carbon-monoxide exposure, and the student with chest pain.
Jacob answered in sequence. Walter had needed assessment and time, not an argument. The restaurant patient’s friend had used epinephrine and knew when. Chimney’s question about other symptomatic employees had widened the auto-shop call. The student’s anxiety had not ruled out other causes.
“What did you do?” Hen asked.
“Mostly stayed where you put me.”
“That is not nothing.”
Chimney leaned back. “A lot of new people are so worried about proving they can help that they stop being helpful.”
“I wanted to do more.”
“Of course you did,” Hen said. “Wanting and doing are separate decisions.”
She moved to the MCI. Jacob described the command check-in, the scope the aide established, Morales’s instructions, the walking-wounded lists, and Caleb. He did not embellish the carry. Morales had assigned his position. The paramedic had supported the injury. Jacob had moved on the count and returned when directed.
“Did you ever enter the treatment area without an assignment?” Chimney asked.
“No.”
“Cross a hot-zone boundary?”
“No.”
“Move a patient because you thought they needed moving?”
“No.”
“Give medical advice?”
“No.”
Chimney nodded. “Good.”
Jacob looked between them. “Was I supposed to do something differently?”
“If there were a problem, we would tell you,” Hen said.
“You both keep saying that.”
“Because you keep waiting for the hidden criticism.”
He drank water.
Hen folded her arms on the table. “You were useful because you accepted a limited role and kept doing it after the interesting patient left. That matters more to me than whether you could carry a child.”
“Most people could carry him.”
“Exactly.”
Chimney turned one water bottle between his hands. “Newton taught us you can function at a large scene. Tonight told us you didn’t treat that experience like a certification.”
“It wasn’t one.”
“You would be surprised how quickly people promote themselves.”
Hen asked what had been hardest.
Jacob thought of Brooke demanding an answer, Malik asking whether his father was dying, and Caleb saying his mother would be angry about the backpack.
“Knowing enough to understand the question and not enough to answer it,” he said.
Neither paramedic rushed to fill the silence.
“That does not go away with training,” Hen said. “The boundary moves. It never disappears.”
“Does it get easier?”
“Some parts.”
“Other parts get harder,” Chimney said.
Hen glanced at him.
“What? They do.”
“They do,” she agreed.
Jacob looked at the open EMT handbook. “I liked it.”
Chimney’s eyebrows rose. “The pileup?”
“No. The work. Before it too.”
“Good distinction.”
“I liked having a defined job. I liked that the information had somewhere to go. I liked watching you figure out what mattered.”
Hen listened without smiling.
“The freeway was awful,” Jacob said. “I don’t mean I enjoyed that.”
“We know what you mean.”
“Do you?”
“Yes,” Hen said. “It is possible to hate why the work exists and still recognize yourself inside it.”
That answer reached farther than he wanted it to.
Chimney pushed the scholarship packet across the table from where it had been left Monday. “Recognizing yourself is not a deadline. Look at the courses. Talk to people. Finish the semester you’re already taking.”
“I am finishing it.”
“Then continue.”
Hen tapped the EMT handbook. “You need formal training. You need supervised practice. You need to learn what you do not know, which is currently most of the job.”
“I know.”
“But the parts nobody can easily teach—staying present, listening, noticing changes, not making another person’s emergency about proving yourself—you have a good start.”
Jacob looked at her.
“I think you could be very good at this,” she said.
Chimney leaned forward. “And you do not have to decide tonight.”
“I know.”
“That was mostly for Hen.”
Hen ignored him. “Academy opportunities will open in the Fall. EMT training before then would give you information even if you choose something else.”
“You have a course in mind.”
“I have several.”
“Of course you do.”
“I’ll send one tomorrow. Three-week boot camp. No pressure.”
Chimney looked at Jacob. “There will be pressure.”
Hen looked at him.
“Not from us,” he amended. “The course itself. It is accelerated.”
“I assumed.”
The dispatch radio sounded downstairs. Another unit took the call.
Hen stood. “Go home.”
“Are you done?”
“We have reports.”
Chimney picked up the tablet. “Many reports.”
Jacob put the scholarship packet into his backpack, then lifted the box of books. It was heavier than he remembered.
Hen wrote her number inside the EMT handbook. “Questions about the notes, ask. Anything that conflicts with current course material, the current material wins.”
“You told me.”
“I’m telling you again.”
“And the medical-school books?”
“Same warning. They are for Ethan to compare, not worship.”
Jacob lifted the box. “I’ll tell him.”
Chimney walked him to the bay. “Can you drive?”
Jacob checked himself before answering. He was tired, but alert. His hands had stopped shaking before Engine 133 reached the station. He had eaten and drunk water.
“Yes.”
“If that changes before you leave the lot, come back upstairs.”
“Okay.”
Outside, the car remained where Ethan had left it that afternoon. Jacob placed the books on the rear floor so they could not slide off the seat.
He sent one message before starting the engine.
Jacob: Leaving the 118. Going home. Books acquired.
Ethan did not answer.
Jacob drove toward the loft with the radio off.
At the first red light, he noticed a dark streak across his forearm. It came away on a tissue—road grime, not blood.
He cleaned the skin anyway.
The light changed. Jacob folded the tissue into the cup holder and continued.
The freeway closure pushed traffic onto surface streets. Navigation added nineteen minutes, then six more. He accepted each change without searching for a faster route.
When the loft building came into view, every window was dark except theirs.
Jacob parked, carried Hen’s books inside, and left the light on for Ethan.
For the moment, home was the only assignment left.
He went upstairs.
By midnight, the word surge no longer described what Ethan could see.
The emergency department remained full, but the first uncontrolled arrival pattern had resolved into beds, destinations, waiting tests, operating rooms, discharges, and names on boards. Staff stopped moving as if every corridor might change beneath them. They still moved quickly. The difference was that the work had acquired edges.
Alvarez reassigned Ethan to supply recovery after the last scheduled disaster-support volunteer arrived. He counted sealed packages, returned unused equipment to central storage, and separated anything that had entered a treatment bay for inspection.
His evening internship shift had officially ended hours earlier.
Nobody suggested he clock out because he was not an employee and had never clocked in. Dr. Ross had released the student cohort. Ethan’s CERT role continued under hospital command until Alvarez released him.
At twelve eighteen, she removed the colored band from his badge.
“You are clear from surge support,” she said. “That does not mean you wander into the department as an intern.”
“I won’t.”
“Your program supervisor can tell you whether you go home.”
“Thank you.”
“Bennett.”
He stopped.
“You did well. You reported changes, stayed inside assignment, and asked before assuming access.”
“I followed the list.”
“Most failures happen after somebody decides the list is beneath them.”
She handed back his badge. The pale strip where the disaster band had covered it looked cleaner than the rest.
Dr. Ross was no longer in the education suite. A note on the whiteboard directed any remaining interns to call the program office before leaving. Ethan called. The coordinator answered from somewhere in the hospital and told him Dr. Patel had requested he remain available.
“Available where?” he asked.
“Surgical family waiting. She knows you’ve been released from CERT.”
“Am I still under the internship?”
“Observation only. Patel is assuming supervision.”
Ethan repeated the instruction before ending the call.
He checked his phone. Jacob’s latest message said he had left the 118, was going home, and had acquired Hen’s books.
The update was forty minutes old.
Ethan: Still here. Patel asked me to wait. Lock the door.
Jacob: Already did. I’m awake.
Ethan: You don’t have to wait up.
Jacob: I know.
Ethan put the phone away.
Caleb’s mother sat in the surgical waiting area with the teacher beside her. The green-dinosaur backpack occupied the chair between them.
It had made it.
Ethan took a seat across the room rather than approaching. Patel had requested his availability, not sent him to the family.
A surgical resident entered ten minutes later and called Caleb’s mother to a consultation room. The teacher remained with the backpack.
She recognized Ethan this time. “You were downstairs.”
“Yes.”
“He said an intern stayed with him.”
“For part of the assessment.”
“Were you the one from the freeway?”
“No.”
“He keeps talking about a big guy who carried him.”
Ethan thought of Jacob’s ride-along, the 118’s MCI response, and the message saying he had remained at command.
“Did he say a name?”
“Jacob, maybe. Or Jason.”
Ethan did not convert the possibility into fact. “I know a Jacob who was at the scene. I don’t know whether he worked with Caleb.”
“Can you ask?”
“When he’s awake. He’s home now.”
The teacher looked at the backpack. “Caleb was more worried about this than his leg.”
“It gave him something smaller to worry about.”
“Is that medical training?”
“No.”
“You answer no a lot.”
“Tonight.”
She smiled tiredly.
Patel entered from the surgical corridor at twelve fifty-two. Her cap was gone, leaving a line pressed into her hair. Caleb’s mother returned with the resident and crossed directly toward her.
Patel explained that surgery had gone well. The wound had been cleaned, the fracture stabilized, and blood flow remained adequate. Caleb would need additional orthopedic care, infection monitoring, rehabilitation, and likely another procedure, but there had been no need for amputation.
His mother covered her mouth.
Patel waited.
“Can I see him?” the woman asked.
“Recovery will call as soon as he is ready.”
“Is he awake?”
“Not yet.”
The teacher lifted the backpack. “This came from the scene.”
“Good. Keep it closed until staff inventories the property with you.”
Patel answered two more questions, then directed the resident to remain with the family.
She looked at Ethan. “Walk with me.”
They entered the surgical corridor.
“What did you learn?” she asked.
Ethan had expected a task, not a question.
“From Caleb?”
“From the last ten hours.”
“My shift was supposed to be five and a half.”
“Hospitals are inconsiderate.”
He adjusted his pace beside her. “I learned surge plans depend on people doing small jobs without knowing the whole plan.”
“Good.”
“I learned observation access disappears when the hospital needs the space.”
“It should.”
“I learned CERT authorization doesn’t transfer into clinical authorization.”
“I hope you knew that before tonight.”
“I did. I learned how often people check anyway.”
Patel pushed through a set of doors. “Continue.”
“Families ask questions before anyone has answers. Not answering clearly is better than filling the space.”
“Usually.”
“And children know when adults are performing calm.”
Patel glanced at him. “That one came from Caleb.”
“Yes.”
She led him to a step-down unit where two MCI patients had been admitted after surgery. Ethan’s observation resumed under rules she restated before entering: no chart access without invitation, no examination, no independent family conversation, and no assumption that earlier CERT involvement granted continued access.
“If you are too tired to observe accurately, tell me,” Patel said.
“I’m okay.”
“That was not the question.”
Ethan checked himself. His legs felt heavy. His concentration remained clear. He had eaten too little but had water and the other half of his sandwich upstairs.
“I can observe.”
“For now.”
The first patient had undergone abdominal surgery after the bus collision. Patel reviewed the operative summary with the resident, then checked pain, drainage, urine output, and laboratory trends. Ethan listened to how the questions narrowed. The patient’s blood pressure was acceptable, but the direction mattered more than one number.
Outside, Patel asked what concerned him.
“The pressure has drifted down.”
“What else?”
“Heart rate is rising. Urine output fell during the last hour.”
“Conclusion?”
“I don’t have one. The trend needs attention.”
“Better.”
She instructed the resident to repeat labs and reassess sooner than scheduled.
The second patient had a repaired arm laceration and fractures that did not require immediate surgery. His wife had been taken to another hospital. He cared less about his pain than whether anybody had found her.
Patel asked the nurse to contact family information. She did not let the question disappear beneath the orthopedic plan.
In the corridor, Ethan said, “You remembered his wife from the intake report.”
“The patient remembered her. That makes it relevant.”
“Even if it doesn’t change treatment.”
“It changes the patient receiving it.”
They continued.
Patel allowed him to accompany her through three more reviews. One involved a patient unrelated to the MCI whose postoperative fever had begun before the pileup. The emergency had not suspended every other illness in the building.
At two ten, she sent Ethan to retrieve his food.
“I can eat later.”
“You can eat now.”
“Are we done?”
“I did not say that.”
Ethan went upstairs, ate the sandwich, and returned within twelve minutes.
Patel looked at the clock. “Did you chew?”
“Yes.”
“Promising.”
The next hour involved less movement and more review. Patel showed him how the surgical service tracked pending consults without giving him unrestricted access to records. She asked him to maintain a paper list of room numbers and task status, no diagnoses or identifying details.
He crossed off imaging completed, family contacted, labs pending, and reassessment due. When one entry remained unchanged too long, he pointed to it.
“The repeat neurovascular check was due fifteen minutes ago.”
Patel looked at the list, then at the resident’s pager status. “Good. Remind him.”
Ethan did.
The assessment had been completed but not reported back. The findings remained stable.
“You did not discover a crisis,” Patel said afterward.
“I know.”
“You noticed an open loop. That is frequently more useful.”
At three, Caleb woke in recovery.
Patel brought Ethan only after his mother agreed. The child looked smaller without the trauma bay around him. His injured leg was elevated and covered. The green-dinosaur backpack sat unopened beneath the chair.
“They found it,” Caleb said.
“I see that.”
“The big guy wrote my name on it.”
His mother looked at Ethan. “Do you know him?”
“I think I do.”
“Tell him thank you.”
“I will.”
Caleb’s eyes drifted closed before Ethan and Patel left.
In the corridor, Ethan took out his phone.
“Not while walking,” Patel said.
He stopped beside the wall.
Ethan: Were you the one who helped the young boy from the bus?
The message remained unread.
“Your roommate?” Patel asked.
“He was riding with Ambulance 118.”
“The large man Caleb keeps describing?”
“Probably.”
“Useful family.”
“He’s not family.”
Patel looked at him.
Ethan corrected himself. “Not technically.”
“I didn't ask for the classification.”
She resumed walking.
Ethan followed before the exchange became something he had to examine.
Patel’s next patient was an older woman admitted before the freeway collision for a hip fracture after a fall at home. Surgery had been delayed when the MCI consumed operating-room capacity. Her daughter wanted to know whether the delay meant her mother no longer mattered.
“It means the hospital had several injuries that could not safely wait,” Patel said. “Your mother still needs surgery. We are reassessing the schedule now.”
“She hasn’t eaten since this morning.”
“I know.”
“She’s eighty-one.”
“I know that too.”
Patel did not defend the hospital by describing the freeway. She reviewed pain control, fluids, skin protection, medication timing, and the likely surgical window. When the daughter repeated that her mother had been waiting, Patel agreed.
Outside, Ethan asked, “Would explaining the MCI have helped?”
“She knows there was a pileup.”
“I meant the number of patients.”
“It might help her understand the system. It would not make her mother less hungry or frightened.”
They reached the workstation. Patel called the operating room and secured a tentative morning time, contingent on the remaining emergency cases.
“Do not use context to argue somebody out of a legitimate complaint,” she said after hanging up. “Context can be true and the harm can remain.”
Ethan added the operating-room update to the task list.
The next consult came from a medical floor. A patient recovering from pneumonia had developed sudden calf pain and swelling. Patel let the resident present, asked what had changed, and sent him back for one missing part of the examination before discussing imaging.
“What did he leave out?” she asked Ethan while they waited.
Ethan searched the presentation. “He didn’t compare the other leg.”
“Correct.”
“He already thinks it’s a clot.”
“He may be right. That does not excuse an incomplete examination.”
The resident returned with the comparison. Patel approved the imaging order and discussed anticoagulation considerations with the primary team.
Nothing about the case involved trauma surgery. Ethan followed anyway.
“You look disappointed,” Patel said in the elevator.
“I’m not.”
“Good. Surgeons still need medicine.”
“I know.”
“You say that often.”
“People tell me things I know often.”
Patel looked at him.
“That sounded worse out loud.”
“It did.”
The elevator opened.
“Knowing a principle and applying it under pressure are separate skills,” she said. “Let people repeat important things.”
“Okay.”
“You may even repeat them yourself one day.”
They returned to the surgical floor. The resident responsible for the paper list had found coffee. He offered Ethan one. Patel took it before Ethan answered.
“He is going home soon,” she said.
“You said I could keep observing.”
“I said for now.”
She drank the coffee.
“That was his,” Ethan said.
“He knows where the machine is.”
The resident looked at Ethan. “This happens.”
Patel handed the cup back after one sip. “Terrible.”
“Also that.”
The exchange ended when a nurse called about worsening pain in the postoperative abdominal patient. Patel moved immediately. Ethan followed until she stopped outside the room.
“Wait here.”
He waited.
The team entered. Ethan heard only fragments through the closing door: pressure, drain output, repeat count, call the attending. He did not move closer.
Five minutes passed. Then ten.
A technician approached with equipment and found Ethan clear of the doorway. A second resident arrived. The patient went for urgent imaging shortly afterward.
Patel came out last.
“What changed?” Ethan asked.
“That is not information I can discuss in the corridor.”
“Right.”
She led him to an empty workroom before explaining that the patient’s pain and laboratory trend raised concern for postoperative bleeding. The team had escalated evaluation; no final diagnosis existed yet.
“Why did I leave you outside?” she asked.
“Too many people in the room.”
“And?”
“I had no role.”
“Correct. Interest does not create one.”
Ethan wrote that beside the other lessons he had recorded mentally and nowhere else.
They checked two more patients while waiting for the imaging result. One slept through most of the examination. The other wanted to discuss whether a scar would prevent her from wearing a particular dress at a wedding in August.
Patel answered seriously.
“People apologize for questions they think are vain,” she told Ethan afterward. “Do not decide what outcome is small for somebody else.”
“Will the scar prevent the dress?”
“Probably not. She may dislike how it looks. Both answers matter.”
The postoperative patient’s imaging did not show active bleeding. Patel reviewed the result, adjusted the monitoring plan with the attending, and returned to the bedside to explain what they knew and what they would continue watching.
Ethan noticed that she did not present the negative scan as proof the patient had been worrying unnecessarily.
At three twenty, Ethan’s phone showed Jacob had read his question about Caleb but had not answered. The time made the silence unsurprising. Jacob had probably fallen asleep with the phone in his hand.
“Something urgent?” Patel asked.
“No.”
“Then put it away.”
He did.
They completed one final review of the open tasks. The hip-fracture patient had a morning operating-room slot. The calf ultrasound remained pending. Caleb was stable in recovery. Family information had connected the married bus passengers across hospitals. The department still held patients in hall spaces, but no new MCI transports were expected.
Patel drew one line through the paper list.
“A hospital does not return to normal when command says the surge is over,” she said. “The work has already moved upstairs.”
“And into tomorrow.”
“Frequently into months from now.”
Ethan thought of Caleb’s leg, the teacher’s medication bag, and the mother arriving after surgery had begun.
“Observation does not end at discharge either,” Patel said. “If you want trauma, learn to care about what survives it.”
At three forty-five, the hospital deactivated the final surge posture. Ordinary night operations resumed, though nothing in the department looked ordinary.
Patel signed the last note she intended to finish before morning and led Ethan back toward education.
“You understand that tonight was not a normal second shift,” she said.
“Yes.”
“You will not be given disaster access every time the department is busy.”
“I know.”
“Your CERT credentials placed you in the building’s support structure. They did not accelerate you through the internship.”
“I know that too.”
Patel stopped outside the workroom. “Then here is what matters. You accepted correction. You stayed in scope. You noticed people as well as tasks. You did not confuse proximity to medicine with authority.”
Ethan waited.
“I will be watching you closely this summer,” she said.
The sentence felt less like praise than a responsibility being set down between them.
“Okay,” Ethan said.
“That is not usually the response interns give.”
“What should I say?”
“Nothing rehearsed.”
“Then okay.”
Patel smiled. “Go home, Bennett.”
He collected his bag from beneath the table. The other interns’ chairs had been straightened. Somebody had erased the emergency assignments from the whiteboard.
Outside, Wednesday had already begun.
The lobby doors opened onto a nearly empty drop-off lane. Ethan stopped beneath the awning and remembered that Jacob had the car.
He checked the overnight bus schedule. The next route would take fifty-three minutes and leave him six blocks from the loft. A rideshare would arrive in nine.
His phone vibrated before he chose.
Jacob: Yes. I helped carry Caleb after they splinted him. Is he okay?
Ethan: Out of surgery. Stable. His backpack arrived.
The reply came immediately.
Jacob: Good.
Ethan: You’re awake.
Jacob: I fell asleep for a while.
Ethan: Go back to sleep.
Jacob: Are you coming home?
Ethan: Now.
Jacob: I can pick you up.
Ethan: No. Stay there.
The typing indicator appeared, disappeared, then returned.
Jacob: Okay. Door’s locked. I left food in the fridge.
Ethan ordered the ride.
Through the lobby glass, he could see staff resetting the entrance for morning. Wheelchairs returned to their row. Security removed one temporary sign. A custodian cleaned the path every stretcher had crossed.
The hospital continued behind him. Caleb slept upstairs. Patel was probably already answering another page despite telling Ethan to go home.
His ride pulled beneath the awning.
Ethan climbed into the back seat, gave the loft address, and watched the hospital recede through the rear window.
The driver asked whether he worked there.
“Intern,” Ethan said.
“Long shift.”
“It wasn’t supposed to be.”
The driver accepted that and turned the radio lower.
Ethan rested his head against the seat. Patel’s final words followed him past the dark campus buildings: learn to care about what survives it.
He thought of Jacob recording names on the freeway, though he had not yet heard the story. He thought of Caleb preserving the backpack inside every question about his leg.
The city looked ordinary from the moving car.
By the time they reached the loft, the sky had begun to lighten behind the buildings.
Ethan paid, thanked the driver, and stood on the sidewalk for a moment before carrying his bag toward the waiting light upstairs.
Jacob woke when a car door closed below the loft.
He had fallen asleep on the couch sometime after answering Ethan’s question about Caleb. One lamp remained on beside the kitchen. The television showed a silent menu screen. His phone lay against his chest.
He sat up and checked the time.
Five twenty-one.
The lock turned.
Ethan came inside carrying his hospital bag. His shirt was wrinkled, his badge hung crooked, and the curls at the back of his head had flattened beneath something he was no longer wearing.
“You stayed up,” he said.
“Not successfully.”
Ethan locked the door behind him.
Jacob stood. “How was the ride?”
“Quiet.”
“Did you eat?”
“At two.”
“That isn’t an answer.”
“Half a sandwich at ten. The other half at two.”
Jacob opened the refrigerator. “I saved dinner.”
“I saw the message.”
“Do you want it?”
Ethan considered the container. “Yeah.”
Jacob put it in the microwave. Ethan left his bag beside the stairs and removed his badge.
“Caleb’s okay?” Jacob asked.
“Stable. Surgery went well.”
“What did they do?”
“I can’t give you details.”
“Right.”
“Open fracture. They cleaned it, stabilized it, and confirmed blood flow. He’ll need more care.”
“That’s enough.”
The microwave turned. Neither spoke over it.
Ethan leaned both hands on the counter. “He kept asking about you.”
Jacob looked at him. “He knew my name?”
“Maybe. He told everyone about the big guy from the freeway who carried him and wrote his name on the backpack.”
“I didn’t carry him alone.”
“I assumed.”
“Morales took the other end. The paramedic supported his leg.”
“I know how a carry works.”
“Then why did you say it like that?”
“Because that’s how he said it.”
The microwave stopped. Jacob stirred the rice and vegetables, then heated them another minute.
“They found the backpack,” he said.
“I saw it.”
“Good.”
“Green dinosaur.”
“That’s the one.”
Ethan looked toward the couch. “How long were you asleep?”
“An hour. Maybe two.”
“Go back to bed.”
“After you eat.”
“Jacob.”
“I’m awake now.”
“You have class.”
“Wednesday’s off.”
“From class too?”
“No lab. The seminar is online.”
Ethan accepted the bowl when Jacob handed it over. They sat at the kitchen table.
Hen’s medical-school books occupied the far end in two uneven stacks. Jacob had taken them out of the box after getting home and stopped when he reached one labeled Trauma.
Ethan noticed them between bites.
“Those are all hers?”
“There are more in the box.”
“Why did she keep everything?”
“You can ask her.”
“I might.”
He opened the top book with one hand.
Jacob closed it. “Eat first.”
Ethan looked at him.
“She said old protocols aren’t current.”
“I know.”
“She told me twice, so I’m telling you twice.”
“You’ve told me once.”
“I’ll do it again later.”
Ethan returned to the food.
Jacob sat across from him with water. The events of the freeway remained easier to remember as tasks than as a whole: tape on pavement, names on paper, Caleb’s sock, Malik asking whether his father was dying, the backpack tag. Looking at Ethan placed a hospital on the other end of each action.
“Did you know he was coming?” Jacob asked.
“We knew pediatric trauma was coming. I didn’t know it was Caleb until they called his name.”
“You didn’t know his name before?”
“No.”
“I thought maybe the report—”
“It did. I wasn’t receiving reports.”
“Right.”
Ethan ate another bite. “Patel let me stay with him.”
“In the room?”
“At the head of the stretcher. Out of the way.”
“What did you do?”
“Talked.”
“About?”
“His tablet game. His backpack. The difference between a nose and an ear.”
Jacob waited.
“Different child,” Ethan said.
“I thought I missed something.”
“There was a bead before the MCI.”
“In a nose? Ear?”
“Nose. Dark green.”
“Important distinction?”
“To him.”
Ethan finished the bowl. Jacob took it to the sink before he could stand.
“Patel said not to rule out pediatrics,” Ethan said.
Jacob turned from the sink. “She said that tonight?”
“In the elevator.”
“After the bead?”
“After Caleb.”
“What did you say?”
“That I thought I was assigned to trauma.”
“Children have trauma.”
“That’s what she said.”
Jacob rinsed the bowl. “I like her.”
“You haven’t met her.”
“I like that answer.”
“She also stole a resident’s coffee.”
“Still like her.”
Ethan smiled, then covered a yawn with his hand.
“Bed,” Jacob said.
“I need to shower.”
“Then shower.”
“You’re being very directive.”
“Hen said I have natural instincts.”
Ethan stopped halfway to the stairs. “She said that?”
“More or less.”
“That sounds like less.”
“She said the parts people can’t easily teach are a good start.”
“That’s better than more or less.”
“Chimney said I don’t have to decide tonight.”
“Also good.”
“Hen already has courses.”
“Of course she does.”
“One is a three-week boot camp.”
Ethan remained beside the stairs. “When?”
“She didn’t say yet.”
“Are you going to do it?”
Jacob folded the dish towel over the oven handle. “I don’t know.”
“Okay.”
“You don’t have an opinion?”
“I have several.”
“That sounds dangerous.”
“You should do it if you want to do it and if it fits with class. You shouldn’t do it because Hen said you’d be good. You shouldn’t decide you hate it because the freeway was awful. You also shouldn’t decide you love it because you helped one kid.”
“That’s four.”
“I said several.”
Jacob leaned against the counter. “I liked the ordinary calls too.”
“Then that seems relevant.”
“I liked cleaning the ambulance.”
“Now I’m concerned.”
“It made sense.”
“Cleaning usually does.”
“Not the cleaning. The reset. You use something, replace it, and know where it is for the next call.”
Ethan nodded. “You like systems.”
“Sometimes.”
“You reorganized my pantry two days after moving in.”
“Your pantry was wrong.”
“It had food in it.”
“In random places.”
“I knew where things were.”
“You found pasta in the baking drawer.”
“Eventually.”
The conversation ran out without needing an ending.
Ethan went upstairs to shower. Jacob cleared the table, put the medical books back into the box, and left the trauma volume on top. Water began running above him.
His phone buzzed.
Hen: No pressure. This is the three-week course I mentioned. Read the dates before you talk yourself into or out of it.
A link followed.
Jacob opened it.
The accelerated EMT program began in late August, after his summer coursework ended and before the Fall term settled into its full schedule. Classes ran six days each week. Attendance was mandatory. The tuition section included a note about departmental scholarship sponsorship and conditional reimbursement.
He read the admission requirements twice.
Another message arrived.
Hen: I mean the no-pressure part. You did well tonight. That doesn’t obligate you to make it a career.
Jacob: Thank you. I’m reading it.
Hen: After you sleep.
Jacob: You’re still awake.
Hen: I’m still on shift.
Jacob: Right.
Hen reacted with a check mark.
Jacob saved the link and closed it.
The shower stopped. Ethan crossed the mezzanine a few minutes later wearing sleep clothes and drying his hair.
“She sent it,” Jacob said.
“The course?”
“Late August.”
“Does it fit?”
“Maybe.”
“Then read it after you sleep.”
“That’s what Hen said.”
“Still like her.”
Ethan lowered the towel. “Did you get hurt?”
The question arrived late enough that Jacob knew Ethan had been carrying it since the door opened.
“No.”
“At all?”
Jacob checked the scrape across one knuckle. He had gotten it moving a folding chair at the station before the first call.
“Nothing from the MCI.”
“Were you ever in danger?”
“Not more than the scene itself. Command kept me in the cold zone.”
“You carried Caleb.”
“From the walking-wounded area to a stretcher. Inside the protected zone.”
“Okay.”
Jacob looked up toward him. “Did you?”
“Did I what?”
“Get hurt.”
“No.”
“Were you in danger?”
“No.”
“At all?”
Ethan leaned on the railing. “The emergency department was controlled. Busy isn’t the same as dangerous.”
“Okay.”
They had asked the same questions and accepted the same incomplete answers.
Ethan looked toward the front windows. “I thought about calling when the MCI alert came in.”
“Why didn’t you?”
“You were working.”
“Observing.”
“Then at a freeway pileup.”
“I thought about calling when I knew the hospital was receiving.”
“Why didn’t you?”
“You were working.”
Ethan nodded once.
Jacob did not call that funny or meaningful. It had been practical. They had both known the other would answer if possible and neither had wanted to demand it.
“Go to bed,” Jacob said.
“You too.”
“I’m going.”
Ethan did not disappear into the loft bedroom immediately. He stopped at the top of the stairs and looked back toward the table.
“Did you tell Eddie you were home?” he asked.
Jacob checked his phone. “No.”
“He’ll wake up and see the freeway alert.”
“He was on shift.”
“Then he probably already saw it.”
Jacob sent the message anyway.
Jacob: Home. Fine. Ride-along turned into MCI support through command. I’ll call after sleep.
The reply came before he set the phone down.
Eddie: Good. Sleep first.
“He’s awake,” Jacob said.
“Of course he is.”
“He said sleep first.”
“I like him too.”
Ethan remained against the railing.
Jacob knew there was another question because Ethan’s weight had settled instead of turning toward bed.
“What?” he asked.
“Did the freeway feel like Newton?”
Jacob considered it. “No.”
“At all?”
“There were more patients. More traffic. Less building.”
“That isn’t what I meant.”
“I know.”
At Newton, Jacob had known where Ethan was only in pieces. The collapse had carried the possibility of another failure inside every noise from the structure. The freeway had been exposed, organized, and impossible to mistake for safe. Command lines remained visible. The danger did not hide behind concrete.
“I didn’t think the whole scene was about to come down,” he said.
Ethan nodded.
“Did the hospital?” Jacob asked.
“Feel like Newton?”
“Yeah.”
“No. I wasn’t looking for anybody in the rubble.”
Jacob let the answer remain incomplete. Ethan did the same.
“Caleb asked if I was scared,” Ethan said.
“What did you tell him?”
“A little.”
“Were you?”
“A little.”
“Good.”
Ethan looked down at him. “Good?”
“Better than telling him you weren’t.”
“That’s what Patel thought.”
“Still like her.”
Ethan finally turned from the railing, then stopped again.
“His mother got there after surgery started.”
“Did she see him?”
“After recovery. I think.”
“And the teacher?”
“Stayed until family arrived.”
Jacob thought of the teacher standing beside Caleb in the walking-wounded area, holding the medication bag and trying not to look toward the bus.
“She did well,” he said.
“Patel said the same thing.”
“You talked about her?”
“She had his medical information when nobody else did.”
“Right.”
The refrigerator motor stopped. The quiet that followed made the hour more obvious.
Ethan rubbed both hands over his face. “I’m too tired to go upstairs.”
“You are upstairs.”
“Further upstairs.”
“Your bed is fifteen feet away.”
“Far.”
Jacob took Ethan’s hospital bag from beside the stairs and carried it to the landing. He did not take Ethan’s arm or push him toward the bedroom.
“Now you only have to carry yourself,” he said.
“Still far.”
“You walked around a hospital for fourteen hours.”
“That’s why.”
Ethan picked up the bag.
“Thank you.”
“Go.”
This time, he did.
Jacob checked the front lock, turned off the kitchen lamp, and left the light over the stove on. Dawn had begun to change the windows from black to gray.
He carried the EMT handbook and his phone into the partitioned room. The course page remained open behind the message from Hen.
He read the first line again: No pressure.
The words did not erase the possibility. They made room around it.
Jacob set the phone facedown and sat on the edge of the bed. His body had begun reporting the day in places adrenaline had ignored: shoulders tight from carrying supplies, feet sore from standing on asphalt, one knee stiff from crouching near Caleb.
Nothing required treatment beyond rest.
He changed clothes, placed the observer vest over the back of the chair, and emptied his pockets onto the desk. Car keys. Wallet. A pen from Incident Command that did not belong to him. The folded tissue from the cup holder.
He threw the tissue away and set the pen beside the EMT handbook so he would remember to return it.
From above, Ethan’s bed frame creaked once.
Jacob opened the bedroom door again. “You okay?”
Ethan’s voice came from the loft. “Yeah.”
“Just checking.”
“I know.”
Jacob closed the door without latching it.
He lay down and pulled the blanket over himself. The freeway arrived when he closed his eyes: not the collisions, but the board. Names moved from one column to another. Destinations filled blank spaces. Caleb’s line ended at UCLA Health.
Ethan had been there when the line continued.
The knowledge loosened something Jacob had not realized remained tight.
His phone buzzed once more.
Chimney: Reports done. Confirm you’re home when you wake up.
Jacob did not answer. Chimney had specifically given him permission to wait.
He left the course link closed.
Minutes later, the loft went quiet enough that neither of them had to listen for the other.
Sleep came in shallow sections.
Jacob surfaced once when a truck shifted gears on the street below. Another time, pipes moved behind the wall. Neither sound became an alarm, and each time he returned to sleep before fully opening his eyes.
At seven fourteen, Ethan crossed the mezzanine to the bathroom. The floorboards carried the movement through the partition.
Jacob sat up. “Ethan?”
Water stopped running.
“I’m fine,” Ethan called.
“Why are you awake?”
“Bathroom.”
“Right.”
“Go back to sleep.”
Jacob did not hear Ethan return to bed, but the loft quieted again.
His phone remained facedown beside him. The unanswered messages could wait. Class could wait until the recorded seminar opened. Hen’s course could wait until his brain stopped placing freeway lights behind every line of text.
He rolled onto his side.
The observer vest hung where he had left it. In daylight, the reflective strips looked ordinary. He could return it later, along with the borrowed pen.
Nothing at the station required him to become somebody new before breakfast.
When he woke again, sunlight had crossed the floor to the foot of the bed. His phone read ten fifty-eight.
Jacob answered Eddie first.
Jacob: Awake. No injuries. I’ll call this afternoon.
Eddie: Good. Chris wants details after class.
Jacob: He can call.
He did not open Hen’s link.
Upstairs, Ethan slept through every message.
Jacob left the phone on the bed, drank the remaining water, and closed his eyes once more. The formal Wednesday aftermath could begin after both of them had completed the simpler work of getting home.
The next time Jacob woke, the room was warmer.
He opened the door and found the loft unchanged. Ethan’s hospital bag remained on the landing. The empty dinner bowl sat in the drying rack. Hen’s books waited at the far end of the table, where neither of them could mistake them for an immediate obligation.
Jacob moved the bag away from the stairs so Ethan would not trip over it later. He set a clean glass of water near the coffee maker, then stopped himself from doing anything else.
Making breakfast would wake Ethan. Starting laundry would wake Ethan. Opening the divider to let in more light would wake Ethan.
Jacob returned to his room.
He had spent most of Tuesday obeying instructions about where to stand. Wednesday morning required the same discipline in a quieter form.
His body wanted movement because movement had been useful. The loft needed none.
He sat on the bed and opened the course portal only long enough to confirm the seminar recording would remain available all day. Then he set an alarm for eleven thirty and placed the phone beneath the edge of the pillow.
The observer vest reflected a narrow bar of sunlight onto the wall.
Jacob turned the chair so the light disappeared.
He lay down again.
Above him, Ethan shifted once and went still.
They had returned from different sides of the same emergency carrying different pieces of the same child’s night. For now, neither needed to connect anything else.
Jacob let the room remain unfinished, the application unread, and every later decision outside the door.
Sleep found him before the alarm did.
The alarm sounded twenty-seven minutes later.
Jacob silenced it without sitting up. His seminar could wait another hour. He changed the alarm, sent one final message to the course group saying he would post before the deadline, and put the phone away.
No one asked why. Summer classes were full of jobs, appointments, delayed buses, and people completing coursework at strange hours. He did not need to explain the freeway to earn permission to sleep.
He pulled the blanket higher.
From the street came ordinary traffic, a delivery truck, and somebody laughing near the building entrance. None of it entered the room as a demand.
Jacob’s last clear thought was that Caleb had his mother, his teacher, and the green-dinosaur backpack.
That was enough to release the rest of the morning.
He slept until the apartment above them ran a vacuum across the floor shortly before noon. Even then, he only opened his eyes long enough to identify the sound.
Ethan did not stir.
Jacob smiled into the pillow, reset nothing, and let the noise pass beyond the partition.
Their day off had finally begun by asking nothing from either of them.
For the first time since Monday morning, there was nowhere either of them needed to arrive before somebody else.
They had earned that much.
For now.
Sleep did not come immediately.
Jacob lay in the room Ethan had built out of the old living area and listened to the loft settle. A pipe knocked once behind the wall. The refrigerator started. Ethan moved overhead, then stopped.
The freeway returned as disconnected details rather than a dream. The marker squeaking against the board. Caleb saying my mom’s going to be mad. The woman’s weight changing against Jacob’s hand when she nearly fainted. Malik repeating his aunt’s number after giving one digit wrong.
None of the memories required action now.
Jacob opened his phone and added one note beneath the saved course link: Ask about clinical hours. Ask whether scholarship requires Academy application.
He did not complete the application.
He set the phone down and slept.
At eleven thirty, his online seminar alarm woke him.
For several seconds, the dark partition wall made no sense. Then the loft returned around it.
Jacob sat up, drank from the water glass beside the bed, and opened the course portal. The seminar had been converted to an asynchronous discussion because the professor was attending a conference. A recorded lecture and two response questions waited.
He could have completed them from bed. He moved to the kitchen instead.
Ethan remained asleep upstairs.
The saved dinner container sat clean in the drying rack. Jacob made coffee quietly and carried the laptop to the table. Hen’s box occupied one chair. The EMT handbook lay beside his notebook.
He moved both away before beginning biochemistry.
The lecture concerned enzyme inhibition. Jacob paused twice to take notes and once because an ambulance passed outside. The sound faded toward another neighborhood.
He restarted the section he had missed.
At twelve forty, his phone showed messages from Chimney and May.
Chimney: Confirm you got home.
Jacob: Home. Slept. Thank you for yesterday.
Chimney: Good. Hen sent the course?
Jacob: At dawn.
Chimney: Of course she did. Read it later.
May’s message had arrived after eight.
May: I heard enough about the freeway to assume neither of you made it out last night. Check in when conscious.
Jacob: Home. Fine. Ethan is asleep.
May: So the bar was a strong no.
Jacob: Correct.
May: Next week. No emergency schedules accepted.
Jacob did not point out that emergencies rarely checked schedules.
Jacob: We’ll try.
May: That’s the same answer in different font.
He left the message unanswered and returned to the lecture.
Ethan came downstairs shortly after two wearing the same sleep shirt he had worn Monday morning. He stopped on the last stair and looked at the clock.
“What day is it?”
“Wednesday.”
“Still?”
“For another ten hours.”
Ethan crossed to the coffee maker. Jacob pointed to the pot.
“Made an hour ago.”
“That’s fine.”
“There’s food.”
“I’m not hungry yet.”
Jacob looked at him.
“I’ll eat.”
Ethan poured coffee and sat opposite the laptop. “Class?”
“Recorded.”
“Did I wake you?”
“No.”
“Did you sleep?”
“Almost six hours.”
“Good.”
Ethan drank coffee and noticed the course page open in another browser tab.
“You read it.”
“Some of it.”
“Thoughts?”
“The dates fit between summer coursework and Fall. It’s six days a week. I need to ask whether the scholarship commits me to applying for the Academy.”
“Would that be a problem?”
“If I’m not ready to commit, yes.”
“Then ask.”
“I wrote it down.”
Ethan saw the note. “Clinical hours too.”
“Yeah.”
“You sound like you’re considering it.”
Jacob rotated his mug between both hands. “I am.”
Ethan waited without turning the admission into a celebration.
“I don’t know what it does to the degree plan,” Jacob said. “Or the research application. Or whether doing an accelerated course after accelerated summer classes is a terrible idea.”
“Probably tiring.”
“That isn’t the same as terrible.”
“No.”
“I need to talk to my advisor.”
“And Hen.”
“And Chimney.”
“Maybe somebody who didn’t invite you onto the ambulance.”
Jacob smiled. “That too.”
Ethan opened the refrigerator and took out yogurt, berries, and the remaining French toast from Monday.
“That’s old,” Jacob said.
“It’s two days old.”
“You hate reheated French toast.”
“Yes, but I’m hungry now.”
Jacob moved the laptop aside while Ethan heated it.
“Are you going back tomorrow?” Jacob asked.
“Evening shift.”
“I thought Thursday was night.”
“They call anything after three evening. It can go later.”
“After yesterday?”
“Schedule’s unchanged unless the office emails.”
“Are the others okay?”
“Grace and Daniel stayed for support. Everybody else got released or sent away from the ER.”
“Did Mateo mind?”
“Yes.”
“Did he say anything?”
“He asked why I got to stay.”
“What did you say?”
“Dr. Ross answered. CERT credentials were already verified.”
Jacob nodded. “He’ll understand later.”
“Maybe.”
Ethan sat with the reheated toast. He ate two bites before opening one of Hen’s books.
“Current protocols win,” Jacob said.
“That’s twice.”
“Good.”
The book contained Hen’s handwriting in three colors. Some notes filled the margins. Others consisted of one underlined word and a question mark.
“She argued with the textbook,” Ethan said.
“Are you surprised?”
“No.”
He found an old index card marking a chapter. One side listed differential diagnoses. The other read: Eat before rounds. You are not smarter when hypoglycemic.
Ethan held it up.
Jacob looked at the half-finished toast. “Relevant.”
“I’m eating.”
“Continue.”
Ethan put the card beside his plate.
The afternoon settled into study. Jacob completed the recorded lecture and wrote one response post. Ethan read sections of Hen’s trauma text, checking publication dates and looking up changes when an old recommendation caught his attention.
They did not recount the freeway and hospital again.
At three ten, Caleb’s backpack came up because Jacob found the temporary property-card photograph in a message Morales had forwarded through the incident contact system. He showed Ethan the green dinosaur.
“That’s it,” Ethan said.
“I know.”
“You really wrote his name on it.”
“The officer logged it. I made the temporary card.”
“He thinks you found it.”
“The firefighters found it.”
“You connected it to him.”
Jacob closed the image. “It was a backpack.”
“It mattered to him.”
“I know.”
Ethan let the point rest.
At four, May called. Jacob answered on speaker only after warning Ethan.
“Both alive?” she asked.
“Yes,” Jacob said.
Ethan leaned toward the phone. “Hi, May.”
“You sound terrible.”
“I slept.”
“That was not a compliment.”
Jacob continued writing while they spoke.
May asked whether either had been hurt. They gave the same answers they had given each other. She accepted them with less patience but no more information.
“Next Tuesday,” she said. “We are going out. Nobody is allowed to schedule a freeway pileup.”
“I’ll notify the city,” Ethan said.
“Thank you.”
“What time?” Jacob asked.
“Eight. I’ll send the place when I decide.”
“Invite people with reliable civilian jobs,” Ethan said.
May was quiet for a beat. “I did. They were boring.”
Jacob smiled.
They ended the call when Nash began crying in the background at Maddie’s house. May said she had stopped by with groceries and immediately been handed a baby.
The loft went quiet again.
Jacob submitted his seminar response. Ethan finished the French toast and returned Hen’s index card to the page where he had found it.
“Are you going to apply?” Ethan asked.
Jacob knew which application he meant.
“Not today.”
“Okay.”
“I’m going to email the questions.”
“Also okay.”
Jacob opened a new message to the course coordinator. He asked about scholarship obligations, clinical placement, certification eligibility, and whether the August dates were final.
He read the message once, removed an apology for asking several questions, and sent it.
Hen’s link remained saved. The application remained incomplete.
That was enough movement for Wednesday.
Jacob closed the laptop and carried both mugs to the sink.
The EMT course coordinator answered Jacob’s email at four twenty-three.
The scholarship did not require an Academy application. It covered tuition for candidates who met attendance and performance standards, completed certification testing, and remained eligible for LAFD hiring consideration, but participants could finish the course without committing to a department career.
Clinical placement was included. The hours were not.
Jacob opened the attached schedule. Three twelve-hour clinical blocks appeared during the final week, in addition to class and skills testing.
“That changes it,” he said.
Ethan looked up from Hen’s trauma book. “Good or bad?”
“Neither. It’s more time than the summary page says.”
“Can you fit it?”
“Maybe. Fall classes won’t have started, but the internship applications might.”
“Which internship?”
“Research. I haven’t decided.”
Ethan closed the book around one finger. “Do you have to decide today?”
“No.”
“Then don’t.”
Jacob forwarded the schedule to his academic advisor and asked for the first available appointment. The automatic reply promised a response within two business days.
Hen answered faster.
Jacob: The scholarship does not require an Academy application. Three clinical shifts during the final week.
Hen: Correct. Those shifts are supervised and assigned. You do not choose the calls.
Jacob: I assumed.
Hen: I know. I am giving you the sentence you will hear during orientation.
Jacob: Did you do an accelerated course?
Hen: No. Mine was slower and I was working. Ask Chim about accelerated pacing. He has opinions.
Chimney’s opinion arrived without Jacob asking.
Chimney: Hen says you’re considering the boot camp. Accelerated means nothing else gets to go wrong for three weeks. Things will go wrong anyway.
Jacob: Helpful.
Chimney: It is. The course is possible. It is not casual.
Jacob: I know.
Chimney: You know the sentence. Check whether you know your August schedule.
Jacob added the internship dates, expected Fall registration work, and his existing medical appointments to one calendar. The three weeks remained open enough to be possible.
Possible was not the same as wise.
He called Eddie after that. Eddie answered from his truck, and the remote audio placed his entire side of the conversation in italics.
“You slept?” Eddie asked.
“Six hours. Then another two.”
“Good. Tell me what happened.”
Jacob described the ride-along from the first inventory check through command releasing him. Eddie interrupted only when Jacob moved too quickly across the transition from routine calls to the freeway.
“They took you to the scene?”
“There wasn’t a safe way to return me.”
“And Chimney was acting captain.”
“He transferred command when the battalion chief arrived.”
“What did they have you doing?”
“Accountability and support in the cold zone. I helped carry one child after a medic splinted him.”
Eddie was quiet.
“Were you inside scope?”
“Yes.”
“Did Hen say that?”
“Hen, Chimney, Morales, and the command aide.”
“Okay.”
The word did not mean Eddie had stopped worrying. It meant Jacob had answered the part that required an answer.
“Hen sent an EMT course,” Jacob said.
“Of course she did.”
“Three weeks in August.”
“Do you want to do it?”
“I think so.”
It was the first time he had said that without adding a qualification.
Ethan looked up but did not interrupt.
“Then find out what it costs you,” Eddie said. “Time, classes, sleep, whatever else. If you still want it after that, we figure it out.”
“That’s almost exactly what Ethan said.”
“He’s smart.”
“You don’t have to sound surprised.”
“I’m not. Put him on.”
Jacob handed over the phone. Ethan’s side remained local and roman; Eddie’s stayed italicized through the speaker.
“Hey,” Ethan said.
“You okay?”
“Tired.”
“Anything else?”
“Patel kept me after CERT released me. I observed until four.”
“That sounds like too long.”
“It was useful.”
“That wasn’t what I said.”
Ethan glanced at Jacob. “I’m okay.”
“Fine. Both of you come over Sunday. Chris wants the version without medical privacy violations.”
“That will be short.”
“Good. He has homework.”
They ended the call after confirming Sunday’s time.
Jacob looked at the boot-camp schedule again. Saying I think so had not submitted the application or closed any other path.
It had made the possibility honest.
Ethan collected the medical books into one stack, keeping the trauma volume separate.
“Patel said she’ll be watching me closely this summer,” he said.
Jacob turned off the faucet. “That sounds good.”
“It sounded like more work.”
“Also good.”
“You’re not the one being watched.”
“Hen sent me homework at five in the morning.”
“Fair.”
They left the books at opposite ends of the table: trauma surgery near Ethan’s chair, the EMT handbook near Jacob’s. Neither placement committed them to anything.
Outside, traffic had returned to its ordinary afternoon pattern. The freeway had reopened in stages. The hospital had ended surge operations. Caleb remained upstairs with his mother and a backpack beneath the chair.
Inside the loft, Ethan checked Thursday’s schedule while Jacob checked the reply estimate from the EMT course.
Neither had the answer yet.
For the first time since Tuesday afternoon, they did not need one immediately.
Ethan set an alarm for the evening shift and another for an hour earlier so he would not rush. Jacob added Hen’s course questions to the list beneath his seminar assignment.
They ordered groceries, argued briefly about whether they needed more coffee, and agreed to decide dinner after another nap.
The decisions were small enough to finish.
Jacob turned off the kitchen lamp before following Ethan upstairs. Daylight still filled the windows, but the loft felt ready to rest.
Wednesday held.
No alarms sounded. No one called either of them back. For several hours, the city could manage without their help, and they finally let it.
They slept while the quiet held.
The advisor replied before dinner with a cancellation opening for Thursday morning. Jacob accepted it even though the appointment fell two hours before Ethan’s next hospital shift.
He added four questions to the meeting notes: whether the EMT course counted toward anything, whether it interfered with research placement, whether his accelerated degree plan left room for certification, and whether taking it would delay graduation.
Ethan read the list from across the table.
“You know the answer to the first one.”
“It counts toward being an EMT.”
“Then write that.”
“My advisor knows what I mean.”
“Probably.”
Jacob added a parenthetical clarification anyway.
The grocery delivery arrived at six. They unpacked it together without discussing the course. Ethan put yogurt in the wrong refrigerator drawer. Jacob moved it after he turned away.
“I saw that,” Ethan said.
“Then put it in the right place next time.”
“It’s a drawer.”
“For vegetables.”
“Yogurt is closer to vegetables than the door.”
Jacob closed the drawer. “That isn’t how storage works.”
“It stays cold.”
“Until you forget it exists.”
Ethan put the coffee beside the filters without arguing. They had ordered more despite claiming they would decide later.
When everything was away, Jacob’s phone showed another message from Hen.
Hen: One more thing. Liking the work does not mean you have to like emergencies. The job is mostly people having bad days and you helping with the next ten minutes.
Jacob read it to Ethan.
“That sounds right,” Ethan said.
“It sounds like she thought of it after she went to bed.”
“She may not be asleep.”
“She should be.”
“So should we.”
Jacob answered Hen.
Jacob: I liked the ordinary calls too. I’m meeting my advisor tomorrow.
Hen: Good. That is a decision, not the decision.
He put the phone down.
The distinction mattered. Meeting an advisor did not enroll him. Asking about scholarships did not commit him to the Academy. Wanting the course did not require him to know whether he wanted the whole career.
At seven, Jacob reopened the application.
He completed the contact section, education history, and availability questions. When the form reached the statement of purpose, he stopped.
“What are you writing?” Ethan asked.
“Nothing yet.”
“What does it ask?”
“Why I want EMT training.”
“You have an answer.”
“I have too many.”
“Pick the one that’s true without sounding impressive.”
Jacob looked at him. “That’s your advice?”
“It’s what Patel seems to like.”
Jacob wrote one sentence: I want the training to find out whether the work that felt useful under supervision can become work I can do safely and well.
He saved the draft without submitting it.
That was enough movement for Wednesday.
Ethan did not ask to read the sentence. He returned to the trauma book while Jacob reviewed the dates one more time.
The application deadline was Friday. Waiting until Thursday’s advising appointment would not cost him the place.
Jacob closed the computer.
“Saved?” Ethan asked.
“Saved.”
“Submitted?”
“No.”
“Good.”
“Why good?”
“Because you said you wanted more information first.”
Jacob leaned back. “You were listening.”
“Somebody has to.”
“Hen says that’s one of my natural instincts.”
“Now I’m reconsidering her judgment.”
Jacob smiled and stood.
He placed the EMT handbook on top of the closed laptop rather than returning it to the box. The choice was visible without becoming permanent.
Wednesday evening continued around it: groceries put away, seminar submitted, hospital schedule confirmed, advisor meeting accepted.
By bedtime, Jacob still had not decided what he would become.
He had decided what to ask next.
Before closing the browser, he downloaded the clinical schedule and scholarship terms into the folder where he kept UCLA records. He named each file with the date instead of leaving the coordinator’s attachment titles intact.
Ethan watched him do it.
“You’re applying,” he said.
“I’m organizing.”
“That’s how you apply.”
“Tomorrow.”
“After the advisor.”
“After the advisor.”
They left the agreement there.
Jacob turned off the screen. His reflection disappeared from it, along with the open form and every blank field beyond the saved page.
The future remained in the folder, named correctly and unopened.
He set the alarm for the advising appointment, placed the borrowed Incident Command pen beside the car keys, and finally moved the observer vest out of sight.
Nothing about the room looked transformed afterward.
That helped.
Jacob switched off the light and went to bed with one honest sentence waiting in a saved application.
For tonight, wanting to learn more was enough. He did not need to rename it as certainty before sleep.
The answer could wait.
Until morning.
Not tonight.
Maddie invited them to dinner at four thirty and withdrew the invitation at four thirty-two.
Maddie: Actually, you both need sleep. Ignore me.
Jacob read both messages from the kitchen table. Ethan was upstairs showering after his second afternoon nap.
Jacob: We’re awake. We can bring food.
Maddie: I invited you. You are not bringing dinner.
Jacob: Then we can pick it up.
Maddie: That’s bringing dinner with extra steps.
Jacob: What did you plan?
The typing indicator appeared, vanished, and returned.
Maddie: Chimney planned takeout before he fell asleep on the couch.
Jacob: We’ll pick it up.
Maddie sent the order and stopped arguing.
Ethan came downstairs in clean clothes, still drying his hair.
“We’re going to Maddie’s,” Jacob said.
“Tonight?”
“Dinner. Chimney’s asleep.”
“That sounds like a reason not to go.”
“Maddie invited us twice.”
“She withdrew once.”
“I solved it.”
Ethan checked the messages. “You volunteered us to get food.”
“That was the problem.”
“Sleep was the problem.”
“We slept.”
Ethan looked toward the clock. “I have the debrief at eight thirty.”
“We’ll leave before eight.”
They picked up Thai food on the way.
The Buckley-Han house looked unchanged from Monday except for two delivery boxes beside the door. Jacob carried the food. Ethan brought the drinks Maddie had added after claiming they needed nothing.
May opened the door with Nash against one shoulder.
“You made it,” she said.
“You sound surprised,” Ethan replied.
“I’m adjusting to your emergency-adjacent schedules.”
Jacob stepped inside. “Where’s Maddie?”
“Trying to convince Jee that pajamas are not formal dinner clothes.”
“They can be,” Jee called from the hallway.
“See?” May said.
Nash shifted beneath her hand. May adjusted him without looking down.
Jacob carried the food to the kitchen. The house smelled like laundry, baby soap, and coffee that had been reheated more than once.
Chimney slept on the living-room couch with one forearm over his eyes. Somebody had removed his shoes and covered him with a blanket.
“How long?” Jacob asked.
“Forty minutes,” May said. “Maddie says we let him sleep until food arrives. Food arrived.”
“Give him ten,” Ethan said.
May looked at him. “You’re generous after being awake all night.”
“I slept today.”
“So did he. In fragments.”
Maddie entered with Jee, who wore pajamas patterned with planets and carried three plastic forks.
“You came,” Maddie said.
“Jacob solved dinner,” Ethan replied.
“Jacob ignored the part where I told you to rest.”
“We rested,” Jacob said.
Jee handed him a fork. “This one is yours.”
“Thank you.”
She gave another to Ethan and kept the purple one.
They unpacked containers quietly enough not to wake Chimney. Nash began fussing as soon as Maddie sat. May handed him over, then collected plates.
“Did you see the pileup?” Jee asked Ethan.
“No. I was at the hospital.”
She looked at Jacob. “Did you?”
“Yes.”
“Were there cars on fire?”
“Not where I was.”
“Did you use the siren?”
“Your dad did.”
“Did you?”
“I was sitting in the back.”
Jee considered the answer. “That’s less fun.”
“It wasn’t supposed to be fun,” Maddie said.
“I know.”
She asked for noodles.
Chimney woke when May dropped a serving spoon. He sat up, looked at the room, and took several seconds to identify the day.
“Oh, hey,” he said to Jacob.
“Maddie invited us.”
“I did,” Maddie confirmed.
“Did I know?”
“You ordered dinner.”
Chimney looked at the containers. “Good choice.”
“You picked it,” May said.
“Exactly.”
He sat at the table with the blanket still around his shoulders. Maddie placed a plate in front of him before he could stand.
Dinner began with ordinary complaints. Jee disliked one vegetable. May had parked behind a neighbor who would need to leave early. The delivery boxes contained diapers in the wrong size and a replacement bottle brush Maddie had forgotten ordering.
Nobody asked about the freeway until everyone had food.
Chimney looked at Ethan. “Patel kept you all night?”
“After CERT released me.”
“Doing what?”
“Observation rounds. Task tracking. She let me see Caleb after surgery.”
Jacob watched Chimney recognize the name.
“The kid from the bus,” Chimney said.
“Yeah.”
“You were with him?” Jacob asked.
“Not directly. Hen got his field report. I was coordinating transport when his unit left.”
Maddie looked between them. “And Jacob helped him at the scene.”
“Under assignment,” Jacob said.
“Nobody said otherwise.”
“I know.”
May ate a piece of broccoli. “You say under assignment every time somebody mentions it.”
“Because it matters.”
Chimney nodded. “It does.”
That ended the challenge.
Ethan told them Caleb’s surgery had gone well without sharing details beyond what Jacob already knew. Jacob described the backpack reaching the hospital. Maddie listened with one hand resting against Nash’s back.
“He had somebody at every step,” she said.
“A lot of people,” Ethan replied.
“That’s what I mean.”
Jee had stopped eating. “Was his mom there?”
“She got to the hospital,” Ethan said.
“Before surgery?”
“Not before. She saw him afterward.”
Jee accepted that and returned to her noodles.
May asked Jacob about the course Hen sent.
“How does everybody know?” he asked.
“Chimney told Maddie. Maddie told me while you were driving.”
“That was fast.”
“Family.”
The word landed without ceremony.
“I’m meeting my advisor tomorrow,” Jacob said.
“So you want to do it,” May replied.
“I want to know if I can.”
“That was not my question.”
“I think I do.”
Chimney did not smile or congratulate him. “Good. Keep asking whether the program fits. Wanting it does not make the calendar cooperate.”
“You already texted me that.”
“It remained true.”
Maddie asked, “Would the course mean you’re joining the fire department?”
“No. The scholarship keeps me eligible to apply. It doesn’t require it.”
“And the degree?”
“Still finishing.”
“Good.”
Jacob heard the same careful sequence Chimney had used at Newton: degree, information, training, decision. Nobody skipped him to an endpoint because one part suddenly looked plausible.
Ethan’s phone buzzed with the debrief reminder.
“We should leave soon,” he said.
Maddie looked at the time. “You’ve been here an hour.”
“The call is mandatory.”
“I know. Take food home.”
“We brought the food.”
“And I’m giving it back.”
May packed containers while Ethan tried once to object and stopped.
Chimney took Jacob aside near the kitchen counter, though not far enough to create privacy.
“How are you really?” he asked.
“Tired. Thinking about it.”
“Any part repeating in a way you can’t shut off?”
“Some details.”
“Sleep?”
“Enough.”
“Appetite?”
Jacob looked at his empty plate.
“Fine.”
“Good. If that changes, say something. You have Hen’s number and mine.”
“I know.”
“I’m repeating it anyway.”
Jacob nodded.
Across the room, Maddie hugged Ethan with Nash between them. Ethan kept one hand behind the baby’s head and the other around Maddie’s shoulders.
The position looked practiced now.
May handed Jacob the takeout bag. “Tuesday. Eight.”
“I remember.”
“No freeway.”
“I’ll do my best.”
“That answer remains unacceptable.”
“It’s the only one I have.”
Jee hugged his waist because both his hands were full.
“Bring the siren next time,” she said.
“It’s attached to the ambulance.”
“Bring that.”
“I’ll ask.”
Chimney heard him. “No.”
Jee laughed.
The doorbell rang before they reached it.
Athena stood outside carrying a paper grocery bag and two coffees.
“I was told somebody ordered the wrong diapers,” she said.
Maddie looked at May. “Who told her?”
“I asked what size she bought for the station drive.”
Athena stepped inside and saw Ethan and Jacob. “You two are supposed to be resting.”
“That keeps happening,” Ethan said.
“Because people keep looking at you.”
She handed the grocery bag to Maddie and one coffee to Chimney.
“You look terrible, Captain.”
“Thank you.”
“How long did you sleep?”
“Enough to know I wanted coffee.”
“That was not a number.”
“Forty minutes,” May supplied.
Athena gave Chimney the look he had avoided from Maddie by being asleep.
“I had reports,” he said.
“And now?”
“Now I have coffee.”
Athena let him keep it.
She sat beside Jee, accepted the purple fork for one bite of noodles, and asked Jacob to tell her exactly how Incident Command had used him.
He gave the same scope report he had given Eddie and Chimney: cold zone, accountability, walking-wounded support, direct assignment for one carry, no medical certification claimed.
“Who supervised?” Athena asked.
“Firefighter Morales. The command aide logged me in and out.”
“Did you keep any patient information?”
“No. The sheets stayed with command.”
“Good.”
She looked at Chimney. “You put him there?”
“I sent him to command. Command placed him.”
“Also good.”
Jacob understood the questions were not suspicion. Athena rebuilt events by establishing authority, custody, and boundaries. The answers let her stop imagining gaps.
“And you?” she asked Ethan.
“Hospital CERT deployment. Nurse Alvarez supervised. Patel took over when CERT released me.”
“Doing?”
“Logistics, room turnover, supply running, patient support when assigned. Observation after midnight.”
“No heroics?”
“No.”
“Excellent.”
Ethan looked almost disappointed by how quickly she accepted it.
Athena drank her coffee. “Heroics create paperwork.”
“So do normal calls,” Chimney said.
“Your paperwork is not my problem.”
“You asked about it.”
“I asked why you slept forty minutes.”
The exchange stopped when Nash began crying in Maddie’s arms. Athena put down her coffee and took him without asking for an explanation. Maddie passed him over with the ease of somebody too tired to perform gratitude.
Athena settled Nash against her shoulder. He quieted after several steps across the room.
Jee watched. “He likes 'Thena better.”
“He likes movement,” Maddie said.
“'Thena moves better.”
Athena smiled. “Your mother has been moving for three weeks.”
“He still cries.”
“Babies are ungrateful,” Chimney said.
Maddie looked at him.
“Temporarily,” he added.
Jacob ate another serving because Maddie had put it on his plate while Athena questioned him. Ethan took the seat beside May and checked the debrief time again.
“You have twelve minutes of traffic margin,” May said.
“It takes twenty-three minutes.”
“Without traffic.”
“Navigation says twenty-five.”
“Then you have ten.”
“The laptop is at home.”
“I know.”
Ethan put the phone down.
Athena asked Chimney whether acting command had changed anything at the pileup.
“Only until battalion arrived,” he said. “Initial resource requests, access, triage assignment. Then I transferred and went back to transport.”
“How’d that feel?”
Chimney’s hand stopped around the coffee.
“Busy.”
Athena waited.
“Different,” he said.
Nobody said Bobby’s name. They did not need to. The acting title occupied the space where a permanent answer had not been chosen.
“You did the job,” Athena said.
“For twenty minutes.”
“Still the job.”
Chimney looked toward Nash rather than answering.
The baby’s middle name belonged inside the same absence, but the room did not turn toward grief simply because it was available. Athena continued walking. Maddie packed diapers into the correct drawer. Jee stole a piece of chicken from May’s plate.
Jacob understood the restraint. Bobby could remain present without becoming responsible for every conversation after his death.
Chimney asked him, “Did the acting-captain part bother you?”
“Why would it?”
“You expected a ride-along with me as a paramedic. At the scene, I was giving command instructions.”
“You told me the ride-along was over.”
“And that made the difference?”
“Yes.”
Chimney nodded slowly. “Good.”
“Would it have changed the course?” Maddie asked.
“No,” Jacob said. “It showed another part of the job.”
“A part you want?” Athena asked.
Jacob thought about the command post, the board, and Chimney transferring authority without trying to keep it.
“Maybe eventually,” he said. “Not now.”
“Excellent answer,” Chimney replied.
“You don’t have to grade everything.”
“Acting captain.”
Athena raised one eyebrow.
“That was a joke,” Chimney said.
“I know.”
May checked the time and stood. “They need to leave.”
This time, nobody argued.
Athena handed Nash back to Maddie. Ethan kissed the baby’s forehead, then hugged Athena.
“Call next time,” she told him.
“During the surge?”
“After.”
“It was four in the morning.”
“Then text.”
“Okay.”
She hugged Jacob next. “Same instruction.”
“I texted Eddie.”
“I'm not Eddie.”
“I know.”
“Good.”
Jacob carried the takeout bag. Ethan carried the drinks they had brought and somehow recovered.
At the door, Maddie said, “Sunday at Eddie’s?”
“I’ll ask,” Ethan replied.
“Tell him I’m bringing dessert.”
“You’re still inviting yourself.”
“And dessert.”
Jee appeared beside Maddie with a folded piece of paper.
“This is for the boy,” she said.
Ethan did not take it immediately. “Which boy?”
“The one with the leg.”
The paper had a green dinosaur drawn across the front.
“We can’t send something directly to a patient,” Ethan said.
Jee looked at Maddie.
“Privacy,” Maddie explained. “Ethan might not be allowed to tell us where he is or bring things to him.”
“He told us the hospital.”
“We already knew the hospital,” May said.
Jee held the picture tighter. “Then what do I do with it?”
Ethan crouched so he was nearer her height. “I can ask Dr. Patel whether the hospital has a general card program. If it does, we can send it without using his name.”
“But then how does he know it’s for him?”
“He might not.”
Jee frowned.
Jacob recognized the same limit Brooke had hated at the freeway: help shaped by rules could still feel inadequate.
“You could make it for every kid who got hurt,” he said.
Jee looked at the dinosaur. “They don’t all like dinosaurs.”
“Some will.”
“What do the others like?”
“You could make different ones,” May said.
Jee considered the amount of work.
“Five,” she decided. “Not every kid.”
“Five is good,” Ethan said.
She handed him the dinosaur picture only after he promised to ask about the general program rather than the specific patient.
Athena watched the exchange. “You did not promise something you cannot do.”
“Patel covered reassurance without evidence.”
“And you listened.”
“Apparently people are evaluating that now.”
“Get used to it if you want medicine.”
Ethan folded the drawing carefully and put it inside his bag rather than his pocket.
Jacob noticed the action because he had spent the day noticing where people put things they intended not to lose.
Chimney walked them to the door despite the blanket still around his shoulders.
“Tomorrow,” he said to Jacob, “ask the advisor about certification timing, not just the course. Passing class is not the same as finishing the state process.”
“I added it.”
“Of course you did.”
“Do you want to see the list?”
“No. I trust lists. People are harder.”
“That sounds like something Hen would say.”
“Do not tell her.”
“She probably knows.”
Chimney opened the door. “Go to the debrief.”
Outside, the evening was still hot. Jacob placed the takeout in the rear footwell beside the empty box that had carried Hen’s books.
Ethan checked the time before entering the passenger side.
“Twenty-nine minutes,” he said.
“Navigation says twenty-four.”
“No stops.”
“I wasn’t planning any.”
They pulled away with May standing in the doorway behind them and Jee already asking Maddie for more paper.
Jacob drove the posted speed. Ethan did not ask him to hurry.
That made the argument less likely to succeed.
They left before Ethan’s reminder sounded again.
Traffic slowed near the interchange where electronic signs still warned of overnight lane repairs. The freeway itself looked clean from their direction. No wrecked bus, no overturned SUV, no command vehicles remained.
Jacob kept his eyes on the road.
“That’s where it was,” Ethan said.
“Southbound.”
“I know.”
They passed the dark marks near the median too quickly to study them.
“Do you want me to take surface streets?” Ethan asked.
“No.”
“Okay.”
Jacob did not need the freeway avoided. He needed it to become a freeway again: lanes, signs, ordinary drivers, an exit he knew.
At the next light, Ethan checked the meeting link.
“Eight minutes.”
“We’re four away.”
“Parking.”
“You’re attending from the loft.”
“Stairs.”
Jacob looked at him.
“I’m accounting for stairs.”
“You’ll make it.”
They reached the building with six minutes left. Jacob parked while Ethan gathered the laptop bag, Jee’s drawing, and the drinks.
“Take the food,” Jacob said.
“You have hands.”
“I’m carrying it tomorrow.”
“Why?”
“Because you’ll forget it.”
“I won’t.”
Jacob left the containers in the car.
Ethan reached the loft with three minutes remaining. Jacob unlocked the door, moved the medical books out of camera range, and plugged in the laptop while Ethan opened the link.
“You solved it,” Ethan said.
“That keeps happening.”
Jacob took his EMT materials into his bedroom and closed the door before the debrief began.
From the kitchen, Jacob heard the other interns join one by one. Their voices came through Ethan’s headphones too faintly to distinguish.
He opened the EMT application and reread the statement he had saved. It still sounded true.
The family dinner had not made the decision clearer. It had made the sequence clearer: advisor, dates, certification, application, then whatever came after.
Jacob closed the form before the debrief ended.
Through the partition, Ethan answered a question in the same calm voice he had used with Caleb. Jacob could not hear the words and did not try.
Both of their next steps were waiting on the other side of information they had not possessed Monday morning.
That was enough change for one seventy-two-hour stretch.
He placed the advisor questions beside the borrowed Incident Command pen, ready for morning. The observer vest remained folded over the chair instead of hanging like a uniform he had earned.
It had been equipment for one assignment.
The course, if he took it, would begin with different equipment and clearer responsibilities. Jacob wanted that clarity enough to keep asking.
He turned the screen facedown and waited for Ethan’s meeting to finish without listening through the wall.
When the loft quieted, Jacob could hear only the dishwasher finishing its cycle and Ethan’s occasional keyboard tap beyond the partition.
No sirens followed them home.
Jacob closed his own door and gave Ethan the quiet the meeting required.
Outside, Wednesday evening continued without asking either of them for anything more.
Ethan’s program email arrived at eight fourteen Wednesday evening, after he had set the trauma book aside and before he had decided whether he was tired enough to sleep again.
UCLA Health Summer Clinical Internship: Mandatory cohort debrief — 8:30 p.m. Remote attendance link below.
Jacob had gone to his room after saving the EMT application. The loft was quiet except for the dishwasher and traffic beyond the windows.
Ethan carried his laptop to the table, moved Hen’s books out of frame, and joined the call.
Dr. Ross appeared first. Dr. Levin joined beside her from another office. One by one, the interns filled the screen: Amina at a desk beneath a corkboard, Grace with headphones, Lucas in a kitchen, Jonah sitting on the floor against his bed, Olivia beneath a bright ceiling light, Noor in a parked car, Daniel with a mug, Tessa near an open window, and Mateo close enough to his camera that only half his room appeared.
Remote speech came through the laptop and remained fully italicized.
“Thank you for joining on short notice,” Dr. Ross said. “This is a welfare and process debrief, not a case conference. Do not discuss identifying patient information.”
She confirmed that everybody had reached home safely. Grace had remained at family-information support until ten. Daniel had interpreted for two families before language services released him. The other interns had been escorted out through the employee entrance or reassigned briefly to nonclinical staging.
“Bennett,” Dr. Ross said. “You were released from CERT when?”
“Twelve eighteen.”
“And remained under Patel until?”
“Almost four.”
A few faces changed on the screen.
Dr. Ross noticed. “That was a physician-supervised observation decision after his disaster role ended. It was not an extension of clinical scope, nor will it alter anyone’s standing in the program.”
Mateo leaned toward his camera. “How is it not an advantage?”
“It was additional exposure,” Dr. Levin said. “It was also an unplanned overnight demand following emergency deployment. Experiences in this internship will not be identical.”
“But we’re competing for five places.”
“You are being evaluated for five continuation places,” Dr. Ross corrected. “That does not mean we manufacture equivalent emergencies or prevent supervisors from responding to individual performance.”
Ethan kept his microphone muted.
Mateo’s frustration did not make him wrong about exposure. Ethan had seen more in one night than some interns might see in a week. Pretending otherwise would only turn access into virtue.
Amina raised the digital hand.
“Are shifts changing because of last night?”
“No,” Dr. Ross said. “Thursday remains an evening shift. Friday remains day. Your assigned supervisors may adjust individual rotations.”
“Are we expected to know what happened to the patients we saw?” Noor asked.
“You may receive follow-up when it serves education and privacy permits. You may not search records, ask staff casually, or use names you overheard to find information.”
Noor nodded.
Dr. Ross asked each intern to identify one process they had observed and one boundary they had learned. Grace described family-information verification. Daniel discussed interpretation as a defined service rather than bilingual staff improvising outside assignment. Amina spoke about credentials needing to be verified before a disaster, not claimed during one.
Lucas said, “I learned that being sent home is also an instruction.”
“It is,” Dr. Levin said.
Jonah had spent forty minutes moving administrative supplies before security released him. He described how quickly corridors needed to become clinical space.
Olivia mentioned the difference between watching an emergency plan and being useful inside it.
When they reached Ethan, he unmuted.
“I learned that credentials define the job before urgency does.”
Dr. Ross waited. “Example without patient detail?”
“CERT let me do surge support. It didn’t make me clinical. When that role ended, Patel had to assume separate supervision before I stayed.”
“Good.”
Mateo looked away from his screen.
Dr. Levin continued through the remaining interns. Tessa had been released early enough to watch the news coverage from home and had learned how little public footage revealed about hospital operations. Noor spoke about the temptation to turn an incident into a learning opportunity while people were still living through it.
“That is why this is not a case conference,” Dr. Ross said.
The debrief moved to practical expectations. Anyone who had worked beyond the scheduled shift could report fatigue and request accommodation without losing standing. Thursday attendance remained expected unless the program approved an absence. Interns should not repeat anything they had seen outside educational channels.
Grace asked whether she could speak with the volunteer coordinator about continuing family-information work.
“Yes, separately from internship hours,” Dr. Ross said. “Do not convert one emergency assignment into standing authorization.”
Daniel asked the same about language services. He received the same answer.
Ethan wrote the phrase down even though it had been addressed to them.
The call should have ended after twenty minutes. It continued because Mateo raised his hand again.
“How do we get more experience if the answer is always that we aren’t authorized?”
Dr. Ross did not sound impatient. “By completing the education that creates authorization. By observing carefully before performing. By accepting that a person’s emergency is not a simulation built for you.”
“I’m not saying it is.”
“I know. I'm answering the principle beneath the question.”
Mateo sat back.
Ethan recognized the feeling without sharing its direction. Wanting access could sound like wanting skill. Sometimes it was. Sometimes it was wanting proof that the hours and competition meant something.
Dr. Levin said, “The interns who continue into Fall will not necessarily be the people who saw the rarest cases. We evaluate preparation, observation, judgment, teachability, reliability, communication, and growth.”
Lucas wrote that down visibly.
Jonah asked him, “Did you make another list?”
“It was already a list.”
“You wrote it in list form.”
“Because it is one.”
Grace smiled. The brief exchange released some of the tension without becoming a routine.
Dr. Ross closed the meeting with contact information for confidential support, occupational-health instructions for anyone with an exposure, and the reminder that no intern should use news coverage to identify patients.
“Get normal sleep,” she said. “Eat before your next shift. Arrive early enough to check assignments, not early enough to become another person we have to supervise off schedule.”
The call ended.
Ethan remained at the table while the screen returned to the empty meeting page.
A new message appeared from Amina.
Amina: Are you actually okay?
Ethan: Yes. Tired.
Amina: Did Patel really keep you until four?
Ethan: Observation rounds. She released me when the surge ended.
Amina: Mateo is going to combust.
Ethan: He has a point about unequal exposure.
Amina: He has a feeling about unequal exposure. Different thing.
Ethan began a reply, read it once, and deleted it. The first version reduced Mateo’s frustration to a balanced sentence that sounded cleaner than the situation was.
He wrote:
Ethan: He’s frustrated. I got access the rest of you didn’t.
Amina: You also worked disaster support for nine hours.
Ethan: That wasn’t internship merit.
Amina: No. Staying useful probably was.
Ethan put the phone down without answering.
Grace started a group chat with Amina, Lucas, Jonah, and Ethan five minutes later. The title was simply Thursday.
Grace: Everyone still attending?
Amina: Yes.
Lucas: Already checked traffic.
Jonah: I will be there unless I accidentally sleep until Friday.
Ethan: Yes.
The chat did not announce itself as a work group. It existed because those five had continued talking after orientation, then after the debrief. Ethan noticed and left it alone.
Dr. Patel emailed at nine seventeen.
Subject: Thursday preparation
The message contained two articles: one on pediatric open-fracture management and another on communication during pediatric trauma assessment. Patel asked for no written summary. Her final line read: Come prepared to tell me where the articles disagree with what you observed.
Ethan opened both.
Jacob came out of his room as Ethan reached the second abstract.
“You’re working?”
“Reading.”
“For tomorrow?”
“Patel sent articles.”
Jacob looked at the clock. “She told you to sleep.”
“Dr. Ross told me to sleep.”
“Patel stole coffee. She implied it.”
Ethan turned the laptop so Jacob could see the email.
“She said prepared,” Jacob said. “Not tonight.”
“I’m awake.”
“You’re reading the same sentence.”
Ethan looked back. He had, in fact, highlighted the same line twice.
“I’ll finish one.”
“One article?”
“One section.”
Jacob went to the kitchen and poured water.
“How was the debrief?” he asked.
“Fine.”
“Useful fine or bad fine?”
“Mateo thinks I got an advantage.”
Jacob leaned against the counter. “You did.”
Ethan looked at him.
“You got more time with Patel,” Jacob said. “That doesn’t mean you stole it.”
“He didn’t say I stole it.”
“Do you think you did?”
“No.”
“Then what are you trying to solve?”
Ethan closed the article.
“Nothing.”
Jacob waited.
“I don’t want one emergency to decide who gets Fall,” Ethan said.
“Will it?”
“Dr. Levin said no.”
“Do you believe her?”
“Yes.”
“Then stop borrowing Mateo’s argument after he went home.”
The wording landed more sharply than Jacob intended. His expression changed.
“Sorry.”
“No. You’re right.”
Ethan closed the laptop.
Patel had not told him he had won anything. She had told him she would watch. That meant Thursday, Friday, and every unremarkable shift after the freeway.
“I’ll read tomorrow,” he said.
“Good.”
“You don’t have to sound relieved.”
“I’m exhausted. Everything sounds like that.”
Ethan carried the laptop upstairs. At the top, he looked back at the two stacks on the table.
“Did you submit the course application?”
“No.”
“Good.”
Jacob looked offended. “Why does everybody say that?”
“Because you wanted to talk to your advisor first.”
“Right.”
They had each spent the evening being told that movement and urgency were not the same.
Ethan set the laptop beside his bed without reopening it.
Sleep still did not arrive.
Ethan lay beneath the dark ceiling and listened to Jacob move around downstairs. A cabinet opened. The front lock clicked once as Jacob checked it. Water ran briefly in the sink.
Patel’s email remained visible in his mind without the words. Two articles, one question, no summary. She did not want him to repeat them. She wanted him to compare evidence with observation.
He got out of bed, opened the laptop again, and downloaded both files without reading them. He created a folder labeled PATEL — SUMMER, then changed it to INTERNSHIP — PATEL because the first version looked like a person rather than work.
The folder already contained Monday’s schedule and the orientation packet. He added a document with three headings: Observed, Articles, and Questions.
Under Observed, he wrote only details that did not identify Caleb: maintaining one voice, preserving sight lines, giving the child verifiable information, involving family and teacher, repeated neurovascular assessment, preparing for surgery without promising an outcome.
Under Questions, he wrote: When does distraction help, and when does it interfere with consent or assessment?
Then he stopped.
That was preparation without pretending his exhausted reading would be useful.
His phone lit with a message from Lucas.
Lucas: Did Patel assign reading already?
Ethan: Two articles.
Lucas: Supervisors told us to sleep.
Ethan: They did.
Lucas: Those instructions conflict.
Ethan: They don’t. I can read tomorrow.
Lucas: Growth.
Ethan left the reaction unanswered.
Amina added to the Thursday chat.
Amina: Meet in the lobby at 2:40? I don’t want another bridge incident.
Grace: Yes.
Jonah: Define bridge incident.
Lucas: Yesterday she walked into the wrong building.
Amina: The signs are bad.
Ethan: 2:40.
The exchange felt ordinary enough to keep.
Ethan set the phone on the nightstand and returned to bed.
He thought about five continuation places. Monday, the number had felt like a competition with a clean edge: ten started, five remained. Tuesday had made the categories less useful. Grace’s volunteer clearance, Daniel’s language-service work, Olivia’s pathology access, Noor’s instinct to protect patient privacy—none fit one ranking.
Patel had watched Ethan with Caleb. Another supervisor would watch Amina read an ECG, Grace follow a neurologic examination, Lucas admit what he did not know, Jonah ask the question everyone else had skipped.
The program would decide later.
His job on Thursday was to arrive at two forty.
At ten thirty, Ethan closed the laptop and set his alarm for noon. The articles would still be there after sleep. Patel’s attention would still be there Thursday. Five places would remain five places whether he worried about them now or not.
Downstairs, Jacob’s bedroom light went out.
Ethan turned off his own.
At eleven, he woke because he had forgotten to silence the internship group chat.
Olivia had posted a question about Thursday’s rotation. Dr. Ross answered that assignments would be distributed in person. Mateo reacted with a check mark. Noor reminded everyone that the building’s west entrance remained restricted after the surge.
Ethan muted the chat until noon.
Before putting the phone down, he saw a separate message from Patel.
Dr. Patel: Do not stay awake to read. The articles are for tomorrow.
Ethan stared at it.
Ethan: I downloaded them.
Dr. Patel: Downloading is permitted.
Ethan: I made a question list.
The reply took longer.
Dr. Patel: Of course you did. Bring it tomorrow. Sleep now.
Ethan set the phone facedown.
Warm did not mean undemanding. Patel could tell him he had done well, assign reading, correct his assumptions, and order him to sleep without changing register.
He understood why Jacob liked her.
The thought shifted easily into another: Jacob at Incident Command, large enough for Caleb to remember and disciplined enough not to turn that size into authority. Ethan had seen the child after the field had done its work. Jacob had seen him before the hospital could make order around the injury.
Neither side had been complete alone.
Ethan did not need to tell Jacob that tonight. He did not need to turn the connection into a speech about purpose.
He reached down, moved the closed laptop farther from the bed, and lay back.
The internship had started Monday morning with badges, maps, and ten names around a table. By Wednesday night, Patel knew how he responded under pressure. That was promising.
It was also only the beginning.
Ethan closed his eyes before another message could arrive.
His alarm remained set for noon, leaving enough time to read, eat, shower, and meet the others at two forty without rushing. The schedule fit when he stopped adding tasks that did not belong to Wednesday night.
He thought once more about Mateo’s question. Extra exposure was an advantage. It was not proof of greater worth, and it did not erase whatever the other interns would show on quieter days.
Thursday could be one of those days.
Ethan hoped it was.
The hope surprised him. Two days earlier, he had wanted the internship to begin with something unmistakably important. Now he understood that quiet would give him a better measure of whether Patel’s attention survived after the emergency.
He wanted to see what he noticed when nobody needed a disaster plan.
That question belonged to the summer rather than the night.
Ethan let it wait there.
Outside the windows, the last traffic from the freeway detours thinned. The city had begun forgetting the disruption before the people inside it could.
The hospital would carry Tuesday forward through surgeries, follow-up appointments, insurance calls, rehabilitation, and families waiting beside beds. Ethan would see only a fraction.
He did not mistake the fraction for the whole.
Patel had asked him to compare what he read with what he observed. He could begin by remembering that observation always ended before the patient’s life did.
With that thought settled, sleep came.
For several uninterrupted hours, nobody evaluated him, assigned him, needed an answer, or asked him to prove he belonged anywhere.
Ethan slept through all of them.
For tonight, the assignment was rest.
He finally obeyed it.
The night allowed him to.
Nothing interrupted it.
At last.
By eleven thirty, the loft had gone quiet again.
Ethan’s debrief was finished. Patel’s articles remained downloaded but unread. Jacob’s application remained saved but unsubmitted.
The day had produced several versions of the same instruction: sleep before deciding what anything meant.
Jacob stood at the kitchen counter with the EMT handbook open to the chapter Hen had marked. He had not intended to read it. He had wanted to move it off the chair before morning.
The first page covered scene safety.
He read one paragraph and stopped.
Tuesday had already supplied the practical version: wait for placement, identify command, remain in the assigned zone, report changes, do not create a second patient.
Jacob closed the book.
Ethan came down for water wearing sleep clothes and the expression of somebody who had opened his eyes only because thirst had become more annoying than movement.
“Studying?” he asked.
“No.”
“The book is open.”
“It was.”
Ethan filled a glass. “Did you submit the application?”
“No.”
“Good.”
Jacob looked at him.
“Advisor first,” Ethan said.
“I know why everybody says it. I still dislike it.”
“You can submit it now if you want.”
“That’s worse.”
“Then wait.”
Ethan drank half the water and sat across from him.
“Are you nervous?” he asked.
“About the advisor?”
“The course.”
Jacob turned the handbook so the title faced Ethan. “I don’t know if I can fit it. I don’t know whether liking one ride-along means anything. I don’t know if the clinical shifts will feel different when I’m responsible for more than staying out of the way.”
“That sounds like yes.”
“A little.”
“Good.”
“Stop saying good.”
“Sorry.”
“You aren’t.”
“No.”
Jacob closed the handbook fully.
“Are you nervous about Patel?”
“A little.”
“Good.”
Ethan looked at him.
“Sorry,” Jacob said.
Neither sounded sorry.
The balance between them felt familiar enough that the conversation did not require a larger conclusion. They could be nervous about work without translating it into doubt or destiny.
Ethan noticed the statement-of-purpose draft on Jacob’s screen.
“You wrote more.”
“One sentence.”
“Can I read it?”
Jacob turned the laptop.
Ethan read both sentences slowly. He did not correct the phrasing or ask to type.
“It sounds like you,” he said.
“Too formal?”
“A little.”
“That doesn’t sound like praise.”
“You’re formal when you’re trying to be precise.”
Jacob read the paragraph again. “Should I change it?”
“Do you mean it?”
“Yes.”
“Then no.”
Ethan turned the laptop back.
Jacob looked at the closed internship folder on Ethan’s screen. “Did you prepare the question list?”
“Three headings.”
“Did you read?”
“The titles and abstracts.”
“Patel told you not to.”
“She said not to stay awake reading.”
“You were awake.”
“Not because of reading.”
Jacob let him keep the distinction.
They checked Thursday’s schedule once more. Jacob’s advising appointment began at ten. Ethan’s cohort met at two forty. Jacob would use the car in the morning, return by noon, then drive Ethan to the hospital and keep the keys.
“Same handoff,” Jacob said.
“Same handoff.”
“Coffee?”
“Yes.”
“I'm buying.”
“Why?”
“You filled the tank.”
“That’s not connected.”
“It is now.”
Ethan added coffee to the calendar event.
The arrangement looked like Tuesday’s without repeating it. Advisor instead of class. Cohort meeting instead of an unknown second shift. The car still passed between them because their schedules overlapped and the loft had one set of keys worth arguing about.
At eleven fifty-eight, Hen sent one final message.
Hen: Last reminder: no pressure.
Jacob showed Ethan.
“She means it,” Ethan said.
“I know.”
Jacob: I believe you.
Hen: Good. Ask your advisor. Then decide.
The clock changed to midnight.
Wednesday ended without an application submitted, a career chosen, or a feeling named.
That did not make the seventy-two hours inconclusive.
Ethan had been seen by the physician who would shape his future. Jacob had seen enough of emergency medicine to ask for formal training. Caleb had moved between them without either man becoming the center of his injury.
The next steps existed.
They could wait until morning.
Jacob did not fall asleep at midnight.
The statement of purpose remained behind his closed screen. He could still recite it. The sentence described training as a test rather than a declaration, which was why it felt honest.
He opened the notebook instead of the computer and wrote down what the application did not ask.
Walter Briggs had wanted help standing before he wanted transport. The restaurant patient’s friend had used epinephrine before anyone arrived. One question about other sick employees had changed the auto-shop call. The student with chest pain had needed assessment before reassurance. At the freeway, names and destinations had mattered even when Jacob never touched a patient.
None of those observations depended on carrying Caleb.
That mattered because the carry was the easiest part to remember as proof. It used strength Jacob already possessed. The harder work had been remaining where Morales put him, giving Brooke an answer she hated, and admitting to Malik that he did not know whether his father was dying.
Formal training would not remove those limits. Hen had told him the boundary only moved.
Jacob wrote that down too.
Above him, Ethan crossed to the bathroom. He returned a minute later and stopped at the railing.
“Still awake?”
“Writing.”
“Application?”
“Notes.”
“For the advisor?”
“For me.”
Ethan came down and got water.
“What did you write?”
Jacob read the last line. “Training moves the boundary. It doesn’t remove it.”
“Hen?”
“Mostly.”
Ethan sat across from him. “Patel said something similar.”
“About what?”
“Observation. Knowing more doesn’t mean every room becomes yours.”
They had reached the same lesson through different doors.
Jacob closed the notebook.
“Did you want to stay in Caleb’s room?” he asked.
“Yes.”
“Did you?”
“Only when Patel or Alvarez placed me.”
“Was that hard?”
“Sometimes.”
“Me too.”
Ethan drank water.
“He remembered you,” he said.
“He remembered the backpack.”
“And you, 'big guy'.”
“He was scared.”
“That doesn’t make the memory less real.”
Jacob looked toward the dark computer. “I don’t want that to be why I apply.”
“Then don’t make it the reason.”
“It’s part of it.”
“Parts are allowed.”
Jacob waited for the sentence to become polished advice. It did not.
Ethan yawned.
“You need sleep,” Jacob said.
“So do you.”
“Advisor at ten.”
“Lobby at two forty.”
“Coffee between.”
“You're buying.”
“I said I'd buy.”
“I added it to the calendar. Different thing.”
“Go upstairs.”
Ethan stood.
At the stairs, he turned back. “For what it’s worth, I don’t think you liked the freeway.”
“I didn’t.”
“I think you liked knowing what to do next.”
Jacob considered the board, the lists, and the supply compartments.
“Yeah,” he said.
“That seems like a better reason.”
Ethan went upstairs before Jacob could ask whether Patel had taught him that too.
Jacob reopened the application and added a second sentence: The ride-along showed me that emergency work depends as much on disciplined limits, accurate information, and resetting for the next patient as it does on action.
He read both sentences together.
They sounded less impressive than the first draft he had imagined Monday. They also sounded more true.
He saved again.
The course portal showed no new messages. The advisor link remained active. The scholarship deadline remained Friday.
Nothing required midnight.
Jacob closed the computer and returned the notebook to his bag. He put the borrowed pen inside the observer vest pocket so both would go back to the station together.
The EMT handbook stayed on the desk.
That placement was deliberate.
He changed the alarm from eight thirty to eight forty-five after calculating the time he needed. Then he changed it back. Fifteen minutes of sleep would not improve the meeting enough to justify rushing.
From upstairs, Ethan said, “Stop changing the alarm.”
Jacob looked at the phone. “How can you hear that?”
“It chimes.”
“Go to sleep.”
“You first.”
Jacob set the phone facedown.
The loft became quiet again.
Monday’s breakfast dishes had been washed and used again. Tuesday’s plan to meet May had moved to the following week. Hen’s books occupied shelf space they had not occupied before. Jee’s dinosaur drawing waited inside Ethan’s bag for an answer about a general hospital program.
The changes were small enough to live with.
Jacob lay down.
He did not rehearse the advisor meeting. He did not picture the Academy or an ambulance with his name attached to it. He let the next step remain a conversation scheduled for morning.
Across the loft, Ethan’s future waited in two unread articles and one physician’s attention.
Neither future needed to be completed before the chapter of the week closed.
At twelve twenty, the building’s hallway light switched off automatically. Darkness settled beneath Jacob’s door.
He listened for Ethan once.
No movement came from upstairs.
Jacob closed his eyes.
The freeway did not return this time. Neither did the hospital.
Morning waited with coffee, car keys, an advisor, and an evening shift.
Sleep approached slowly enough for Jacob to notice what had not changed.
Ethan still left water glasses near the sink instead of in it. Jacob still checked the lock after Ethan had already checked it. The partition wall still carried sound from the mezzanine. Neither had become easier to define because they had spent one emergency tracking the same child from opposite ends of the response.
They were friends. They were roommates. Jacob knew the shape of Ethan’s mornings and the difference between his useful silence and his worried silence. Ethan knew when Jacob wanted an opinion and when he wanted permission he did not actually need.
None of that supplied a name for the part Jacob noticed and then set aside.
He had watched Ethan at the stairs twice that night and felt the same brief pull he had learned not to inspect too closely. It was not new enough to demand action and not clear enough to risk the friendship around it.
Ethan had nearly said something similarly neat during the text exchange with Amina and deleted it. Jacob had not seen that. What he had seen was Ethan staying at the table until Jacob admitted he wanted the course, then offering support without trying to make the choice for him.
That was enough intimacy for one night.
Jacob turned onto his side.
The divider left a narrow line of hallway light beneath the door. When Ethan crossed the mezzanine again, his shadow interrupted it only indirectly through the open common space.
“You’re still awake,” Jacob called.
“So are you.”
“I was almost asleep.”
“Then stop talking.”
Jacob smiled into the dark. “What are you doing?”
“Putting my phone on the charger.”
“You have a charger upstairs.”
“The cable broke.”
“When?”
“Monday.”
“There are three in the kitchen drawer.”
“Those are yours.”
“They’re cables.”
“You labeled the drawer.”
“I labeled what goes in it.”
“It says Jacob.”
“Because you kept taking them upstairs.”
“I live upstairs.”
“Take one.”
The drawer opened. A cable shifted against the others.
“Thank you,” Ethan said.
“You’re welcome.”
The exchange restored the loft more completely than the earlier silence had. Their week contained hospital credentials, Incident Command, frightened children, and career paths neither had expected to confront Tuesday. It also contained labeled charging cables.
Ethan returned upstairs.
Jacob reached for his phone one last time and removed the unfinished application from the recent-apps view. He left the saved document intact.
The course would not become more suitable because he stared at it after midnight. Patel’s articles would not become more useful because Ethan read them exhausted. Rest was not avoidance merely because both of them preferred action.
He set the phone down.
A minute later, Ethan’s charger slipped from the outlet upstairs and struck the floor.
Jacob opened his eyes.
“You okay?”
“Cable.”
“Right.”
“Go to sleep.”
“You dropped it.”
“And picked it up.”
“Good.”
“Thank you for your supervision.”
Jacob heard the quiet humor without needing to continue it.
The phone connected. Ethan’s footsteps crossed to the bed. The frame creaked once.
No more movement followed.
Jacob’s thoughts returned briefly to the practical sequence waiting for him. Advisor. Course questions. Application. If accepted, three weeks of class, skills stations, clinical shifts, testing, and certification steps. After that, maybe an Academy application. Maybe research. Maybe both for a while. Maybe a choice he could not make from the current information.
Hen had given him a path, not an endpoint.
Chimney had shown him that command could be held temporarily and transferred when somebody else arrived. The image stayed with Jacob for reasons beyond the freeway. Responsibility did not have to become identity the moment he accepted it.
He could take the course without promising the rest of his life.
Upstairs, Ethan could accept Patel’s attention without proving on every shift that he deserved a future in surgery. Five Fall places did not have to be won Wednesday night.
Their separate ambitions had begun to take up space in the same home. The books on the table made that visible: Hen’s old trauma text near Ethan’s chair, the EMT handbook near Jacob’s, both borrowed, both imperfect, both waiting to be checked against current practice.
Jacob liked the arrangement.
He did not examine that feeling either.
At twelve thirty-eight, a siren moved along a distant street. It remained far enough away that the sound softened before reaching the loft.
Somebody else was beginning the next ten minutes of a bad day.
Jacob hoped the responding crew had checked its supplies. He hoped the patient had somebody who would ask the same question twice. He hoped everybody stayed inside the role they were trained to perform.
The hopes felt different from wanting to be there.
He understood the distinction and found it reassuring.
The siren faded.
Silence returned without becoming empty.
Jacob pulled the blanket higher and let the advisor questions, the application, the borrowed vest, and Thursday’s car handoff arrange themselves beyond sleep.
Tomorrow would ask for decisions in order.
Tonight asked only that he stop trying to arrive early.
For now, the loft held.
By one, the laptop batteries had stopped charging their notification lights into the room. The refrigerator cycled off. The building elevator made one final trip and settled on another floor.
Jacob’s alarm remained six hours away.
He thought once about moving it later and left it alone. The advisor deserved a version of him capable of listening. Eight thirty allowed breakfast, notes, traffic, and the possibility that Ethan would need the car plan repeated after waking.
The thought was practical. The care inside it remained unnamed.
Jacob closed his eyes.
Monday had offered a schedule. Tuesday had broken it open. Wednesday had given each of them a way to continue without pretending the emergency had answered everything.
That was the chapter the three days could finish.
The course application waited unsubmitted. Patel’s articles waited unread. The borrowed books waited downstairs. The car keys waited on the counter between both sets of plans.
Nothing had been lost by leaving those things for morning.
Jacob’s breathing slowed.
Above him, Ethan slept.
Beyond the windows, Los Angeles continued with no knowledge of the decisions forming quietly inside one loft.
For now, the loft held.
When sleep finally came, it did not replay the freeway or invent another hospital corridor. It gave him no uniform, no siren, and no answer about Fall.
Morning would return the questions in ordinary light. He trusted himself more with them there.
The seventy-two hours ended without fanfare: two alarms set, two doors closed, two futures still separate enough to choose.
That was not uncertainty failing to resolve.
It was room.
Jacob accepted it and slept before the city found another reason to wake either of them.
The chapter of those three days was finished now.
The alarms remained set when Jacob checked them one last time.
Eight thirty for him. Noon for Ethan. Neither had placed Tuesday’s emergency into the calendar as if it were an appointment they might repeat.
Jacob plugged in his phone and left it beyond easy reach. The habit had begun during unstable months when every message might alter where he slept. In the loft, a late notification could wait until morning without costing him a place to stay.
That security remained newer than the room looked.
Upstairs, Ethan shifted in bed and went quiet. Jacob knew he would still be there when the alarm sounded. The certainty did not answer whatever attraction had begun collecting around their routines. It gave them room not to force the answer.
The first kiss remained months away, though neither could know that. Tonight, their closeness belonged to friendship, shared space, and the practical trust of two people who had learned when not to call during an emergency.
Jacob did not narrate any of that to himself.
He noticed the silence, the charger light, and the keys waiting on the counter.
Then he slept.
Outside, the date had changed, but the chapter’s work had not followed them into Thursday.
The freeway belonged to reports, repairs, follow-up care, and people whose recovery would continue beyond what Ethan or Jacob could witness. The hospital belonged to the teams still working overnight. The station belonged to the next shift.
The loft belonged to neither institution.
Here, the books could remain closed. The vest could remain folded. Ethan could be an intern without being observed, and Jacob could be a prospective student without being evaluated.
Morning would change that again.
For several hours, it did not.
Jacob’s breathing settled into the room’s quiet rhythm. No radio called his name. No pager interrupted Ethan upstairs.
The city continued without them, exactly as it was supposed to.
By the time the first early bus passed beneath the windows, both men were asleep and every unanswered question remained safely where morning could reach it.
Nothing else needed to happen before the chapter allowed them to rest.
The three days had certainly asked enough from both of them already.
Chapter 17: A Sandcastle Ate Malibu
At six ten on Friday morning, Ethan discovered that Jacob had packed four bottles of sunscreen and none of the towels.
He stood at the kitchen island with one hand inside the open canvas beach bag and looked at the arrangement Jacob had built across the dark stone: sunscreen in three strengths, two bottles of aloe, insect repellent nobody would need until dark, a first-aid kit, six reusable water bottles, a packet of electrolyte powder, plastic bags for wet clothes, and a portable charger with three cords wound neatly around it.
No towels.
Behind the frosted panels beneath the mezzanine, a drawer opened and shut. Jacob emerged from his room carrying a cooler against his stomach and wearing a faded green T-shirt, tan shorts, and one flip-flop. His other foot remained bare.
“Where are the towels?” Ethan asked.
Jacob lowered the cooler beside the island. “By the door.”
Ethan looked toward the door. Two folding chairs leaned against the brick beside a kite, Christopher’s tube float, a volleyball net Buck had dropped off the night before, and a mesh bag containing enough beach toys for Jee to establish a small municipality. There were no towels.
“They’re not.”
Jacob followed his gaze. “They were.”
“When?”
“Last night.”
“That doesn’t help us this morning.”
Jacob opened his mouth, reconsidered, and looked down at his feet. “I’m also missing a shoe.”
“I noticed.”
“It was beside the other one.”
“Last night?”
“You’re being difficult.”
Ethan removed the sunscreen one bottle at a time. The fourth was a spray can labeled for children. He held it up.
“Why do we have this?”
“Jee hates the lotion.”
“Maddie has sunscreen for Jee.”
“Maddie also has a six-week-old baby and texted at five forty-eight, this morning, to ask whether we owned a beach umbrella.”
“We own two.”
“I told her.”
“She knows. She bought one of them.”
“Then why did she ask?”
Ethan’s phone vibrated on the island before he could answer. The family group chat had produced forty-seven messages since he went upstairs to change. The newest came from Chimney.
Chimney: Who has the charcoal?
Buck: I have charcoal.
Chimney: You said you had propane.
Buck: I have both.
Athena: Bobby would ask whether either one of you checked the beach rules before loading half the hardware store.
Three dots appeared beneath Athena’s message, vanished, and returned.
Buck: I checked.
Chimney: I also checked.
Athena: Then you know the charcoal stays home.
Chimney: Buck has the charcoal.
Buck: Why is this suddenly my charcoal?
Jacob leaned beside Ethan to read. His shoulder pressed briefly against Ethan’s before he shifted toward the coffee cooling near the sink.
“It’s absolutely Buck’s charcoal now,” he said.
“It was probably always Buck’s charcoal.”
“Should we tell them about the towels?”
“No.”
Ethan opened the cabinet beneath the island, found the stack of beach towels exactly where towels lived, and set them on the counter.
Jacob looked at them. “You moved them.”
“I washed them.”
“That’s moving.”
“That was three days ago.”
“I saw them by the door last night.”
“You saw blankets.”
Jacob walked toward the front door, picked up the folded striped bundle beneath the kite, and opened it. Two throws Ethan used on the lower terrace dropped toward the floor.
“Those would’ve worked,” Jacob said.
“They would’ve absorbed one wave and weighed thirty pounds.”
“Still towels.”
“Not remotely.”
Jacob folded them again without achieving the shape Ethan had. He placed them on the arm of the couch, then stopped. “My shoe.”
The missing flip-flop protruded from beneath the couch.
They both looked at it.
“I didn’t put that there,” Jacob said.
“I didn’t accuse you.”
“You looked like you were going to.”
“I was wondering how you lost a shoe in the twelve feet between your room and the kitchen.”
Jacob retrieved it with his toes. “Living here has made you judgmental.”
“You’ve lived here for a month.”
“Exactly.”
The words no longer stopped either of them.
One month had taught Ethan that Jacob used the coffeemaker before opening both eyes, left cabinet doors ajar when studying, and owned more tan clothing than any person needed. It had taught Jacob that the open mezzanine carried sound in both directions, that Ethan ran before sunrise when he could not sleep, and that groceries placed on the second refrigerator shelf would be used while anything on the bottom became invisible. The new wall still smelled faintly of sealant near the floor. Jacob’s room had acquired books, two framed photographs, clothing Ethan had helped him retrieve from Eddie’s, and a plant May claimed would survive them both.
The loft had become smaller without feeling crowded. Ethan encountered Jacob’s life everywhere now: a biochemistry text on the island, large shoes beneath the stairs, a razor beside the downstairs sink, a playlist continuing from whichever speaker Jacob had last used. None of it felt temporary. Ethan had stopped noticing that he no longer ate breakfast alone until mornings when Jacob left early.
Today, breakfast consisted of coffee, half a bagel, and an argument about whether four sunscreens represented preparation or fear.
The buzzer sounded.
Ethan checked the time. “That’s Buck.”
“He’s early.”
“He said six thirty.”
“It’s six twenty.”
“Early.”
Ethan pressed the release. Forty seconds later, Buck came through the loft door backward, dragging a wheeled cooler with one hand and carrying a box marked GRILL against his chest. He wore board shorts, a white T-shirt, and the expression of a man personally responsible for feeding an expedition.
“Don’t ask about the charcoal,” he said.
“We weren’t going to,” Ethan replied.
“Athena called.”
“We saw.”
“Oh no, not the text. She called me.” Buck set down the box. “Apparently, Bobby had a system.”
The name settled lightly enough that nobody reached to catch it.
Jacob opened the cooler. “Was the system not bringing prohibited fuel onto a public beach?”
“That was one part.” Buck pointed at the cooler. “Don’t open that.”
Jacob closed it.
“Why?” Ethan asked.
“Because Chimney packed the meat by cooking order, and if anything moves, he’ll make us repack it in the parking lot.”
“You brought it here so we could move it into another car.”
“I know.” Buck looked at the gear around the door. “Why do you have two chairs?”
“Because we’re two people.”
“We have chairs.”
“Then why did you tell us to bring chairs?”
“I told everybody to bring chairs.”
“And we did.”
Buck stared at Ethan as if the problem required more explanation than either of them had provided. Jacob walked away before he laughed.
The buzzer sounded again.
“That can't be May,” Ethan said.
“She said she was meeting us here,” Jacob replied.
“She also said seven.”
It was May.
She entered carrying a camera bag, an iced coffee, and nothing else.
“No,” Ethan said.
“Good morning.”
“Where’s your stuff?”
“Harry has it.”
“Where’s Harry?” Buck asked.
“With Mom.”
“Why?”
“Because she has the SUV.” May lifted her camera. “Why does your apartment look like a sporting-goods store lost a fight?”
She took a photograph before anyone answered.
Jacob, still near the sink, looked down at his mismatched stance and then at the camera. “I’m wearing both shoes now.”
“I didn’t know there was a before.”
“There wasn’t.”
May took another.
The buzzer sounded a third time.
“If that’s Chimney, we’re not letting him inspect the cooler,” Buck said.
It was Eddie and Christopher.
Christopher came through first on his forearm crutches, moving around Buck’s cooler without slowing. He wore swim trunks beneath a loose T-shirt, sunglasses hooked at the collar, and a small backpack. Eddie followed with the collapsed tube float tucked beneath one arm and a drone case in the other hand.
“Why is my float here if you brought another float?” Christopher asked.
Ethan looked toward the striped ring leaning beside the chairs. “That’s yours.”
Christopher looked at Eddie.
Eddie lifted the collapsed blue vinyl. “This was in the garage.”
“That’s not mine.”
“You said it was.”
“I said it could be mine.”
“What does that mean?”
“It means I was willing to use it.”
Jacob took the drone case from Eddie before Eddie could put it on top of Chimney’s regulated cooler. “Where’s your bag?”
Christopher tipped his head toward Eddie.
“I have his bag,” Eddie said.
“Where’s your bag?”
“In the truck.”
Christopher moved toward the island. “He forgot it.”
“I didn’t forget it. I left it because we’re stopping at the house again.”
“Because he forgot the firewood.”
“Why do you need firewood at seven in the morning?” May asked.
“For tonight.” Christopher set his backpack beside Jacob’s sunscreen display. “This is a twelve-hour event.”
“Longer,” Buck said.
“I was trying not to scare anybody.”
Christopher reached for Ethan’s coffee. Ethan moved it beyond him.
“You don’t want that.”
“You don’t know.”
“It’s cold.”
“It has ice.”
“It did.”
Christopher considered the cup and let it go. May photographed his disappointment.
The group chat vibrated again. Maddie had sent a picture of Chimney standing in their driveway beside an open trunk packed so tightly that Nash’s stroller appeared to have been assembled inside it.
Maddie: We may need another car.
Chimney: We do not need another car.
Hen: We have room.
Karen: We had room before Denny added a second boogieboard.
Denny: Mara wanted one.
Mara: I did not.
Denny: You said maybe.
Mara: That's not yes.
Christopher took Ethan’s phone and typed with both thumbs.
Ethan: Bring both.
“You have a phone,” Ethan said.
“Mine’s in my backpack.”
“Which is touching your arm.”
“Yours was unlocked.”
Athena called before Ethan could retrieve it.
Christopher answered on speaker. “Hi, Athena.”
“Why are you answering Ethan’s phone?”
“He’s busy.”
Ethan took the phone. “I’m not.”
“Good. Tell Buck I checked the propane connection he sent me, and it’s the right one.”
Buck leaned toward the phone. “I told you.”
“And you know what Bobby would say if I let you bring the wrong thing and didn’t do anything about it.”
Buck’s expression shifted before he smiled. “He’d say you should’ve checked sooner.”
“No. He’d say you should’ve listened the first time.”
“That too.”
“I have the long tongs, the grill gloves, and the fire bucket. Chimney says he has the thermometer. Does he?”
“It was on his list,” Buck said.
“That was not my question.”
“I’ll call him.”
“You do that.” Athena paused. Traffic moved faintly behind her. “And somebody make sure those children eat before y’all get them into the ocean.”
“We’re not children,” May said.
“Then I wasn’t talking about you, was I?”
May looked at the phone. “That felt targeted.”
“See you there,” Athena said, and ended the call.
For half a second, the loft held Bobby as he had apparently existed on beach mornings: inspecting fuel connections, distrusting other people’s packing, requiring tools no one else thought necessary. The memory did not hollow the room. It joined the argument already happening.
Buck called Chimney.
“Do you have the thermometer?” he asked without greeting.
Chimney’s voice came through the speaker. “Why?”
“Athena wants to know.”
“Why?”
“Because Bobby would want to know.”
There was a pause.
“It’s in the front pocket of the red bag,” Chimney said.
“She has the red bag.”
Another pause.
“Then Athena has the thermometer.”
Buck looked toward the ceiling. “Great.”
“Also, Maddie still thinks we need another car.”
“Maddie’s right.”
“Don’t encourage her.”
The call ended when Nash began crying in the background and Chimney said something Ethan could not hear.
By seven twelve, the loft had become a transfer station. Buck’s cooler moved to Eddie’s truck because it fit beside the firewood. Christopher’s drone stayed with Jacob because Eddie no longer trusted the cooler hierarchy. May claimed the front passenger seat in Ethan’s Land Rover and lost it when Athena arrived to say Harry had left his hoodie in her SUV and she refused to add one more object to it. Harry came in behind her carrying three pillows, a beach bag, and a folded wagon.
“Those aren’t mine,” he said before anyone asked.
“Whose pillows are they?” Jacob asked.
“Mom’s.”
Athena removed her sunglasses. “One is mine. Two are for the baby.”
“The baby has an entire fortress,” Harry said.
“The baby is six weeks old.”
“He weighs nine pounds.”
“And somehow already has more luggage than you,” May said.
Harry looked at her camera. “If you take a picture of me holding these, I’ll drop them.”
May took the picture.
Harry did not drop them.
Hen and Karen arrived last only because they had gone directly to Maddie and Chimney’s house, discovered the packing crisis, and redistributed half the Buckley-Han equipment into their own vehicle. Denny came up to the loft with Mara while Hen and Karen remained downstairs reorganizing the trunk.
Denny wore red swim trunks, an open short-sleeved shirt over his T-shirt, and a baseball cap turned backward. Mara carried the second boogieboard herself.
“You wanted it,” Denny said.
“I said I might use it.”
“That’s wanting it.”
“No, it isn’t.”
Christopher greeted Denny without ceremony. “Did you bring the waterproof cards?”
“In my bag.”
“Good.”
“Did you bring the drone?”
Christopher pointed toward Jacob. “He has it.”
“Why?”
“Because apparently I can’t be trusted to carry anything today,” Eddie said.
Christopher looked at him. “You forgot firewood.”
“I left it.”
Denny nodded with the seriousness of someone receiving evidence. “That’s worse.”
Mara set the boogieboard against the wall. “Where’s Jee?”
“Still at home,” Ethan said. “They’re meeting us at the next stop.”
“How many stops are there?”
Nobody knew.
The caravan finally formed at seven thirty-eight. Eddie took Buck, Christopher, and the food that could not be disturbed. Hen and Karen took Denny, Mara, two boogieboards, and part of Nash’s fortress. Athena drove Harry and May because both had abandoned their bags in her SUV. Ethan drove the Land Rover with Jacob, the remaining beach equipment, Christopher’s drone, three coolers, and the folded wagon no one remembered assigning to them.
Maddie, Chimney, Jee, and Nash waited at their house beside a driveway full of equipment. Jee wore a stars-and-stripes swimsuit, pink sandals, and sunglasses large enough to cover most of her face. She held a plastic shovel in one hand and a bag of crackers in the other.
“We’re going to the beach,” she announced when Ethan got out.
“I heard.”
“Nash has a tent.”
“I heard that too.”
“I don’t have a tent.”
“You can use mine,” Chimney said from inside the trunk.
Jee looked at him for several seconds, decided he was not useful, and handed Ethan the cracker bag.
Maddie stood beneath the open garage door with Nash strapped against her chest. He slept through the rearrangement, one small fist pressed beneath his chin. She looked tired, happy, and unconvinced by every available vehicle.
“We have too much,” she said.
“We absolutely have too much,” Ethan agreed.
“Thank you.”
“We’re still taking it.”
“I know.”
Jacob came around the Land Rover and accepted a diaper bag Chimney handed him. He nearly took a second bag before checking its weight.
“What’s in this?”
“Baby stuff,” Chimney said.
“All of it?”
“You joke now. Wait until he needs the one thing we leave here.”
“What one thing?”
“We don’t know. That’s why we’re bringing everything.”
The shade fortress went into Hen and Karen’s vehicle. The stroller folded into Athena’s SUV. The diaper bags split between Maddie and Ethan. Jee changed cars twice before choosing Eddie’s truck because Christopher had promised her control of the music for one song. Buck tried to object on behalf of everybody else and was overruled.
At eight fourteen, they were moving west.
The freeway brightened around them. Palm trees, low buildings, and morning glare passed beyond the windshield while the city loosened toward the coast. Jacob sat in the passenger seat with his sunglasses on, one arm braced near the open window. The folded wagon rattled behind him every time Ethan changed lanes.
May had left her camera in the rear seat before changing cars. Ethan glanced at it in the mirror.
“She’s going to blame us if that breaks.”
“It’s in the case.”
“That won’t matter.”
Jacob reached back at the next light and wedged the case between two towels. He did it without asking where anything belonged. Ethan watched his hand find space among their gear and May’s gear and whatever Buck had added while Ethan spoke to Maddie.
“What?” Jacob asked.
“Nothing.”
“You were looking.”
“You fixed it.”
“It was going to slide.”
“I know.”
Jacob looked forward again. A few seconds later, he reached into the cup holder, took the iced coffee Ethan had bought him, and drank without checking which one it was. He had already added the milk himself at the loft. Ethan had already known he would.
The group chat announced that Eddie’s truck had become the loud car, Nash remained asleep, Buck had forgotten his hat, Athena possessed three extra hats, and Denny had finally admitted the second boogieboard was his idea.
Malibu waited beyond another hour of holiday traffic. Nobody appeared concerned. For once, arriving was not the part of the day that mattered most.
Ethan lowered the windows when the air changed. Salt entered beneath the warmer smell of asphalt and coffee. Jacob turned toward it before the ocean appeared.
Behind them, the wagon rattled. Ahead, Eddie’s truck changed lanes with Jee’s chosen song audible through the open windows. Athena followed, then Hen and Karen, then Maddie and Chimney with the smallest member of the family asleep between them.
They carried too much. They had forgotten nothing important. Nobody was being evacuated, treated, searched for, or returned home.
They were only going to the beach.
Ethan kept one hand loose on the wheel and watched the line of familiar vehicles hold together through the next curve. No sirens forced a path for them. No one needed him to count exits, read an injury, or decide what came next. The hardest thing waiting at the coast was unloading the wagon, and even that would become an argument somebody else volunteered to win.
Jacob turned the music up when Jee’s song ended. Ethan recognized the playlist as his own and said nothing. The ocean widened into view, hard silver beneath the morning haze, and every car ahead of them seemed to lean toward it.
The beach became theirs by accumulation.
At first, it belonged to the gulls, the early runners moving along the wet margin, and three families who had arrived before holiday traffic hardened behind them. The Pacific stretched gray-blue beneath the late-morning haze. Low waves folded toward shore in white lines. Wind snapped at one striped umbrella already planted farther down the sand.
Then Eddie backed the truck toward the access path, Buck opened the tailgate, and the extended 118 began unloading enough equipment to alter the coastline.
“Nobody carries more than they can see over,” Bobby would have said.
Athena heard the sentence in his voice before anyone tested it. She stood beside her SUV with one hand on the open hatch and watched Buck stack a cooler, two folding chairs, the propane grill, and a mesh bag of beach toys into his arms.
“Put down the chairs,” she said.
Buck looked around the cooler. “I have them.”
“I can see that.”
“Then what’s wrong?”
“You can’t see where you’re walking.”
“I can see the ground.”
“Put down the chairs.”
He did. Athena took one beneath each arm and started toward the boardwalk.
Bobby would have objected to that too. Not because she could not carry two chairs. Because he would have wanted to carry them and the firewood and whatever else let him turn helping into an occupation. She could almost see him beside Buck in a sun-faded cap, checking straps nobody had asked him to check.
The image touched something tender. It did not break it.
“Mom.”
Harry stood behind her with the folded wagon and three pillows balanced across it.
“What?”
“You walked past the path.”
Athena looked. She had gone four steps beyond the boardwalk entrance.
“I was checking the terrain.”
Harry glanced at the flat wooden path. “Right.”
She turned back without explaining.
The access mat extended over the first stretch of deep sand but ended well before the place Buck and Chimney had chosen. Christopher stopped where the firm surface gave way and surveyed the remaining distance. The family’s intended site sat beyond two shallow rises, close enough to the water for swimming and far enough above the tide line to hold a camp through evening.
Eddie came up beside him with Christopher’s backpack and the drone case.
“Chair or crutches?” he asked.
Christopher considered the sand. “Crutches to the first umbrella. Then chair.”
“Okay.”
No negotiation followed. Eddie moved ahead with the equipment. Jacob took the tube float and a cooler. Denny waited beside Christopher without offering help Christopher had not requested.
“They picked the farthest possible spot,” Denny said.
“Buck picked it,” Christopher replied.
“So yes.”
They started together. Christopher planted each crutch broadly enough to reduce sinking and shortened his steps through the loose sand. He did not move quickly. He moved efficiently. Denny matched him while discussing the drone battery Christopher had charged twice and the waterproof cards Denny had brought in case they became stranded without conventional entertainment for more than four minutes.
At the first striped umbrella, Christopher stopped and sat in the waiting beach chair. Jacob returned for the crutches before Christopher asked.
“The throne travels,” Jacob said.
“Don’t call it that.”
“The transport chair?”
“Worse.”
“Luxury shuttle?”
Christopher thought about it. “Acceptable.”
Jacob gripped the chair frame. Eddie took the other side. Together they carried Christopher the remaining distance without ceremony, his backpack across his knees and Denny walking beside them.
“This would be more dignified if you weren’t smiling,” Christopher told Jacob.
“I’m not.”
“You are.”
“I’m carrying a luxury shuttle.”
“You’re on probation.”
“For what?”
“Naming.”
They set him down where the sand was firmer beneath a woven mat. Christopher unfolded his sunglasses and looked toward the water.
“Good spot,” he decided.
Buck, fifty feet away and fighting an umbrella, raised both arms in vindication.
“I told you!”
“Nobody said it wasn’t,” Eddie called.
“You all complained.”
“That’s different.”
The installation grew around Christopher’s chair. Two striped umbrellas marked the inland edge. A blue canopy went up beside them after Chimney and Buck disagreed about which direction its opening should face. Karen solved the argument by rotating the entire thing while they were still discussing wind.
Athena made a second trip to the cars before anybody could appoint her to supervise. The boardwalk warmed through the soles of her sandals. Behind her, Buck shouted that the blue canopy needed to move six inches west; Chimney shouted back that west was not a useful measurement when the canopy had no marked front. Karen told them both to lift.
At the SUV, Athena found the object Harry had sworn they did not own wedged beneath the folded stroller: a canvas sack containing three mallets, extra stakes, clothesline, a flashlight, and the small broom Bobby used to keep sand out of the coolers. Of course he had packed a broom for the beach. The label on the handle—CAMP, NOT KITCHEN—had begun to peel at one corner.
She held it long enough for the heat of the car to gather around her. The first impulse was the old one: carry it back because Bobby would have wanted it available. The second arrived quieter. She wanted it. She wanted to see Buck’s face when she handed him a beach broom and told him it belonged in the system.
Harry appeared at the rear bumper, breathing harder than the empty-handed walk justified. “You found the emergency hardware.”
“Apparently.”
“Bobby kept that in the garage.”
“I know where he kept it.”
Harry looked at the broom, then at her. He did not soften his face or reach for a careful sentence. “We bringing it?”
Athena passed him the mallet bag and kept the broom. “We hauled a propane grill across Los Angeles. We’re using every ridiculous thing in this car.”
“That feels less like a reason and more like a threat.”
“Walk.”
They returned to find the canopy upright, the opening pointed generally away from the wind, and Buck standing beneath it with both hands on his hips. Athena held out the broom.
He stared. “No.”
“Your captain planned ahead.”
“For sweeping what?”
“Sand.”
“We’re on a beach.”
“And yet you know he’d make you use it.”
Buck took the broom. His laugh started in disbelief and settled somewhere warmer. “He’d say it keeps the food station clean.”
“He’d be right.”
“That’s not the point.”
“It was always his point.”
Buck carried the broom to the grill station and leaned it against the fire bucket. From a distance, the two objects looked less like relics than supplies—worn, labeled, useful. Athena let them.
Blankets and woven mats covered the sand between the shade structures. Coolers formed one wall. Folding chairs opened in a rough crescent toward the ocean. The grill station occupied a separate patch downwind, because Athena insisted and because Bobby’s old fire bucket sat beside it like a final ruling.
Nash’s fortress required four adults, six stakes, two pillows, a portable fan, a blanket, and one argument about whether the sun could move far enough in an hour to defeat the side panel.
“The sun absolutely moves,” Ethan said.
“I understand astronomy,” Chimney replied.
“Then why are you arguing with the angle?”
“I’m arguing with Buck.”
“I’m not even talking,” Buck said.
“Your face is.”
Maddie sat in the shade with Nash against her shoulder and watched them build around her. Jee crawled beneath one loose wall before anyone secured it and announced that the tent belonged to her.
“It belongs to your brother,” Maddie said.
“He’s sleeping.”
“That doesn’t make it available.”
Jee looked at Nash. “He can share.”
Ethan crouched near the final stake. “I think that’s reasonable.”
“You can stay too,” Jee told him.
“Thank you.”
“Not Jacob.”
Jacob, carrying two pillows toward them, stopped. “Why?”
“Too big.”
He looked at the small triangular opening. “Fair.”
May photographed him holding the pillows outside the fortress while Jee guarded the entrance.
Mara planted herself in the middle of the camp and refused every task offered to her until Karen asked which blanket should go nearest the water. Mara inspected the three available choices, picked the navy one because it would show less sand, then directed Harry to help spread it.
“Why am I helping?” Harry asked.
“Because you’re standing there.”
“So are you.”
“I’m choosing.”
Harry opened his mouth, looked at Karen, and found no assistance.
“She has a point,” Karen said.
Mara took one corner anyway.
Athena watched the blanket billow once before all four corners landed. Harry immediately stepped onto the clean fabric with sandy feet. Mara looked at the footprint, looked at him, and pointed back toward the edge.
“Off.”
“It's a beach blanket.”
“It was clean for three seconds.”
“That’s longer than average.”
“Off.”
Harry stepped away. Mara dropped to her knees and swept the print toward the edge with both hands. The motion created a larger pale smear across the navy fabric.
“You made it worse,” Harry said.
Mara sat back on her heels. “I changed my mind. It’s supposed to look like that.”
Athena caught Karen’s eye over Mara’s head. Karen pressed her lips together, the same expression she used when refusing to undermine a child who had committed too fully to a bad position. Hen arrived with another armful of towels, saw the smear, and wisely asked no questions.
“Where do these go?” Hen asked.
Mara considered the camp as if the decision had always belonged to her. “Two there. Two by the chairs. One for Jee because she took hers into the tent.”
From inside the blue fortress, Jee yelled, “Mine is a floor.”
“See?” Mara said.
Hen distributed the towels according to plan.
Denny and Christopher resumed a conversation about whether the drone could safely launch from a boogieboard. Christopher maintained that it could. Denny asked whether that meant it should. Neither recognized the language as inherited.
“No water launch,” Eddie said while passing them.
“We weren’t going to,” Christopher replied.
“You were discussing it.”
“Discussing isn’t doing.”
Denny nodded. “It’s planning.”
“That is not better.”
They waited until Eddie moved away.
“We could launch from the wet sand,” Denny said.
“That’s probably better.”
May photographed them too.
Athena could track May by the small changes people made when they noticed the lens. Buck straightened. Chimney exaggerated whatever he had already been doing. Harry objected before the shutter clicked. Christopher never stopped talking long enough to pose, which meant May got the truth of him: one hand moving as he explained the drone’s wind tolerance, his sunglasses slipping down his nose, Denny listening only until he had an objection.
May turned the camera toward Athena once. Athena lifted one eyebrow. May lowered it—not frightened, merely negotiating.
“Candids,” May said.
“You announce a candid and it stops being one.”
“I was checking the light.”
“With my face?”
“Your face reflects light.”
Harry, passing with a stack of cups, said, “That might be the nicest thing she’s said to anybody today.”
May photographed him in retaliation.
Athena left them to it and took inventory from the center of camp. Maddie had settled deep in the shade with Nash, one hand curved around the back of his head while he slept through the wind. Chimney had placed the diaper bag within reach and then moved it twice because he kept blocking the path. Hen and Karen worked at opposite edges but looked up for each other automatically. Eddie had begun the familiar act of pretending not to hover near Christopher while remaining close enough to hear every word.
Ethan and Jacob moved through different orbits. Ethan knelt at the fortress with Jee, tying a loose corner so it would not flap against Nash. Jacob helped Buck sink the second umbrella, his weight making the job look easy until the pole tilted and showered both of them with sand. Ethan looked up at the noise. Jacob looked toward him at the same moment. Neither crossed the camp. Both smiled before returning to what they were doing.
Athena saw May lift the camera, hesitate, and choose a wider shot instead. Smart girl. Some things looked more honest when the frame did not announce what it had caught.
She moved through the camp while it took shape, catching people before they arranged themselves for her. Buck on one knee with an umbrella pole braced against his shoulder. Chimney examining the grill thermometer Athena had possessed all morning. Maddie beneath the blue canopy with Nash asleep under her chin. Hen carrying a cooler with Mara behind her, both wearing the same expression because Chimney had labeled it DO NOT OPEN UNTIL LUNCH. Harry trying to fold a chair that was already open. Athena holding Bobby’s fire bucket beside the grill.
May lowered the camera before taking that last picture.
Athena noticed. “What?”
“Nothing.”
“Take it.”
May did.
The shutter clicked once. Athena looked down at the red bucket. Bobby’s handwriting ran across a strip of white tape near the handle: WATER. NOT ICE.
“He labeled everything,” May said.
“And still couldn’t find half of it.”
May smiled.
Athena did too, because Bobby had once spent twenty minutes looking for a grill brush he had tucked into the back pocket of his own shorts. He had accused Buck of moving it. Buck had defended himself for ten full minutes before Hen pointed at Bobby’s pocket.
“He would’ve brought two of these,” Athena said.
“Why?”
“In case somebody put ice in one.”
May took another picture after Athena started laughing.
The laugh did not last long. It did not need to.
Near the water, Ethan and Jacob wrestled the volleyball net into the sand. Jacob held one pole steady while Ethan pulled the line taut and discovered the second stake had vanished.
“It was in your hand,” Jacob said.
“It was in the bag.”
“You took it out.”
“I took out this one.”
“There were two.”
“I know how nets work.”
“Do you?”
Ethan looked up. Jacob’s sunglasses hid his eyes, but his mouth had already betrayed him.
“You want to do this?” Ethan asked.
“I’m holding the pole.”
“You can hold both.”
“That’s not how nets work.”
Ethan found the second stake beneath Jacob’s left foot.
They both looked down.
Jacob moved his foot. “I was securing it.”
“With a flip-flop.”
“It didn’t move.”
May’s shutter clicked behind them.
“Delete that,” Ethan said.
“No.”
She walked away before he could approach.
By eleven, the beach no longer looked like a public place the family had entered. It looked built around them. Striped fabric moved above blankets and chairs. Music played softly from Harry’s speaker. The grill waited. Kites lay coiled beside the drone case. Bright floats leaned against coolers. Towels hung from chair backs before anyone had used them.
People moved in and out of shade without asking where they belonged. Hen applied sunscreen to Mara’s shoulders while Mara told Denny he had missed the back of one knee. Karen retied Jee’s hat. Buck handed Athena water before she asked. Maddie fed Nash beneath the canopy while Chimney sat beside her and held the corner of a muslin cover against the wind.
Eddie watched Christopher and Denny set waterproof cards on the mat between them. Christopher had one leg stretched forward, his crutches within reach, and no attention left for whether anybody watched him. Mara abandoned Karen halfway through sunscreen and joined the game. Denny dealt her in without changing the conversation.
“You know the rules?” he asked.
“I can learn.”
“Chris cheats.”
“I do not.”
“You changed the rule last time.”
“I clarified it.”
Mara took her cards. “That means he cheats.”
Christopher looked at her over his sunglasses. “You haven’t even played yet.”
“I learned fast.”
Eddie smiled before turning away. From Athena’s chair, no reunion appeared necessary. Christopher and Denny had resumed rather than restarted, and Mara had entered where she chose. The three of them looked less like children delivered by their parents than people with plans the adults would discover only after they had become inconvenient.
At the inland edge of camp, Jacob carried the last cooler into shade. Ethan held up a bottle of water without looking. Jacob took it without asking whether it was for him.
They had spent most of the setup apart. Jacob had helped Eddie move Christopher, then assembled the canopy with Chimney. Ethan had built Nash’s fortress, unloaded the Land Rover, and failed at the volleyball net with only partial assistance. Somehow, when the last object found a place, they stood beside the same cooler.
Athena saw May frame them through her lens.
May did not take the picture. Not yet.
Buck clapped once from the center of camp. “Okay. Everybody eats something before the water.”
A chorus of objections answered him.
“Athena’s rule,” he added.
The objections stopped.
Athena sat beneath the nearest striped umbrella with her feet in the sand. “Don’t put that on me.”
“You said—”
“I said the children.”
“Which children?” Harry asked.
Athena looked across the camp at every person under thirty.
“You know who you are.”
Harry took a granola bar.
Christopher reached for one without getting up. Denny tossed it to him. Mara chose crackers from Jee’s bag and received a protest until Jee was given half.
The ocean flashed beyond them as the haze began to lift. Swimmers moved through the shallows. A lifeguard truck passed at the waterline. The day waited open and bright, with no schedule beyond hunger, tide, and the gradual descent of the sun.
The snack order created its own final round of work. Buck passed out granola bars while Chimney tried to establish which cooler contained drinks that could be opened before lunch. Labels did not help. One cooler read WATER, another read COLD, and a third carried Bobby’s old strip of tape marked HANDS OFF.
“What’s in this one?” Chimney asked.
Athena did not need to look. “Dessert.”
“How do you know?”
“Because Bobby thought nobody would touch a cooler if he made it sound forbidden.”
Buck had already opened it. Ice packs covered two aluminum trays and a bag of chocolate that would not survive the afternoon.
“He was wrong,” Buck said.
“He accounted for you. The chocolate’s under the fruit.”
Buck lifted the bag of oranges and found it.
Chimney pointed toward Athena. “That is not labeling. That’s psychological warfare.”
“That is marriage.”
The answer came easily enough to surprise her. It left a small ache behind, but the ache fit beside the sunlight and the wind and Buck’s grin. It did not require the day to stop.
A gull landed beyond the blankets and watched Jee divide one cracker into increasingly unequal pieces. Athena watched it calculate the distance. Before it could attempt theft, Mara stood and flapped both arms once. The gull retreated with an offended cry.
“Good,” Athena said.
Mara sat down. “I wasn’t sharing.”
“Also good.”
Around them, the installation settled from construction into use. Bags disappeared beneath chairs. Shoes collected on the mats. Damp bottle sides left circles on the folding table. The wind carried sunscreen, salt, propane, and the faint coconut smell of whatever Karen had put on Jee’s face. The camp was still excessive. It was also ready.
Athena lowered herself into the striped chair beside Bobby’s fire bucket and pushed her toes into the cool layer beneath the hot sand. Nobody asked whether she was all right. Nobody watched her sit as if rest might become grief if they looked away.
Buck tossed her a bottle of water. She caught it one-handed.
“See?” he said. “Prepared.”
“You forgot your hat.”
“Athena brought three,” May called.
Buck pointed at her. “Prepared collectively.”
Athena took a long drink and let the argument move past her toward the water.
The family ate because Athena had told them to. Then Christopher put down his cards, reached for his crutches, and said, “Water.”
Everyone began moving at once.
The Pacific was colder than anyone admitted from shore.
Harry reached it first, ran through the first broken wave, and made it to thigh-deep water before the temperature registered. He stopped so abruptly that May nearly collided with him.
“Oh, that’s terrible.”
“Move,” May said.
“You move.”
“You’re in front of me.”
A wave struck both of them at the waist. Harry shouted. May grabbed his arm, less for balance than to keep him from escaping before she could laugh at him properly.
Behind them, the rest of the group entered by degrees. Buck dove through the first deep break as if speed could cancel temperature. Eddie followed more cautiously and received an immediate splash across the chest for his trouble. Chimney stayed ankle-deep while declaring himself responsible for shore safety until Jee took his hand and pulled.
“I’m carrying your brother,” he told her.
Maddie, safely under the canopy with Nash, looked up. “No, you’re not.”
Chimney looked down at his empty arms.
Jee pulled again.
“I was carrying him spiritually.”
“Water,” Jee said.
He went.
Christopher left his crutches beside Eddie’s chair and crossed the last stretch of wet sand with Jacob on one side and Denny on the other. Neither held him. Jacob carried the tube float tucked beneath his arm and adjusted his pace when the retreating water pulled loose sand beneath Christopher’s feet.
At knee depth, Christopher steadied himself with one hand against Jacob’s forearm, waited through a breaking wave, then pushed forward. The water lifted part of his weight. His gait loosened. By the time it reached his waist, he no longer needed Jacob’s arm.
“Give me that,” he said.
Jacob passed him the float.
Christopher shoved it ahead, ducked beneath the next wave, and surfaced on the far side with his hair flattened over his forehead. Then he swam.
There was nothing tentative about it. His arms cut cleanly through the water while his legs followed with a rhythm different from Denny’s and no less purposeful. The ocean gave him resistance without the sudden instability of loose sand. He moved beyond the inside break, turned onto his back, and floated.
Eddie stopped beside Jacob.
He had seen Christopher swim before. Pools, therapy, Texas heat, hotel water, ordinary afternoons that did not need to be remembered as milestones. Still, the sight of him beneath a California sky reached somewhere Eddie had left guarded since El Paso. Christopher was home. Not returned for recovery. Not being reintegrated. Home enough to complain about the water, demand a float, and swim away from everybody trying to help.
“You good?” Jacob asked.
Eddie looked at him. Jacob’s attention remained on Christopher, not Eddie’s face.
“Yeah.”
Jacob nodded. “Me too.”
He waded deeper.
The water group expanded and split without plan. May and Harry chased each other through the shallows until Mara joined May’s side and made the imbalance decisive. Buck let Jee cling to his back while he moved on hands and knees through water barely deep enough to cover his shoulders. Karen swam beyond the break with Hen. Ethan dove under one wave, came up beside Denny, and immediately got pushed back under by another he had not seen.
Eddie remained where the inside break struck just below his ribs. Cold water pushed against his back and slid away, tugging at his trunks, carrying foam and ribbons of kelp past him. He could see the camp whenever a swell lifted him: blue canopy, striped umbrellas, Maddie’s pale shirt beside Nash’s tent, Athena’s red hat. Close enough to return. Far enough that everybody in the water had become part of another moving picture.
Christopher rolled from his back and swam toward Denny, who had decided the proper response to a breaking wave was to jump directly into it. They met beyond the white water. Denny said something Eddie could not hear. Christopher answered by splashing him in the face. Denny disappeared under the next swell and surfaced behind him.
For one sharp second, Eddie’s body prepared before his mind did—weight forward, hands free, eyes counting heads. Christopher came up laughing and shoved Denny away. The preparation left as quickly as it came. Not every disappearance under water was an emergency. Not every distance was loss.
Harry cut between them with May in pursuit. “Neutral territory,” he told Eddie.
“There is no neutral territory.”
“Then block her.”
“Absolutely not.”
May reached around Eddie and flung a sheet of water over Harry’s shoulder. Most of it struck Eddie across the face.
She froze. “Collateral damage.”
“You have five seconds.”
May ran. Eddie followed because the alternative was standing still with memory, and because Harry’s immediate betrayal—he caught May’s wrist and tried to use her as a shield—deserved consequences. They made it six yards before a wave divided all three of them. Eddie came up with salt in his mouth and May laughing somewhere to his left.
By the time he looked for Christopher again, his son had reached Jacob and was arguing about sunglasses.
Jacob reached him when he surfaced.
“Graceful.”
Ethan wiped water from his face. “You’re still dry above the waist.”
“I’m walking in.”
“Slowly.”
“Some of us have more surface area to acclimate.”
Ethan splashed him.
Jacob stared at the water dripping from his sunglasses.
“That was unnecessary.”
“You were taking too long.”
Jacob lunged. Ethan turned before Jacob reached him and made it three steps through waist-deep water. Jacob caught him around the middle with one arm and lifted just enough to remove his feet from the sand.
“Put me down.”
“Apologize.”
“No.”
“Then we’re going in.”
“Jacob.”
“Last chance.”
Ethan braced one hand on Jacob’s shoulder. “You wouldn’t.”
Jacob dropped sideways into the next wave and took Ethan with him.
They surfaced separately. Ethan came up coughing and laughing, curls plastered across his forehead. Jacob had lost his sunglasses. Denny found them floating two yards away and held them up.
“Casualty,” he announced.
“Those were expensive,” Jacob said.
“Then maybe don’t drown Ethan while wearing them,” Denny replied.
“He splashed me.”
“You’re three times his size.”
“That doesn’t make splashing legal.”
Denny passed the sunglasses to Ethan instead.
Ethan put them on.
Jacob looked at him. “Seriously?”
“Finders keepers.”
“He found them.”
“He gave them to me.”
Denny swam away before becoming part of the appeal.
Christopher had meanwhile discovered the highest possible use of the tube float. He climbed onto the center, arranged himself with both arms and legs over the sides, and accepted a cold drink from Karen when she returned toward shore. His sunglasses appeared from somewhere inside the float. Within thirty seconds he looked less like a teenager swimming in the Pacific than the owner of a private resort experiencing minor inconvenience.
“How did you get those?” Eddie asked.
Christopher lowered the sunglasses. “Prepared.”
“You didn’t bring them in.”
Mara raised one hand from beside the float.
Eddie looked at her. “You carried his sunglasses?”
“He asked.”
“And the drink?”
Karen raised hers.
Christopher pushed the sunglasses up again. “People like me.”
Eddie watched the tube drift another foot before Jacob corrected it. The float was wide enough that Christopher’s hands did not touch the water unless he wanted them to. His legs rested over the center, knees bent comfortably, toes surfacing whenever the swell lifted him. It was laziness performed with such commitment that concern would have been insulting.
Denny swam up beside him and folded both arms over the striped vinyl. “You know you could swim.”
“I did.”
“For four minutes.”
“That was the activity. This is the reward.”
“You didn’t earn a reward.”
Christopher took a deliberate drink. “I disagree.”
Mara arrived on the other side and tried to climb across the outer ring. The tube tipped toward her. Christopher moved his drink above his head without changing expression.
“Weight distribution,” he said.
“You sound like Eddie,” Mara replied.
Eddie heard his name and raised both hands. “I wasn’t involved.”
“You say that,” Christopher told him, “but you taught me physics.”
“I did not teach you physics.”
“You explained why my ramp couldn’t be steeper.”
“That was gravity.”
“Physics.”
Denny looked toward Eddie. “He’s got you.”
Eddie could have argued. Instead, he took Christopher’s cup, sampled the drink, and discovered it was mostly melted ice with enough lemonade left to make the accusation worthwhile.
“You’re stealing from me too?” Christopher asked.
“Parental tax.”
“That’s not real.”
“Neither is resort ownership.”
Christopher reclaimed the cup and turned his face toward the sun. “It is to me.”
A small wave turned the float. He rotated slowly toward open water without changing position.
Jacob caught the side and pulled him back.
“We need the tether,” Eddie said.
“It’s in the bag,” Christopher replied.
“Which bag?”
“Mine.”
“On shore.”
“Yes.”
Jacob kept one hand on the float. “I’ve got him.”
The next two waves arrived close together. Jacob absorbed the first against his hip and guided the tube over the second. Christopher lifted and settled, untouched except for spray across his knees.
Eddie swam nearer, tested the pull of the current against his own body, and found it stronger than it looked from shore. Not dangerous while half the family surrounded the float. Annoying enough that someone would have to maintain contact.
“We brought the tether for a reason,” Eddie said.
Christopher peered over the rim. “I told you where it is.”
“You told me after we were in the ocean.”
“I assumed the equipment team handled equipment.”
“The equipment team assumed the owner of the tube handled the tube.”
Jacob looked between them. “Am I the equipment team?”
“You volunteered,” Christopher said.
“I caught you.”
“Same thing.”
Eddie pointed toward shore. “Stay here.”
Christopher looked around at the circle of water. “That was the plan.”
The wet sand pulled under Eddie’s feet as he left the break. Each step gained weight when the water dropped from his clothes. By the time he reached the camp, the sun felt hotter than it had ten minutes earlier, and the shade beneath the canopy looked blue and deep.
Maddie glanced up from Nash. “Everything okay?”
“Chris is developing staff.”
She looked past him toward the striped float, where Jacob still held one side and Denny appeared to be delivering a complaint. “Seems under control.”
“In his opinion.”
The tether waited in the open side pocket of Christopher’s backpack exactly where he had said. Eddie shook sand from the Velcro cuff and checked the short length of floating line for knots. Bobby would have checked it twice, then assigned someone else to check his checking. The thought arrived with the same ordinary irritation Bobby’s habits used to inspire. Eddie held on to that feeling as he walked back.
Jacob extended his wrist without being told. Eddie fastened the cuff snug enough to stay and loose enough not to chafe. Jacob moved it around his wrist, clipped the other end to the tube, and tested it with two pulls.
“You know he can swim,” Eddie said quietly.
Jacob’s eyes stayed on Christopher. “I know.”
“And he knows when to get out.”
“I know that too.”
The answer carried no offense. Jacob understood what Eddie was actually checking: not Christopher’s ability, but whether the person attached to him saw the difference between leisure and need.
Eddie tugged the cuff once. “Don’t let him convince you this makes you his employee.”
“Too late,” Jacob said.
Christopher pushed his sunglasses down. “I can hear you.”
“Good,” Eddie replied.
“You say that now,” Christopher said.
“What does that mean?”
“You’ll get distracted.”
“By what?”
Christopher looked toward Ethan, who was returning Jacob’s sunglasses after wearing them long enough for May to capture photographic evidence from shore.
“Something,” he said.
Jacob splashed him. Christopher protected the drink first.
“Congratulations,” Buck said. “You own a teenager.”
“He can’t afford me,” Christopher replied.
“I’m not paying,” Jacob said.
“Then stop talking.”
The arrangement worked too well. Jacob moved through the shallows while Christopher drifted behind him, drink balanced against one side of the tube. When Jacob stopped, the float caught up and bumped the back of his legs. When he changed direction, Christopher rotated without helping.
For the next several minutes, the float became the still point around which everyone else reorganized. Denny used it as a boundary for a race to the first line of foam. Mara rested her forearms on it between attempts to dunk Harry. Jee paddled over Buck’s back toward Christopher and deposited a fistful of water in his cup before Karen replaced it.
Eddie moved in and out of the cluster. He swam beyond the break with Hen until the steady pull in his shoulders quieted him, then returned when he heard Jee ordering Buck to become a dolphin. Christopher remained in the tube by choice, occasionally kicking to turn himself toward whoever spoke. The tether floated in a bright line between him and Jacob, visible without being restrictive.
May came ankle-deep with the camera held high. “Everybody look normal.”
“No,” Harry said.
“That’s the most normal thing you’ve said,” Eddie told him.
May took the picture anyway: Christopher in sunglasses, Denny hanging off one side, Mara behind him making horns with two fingers, Jacob squinting at the sun, and Eddie caught mid-sentence at the edge. The shutter clicked twice before a wave reached May’s shorts and sent her backing toward shore.
“Coward,” Harry called.
“Insurance doesn’t cover stupidity,” she called back.
“Since when?”
“Since I read the policy.”
For several minutes, Jacob remembered the tether. Then Ethan called from farther downshore because Harry and May had found a deeper channel inside the break. Jacob turned and started toward them.
The line straightened.
Christopher’s float began moving.
He lowered his sunglasses and watched the beach pass sideways. “Where are we going?”
Jacob stopped.
Everybody close enough to hear began laughing.
“I forgot,” Jacob admitted.
“That I existed?”
“That you were attached.”
“Worse.”
“You said I’d get distracted.”
“I didn’t think you’d prove me right in five minutes.”
Ethan reached them and took Christopher’s cup before another wave could tip it. Without asking, he drank from it.
Christopher stared at him. “That was mine.”
“Jacob dragged you twenty feet. You weren’t using it.”
“That’s not how ownership works.”
“You’re attached to my roommate.”
“Also not ownership.”
Jacob held out his hand. Ethan gave him the cup. Jacob drank too.
Christopher looked from one to the other. “I hate both of you.”
“Do you want out?” Jacob asked.
Christopher settled deeper into the tube. “No.”
The morning loosened around them. People entered the water, returned to shore, and came back carrying different things. Chimney took Jee to Maddie when her lips began trembling from cold and returned with two towels around his shoulders despite insisting he was not cold. Hen and Karen swam farther out together. Mara learned to dive beneath waves instead of jumping through them. Denny and Harry attempted to ride the same boogieboard and failed before the first wave reached them.
A larger set rolled in from beyond the break. Eddie saw it lift Hen and Karen first, then darken the water beneath Christopher’s tube. Jacob turned before the crest reached them and put one hand against the float’s outer ring. Christopher took off his sunglasses, hooked them into the neck of his rash guard, and leaned forward.
“I’m getting out,” he said.
Jacob released the ring. Christopher slid through the center instead of climbing over the side, disappeared beneath the rising face, and came up beyond it with both hands sweeping water from his eyes. The empty tube pitched over the crest behind him. Jacob’s wrist followed with a hard tug.
“You could warn me before abandoning ship.”
“I did.”
“You said you were getting out as you got out.”
“That's a warning.”
Denny met Christopher in the smoother water on the far side. They swam parallel for several strokes, Denny using a front crawl while Christopher settled into the rhythm Eddie had watched since the first adaptive swim lessons years ago: strong shoulders, deliberate breathing, legs participating on their own terms. Christopher reached the next swell first and turned sideways to ride over it.
Eddie swam toward them because Denny was already demanding a race and Christopher was already changing the rules.
“To where?” Eddie asked.
Christopher pointed toward Buck, who had no idea he had become a marker. “Around him and back.”
Buck heard. “Why am I a buoy?”
“Surface area,” Denny said.
“That feels insulting.”
“It was practical,” Christopher replied.
Eddie counted them down. Denny left early. Christopher accused him without stopping, and both cut toward Buck through the chop. Eddie followed at an easier pace, near enough to intervene if the race turned reckless and far enough that it still belonged to them.
Denny reached Buck first, but Christopher used Buck’s offered forearm to pivot and gained half a body length on the turn.
“Assistance,” Denny protested.
“You touched him too.”
“I hit him by accident.”
“Still counts.”
They arrived back at the tube almost together. Christopher caught the ring with one hand. Denny grabbed the opposite side, breathing hard.
“I won,” Denny said.
“You cheated at the start.”
“You cheated at the turn.”
“Then Eddie decides.”
Eddie reached them and rested one hand on the float. “Tie.”
Both boys objected with identical disgust.
“That,” Eddie said, “is why you don’t ask a parent to judge.”
Christopher pushed the tube toward Denny. “Again later.”
He stayed in the water, treading beside it until the next wave arrived.
Christopher left the tube once to swim beside Denny, proving nothing because nobody had doubted him. Jacob kept the empty float tethered to his wrist until it struck him in the back three times.
“You can take it off,” Ethan said.
“Chris is coming back.”
“He can put it back on.”
Jacob considered the cuff and left it.
Christopher returned ten minutes later, climbed into the tube, and extended one hand toward Ethan for his drink.
“It’s empty,” Ethan said.
Christopher turned slowly toward Jacob.
“He drank it first,” Jacob said.
“You’re the adult.”
“So is he.”
Christopher pushed his sunglasses higher. “Debatable.”
Ethan laughed. Jacob looked at him, then laughed too. May’s camera clicked from the shoreline, catching the three of them in one frame: Christopher enthroned in the striped tube, Jacob tethered beside him, Ethan close enough that the retreating water struck all three at once.
None of them noticed.
The chicken fights began because Harry said Jacob should not be allowed to participate.
He said it while standing waist-deep beside May, with Mara already climbing onto May’s back and Denny trying to persuade Buck that adult participation was necessary for structural balance. The water had warmed only by comparison. Sunlight flashed across the surface. Farther out, Christopher occupied his tube with the tether still fastened around Jacob’s wrist.
Jacob looked at Harry. “I didn’t ask to participate.”
“That’s not the point.”
“What is the point?”
“You’re too big.”
“For the ocean?”
“For a fair team.”
“He can be the base,” Denny said. “Just not for somebody heavy.”
Christopher sat up inside the tube. “I claim Jacob.”
Jacob turned. “I don’t think you get to—”
“Claimed.”
Denny objected immediately. “No. That’s exactly what I mean. He’s an unfair advantage.”
Christopher pushed his sunglasses onto his head and looked at him. “Yes, he’s an advantage. But, I’m already at a disadvantage, so it evens out.”
The argument stopped.
Hen, close enough to hear from beside Karen, raised both hands. “I’m not adjudicating that.”
“You have to,” Denny said.
“Absolutely not.”
Karen laughed against Hen’s shoulder. Eddie covered his mouth with one hand and failed to hide anything.
“That’s my son,” he said.
“Your son is abusing the legal system,” Buck replied.
“There is no legal system,” Athena called from shore.
“Then he’s creating one,” Chimney said.
Christopher pointed at Jacob. “Get over here.”
Jacob looked down at the tether. “You’re already attached to me.”
“That saves time.”
“I don’t get a vote?”
“No.”
Ethan took the empty cup from the float. “You should’ve thought about that before you let him wear the leash.”
“It’s a tether.”
“Sure.”
Jacob unfastened the Velcro and handed it to Ethan. Their wet fingers caught briefly around the cuff. Ethan took it without looking down.
“Don’t lose him,” Jacob said.
Christopher stared at both of them. “I’m right here.”
Ethan clipped the line around his own wrist. “I’ve got him.”
“That’s what Jacob said.”
“I’m more responsible.”
“You drank my drink.”
“I said more. Not completely.”
Jacob crouched in the water with his back toward Christopher. “How are we doing this?”
Christopher left the tube, swam the few feet between them, and placed both hands on Jacob’s shoulders. Eddie moved closer, but Christopher had already worked out the transfer.
Jacob lowered himself until the water reached his chest. Christopher came alongside, braced one hand at the back of Jacob’s neck, and swung a leg over his shoulder. Jacob steadied Christopher at the thighs without lifting until Christopher shifted his weight into place.
“Okay?” Jacob asked.
Christopher adjusted closer, knees locked along Jacob’s upper chest instead of flaring outward. “Stand up.”
“That wasn’t an answer.”
“Yes. Stand up.”
Jacob rose.
Christopher gained height in stages: first above Harry and May, then above Buck, then above nearly everybody in the water. He tightened his legs when Jacob straightened fully and placed both hands flat on Jacob’s head.
“Oh,” he said.
“What?”
“This is excellent.”
Jacob looked toward Eddie. “He’s drunk with power.”
“That happened before you stood up,” Eddie said.
The teams formed through argument rather than logic. Christopher rode Jacob. Mara stayed with May because she trusted May not to drop her. Denny took Buck after discovering Eddie refused to kneel low enough for a clean mount. Harry ended up on Eddie’s shoulders only after insisting he could beat all of them from any position. Ethan declined to carry anyone and became an unaffiliated attacker until Athena told him that was not how chicken fights worked.
Eddie assessed the arrangement from Harry’s elbows digging into either side of his head. He had agreed to this because Harry had called him afraid, which was a stupid reason and therefore perfectly suited to the activity. The ocean floor dipped beneath his right foot. He shifted uphill before Harry noticed.
“Don’t compensate,” Harry said.
“For the ground?”
“For me.”
“Then stop leaning.”
“I’m scouting.”
“You’re sitting on my neck.”
“Best vantage point.”
Across from them, Buck rose beneath Denny in a single smooth motion and immediately started giving instructions nobody had requested. May and Mara practiced a turn, Mara bracing her palms on May’s head until May threatened to throw the match herself. Hen and Karen had declared themselves officials while standing close enough to interfere with anybody they chose.
Jacob remained crouched until Christopher finished adjusting. Eddie recognized the check hidden inside the delay. Christopher tested his grip, shifted one knee inward, and told Jacob to move two steps forward before allowing him to stand. They did not look fragile or careful. They looked prepared.
That distinction mattered. Eddie let himself see it without turning it into gratitude.
“Who established these rules?” Ethan asked.
“Civilization,” Athena replied.
“That seems overstated.”
“Pick a team.”
Ethan chose Chimney, mostly because Chimney had not volunteered.
“No,” Chimney said.
“Too late.”
“I have a baby.”
Maddie held Nash beneath the shade canopy. “I have the baby.”
“I’m his father.”
“And yet you’re in the ocean.”
Ethan ducked before Chimney could escape and came up under one of his legs. Buck helped with the other. Chimney ended on Ethan’s shoulders facing backward.
“This is wrong,” Chimney said.
“Turn around,” Hen advised.
“I know that part.”
He rotated with Buck holding his arm and nearly pulled all three of them under. By the time he faced forward, Ethan was laughing too hard to stand straight.
May took pictures from beneath Mara, holding the camera one-handed above the water between rounds despite Karen’s repeated warning that the strap was not a flotation device.
“It’s weather sealed,” May said.
“That doesn’t mean ocean sealed,” Karen replied.
“I’m not dropping it.”
Mara leaned down over May’s head. “You almost dropped me.”
“You moved.”
“That’s the game.”
The first contest lasted eight seconds. Harry launched himself sideways at Denny before Eddie had stable footing. Buck turned. Denny caught Harry’s forearms. Harry overcommitted, Eddie stepped into a trough left by a retreating wave, and both teams went down together.
Underwater, Harry’s knee struck Eddie’s shoulder and a storm of bubbles swallowed the noise above. Eddie released Harry’s calf immediately, pushed off the sand, and surfaced facing the place his passenger should appear.
Harry came up behind him, coughing once and already protesting. “He pulled me.”
“You launched yourself.”
“Because he was open.”
Denny surfaced beside Buck. “You grabbed my neck.”
“I grabbed your arm.”
“You missed.”
Buck wiped water from his eyes. “Are we calling holds now? Because nobody explained holds.”
Hen made a rectangle with her hands as if consulting an invisible replay. “Ruling on the field: chaotic collapse.”
“Biased,” Harry said.
“Correct,” Karen replied. “Next round.”
Eddie planted his feet again. The bottom had changed beneath them, smoothed by the same wave that had taken him down. He pointed Harry toward Hen.
“New base.”
“You quit after one loss?”
“I am exercising free agency.”
“You said there wasn’t a legal system.”
“That was Buck.”
“Same generation.”
Eddie ducked beneath the next wave before Harry could climb on again.
They surfaced arguing about who had won.
“Nobody,” Hen said.
“I was still up when he fell,” Denny protested.
“You were attached to Buck.”
“That still counts.”
“It counts as falling slower.”
Christopher used the distraction to direct Jacob toward May and Mara.
“Left,” he said.
Jacob moved left.
“Your other left.”
“That's not left.”
“Go toward them.”
“That’s not left.”
“It is now.”
Mara saw them approaching. “May.”
“I see them.”
“He’s too tall.”
“I know.”
“Do something.”
“What?”
Christopher reached first. Mara leaned away. May changed direction sharply. Jacob followed without losing footing, using shorter steps as Christopher shifted above him.
“Closer,” Christopher said.
“I’m trying.”
“You’re not.”
“You’re moving.”
“Because she’s moving.”
“That's also the game.”
Christopher caught Mara’s wrist. Mara grabbed his. For several seconds, neither made progress. Jacob planted his feet. May attempted to circle. Christopher adjusted his weight before Jacob needed to compensate.
They had done versions of this before without calling it practice: Christopher on Jacob’s back during childhood games, Jacob adapting help to whatever Christopher needed, both learning where the other’s balance lived. The old knowledge had returned unevenly since El Paso. In the water, it arrived through movement faster than either could discuss it.
“Now,” Christopher said.
Jacob stepped right. Christopher pulled left. Mara lost her center and dropped backward into the water with a yell, dragging May down beneath her.
Christopher threw both arms up.
Jacob immediately caught his thighs. “Don’t do that.”
“We won.”
“You can win with your hands on me.”
May surfaced, found her camera still above water in one raised fist, and began laughing. Mara came up beside her.
“Again,” Mara said.
“You want a rematch?” Christopher asked.
“I want Jacob.”
“No.”
“Then it’s not fair.”
“Life is hard.”
Karen turned away because she was laughing too much to stand.
By then, the game had spread beyond anybody’s ability to score it. May abandoned the camera on shore and came back with both hands free. Karen declared a point whenever Mara shouted loudly enough. Hen awarded deductions for complaining, which placed every team below zero within minutes.
Eddie took Mara because she asked without assuming he would say yes. She climbed with quick, practical movements, one hand on his shoulder and one on Hen’s forearm until she had her seat. Once upright, she became all knees and instructions.
“Go at Harry.”
“He’s with Hen.”
“I know.”
“You want me to attack Hen?”
“I want to win.”
“That is not an answer.”
“It is to me.”
Eddie waded toward them. Hen saw his approach and smiled in a way that should have warned Mara. Harry leaned forward with both arms out. Mara waited until the last moment, then slapped one palm against the water and sent a sheet of spray into his face.
“Hey!”
“Strategy,” Mara said.
Harry reached blind. Mara ducked and covered Eddie’s eyes with both hands.
“Mara.”
“He can’t grab me if you can’t see.”
“That is not how my eyes work.”
He heard Hen laugh directly ahead and stopped before walking into her. Mara removed one hand, apparently deciding partial vision was sufficient. Harry had recovered and was reaching again.
“Left,” Mara ordered.
Eddie went right.
“There's only one left.”
“I know.”
She made an outraged sound and leaned. Eddie let the movement carry them into a slow turn, then sat deliberately into the water before she could use his ears for leverage.
Mara surfaced beside him. “You quit.”
“I preserved my eyesight.”
“We were winning.”
“No one is winning.”
From somewhere behind them, Christopher yelled, “We are.”
Mara slicked wet braids away from her face and pointed toward Jacob. “I want the tall one next.”
“Get in line,” Denny said.
The next rounds became less organized. Buck and Denny defeated Ethan and Chimney because Chimney spent the entire approach telling Ethan where not to step. Harry switched to Hen and discovered Hen did not accept direction from above. Mara tried Eddie, who remained stable until she covered his eyes to stop him from arguing with Harry. Jee demanded a turn and was allowed one tightly controlled match on Buck’s shoulders against Chimney carrying nobody.
Chimney lost on purpose so dramatically that Jee recognized it.
“Do it right,” she said.
“I fell.”
“You sat down.”
“The wave hit me.”
“No wave.”
She pointed toward the empty water around his knees.
“Again.”
The second time, Chimney resisted enough for Jee to shove both hands against his forehead. He toppled backward with greater commitment. Jee accepted the victory.
Christopher and Jacob remained undefeated through three rounds. The height helped. Jacob’s width and footing helped more. Christopher learned quickly when to pull, when to release, and when Jacob needed him centered instead of reaching. They defeated Harry and Hen after a long contest and Denny and Buck when Denny attempted to use Jacob’s hair as leverage.
Eddie watched the third victory from beside Buck, who was still objecting to Denny’s tactics while Denny insisted hair had never been mentioned in the rules. Christopher leaned down over Jacob’s head, talking close to his ear so the next wave did not steal the plan. Jacob answered with one nod and shifted three feet toward shallower water.
They communicated in fragments. “Wait.” “Right.” “Not yet.” Christopher tightened before impact instead of after it. Jacob never grabbed at him unless balance actually changed. When Denny feinted toward Christopher’s left side, Jacob turned through the motion, and Christopher used the rotation rather than fighting it.
Eddie had spent years learning every difference between assistance and control, between support and the anxious theft of a task Christopher could do himself. Jacob had learned too, partly by listening and partly because Christopher had never been shy about correction. The result was not graceful. It was loud, wet, and accompanied by Christopher accusing Denny of attempted scalping.
It was also good.
“Again,” Harry called.
“You lost already,” Christopher replied.
“To him.” Harry pointed at Buck. “Not you.”
“Transitive property.”
“That is not how competition works.”
“It is today.”
Denny looked down at Buck. “Can I switch?”
Buck stared up at him. “You are literally on my shoulders.”
“That’s not an answer.”
“It should be.”
The argument bought Christopher and Jacob enough time to breathe. Eddie saw Jacob loosen one hand from Christopher’s thigh, flex his fingers beneath the water, then secure the hold again. Christopher noticed too.
“You tired?” he asked.
“No.”
“You moved your hand.”
“My hand was tired.”
“That’s part of you.”
“Thank you, anatomy professor.”
Christopher considered this. “We can take one round off.”
Jacob tipped his head back as far as Christopher’s position allowed. “That sounded almost kind.”
“Don’t tell anyone.”
Eddie looked away before either of them caught him smiling.
“Hair is illegal,” Christopher said.
“There are no rules,” Denny replied.
“Athena said civilization made rules.”
Athena, still on shore beside Maddie, lifted her coffee. “Leave me out of this.”
Ethan watched the next round from waist-deep water with May’s camera held safely above the surface while she climbed onto Harry for reasons nobody understood. Christopher leaned forward over Jacob’s head, laughing as he argued strategy. Jacob answered without looking up. They looked ridiculous and completely synchronized.
May reclaimed the camera and took three rapid shots of Ethan watching them.
“Why are you photographing me?” he asked.
“You’re making a face.”
“What face?”
“That one.”
He turned away, still laughing.
The undefeated run ended when Mara and Eddie stopped trying to match Jacob’s height. Mara waited until Christopher reached for her, caught both his wrists, and dropped her full weight sideways. Eddie moved in the opposite direction. Christopher tightened his legs. Jacob tried to compensate, but a wave broke against the backs of his knees at the wrong moment.
All four went down.
Jacob surfaced first. Christopher appeared beside him half a second later, hair in his eyes and outrage already formed.
“Rematch.”
Mara shouted victory from Eddie’s back.
Jacob wiped water from his face. “I was supposed to be the advantage.”
Christopher pushed his hair back. “You squandered it.”
Ethan folded over laughing.
May caught him before he could hide: one hand braced on his knee, the other over his mouth, shoulders shaking while Jacob stared at Christopher in injured disbelief.
“There was a wave,” Jacob said.
“Excuses,” Christopher replied.
“It hit my knees.”
“You have huge knees.”
“That doesn’t make them waveproof.”
“Rematch.”
“You fired me.”
“No, I criticized your performance.”
“That felt like firing.”
Christopher started climbing onto him again.
Jacob crouched automatically.
The rematch drew in everyone who had claimed to be finished. Harry returned to Hen’s shoulders. Denny recruited Buck again after making him promise not to turn without warning. Mara considered May, rejected the height difference, and chose Eddie with the solemnity of a draft pick.
Eddie crouched so she could climb. “No hands over my eyes.”
“No promises.”
“Then find another base.”
Mara settled her hands on his shoulders. “Fine.”
Across from them, Christopher leaned down to confer with Jacob. Eddie caught only the last instruction.
“—and don’t fall this time.”
Jacob straightened. “Excellent coaching.”
They charged on Karen’s count. Mara went for Christopher’s forearm; Christopher caught her wrist. Eddie and Jacob adjusted beneath them, slower now, both tired enough to respect the uneven bottom. A wave struck from the side. Mara tightened her knees instead of covering Eddie’s eyes. Christopher released before her pull could take him off center.
Nobody fell.
For a moment all four held there, laughing and breathless, with the contest reduced to stubbornness. Then Jee shouted from Buck’s shoulders that it was her turn, and every rule dissolved again.
The rematch lasted until Buck called lunch preparation from shore and everyone realized how hungry they had become. Christopher returned to the tube. Jacob inherited the tether again. Mara ran ahead with Denny while May reviewed the photographs walking backward until Karen made her turn around.
Ethan reached Jacob at the waterline and held out the sunglasses he had somehow acquired again.
“You squandered it,” he said.
Jacob took them. “I hope May deletes every picture of you laughing.”
“She won’t.”
“I know.”
The tube bumped Jacob’s legs from behind.
“Faster,” Christopher said.
Jacob looked down at the line around his wrist. “You can walk from here.”
Christopher settled deeper. “I’m recovering from competition.”
“You sat on my shoulders.”
“Emotionally exhausting.”
Ethan took the tether from Jacob and fastened it around his own wrist.
“Go help with lunch,” he said.
Jacob looked at the cuff, then at Ethan. “He’ll criticize you too.”
“I can handle it.”
“He drank my drink,” Christopher said.
“You keep bringing that up.”
“It keeps being true.”
Jacob walked toward shore. Three steps later, Ethan started after him and the float followed.
Christopher lowered his sunglasses.
“Again, where are we going?” he asked.
Ethan stopped.
Jacob heard him and began laughing before he turned around.
By the time they reached camp, May had already sent the first photograph to the family chat: Christopher high on Jacob’s shoulders with both arms raised, Jacob braced beneath him, Mara and May falling into the water, and Ethan at the edge of the frame laughing hard enough to disappear into himself.
Athena opened it beneath the umbrella, and Maddie leaned over to see. Eddie could not read Athena’s expression from the water, but he saw the smile arrive before she passed the phone across. Bobby was not in the picture. The absence remained true.
So did everything inside it.
Around Eddie, the family stayed loud for no reason except that they were happy.
By twelve forty, the ocean had returned half the family to shore and the other half to bad ideas.
Athena sat beneath the striped umbrella with a cold bottle pressed against the inside of one wrist and watched Buck redraw the volleyball court with his heel. The first boundary had vanished under wet feet, dragged towels, and Christopher’s tube. The second existed mainly because Buck said it did.
“That side is wider,” Harry said.
“It’s perspective.”
“It’s six feet wider.”
Buck stepped back and looked. “Then your side has more room.”
“That isn’t an advantage.”
“It is if you use it.”
Harry turned toward Eddie. “Are we accepting this?”
Eddie was wringing water from the hem of his shirt. “I’m not on your team.”
“You don’t know the teams.”
“I know yours is complaining.”
The net had survived the morning despite Ethan and Jacob’s installation. It leaned slightly toward the ocean, one line pulled tighter than the other. Bobby would have fixed it before anyone served. He would have brought a level, claimed he had not brought a level specifically for the volleyball net, then produced one from a toolbox no reasonable person carried to the beach.
Athena could hear the beginning of that argument without falling into its ending.
She drank her water.
Near the shade canopy, Maddie transferred Nash to Chimney. He accepted the baby with both hands and an expression of exaggerated concentration, then settled him against his chest as naturally as breathing. Jee followed with a towel wrapped around her shoulders and demanded food despite having eaten crackers continuously since arrival.
“Lunch is later,” Chimney said.
“Hungry now.”
“There are sandwiches in the blue cooler.”
“Not sandwich.”
“Then you’re not hungry.”
Jee considered this and went looking for someone with lower standards.
The volleyball teams assembled without balance. Buck claimed Eddie and Karen before anybody else understood selection had begun. Harry took May, Ethan, and Hen. Jacob was assigned to Buck because Harry again argued that his size required regulation. Mara joined Harry’s side by walking onto it. Denny chose Buck’s after asking who served first.
“That’s five against five,” Buck said.
“You counted yourself?” May asked.
“Why wouldn’t I?”
“You said you were organizing.”
“I can do both.”
“That usually goes well,” Eddie said.
Christopher remained on the navy blanket with the drone case open beside him. He had changed into a dry shirt but left his swim trunks on. His crutches lay within reach. The tube float rested behind his chair, still wet and shining in the sun.
Nobody asked whether he wanted to play volleyball.
He fitted the phone into the controller mount and checked the drone battery instead. Denny crouched long enough to watch the startup screen before Buck called him to the court.
“Get footage of me winning,” Denny said.
“That limits my options.”
“Just record the end.”
Christopher looked toward the teams. “That might take hours.”
Denny ran backward and nearly crossed beneath the net before play began.
Athena expected the first serve to settle them. It did not.
Buck served hard enough to send the ball beyond Harry’s boundary and into a family’s empty chair twenty yards away.
“Out,” Hen said.
“Wind.”
“Out with wind.”
“That should be a redo.”
Karen retrieved the ball. “You don’t get to invent weather rules after serving.”
“There are beach rules.”
“Name one.”
Buck took the ball. “The wind matters.”
“That isn’t a rule.”
“It’s a condition.”
“Serve again,” Eddie said.
The second serve stayed in. May received it with both forearms and sent it almost straight upward. Harry called for it. Ethan reached it first. Their shoulders collided. The ball dropped between them.
“Mine,” Harry said after it landed.
“That’s useful,” Ethan replied.
“You came from behind me.”
“You didn’t move.”
“I was under it.”
“So was the ground.”
Hen clapped once. “Reset.”
They did not reset. They continued arguing until Christopher’s drone rose from the sand beside the blankets with a high mechanical whine.
Every head turned.
“Don’t fly over the baby,” Chimney said.
“I’m not.”
“Or the grill.”
“It isn’t lit.”
“Still.”
Christopher guided the drone away from camp and over the empty strip between the volleyball court and the water. It climbed steadily. From Athena’s chair, the phone was too small to reveal much, but the drone’s climb made the group gather around Christopher’s screen: bright umbrellas, blue-gray ocean, moving swimmers, their camp spread across the sand.
He rotated the camera toward the court.
“Play,” he called.
Buck served while watching the drone and hit the net.
Harry pointed. “Recorded.”
“Chris, delete that.”
“No.”
“You’re supposed to record the game.”
“That was the game.”
The third serve began something recognizable. Jacob returned Harry’s shot with more caution than force. May tipped it over. Eddie reached, missed, and blamed the uneven sand. Mara served underhand and scored when Buck stepped in front of Karen, then changed his mind too late.
“You called it,” Karen said.
“I thought you had it.”
“Then why did you step in front of me?”
“I thought I had it.”
“Those were opposite thoughts.”
“They happened fast.”
The drone hovered beyond the boundary. Christopher kept it high enough not to interfere until Buck sent a ball toward the water and Harry ran after it. Then the drone descended behind Harry’s shoulder.
Harry heard it, ducked, and missed the ball.
“Chris!”
Christopher lifted the drone. “What?”
“You buzzed me.”
“You ducked.”
“Because you buzzed me.”
“It was eight feet away.”
“That thing has blades.”
“Small ones.”
Athena hid her smile behind the bottle.
The game became louder as scores stopped matching. Buck had eleven. Harry had thirteen. Karen had counted ten on both sides before deciding she no longer cared. Hen announced that the next point would determine possession of the serve and nothing else.
“That means we lose three points,” Buck said.
“You never had three points.”
“We did if the boundary counts.”
“Which boundary?”
Buck looked at the sand. None remained visible.
Christopher sent the drone directly above the court and used the overhead camera to settle it.
“The left side is wider,” he called.
Harry threw both arms up. “Thank you.”
“Perspective,” Buck said.
“It’s from above.”
“Lens distortion.”
Eddie laughed and took the next serve in the shoulder.
Denny lasted another six points before leaving in the middle of a rally.
“Where are you going?” Buck called.
“Drone.”
“We need you.”
“You said Jacob counts as two.”
Jacob looked over. “He said what?”
“Nothing,” Buck replied.
Denny joined Christopher beneath the edge of the umbrella. Christopher handed him the spare battery to place in shade and replayed the overhead court footage. Together they discovered Buck had moved the ocean-side boundary three separate times.
“Evidence,” Denny said.
“Save it?”
“Obviously.”
Mara left the court two serves later after Harry hit the ball backward and blamed her for not covering behind him.
“There was no behind,” she said.
“There’s always behind.”
“Then you cover it.”
She walked away before he answered and sat beside Christopher. Denny angled the controller screen toward her.
“Buck cheated.”
“I knew that.”
“We have video.”
“Send it to me.”
Christopher looked between them. “Why?”
“Later.”
He sent it.
The volleyball game lost players until it became four against four, then three against four when Chimney called Karen to help with Nash’s bottle. Athena remained beneath the umbrella. She had watched every point without intending to watch any. Her feet had dried. Sand clung to her ankles. The sun moved beyond the umbrella edge and warmed one shoulder.
“We need one,” Hen said.
Buck looked toward camp. “Chim?”
Chimney held Nash in one arm and a bottle in the other. “Read the room.”
“Denny?”
Denny did not look up from the drone screen.
“Mara?”
“No.”
“Chris?”
Christopher lifted the controller.
Buck finally looked at Athena.
“Don’t,” she said.
“I didn’t say anything.”
“Your face did.”
That had been Chimney’s line earlier. Bobby would have noticed. Bobby would have looked between them, pleased that his family had begun borrowing each other’s language, then denied being sentimental when she called him on it.
“We only need one,” Buck said.
“That sounds like your planning problem.”
“You played in the water.”
“That was different.”
“How?”
Athena could have given him several answers. The water had not required her to stand in the place Bobby would have stood, beside Buck and Eddie beneath a sun bright enough to expose every missing shape. The water had moved around everybody until positions did not matter. Volleyball had teams. Bobby had loved teams, especially when he could pretend not to care who won.
Hen rescued her from answering.
“Come on, Athena. One game.”
Hen did not soften it. She did not tell Athena it would be good for her or say Bobby would have wanted it. She held the ball against one hip and waited.
Athena set down her water.
“One,” she said.
Buck brightened so quickly she regretted rewarding him.
“You’re with us.”
“I’m with Hen.”
“Hen’s on the other team.”
“Then I’m on the other team.”
Harry moved aside to make room. Athena stepped onto the sand, rolled one shoulder, and held out her hand for the ball.
“You’re serving?” Buck asked.
“Do you want me to play or not?”
He backed up.
Athena served underhand, clean and low. The ball crossed the net and dropped between Buck and Eddie while both waited for the other.
Christopher’s drone captured it from above.
“One point,” Athena said.
“We weren’t ready,” Buck replied.
“That sounds like your planning problem.”
Hen laughed. Athena did too.
The game continued.
The next serve came to Athena hard enough to sting both forearms. She absorbed it, sent it toward Hen, and heard Buck call for the ball before it had crossed the net. Hen tipped it over his reach instead. Eddie lunged late. Sand kicked over his ankles, the ball struck his knuckles, and Harry celebrated before it landed because Harry had apparently decided anticipation counted as proof.
“Point,” Harry said.
“It touched you,” Buck told Eddie.
“That is generally how returning a volleyball works.”
“It went out.”
“After it crossed.”
Hen planted both hands on her hips. “Are we playing volleyball or holding a municipal hearing?”
“Volleyball,” Athena said.
Harry pointed at Buck. “He started the hearing.”
Buck opened his mouth.
Athena held up one finger. “Don’t make me regret getting out of that chair.”
He shut it. For almost the length of the next rally.
Athena had expected her body to object. The sand required more work than the water had, every shift sinking before it held, and the sun pressed against the top of her head despite the visor May had handed her. But the serve came, then another, and there was no room inside the next three seconds for anything except position. Hen called left. Harry moved right when told left. Athena corrected for both of them and sent the ball back with the heel of her hand.
It was not graceful. It was satisfying.
Across the net, Eddie had stopped pretending he was uninvolved. Karen covered the middle while Jacob held the back line, steady enough that Buck had begun using him as insurance for every reckless dive. Ethan, eliminated from Harry’s side when the teams shrank, stood beyond the court with a bottle in one hand and offered advice nobody had requested.
“Short serve,” he called.
“To who?” Harry asked.
“Anybody not named Jacob.”
Jacob turned. “I can hear you.”
“That’s why I said it out loud.”
Friends, Athena thought. Roommates who had already learned which irritations could be handled without care. Ethan drank from his own bottle this time. Jacob returned the serve directly at him, despite Ethan no longer being in play, and made him hop backward to avoid it.
“That’s out,” Karen said.
“Worth it,” Jacob replied.
May photographed Ethan’s offended face.
The drone lowered over the sideline with a mosquito whine. Athena tracked its shadow before she found the machine itself. Christopher kept it outside the court, just close enough that Buck glanced up while setting his feet.
“Chris,” Buck warned.
The drone slid two feet left.
Buck followed it with his eyes.
Hen served into the empty space beside him.
“Point,” Athena said.
“That was interference.”
From the blankets, Christopher called, “You knew it was there.”
“It moved.”
“So did the ball.”
Denny folded forward laughing. Mara took the controller shade in one hand while Christopher adjusted the camera with the other. Athena could not see the screen from the court, only the three heads gathered around it and the ease with which Denny leaned against Christopher’s chair without either of them noticing. Mara said something too quiet to carry. Christopher answered. Denny reached over, tapped the screen, and all three laughed again.
Good. Not supervised good, not fragile good. Just children with evidence against the adults.
Athena returned the next serve badly enough that it spun off her wrists toward the umbrella. Harry ran after it, stopped short of the guy line, and watched the ball bounce beneath her abandoned chair.
“You could’ve gotten that,” Buck said.
“You could’ve served it in bounds.”
“It was in bounds when I hit it.”
“That is not how boundaries work,” Karen said.
The argument reset itself around them. Athena walked back to position and found herself smiling before she had decided to. Bobby would have taken Buck’s side for exactly long enough to improve the argument, then changed sides when Buck began believing him. He would have called Harry’s stop at the guy line good situational awareness. He would have told Athena not to overdo it while standing where she could not reach him without crossing the net.
The thought entered cleanly and stayed warm.
Lord, he would have enjoyed irritating every person here.
Harry served underhand. Eddie received. Jacob set. Buck jumped for a spike that did not require jumping and drove the ball into the tape. It rolled along the top of the net while ten people watched, dropped onto Harry’s side, and landed in front of Athena’s bare toes.
Nobody spoke for one beat.
Then Buck yelled, “Yes.”
“That was luck,” Harry said.
“Skill creates luck.”
“That sentence doesn’t mean anything.”
“It means point.”
Athena picked up the ball. “It means he’s serving again until one of you takes it away from him.”
“I can do that,” Hen said.
“You said that last time,” Karen replied.
Hen looked across the net at her wife. “Whose side are you on?”
“The side with an accurate memory.”
Athena served before they could reorganize. The ball went high rather than low this time. Jacob stepped beneath it, but Buck called it and backed into him. Jacob caught Buck around the ribs on instinct, keeping them both upright while the ball dropped untouched between Eddie and Karen.
Ethan clapped once from outside the court. “Excellent teamwork.”
Jacob released Buck. “You’re welcome.”
“I had it.”
“You had my sternum.”
“I thought you were farther back.”
“You didn’t look.”
“Because I had the ball.”
“The ball is on the ground,” Eddie said.
Christopher’s drone descended until its camera faced the scene. Buck pointed at it.
“Do not use that clip out of context.”
Christopher called, “What context helps?”
Mara said something beside him. The drone tilted in a motion that looked suspiciously like a nod.
Athena laughed hard enough to feel it low in her ribs. Not the polite sound she had managed around people who watched her too closely. A real laugh, sharp and surprised, pulled loose by Buck standing in the center of a vanished volleyball boundary arguing with a machine.
Buck looked toward her. His expression changed only for a second: pleased, careful, and young in the way he became whenever joy arrived somewhere he had been guarding. Then he pointed at Harry and accused him of rotating illegally.
Athena let him give her that second without answering it.
They played on. Hen dove once and came up with sand from shoulder to knee. Karen announced that this was why grown people stretched. Eddie began calling every ball his after Buck failed to call two. Harry’s serve improved when he stopped trying to punish it. May abandoned the last pretense of being a player and stood outside the line taking photographs, which gave both sides a target they were forbidden to hit.
The score remained impossible. Christopher tried to restore it from the footage, but Denny had begun adding penalties for “conduct,” and Mara assessed Buck three without defining the offense.
“What did I do?” Buck demanded.
“You know,” Mara said.
“I don’t.”
“Then four.”
Karen turned away to hide her smile.
Athena’s shoulder began to tire before the rest of her did. She noticed the dull pull, adjusted her serve instead of challenging it, and stayed. Nobody hovered. Hen shifted half a step closer on defense without comment. Harry took the longer chase. They made room around her in the ordinary way a family learned one another: without turning every accommodation into a ceremony.
On the last rally, the ball moved through nearly everyone. Karen bumped it to Eddie. Eddie sent it high. Buck mistimed the hit, and Jacob rescued it with one forearm. Harry received for Athena’s side. Hen set. Athena put both hands up and pushed the ball into the shallow space Buck had left while arguing that Jacob’s save should not count.
It landed untouched.
The court erupted in competing versions of what had happened. Athena did not wait for a ruling. She walked under the net, retrieved her water, and returned to the umbrella while Hen declared victory on her behalf.
Buck followed three steps. “That was only eleven.”
“Twelve.”
“We didn’t count the interference point.”
“You didn’t. I did.”
“You said one game.”
“And you failed to finish one.”
Harry called from the court, “She’s right.”
“Stay out of this.”
Athena lowered herself into the chair. Her pulse remained pleasantly quick. Sand coated her calves. The bottle was warm now, but the water still tasted cold enough.
From the blanket, Christopher lifted the controller screen toward her. The frozen aerial image showed the ball on Buck’s side and Buck looking in the opposite direction.
“Evidence,” he said.
Athena raised the bottle in acknowledgment.
Bobby would have asked Christopher to send it to him. He would have replayed it at dinner. He would have insisted he was preserving family history rather than enjoying Buck’s defeat.
Athena looked at the bright court, the crooked net, and the people still arguing because nobody had yet decided to stop.
The memory stayed beside the laughter instead of replacing it.
She stayed for twelve points.
Nobody counted that she stayed eleven longer than promised.
Jee’s sandcastle began with one overturned bucket.
It stood six inches high near the edge of the navy blanket, decorated with a broken shell and a red plastic flag Mara had found in the beach-toy bag. Jee crouched beside it with damp sand across both knees and patted the side using the flat of her shovel.
“Done,” she said.
Christopher looked up from the drone controller. The battery had reached nineteen percent, low enough to bring it home. He guided the drone toward the landing mat Denny had made from a towel, waited until the rotors stopped, then set the controller aside.
“Needs a wall,” he told Jee.
She considered the castle. “Why?”
“Protection.”
“From what?”
Christopher looked toward the volleyball game. Buck had just thrown himself sideways for a ball and landed beyond every known boundary.
“Them.”
Jee followed his gaze and accepted the answer. She handed him the yellow shovel.
Christopher moved from the chair to the edge of the blanket, keeping one leg extended while he worked from firmer packed sand. He drew a circle around the castle and showed Jee how to press a low wall from the inside without collapsing the outer face. Mara joined when she saw them collecting shells.
“That wall won’t stop anything,” she said.
“It’ll stop water,” Christopher replied.
“The water’s down there.”
“It could come up.”
“Not that far.”
“Eventually.”
Mara looked toward the tide line. “Then everybody has a bigger problem.”
She sat anyway.
Jee built a second tower. Mara dug the first section of moat. Christopher reinforced the wall where Jee repeatedly climbed over it rather than using the opening he had left. The project remained small enough to belong to them until Ethan came back from volleyball and stopped beside the moat.
His shirt clung damply between his shoulders. Sand coated one knee. He drank from Jacob’s water bottle because his own had disappeared somewhere near the court.
“The outlet’s too high,” he said.
Christopher looked up. “What outlet?”
“For the moat.”
“There isn’t one.”
“Then it’ll fill.”
Mara stared at the dry trench. “With what?”
“If you bring water.”
“We weren’t.”
Ethan crouched. “Then why is there a moat?”
Christopher took the bottle from him. “Why are you drinking Jacob’s water?”
“Mine’s warm.”
“That doesn’t answer the question.”
“He won’t care.”
“Does he know?”
Ethan looked toward the court. Jacob stood near the net while Athena argued with Buck over a point. “Probably.”
Mara took the bottle from Christopher and drank too.
“Now he definitely won’t know who did it,” she said.
Ethan examined the castle again. “If you extend the wall here, you could have a second courtyard.”
“We’re done,” Jee said.
“Right.”
He picked up the orange shovel.
The second courtyard took five minutes. Ethan widened the moat while Christopher directed Jee’s tower placement and Mara built a shell road between the central castle and the outer wall. Denny returned from the volleyball court, saw the expansion, and began carrying wet sand in a bucket without asking whether anyone wanted it.
Jacob followed to retrieve his water bottle.
He found Mara holding it.
“Why do you have that?”
“Ethan gave it to Chris.”
Christopher pointed at Ethan. “He stole it.”
“I borrowed it.”
Jacob took the bottle, judged its remaining weight, and looked at all three of them. “Did everybody drink this?”
Jee raised her hand even though she had not.
Jacob looked at her. “You too?”
“Yes.”
“She didn’t,” Mara said.
Jee lowered her hand.
Jacob drank what remained. “What are you building?”
“A castle,” Jee answered.
“It has drainage now,” Ethan added.
“It doesn’t need drainage.”
Ethan pointed at the moat. “That’s what I said.”
Christopher threw a handful of dry sand at his shin.
Jacob crouched near the far side. “This wall’s too thin.”
Ethan looked at him. “For what?”
“The second courtyard.”
“There’s nothing in the second courtyard.”
“Then why did you build it?”
“Because the outlet was too high.”
Jacob waited.
“It made sense when we started,” Ethan said.
“That was ten minutes ago.”
Jacob took the orange shovel and began widening the wall.
The project crossed an invisible threshold.
Denny added a bridge over the moat. Christopher said the supports would wash out. Jacob cut two plastic cups and sank them beneath the span. Mara demanded steps for the shell road. Ethan made them. Jee decorated every flat surface with pieces of seaweed until the castle looked overgrown.
Buck arrived carrying the volleyball and stopped.
“What happened?”
“Ethan,” Christopher said.
“Jacob,” Ethan replied.
“It was already happening.”
Buck set down the ball. “The outer wall curves wrong.”
Everybody turned toward him.
“It’s a circle,” Denny said.
“It narrows over there.”
“That’s where Jee stepped on it,” Mara explained.
Jee placed both hands on her hips. “My castle.”
“It is,” Buck agreed. “Do you want the wall fixed?”
She looked at the damaged section. “Yes.”
Buck sat.
May arrived with her camera while six people rebuilt one side of a sandcastle that had been complete twenty minutes earlier. She took a wide photograph, then moved closer to capture Jee pressing seaweed into a tower while the adults worked behind her.
“This has gotten away from you,” she said.
“It’s fine,” Ethan replied.
“There are buttresses.”
“Those are supports,” Jacob said.
“That’s what a buttress is.”
Jacob looked at the sand supports. “Then yes.”
Eddie came over because Buck requested another bucket and stayed because he saw the bridge.
“That won’t hold,” he said.
Denny looked offended. “It held me pressing on it.”
“That’s not the same as somebody stepping on it.”
“Nobody’s supposed to step on it.”
“Then it doesn’t have to hold anything,” Christopher said.
“It has to hold itself,” Eddie replied.
He tested one side with two fingers. The bridge cracked.
Denny stared at him.
“You broke it,” he said.
“I showed you where it was weak.”
“By breaking it.”
“Better now than later.”
“Later when?”
Eddie picked up the yellow shovel.
By one thirty, the sandcastle extended nearly ten feet along the beach. It had four main towers, two courtyards, a moat with an outlet nobody had needed, a repaired bridge, a shell road, buttressed walls, a seaweed garden, and a separate low district Jee called “the baby castle” because she had built it for Nash.
Nash remained asleep and showed no interest in property ownership.
The children began leaving first.
Jee wandered to Maddie for fruit. Mara helped Karen move Nash’s shade wall. Denny stayed long enough to finish the bridge, then returned to Christopher’s drone when the battery completed charging. Christopher remained because the construction gave him somewhere to sit and direct people, though his attention shifted between the castle and the controller screen.
The adults did not notice the attrition.
Buck redesigned the seaward wall to resist an incoming tide that would not reach it for hours. Eddie dug a deeper channel because the existing moat lacked grade. Jacob packed sand into forms made from food containers. Ethan collected flat stones and argued that they could create a proper spillway.
“There’s no water,” Eddie reminded him.
“We can add water.”
“From where?”
Ethan pointed toward the Pacific.
“That’s not close.”
“We have buckets.”
Jacob looked at the distance. “It’ll take four trips.”
“Per fill,” Eddie said.
“We don’t need it full.”
Buck held up both hands. “We’re not introducing water until the retaining wall sets.”
May photographed all four of them staring at damp sand as if curing concrete.
Athena stopped at the edge of the project after volleyball ended.
“What in the world is this?”
Jee answered from beneath the canopy, mouth full of watermelon. “My castle.”
Athena looked from the original bucket tower, still visible at the center, to the outer fortifications consuming the beach.
“Looks like your castle ate Malibu.”
May lowered her camera. “That’s the title.”
“Title of what?” Buck asked.
“The day.”
“Days don’t have titles.”
“This one does now.”
Christopher had not meant to stay in charge. He had meant to keep Jee from flattening the original tower while she crossed the moat. Twenty minutes later, Buck was asking him whether the north wall needed another support, as if Christopher had approved a site plan.
“It needs you to stop touching it,” Christopher said.
Buck withdrew one sandy hand. “I was testing it.”
“That’s what Dad said before he broke the bridge.”
Eddie, working on the channel, looked over. “The bridge was already weak.”
Denny pressed both palms protectively against the repaired span. “It was fine.”
“It cracked.”
“Because you pushed on it.”
“That revealed the crack.”
“You made the crack.”
Christopher shifted on the blanket and stretched one leg out of the damp hollow it had made. Sand had worked beneath the edge of his swim trunks and into every place sand could be irritating. The packed section under him was firm enough that he did not need the chair. His crutches remained beside the blanket, within reach and out of Jee’s construction route.
Mara crouched near the shell road and sorted her materials by size. She rejected anything broken, too white, or shaped like what she called “a boring shell.” Her road curved toward the baby castle, though Nash still had not inspected his property.
“This one?” Denny asked, holding out a striped fragment.
Mara turned it over. “Garden.”
“There’s no garden.”
“There is now.”
She planted it beside the seaweed and added three tiny stones around the base. Denny considered arguing, then brought her two more.
Christopher watched them divide the work without becoming a team. Denny cared whether the bridge functioned. Mara cared whether the place looked occupied. Jee cared whether every tower had something green on it. The adults cared about walls nobody had requested.
It made sense if he did not think about it too hard.
May stepped over the dry end of the moat and crouched beside Christopher with her camera. “How bad is it?”
“The castle?”
“Them.”
Christopher looked at the adults. Ethan and Jacob were shaping blocks from rectangular food containers. Buck had begun a retaining wall that angled away from the rest of the project. Eddie checked the channel by pouring half a cup of water into it and watching the water disappear immediately into the sand.
“Bad,” Christopher said.
May lifted the camera. “Good.”
She photographed Buck lying on one side to sight along a wall. Then she moved behind Jee and caught the original tower between the child’s shoulders, still small and crooked inside everything the adults had built around it.
“Send me that one,” Christopher said.
May checked the screen. “This?”
He nodded.
Jee saw her own picture and climbed into May’s lap to inspect every photograph taken since morning. May showed her the water, the volleyball court, Harry falling off the boogieboard, and the drone rising beside the blankets. Jee approved each image by tapping it with one sandy finger.
When she reached the sandcastle pictures, she frowned.
“Too big,” she said.
Christopher looked at the adults again. “Told you.”
“You did not,” Ethan replied.
“I thought it.”
“That doesn’t count.”
“It does if I’m right.”
Jacob emptied a sand block from its container. One corner slumped. Ethan pressed it back into place before Jacob could.
“You’re using sand that’s too wet,” Ethan said.
“You brought it.”
“You packed it wrong.”
“It’s sand.”
“There’s still a ratio.”
“What ratio?”
Ethan paused.
Christopher waited.
Jacob waited too.
“I don’t know,” Ethan admitted.
“Good talk,” Jacob said.
They kept working side by side, not touching except when both reached for the same container. Ethan let go first and took another. Christopher had seen them do that with cabinets at the loft, doorways, the charger they both forgot belonged to Jacob. They were always moving around each other like the space had been practiced before either of them noticed.
To Christopher, they looked like people sharing too much square footage and refusing to buy a second phone charger.
Mara held up another shell. “Where?”
Christopher pointed toward the outer wall. “Gate.”
“There isn’t a gate.”
“Make one.”
She broke the wall with the side of her hand.
Buck looked up in alarm. “What are you doing?”
“Making a gate.”
“You can’t cut through that section.”
“I just did.”
“It carries the load.”
“What load?”
Buck gestured at the sand behind it.
Mara looked at Christopher. “Does that mean anything?”
“No.”
“It means the wall could collapse,” Buck said.
“Then fix it,” Mara replied, and returned to her shells.
Buck stared at her for a second. Christopher expected him to object. Instead, Buck used two plastic cups to shape towers on either side of the opening.
Denny left the bridge to help. He and Mara disagreed about whether the gate needed a path beyond it. Mara wanted the road to stop at the wall because there was nothing outside. Denny argued that roads were for going somewhere.
“It goes to the ocean,” Jee said from May’s lap.
Everybody looked toward the water, which remained much farther away than their road could reasonably reach.
“That’s a lot of road,” Denny said.
Jee slid down and took the yellow shovel. “I do it.”
The road advanced four feet before she found a feather and forgot the assignment.
Christopher finished it with Mara while Denny returned to the bridge. They marked the edges using shell fragments and pressed the center flat with the backs of their shovels. The work was repetitive enough to quiet everyone for a while. Behind them, the volleyball argument faded into separate conversations. The ocean kept making the same broad sound against the beach, never identical twice. Hot sand dried pale over Christopher’s knuckles. Damp sand beneath the road smelled colder, almost metallic.
He sat back when his hip started to ache and brushed both hands against his thighs.
Mara noticed. She did not ask if he was okay. She moved the shell bucket closer so he could reach it without leaning.
“Blue one,” she said.
“There aren’t blue shells.”
“There was one.”
“That was plastic.”
“It was blue.”
Christopher dug through the bucket and found the curved piece from a bottle cap. “This?”
“Yes.”
“That’s trash.”
“It’s a window.”
He handed it over.
Denny tested the bridge by rolling a smooth stone across it. The stone passed between the cup supports and stopped at the courtyard wall.
“It works,” he said.
“For rocks,” Christopher replied.
“That’s what it’s for now.”
Mara looked at the bridge. “Put a sign.”
“With what?”
She handed him a flat piece of driftwood and a marker May had been using to label cups. Denny printed BRIDGE in capital letters, then added NO EDDIES underneath.
Eddie came around the wall carrying water. “Seriously?”
“You broke the first one,” Denny said.
“I improved it.”
“You can use the other entrance.”
“There is no other entrance.”
Mara pointed at her gate.
Eddie looked from the sign to the gate, then poured his water into the moat without crossing either. Most of it vanished. A narrow muddy stream reached Ethan’s spillway and stopped.
Ethan crouched immediately. “It needs a steeper grade.”
“It needs water that doesn’t soak into sand,” Eddie said.
“That’s all water.”
“Yes.”
“Then we compact the base.”
Buck was already reaching for a bucket.
Christopher let his head fall back and looked at the white glare around the umbrella instead. “You’re making it worse.”
“We’re solving it,” Buck said.
“Nobody asked you to.”
“Jee wanted a castle.”
Jee was under the canopy showing her feather to Nash.
May took another picture.
The moat received three more buckets. The first two disappeared. The third held long enough for water to run beneath Denny’s bridge and through Ethan’s spillway. Everybody cheered except Christopher, who had predicted exactly that result after enough water.
Denny looked down into the moving inch of cloudy water with complete satisfaction. Mara floated a leaf through the gate. It caught against one of Buck’s supports, and she removed the support without asking. The wall remained standing.
“See?” she told him.
Buck examined it. “It’s probably fine.”
“It was always fine.”
Christopher watched the adults search for another problem to solve. The children had built what they wanted: a working bridge, a road, a window, water that moved for half a minute, and a gate wide enough for an imaginary person. That seemed like enough.
Christopher lifted the controller before the next argument could start and framed the entire construction from above. On the screen, the original tower was almost lost inside walls, roads, gates, and the dark ribbon of the moat. Jee’s red flag remained the easiest thing to find.
“Take a picture,” Denny said.
“It’s recording.”
“A picture too.”
Christopher switched modes and took one. Mara leaned over his shoulder to inspect it.
“You can see my window,” she said.
“You can see everything.”
“That’s not the same.”
He zoomed in until the blue plastic curve appeared in the wall. Mara nodded once, satisfied. Denny made him zoom toward the bridge next. The sign was too small to read, but Denny said it counted.
Christopher saved both images before Chimney approached backward with the chair.
The first damage came from Chimney.
He approached backward while talking to Maddie, carrying Nash against his shoulder and a folded chair in his free hand. His heel landed on the outer edge of the moat. The sand collapsed beneath him. He corrected without jostling the baby, stepped sideways, and drove one foot through the seaward wall.
Every conversation stopped.
Chimney froze.
Nash slept on.
Buck stood slowly. “What did you do?”
“Nothing.”
“Your foot is inside the wall.”
Chimney looked down. “That doesn’t prove intent.”
“You destroyed the southern fortification,” Eddie said.
“I don’t know what that means.”
“It means don’t move,” Jacob replied.
“I have a baby.”
“Hand him to Maddie,” Ethan said.
Maddie accepted Nash, laughing too hard to hide it.
Chimney remained with one foot trapped while four adults assessed extraction options around a sandcastle built by a four-year-old who had already lost interest.
“Lift straight up,” Buck instructed.
“I know how to lift my foot.”
“Then why is it still there?”
“Because Jacob said not to move.”
“I meant until we supported the wall,” Jacob said.
“You didn’t say that.”
Christopher sent the drone upward.
“Are you filming this?” Chimney asked.
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“Evidence.”
Denny and Mara laughed beside him. May moved to the opposite angle.
Chimney extracted his foot. Half the wall collapsed.
Buck made a sound of genuine loss.
Jee looked over from her watermelon. “Fix it.”
“We will,” Buck promised.
She returned to eating.
For the next twenty minutes, the adults rebuilt.
The children watched from the shade.
The repaired sandcastle survived long enough for everybody to abandon it.
By two fifteen, the younger group had redistributed itself along the shoreline. Harry and May carried boogieboards toward the break. Mara followed with the second one she had not wanted until it became available. Denny untangled kite line beside Karen. Christopher sat on the striped tube near the edge of the wet sand while Jacob held the tether and attempted to fly a red delta kite one-handed.
“You’re doing both badly,” Christopher said.
Jacob looked at the kite, which had spent the last thirty seconds dragging one wing through the sand. “I’m aware.”
“Give me the kite.”
“From the tube?”
“Yes.”
“You’ll pull yourself out.”
“Then hold the tether.”
“I am holding the tether.”
“Better.”
Jacob passed him the spool.
Christopher braced one forearm across the tube and waited while Jacob lifted the kite. The first launch failed when the fabric folded. The second rose six feet before diving toward Buck, who was carrying firewood from the camp.
“Watch it!”
Christopher pulled left. The kite missed Buck’s head and caught the top log.
Buck stopped. “Was that deliberate?”
“No.”
“You answered too fast.”
“Because it wasn’t.”
Jacob retrieved the kite. Buck continued toward camp with suspicion he did not need.
The third launch found clean wind. The red triangle climbed above the beach, line humming faintly against the spool. Christopher adjusted through his wrists while the tube supported him at a slight angle on the packed sand.
“See?” he said.
Jacob shaded his eyes. “I did most of that.”
“You held it.”
“And ran.”
“Barely.”
“I’m towing you.”
“Not right now.”
Christopher pulled the line, and the kite dipped obediently.
Denny launched a blue kite farther upshore with Karen’s help. Mara took over after two minutes and immediately ran backward into shallow water. Karen caught the line before it escaped. Mara came up laughing, retrieved it, and tried again without asking whether she should.
At the break, May rode the first useful wave nearly to shore. Harry followed on his knees, turned sideways, and fell before reaching her. Ethan entered with the third board, though he claimed he was only returning it. A minute later he was belly-down beyond the break beside them.
Jacob watched long enough for Christopher’s tube to begin sliding across the wet sand behind him.
“Why are we moving?” Christopher asked.
Jacob stopped. “We’re not.”
“You moved.”
“Two steps.”
“This is how it starts.”
Denny heard and walked over with his kite line wrapped around one hand.
“I’ll take him.”
Jacob looked at the two kite spools. “You already have one.”
“Mara has it.”
Twenty feet away, Mara controlled the blue kite while Karen helped untangle the tail.
Jacob transferred the tether cuff to Denny. Christopher continued flying the red kite without looking down.
“Do I get consulted?” he asked.
“You didn’t consult me when you claimed me,” Jacob replied.
“That was competition.”
“This is transportation.”
Denny tested the line. “Where do you want to go?”
Christopher looked toward the boogieboards. “Down there.”
They started along the wet sand. Christopher flew the kite from the tube while Denny towed him at walking speed. Jacob watched until Ethan reached shore, dropped the boogieboard, and bent with both hands on his knees.
“Good?” Jacob asked.
Ethan stood. “Fine.”
His hair dripped into his eyes. Jacob tossed him the towel he had brought from camp.
Ethan caught it against his chest. “You came prepared.”
“I packed the towels.”
“You packed blankets.”
“This morning was complicated.”
Ethan dried his face and gave the towel back without thinking. Jacob took it without objecting.
Downshore, Denny handed Christopher’s tether to Buck when Mara called him to help with the blue kite. Buck accepted it while carrying an empty water bucket and did not realize what he had agreed to until Christopher’s tube stopped behind him.
“Why am I holding this?” Buck asked.
“Denny left,” Christopher replied.
“Where?”
“Kite.”
Buck looked at the tether. “Do you need to go somewhere?”
“Not specifically.”
“Then why am I towing you?”
“You don’t have to move.”
Buck resumed moving because the bucket needed seawater. Christopher followed behind him, still flying the red kite.
The arrangement drew attention from strangers. A little boy pointed. His father looked, smiled, and redirected him before the gesture became staring. Christopher did not notice. He adjusted the line while Buck walked ankle-deep into the ocean and filled the bucket.
The tube floated when water reached beneath it. Christopher leaned back.
“This is better.”
“Of course it is.” Buck carried the bucket with one hand and the tether with the other. “You haven’t done anything in an hour.”
“I flew a kite.”
“From a tube.”
“Still flew.”
On the return trip, Eddie intercepted them and took the bucket.
“The moat doesn’t need more water,” he said.
“Ethan said it did.”
“Ethan also built a spillway to nowhere.”
“Tell him.”
Eddie took the tether too while Buck adjusted his grip on the bucket. Buck walked away with both hands around the sloshing water.
Christopher did not look down.
Eddie started north along the shoreline, following the firmer sand.
“You intend to use your legs again today?” he asked.
Christopher kept his eyes on the kite. “I’m on vacation.”
“From walking?”
“From expectations.”
“That sounds convenient.”
“It is.”
They passed May dragging her board from the water and Harry attempting to stand on his. A wave removed him immediately. Mara sat on her board in the shallows while Karen pushed from behind. Denny ran beside them until another wave turned the board and deposited Mara laughing into six inches of water.
Christopher lowered the kite, reeled part of the line, then glanced toward the tether.
“Where’s Jacob?”
Eddie looked behind them. Jacob stood beside Ethan nearly fifty yards away, holding two towels while Ethan explained something with the boogieboard between them.
“He left you.”
Christopher looked offended. “He would never.”
“He literally handed Denny the rope.”
“That’s not leaving. That’s delegation.”
“Then Denny delegated you to Buck.”
“Reasonable.”
“Buck delegated you to me.”
Christopher considered this chain of custody. “Still family.”
“You getting out?”
“No.”
Eddie kept walking.
The kite pulled above them. Christopher’s tube slid over wet sand and floated through each thin wash of water. The beach stretched ahead, busy without feeling crowded. Their camp had become a distant cluster of stripes and blue fabric, the rebuilt sandcastle a low irregular shape beside it.
Christopher reeled the kite in after the wind shifted. Eddie stopped long enough to help fold it. Then Christopher left the tube and walked the next section beside him, using one hand on Eddie’s forearm only when the sand softened near an inlet. Neither commented on the change.
When Christopher had walked as far as he wanted, he climbed back into the tube.
“Vacation resumed,” he said.
Eddie fastened the tether around his wrist again. “Good to know.”
They turned toward camp.
Halfway back, Jacob met them with a cold drink for Christopher.
“You left me,” Christopher said.
Jacob handed him the cup. “I gave you to Denny.”
“Who gave me to Buck.”
“And?”
“Buck gave me to Dad.”
Jacob looked at Eddie. “You lost him?”
“He’s right there.”
“Then the system worked.”
Christopher drank and settled back.
“I’m keeping the drink,” he said.
“That’s why I brought it.”
Jacob took the tether from Eddie.
Christopher pretended not to notice.
The walk back should have taken less time than the walk out. It did not, because the tube found every shallow pool left by the retreating tide and tried to settle there.
Jacob pulled. Christopher stayed where he was.
“You’re stuck,” Jacob said.
“I noticed.”
“You could stand up.”
“I could.”
Neither moved.
A thin sheet of water curled around the bottom of the tube and lifted it half an inch. Jacob timed the next pull with the wash. Christopher slid free without contributing anything except balance.
“See?” he said. “Problem solved.”
“You were the problem.”
“Still solved.”
They followed the darker line of packed sand. The red kite, folded beneath Christopher’s elbow, clicked one plastic spar against another. Salt had dried tight across his shoulders. His legs felt good in the pleasantly used way they did after swimming and walking, not the heavy warning that meant he had misjudged. He could have crossed the rest of the beach beside Jacob.
He did not want to.
The tube was comfortable. The drink was cold. The day had already provided enough opportunities to prove things nobody in his family had asked him to prove.
Ahead, Mara and Denny had recovered the blue kite. Mara held the spool while Denny shook sand from the tail. Karen stood between them offering no help because both had rejected her instructions.
“You tied it wrong,” Mara said.
“I didn’t tie it.”
“You wound it.”
“That’s different.”
“It’s still wrong.”
Denny pulled one loop loose. Three more tightened.
Christopher called, “Go under, not through.”
They both looked over.
“Which part?” Denny asked.
“The red tail. Put the spool under it.”
Mara lifted the tail. Denny ducked the spool beneath. The knot loosened enough to fall open.
“I had it,” Denny said.
Mara looked at him. “No, you didn’t.”
Karen smiled at the ocean.
Jacob stopped beside them. “You flying it again?”
Mara checked the sky. The wind had become steadier, pulling loose strands of hair across her face. “Yes.”
“Move away from the boards first,” Karen said.
“I know.”
She ran before anyone could repeat it. Denny followed, carrying the tail until the kite caught. He released it, stumbled when his feet sank, and recovered without dropping the line. The blue kite rose cleanly, its tail uncoiling behind it.
Christopher watched from his tube. Mara made small corrections rather than yanking. Denny shouted that she was drifting left. She shouted that the wind was drifting left. Neither sounded angry. They sounded like two people learning the same thing from different ends.
“Want yours back up?” Jacob asked.
“Later.”
“You said that before lunch about the drone.”
“It’s not lunch yet.”
“It is absolutely lunch.”
“Then where’s the food?”
Jacob looked toward camp. Smoke had begun to rise from the grill, pale and intermittent in the wind. “Soon.”
“That’s not food.”
“It’s the process of food.”
Christopher took another drink. “You’ve been living with Ethan too long.”
“Three weeks.”
“Too long.”
Jacob tugged the tether, and the tube rotated once in the thin water. Christopher lifted his cup before it spilled.
“That was deliberate.”
“It was the wind.”
“There’s no wind underwater.”
“Current.”
“I’m telling Dad.”
“He gave me the rope.”
“That doesn’t give you authority.”
“It gave me custody.”
Christopher lowered his sunglasses enough to look at him. “I’m nineteen.”
“Then tow yourself.”
He held out the tether.
Christopher pushed his sunglasses back up. “I didn’t say I objected to custody.”
Jacob laughed and kept walking.
Closer to camp, the beach became busier. Harry had dragged one boogieboard onto the packed sand and was trying to convince May that it could be used like a sled. May stood on it with both feet while Harry pulled the leash. The board moved six inches, stopped, and threw May forward against Harry’s back.
“You said it would slide,” she told him.
“It did.”
“Six inches.”
“That’s sliding.”
Ethan came out of the water behind them carrying the second board. “You need water under it.”
Harry turned. “Then it floats.”
“That’s usually the point.”
“We’re trying something else.”
May stepped off. “We are not.”
Ethan dropped the board beside Harry’s. Water ran from his trunks down both legs. He had lost the sunglasses again—or, Christopher realized, had pushed them into his curls where they were barely visible.
“Those are Jacob’s,” Christopher said.
Ethan touched them. “He knows.”
Jacob stopped towing. “I did not.”
“You gave them to me.”
“I gave them to you before you went into the water.”
“Exactly.”
“To hold.”
“I held them.”
“For me.”
“They were safer with me.”
“They went into the ocean.”
“They stayed on.”
Christopher looked at May. “Is this what living with them is like?”
“Worse,” May said.
“That’s not fair,” Ethan replied.
May lifted her camera and took a picture of him wearing Jacob’s sunglasses. “Evidence.”
Denny and Mara ran past behind her with the kite high above them. The shutter caught them too, blurred at the edge.
Christopher wanted the picture before he saw it.
“Send me that one.”
“You say that about every picture.”
“Then send all of them.”
“You’re getting an album.”
“Good.”
May checked the image and smiled to herself. Christopher could not see enough of the screen to know why.
Harry tried the boogieboard again with shallow water this time. He laid it at the edge of the wash and knelt. May shoved him as a wave receded. The board traveled four feet and stopped. Harry continued another foot without it.
He rolled onto his back. “That was sabotage.”
“You wanted it to slide,” May said.
Ethan bent over laughing. Jacob looked toward him automatically, then toward May’s camera when it clicked again.
Christopher watched the exchange and decided May was collecting evidence nobody had requested. That was normal for her. She liked proof that people had occupied the same place, especially when they were too busy to pose.
He understood that. The drone did the same thing from higher up. From the air, nobody could pretend the camp had assembled itself. Towels overlapped. Paths crossed. One person’s shadow reached somebody else’s chair. The entire day became a pattern made by people repeatedly leaving and returning.
Jacob pulled him forward again. Christopher glanced toward the drone case near the canopy.
“Battery should be done.”
“You charging it again?”
“Maybe after food.”
“You just told me there was no food.”
“There isn’t yet.”
“Then before food.”
Christopher frowned. “Stop using logic when I’m relaxing.”
“I’ll try.”
They passed the sandcastle. The repaired wall remained darker than the rest. Chimney’s footprint had been filled, but the outline survived if Christopher knew where to look. Denny’s bridge sign leaned sideways. One of Mara’s shell windows had fallen. The original tower stood in the center with Jee’s red flag still upright.
“Think the tide reaches it?” Jacob asked.
“Tonight.”
“Should we move the flag?”
Christopher considered it. Jee had already moved on to watermelon, then a feather, then whatever came next. The flag belonged to the castle now.
“No.”
Jacob nodded.
They left it.
Near the canopy, Eddie waited with Christopher’s crutches. He did not hold them out or tell him to get up. He leaned them against the cooler where Christopher could reach them when he chose.
“Lunch soon,” Eddie said.
“Jacob said that.”
“Then it’s probably true.”
“Buck and Chimney are arguing.”
Eddie glanced toward the grill. “Then it’s at least twenty minutes.”
Jacob unfastened the tether from his wrist and looped it around the tube handle rather than handing it to anyone else. Christopher watched him do it.
“You trust me now?”
“No. I’m within grabbing distance.”
Christopher pushed one foot against the sand and rotated the tube so he faced the grill. “Close enough.”
Denny dropped beside him, breathing hard from the kite run. Mara arrived a few seconds later and set the blue spool on the towel without tangling it. Karen followed at walking speed, carrying the tail.
“I flew it longer,” Mara said.
“You had better wind,” Denny replied.
“You said the wind didn’t count during volleyball.”
“That was different.”
“How?”
Denny looked toward Buck, perhaps hoping to borrow an argument. Buck was lifting the grill lid while Chimney told him not to.
“It just was.”
Mara sat on the other side of Christopher’s tube. “I won.”
“There wasn’t a competition.”
“Then why are you mad?”
“I’m not mad.”
Christopher held out his empty cup. “Whoever refills this wins.”
Denny took it. Mara took the drone battery from the charger.
“I’ll change this,” she said.
“That’s not the competition,” Denny called.
Christopher settled deeper into the tube while both of them moved toward different useful things.
“It is now,” he said.
Before anybody could reach the cooler, Buck intercepted the empty cup.
“What was the competition?” he asked.
“Refill versus battery,” Christopher said.
Buck looked from Denny, who had the cup, to Mara, who had the charged battery. “Those aren’t comparable.”
“That’s why it’s interesting.”
“Who decides?”
“I do.”
“Then Mara already won. She’s back.”
Denny pointed toward the drink cooler. “I need ice.”
“That sounds like poor planning,” Mara said.
Athena laughed from beneath the umbrella. Buck looked toward her, recognized his own line coming back through the family again, and wisely did not object.
Mara knelt beside the drone case. She did not open it until Christopher nodded. Then she released the battery latch, removed the depleted pack, and handed it to him rather than setting it in the sand. Christopher checked the contacts, passed her the charged one, and watched her line up the housing.
“Straight down,” he said.
“I know.”
“You tilted it.”
“I fixed it.”
The pack clicked into place.
Denny returned with the drink at the same time, ice shifting against the lid. “Tie.”
Mara closed the case. “No.”
Christopher accepted the cup and tested the drone power. Four green lights came on.
“She won,” he said.
Denny dropped onto the towel. “You’re biased.”
“She finished first.”
“You needed the drink more.”
“That made yours harder. It didn’t make it faster.”
Denny considered the ruling, then took Christopher’s old place beside the controller. “Can I launch it?”
“No.”
“Why not?”
“Because the grill’s on, the kites are up, and half the people here are carrying food.”
Denny glanced around as if measuring the airspace himself. “After lunch?”
“After lunch.”
Mara sat on the other side. “Can I fly it?”
“You can both fly it after lunch.”
Denny looked at her. “I asked first.”
“You asked to launch.”
“That counts.”
“No, it doesn’t.”
Christopher drank while they argued over an activity neither of them was allowed to start yet. He could settle the order now. He chose not to. The disagreement stayed small, contained between them, with no one reaching for an adult to decide whose wanting mattered more.
Beyond the canopy, May and Harry dragged the boards into a pile. Ethan carried towels. Jacob checked the tether loop once before leaving it around the tube handle. Everyone reconverged by habit, pulled toward smoke and shade and the promise of food.
Christopher looked down at the controller resting across his thighs. The drone could wait. The sky would still be there after lunch.
Lunch happened at three because Buck and Chimney had called everything before it snacks.
By then, nobody believed them.
The first smell of food drew people back from the water in stages. Karen and Mara returned with the blue kite wound properly around its spool. Harry carried two boogieboards and claimed May had abandoned both. May followed with one board under her arm and corrected him before they reached camp. Denny arrived beside Christopher’s tube, although Jacob still wore the tether. Ethan came last with wet shorts, a dry shirt, and Jacob’s sunglasses pushed into his curls.
Jacob noticed before Ethan reached the blankets.
“Those are mine.”
Ethan touched the glasses as if discovering them. “Are they?”
“You took them in the water.”
“You got them back.”
“Apparently not.”
Ethan removed them and tossed them. Jacob caught them one-handed while holding Christopher’s tether in the other.
Christopher looked up from the tube. “You could’ve dropped those on me.”
“I knew he’d catch them,” Ethan said.
Jacob put the sunglasses on. “That’s not a defense.”
“It worked.”
“That’s still not a defense.”
Ethan walked toward the grill before the argument became a routine.
Buck stood behind the propane unit with tongs in one hand and Bobby’s old grill gloves tucked beneath his arm. Chimney managed the prep table beside him, where raw and cooked food occupied opposite ends with a precision nobody dared disrupt. Burgers, chicken, vegetables, and foil-wrapped corn waited in labeled trays. A separate pan held Ethan’s vegetarian food beyond the reach of meat utensils.
“Don’t touch anything,” Chimney said as Ethan approached.
“I wasn’t.”
“You were looking.”
“I’m hungry.”
“Then sit down.”
“When is it ready?”
“When we serve it.”
Buck lifted the grill lid. “The chicken needs six minutes.”
Chimney looked at the thermometer display. “Four.”
“It’s not at temperature.”
“It will be in four.”
“Not if you keep opening it.”
“You opened it.”
“To check.”
“That’s what the thermometer is for.”
“The probe is in the thickest piece.”
“Where else would it be?”
Ethan backed away.
Athena intercepted him with a paper plate of watermelon.
“Eat that before you start stealing.”
“I don’t steal food.”
She looked toward the empty cup Christopher had complained about all afternoon.
“That was a drink.”
“Sit down.”
He sat beside Maddie beneath the blue canopy. Nash rested against her knees, awake now and making small, uncertain movements with both hands. His eyes opened without appearing to focus on anything. Ethan ate watermelon and watched Jee offer him a plastic shovel.
“He can’t hold that,” Maddie said.
“Why?”
“He’s a baby.”
“I’m big.”
“You are.”
“He gets big later.”
“That’s the plan.”
Jee set the shovel beside Nash for future use.
Chimney called for Karen to take him while he found more buns. Karen accepted Nash and sat beside Mara, who leaned close enough to inspect his face without touching.
“He’s awake,” Mara said.
“For now.”
“Does he do anything?”
Karen smiled. “Mostly eat and sleep.”
“Jee said he has a tent.”
“That too.”
Nash closed his hand around Karen’s finger. Mara watched, then offered one of hers. His grip did not transfer.
“He picked you,” she said.
“Only because I was first.”
Mara tried again. Nash caught the edge of her finger this time. She stayed completely still.
Denny dropped onto the blanket beside Christopher and opened the drone app on Christopher’s phone.
“Show her the volleyball boundary.”
Mara looked up from Nash. “I already saw it.”
“From above.”
“Later.”
Denny accepted that and replayed Chimney stepping into the castle instead. The clip carried no commentary. None was required.
“Send me that,” Chimney called from the prep table.
“Why?” Christopher asked.
“So I know what lies you’re spreading.”
“It’s video.”
“Video can be biased.”
“Your foot went through the wall.”
“That angle doesn’t show the structural failure.”
Eddie sat behind Christopher and looked over his shoulder. “The structural failure was your foot.”
“You’re not an engineer.”
“Neither are you.”
“Exactly. We need an expert.”
Karen lifted Nash slightly against her chest. “I’m not analyzing a sandcastle.”
“Conflict of interest,” Hen said, sitting beside her.
Chimney returned to the grill.
The chicken dispute had advanced. Buck wanted the lid closed. Chimney wanted the corn moved to the upper rack. Both invoked food safety while disagreeing about heat.
Athena listened until Bobby’s voice joined theirs in memory—not solemn, not distant. Exasperated.
“Neither one of you knows what you’re doing,” she said.
They turned together.
“I know exactly what I’m doing,” Buck replied.
“Then why is the corn over direct flame?”
“Chimney moved it.”
“Because the chicken—”
“Robert would’ve put the corn on first, turned it every five minutes, and refused to let anybody touch it until the husks blackened.”
Chimney pointed at Buck with the tongs. “That’s what I said.”
“No, you said upper rack.”
“Same principle.”
“It is not.”
Buck looked at Athena. “He also would’ve brined the chicken.”
“He did brine it.”
“Who?”
Athena nodded toward the labeled cooler.
Chimney stopped. “When?”
“Last night.”
“You brined the chicken?”
“Robert wrote the recipe down. I can read.”
Buck lifted one piece with the tongs and examined it as if the brine had become visible. “Why didn’t you tell us?”
“You didn’t ask.”
“We planned the entire menu.”
“And I corrected it.”
Chimney looked delighted. “Bobby would’ve hated that.”
“He would’ve complained for ten minutes and eaten two pieces.”
Athena smiled before the sentence finished. Buck did too.
Bobby’s name stayed by the grill, among smoke, tongs, temperature, and people hungry enough to stop pretending they did not care when food appeared.
Lunch spread across every available surface. Paper plates balanced on knees. Buns escaped into the wind and were recovered before reaching sand. Jee stole a piece of Buck’s corn while holding her own untouched piece in the other hand. Harry ate two burgers and denied the first because nobody had seen him finish it. Mara chose chicken, fruit, and one of Ethan’s grilled vegetables, then came back for another without comment.
Jacob sat near Christopher with a plate Ethan had made while Jacob helped carry food from the grill. The burger had the condiments Jacob used, the onions he claimed not to like but always ate, and the last unbroken bun.
Jacob looked at Ethan’s plate. “You saved this?”
“You were busy.”
“There are more buns.”
“Those are crushed.”
Jacob glanced toward the bag. They were crushed.
“Thanks.”
Ethan was already asking May whether she wanted the remaining grilled pepper. She took it from his plate. Jacob ate.
The first rush of eating quieted them more effectively than any request Athena could have made. For several minutes, conversation broke into small sounds: wrappers opening, ice shifting in cups, Jee objecting to the shape of a bun, Chimney asking who had taken the clean tongs while holding them in his left hand.
Athena ate beneath the striped umbrella again. The shade had moved, forcing every chair into a new arrangement. Bobby would have corrected the umbrella instead of moving the chairs. He would have treated the sun like a scheduling problem and spent fifteen minutes winning an argument nobody else knew they were having.
Her own chair now faced the water. From there, she could see the entire camp without turning far: Maddie cutting Jee’s burger into pieces Jee immediately reassembled; Karen with Nash tucked against one shoulder; Christopher half in his tube while Denny used its edge as a table; Mara cross-legged beside Hen; May and Harry arguing over a bag of chips; Ethan and Jacob on the blanket where they had landed after separate trips to the grill.
Everybody had sand in their food. Nobody admitted it.
Harry took another burger.
Athena watched him add pickles and close the bun. “That’s three.”
He looked at her. “Second.”
“I saw the first two.”
“You saw a plate.”
“I saw you holding the plate.”
“That doesn’t prove what was on it.”
May reached over and removed one of his pickles. “There are pictures.”
Harry froze. “Why would you photograph me eating?”
“I photographed the camp. You were eating in it.”
“Delete those.”
“No.”
“Then that’s still not proof. Time stamps can be changed.”
Athena lifted her eyebrows.
Harry took a bite. “Three burgers is a normal amount at the beach.”
“Didn’t say it wasn’t.”
“Then why are we talking about it?”
“Because you lied.”
“I disputed your count.”
May looked toward Athena. “He’s been doing this all day.”
“I know.”
He was sun-reddened across the nose, indignant about food, and young enough to believe a technical distinction could outlast Athena’s attention. He reached for chips, and May slapped his hand away because she had not opened the bag yet.
Athena turned back to her plate.
Jee escaped Maddie with half a bun and walked directly to Christopher. She held it out.
“Bite.”
“I have food.”
“Mine.”
Christopher accepted one bite. Jee studied the missing crescent, apparently satisfied by the size, then offered it to Denny.
“I don’t want it,” Denny said.
“Bite.”
He took a smaller bite.
Jee offered it to Mara.
Mara examined the bun. “Did everyone touch this?”
“Yes,” Christopher said.
Jee pushed it closer. Mara took a bite anyway. Jee returned to Maddie with almost nothing and announced that she had finished.
“You fed it to people,” Maddie said.
“Finished.”
“That is one definition,” Chimney said.
Maddie pointed at him without looking. “You’re not helping.”
“I’m eating.”
“Keep doing that.”
Nash fussed once against Karen. The sound barely rose above the ocean, but Maddie’s head turned immediately. Karen adjusted him, supporting his neck as she shifted his weight. His face relaxed before Maddie had set down her plate.
“He’s fine,” Karen said.
“I know.” Maddie picked the plate back up. “I heard him.”
“I know.”
Mara watched the exchange. She did not ask to hold Nash. Instead, she moved her cup out of Karen’s reach and picked a loose napkin from the blanket before the wind could carry it against the baby’s face.
Hen passed her another piece of chicken. “You like it?”
Mara nodded.
“Use words,” Denny said.
Mara looked at him. “Why?”
“You tell me that.”
“When you mumble.”
“I don’t mumble.”
“You do when you’re wrong.”
Denny appealed to Christopher. “Do I mumble?”
“Yes.”
“You weren’t even listening.”
“I heard enough.”
Mara smiled into her cup. She looked easy here, Athena thought—not as an extension of Hen or Karen, not waiting to learn the rules of another family gathering. She had spent the day entering whatever group interested her and leaving when it did not. Denny did the same in a different rhythm, lingering over projects until somebody or something drew him elsewhere. They were not a matched set. Nobody needed them to be.
A burst of wind lifted two paper plates. Eddie caught one against his knee. The other crossed the blanket, skimmed beneath Christopher’s tube, and stuck mayonnaise-side down to Buck’s ankle.
Buck stopped chewing.
May raised the camera.
“Don’t,” he said.
She took the picture.
“It’s trash.”
“It’s composition.”
“It’s on my leg.”
“That’s the composition.”
Buck peeled it off and carried it to the trash bag. On the way, he checked the grill, closed the propane valve, checked it again, and moved the cooler farther into shade. Bobby’s work, divided among people who had not agreed they were doing it. Chimney labeled leftovers. Eddie collected empty plates. Karen counted bottles without appearing to count. Buck walked the boundary of the camp looking for whatever had been forgotten.
Athena felt the missing shape of her husband in every task.
It did not make the tasks empty.
Buck returned with the grill gloves still tucked beneath his arm. “Anybody want more chicken?”
A chorus of no answered him.
He looked at the serving tray. “There are six pieces.”
“Then there’ll be six pieces later,” Hen said.
“They won’t be as good later.”
“They’ll be cold chicken. People like cold chicken.”
“Who?”
“People.”
Chimney sealed the tray before Buck could continue. “Future us.”
“Future us has lower standards.”
“Future us is at a bonfire. Future us will eat anything.”
Ethan raised one hand. “Present me will eat another vegetable.”
Chimney handed him the separate tray. “Present you can finish those.”
Ethan took one pepper and passed the tray toward Jacob without asking. Jacob selected the zucchini, which Ethan had not touched all afternoon, and sent the tray back.
Athena noticed because she noticed people. She also noticed that neither of them did.
Jacob had set his phone face down beside his plate. It buzzed twice with what could have been coursework. He left it there. Ethan’s phone remained buried somewhere near the towels. Three weeks ago, both of them had come out of a freeway collision carrying the disciplined restraint of people who knew they had stood near work they wanted and had not yet earned. Today, they had argued about sunglasses, built a useless spillway, and stolen each other’s food.
That was progress too.
Chimney wiped his hands. “So, Jacob. Group presentation.”
Jacob looked up slowly. “You heard that part?”
“I hear everything.”
“You spent most of it arguing about chicken.”
“I can multitask. What’s the topic?”
Ethan pointed his fork at him. “No.”
“I asked Jacob.”
“He’ll explain the entire course.”
“I will not.”
Christopher said, “Time him again.”
May reached for her phone.
Jacob held up both hands. “It’s a policy analysis. We’re done.”
“Seven words,” May said.
“That was not an explanation.”
“It answered the question,” Ethan told him.
“Barely.”
“That’s why it was good.”
Jacob looked personally betrayed by the concept of brevity. Eddie smiled around his corn.
“What’s the policy?” Denny asked.
Jacob glanced at Ethan.
Ethan sighed. “You have thirty seconds.”
“You don’t control the time.”
“Twenty-five.”
May started the stopwatch.
Jacob delivered a concise description of a campus housing proposal in twenty-two seconds, then stopped with visible effort when May held up the screen.
“There,” Ethan said. “Growth.”
“I left out the entire implementation problem.”
“Nobody asked about implementation.”
“That’s the important part.”
Mara had listened while picking corn from the cob one kernel at a time. “Why would they make a rule they can’t do?”
Jacob turned toward her, attention sharpening. “Exactly.”
Ethan groaned.
For the next three minutes, Jacob answered Mara’s questions instead of giving the lecture he had threatened. He kept the language plain because she asked plainly. Denny joined when he disagreed about whether students should have to live on campus. Harry offered one comment about attendance requirements, too casual to mean anything to anyone listening. Athena heard only a teenager objecting to rules, no different from every teenager who had ever lived under her roof.
May never restarted the timer.
The conversation dissolved when Jee climbed onto Harry’s back and declared him a horse. Harry objected without moving her. He finished the third burger one-handed while she held his shoulders and ordered him toward the water.
“No,” Maddie said.
“We’re not going to the water,” Harry replied.
“Horse go.”
“Horse is on break.”
Jee bounced once. “Go.”
Harry looked at Athena. “Help.”
“You accepted the passenger.”
“I did not.”
“You failed to remove her.”
“That sounds like victim blaming.”
“Careful,” May said.
Athena pointed toward the dry sand between the blankets and the castle. “One lap. Stay out of the water.”
Jee cheered. Harry got to his feet with theatrical suffering and carried her around the camp while May photographed the entire route.
Nash slept through it.
The meal loosened at the edges. Plates emptied. People leaned back on elbows or shifted into chairs. Conversation no longer belonged to the whole group. Hen and Karen debated sunscreen reapplication. Eddie asked Christopher whether he wanted to charge the controller from the portable battery. Denny and Mara compared kite burns on their palms, each insisting theirs was worse. Maddie rested her head against Chimney’s shoulder for exactly as long as Nash remained settled with Karen.
Athena let the sounds separate around her.
Bobby had always liked this part of a gathering best. Not the cooking, though he acted as if cooking was the point. The moment after, when everyone was fed and nobody needed anything urgent. He would clean while pretending not to listen. He would store away pieces of conversation and bring them up weeks later, proof that his attention had never been where his hands were.
She could picture him at the prep table with a dish towel over one shoulder, shaking his head at Harry’s burger count, asking Mara whether the chicken was good, telling Jacob that implementation was always the problem.
The picture hurt.
Athena breathed through it and did not look away from the people who were actually there.
Buck caught her watching the empty space beside the grill. His own gaze followed hers. He did not apologize for the food, the laughter, or the fact that the day had continued. He lifted the tray of brined chicken in a small salute.
Athena lifted her cup back.
Then Chimney told Buck he had packed the leftovers wrong, and Bobby’s name returned to the argument before grief could claim it.
Three weeks since the freeway pileup existed in small evidence rather than announcement. Ethan’s UCLA Health badge remained at the loft instead of around his neck. The fading line where it usually rubbed against his collar did not. Jacob’s coursework notifications had stayed muted since morning. Neither talked about medicine until Hen asked Ethan whether Patel had forgiven him for questioning a discharge plan during conference.
“I didn’t question it,” Ethan said.
“You sent three follow-up articles.”
“She asked for support.”
“She asked why you disagreed.”
“That’s support.”
Maddie looked across Jee’s head. “What happened?”
“Nothing,” Ethan said. “The patient stayed overnight.”
“Because of you?”
“Because Dr. Patel decided.”
Hen nodded once. Ethan had learned enough in three weeks to place the decision where it belonged, even when his observation helped shape it.
“He was right,” Hen told Maddie.
Ethan focused on his food.
Jacob nudged Ethan’s foot beneath the blanket. The contact remained after the acknowledgment passed.
“How much longer is the internship?” Denny asked.
“Through summer,” Ethan said.
“Do you get paid?” Mara asked.
“Yes.”
“Good.”
She returned to her chicken. Nobody explained why the answer mattered.
Chimney asked Jacob about UCLA before the conversation could narrow around Ethan.
“How many courses left?”
“Two after this session.”
“Still August?”
“If everything holds.”
“It’ll hold,” Eddie said.
Jacob looked at him. Eddie ate corn without elaborating.
Jacob pointed his fork at Ethan. “This is your family.”
Ethan looked around the blankets, coolers, plates, baby fortress, half-collapsed castle, and every person eating beneath the moving shade.
“Yeah,” he said.
The answer came without qualification. Jacob looked down at his plate and ate the food Ethan had saved him.
Athena heard it too.
Bobby would have heard it from the grill and made some private, satisfied face before turning back to the chicken. He had always noticed when family expanded before anybody announced it.
Athena picked up her corn. Smoke from the grill moved toward the water. Buck and Chimney were still debating whose timing had produced the chicken even while everyone ate it.
“It was the brine,” Athena said.
Both men objected.
She laughed and kept eating.
The group photograph became necessary because Chimney said they already had enough pictures.
May lowered her camera from Christopher and Denny arguing over the last piece of watermelon.
“We don’t have one with everybody.”
“We have hundreds with everybody.”
“Not in the same picture.”
“That sounds better.”
May looked toward Athena. “We need one.”
Athena should have known better than to agree.
Five minutes later, the family had entered negotiations over location, height, shade, the direction of the sun, Nash’s tolerance, Jee’s willingness to stand still, Christopher’s chair, and whether the sandcastle deserved inclusion after consuming two hours of the day.
“Not in front of the castle,” Eddie said.
Buck looked offended. “Why not?”
“Because half of it collapsed.”
“Chimney collapsed it.”
“It was rebuilt.”
“Badly.”
“You rebuilt it.”
“After he compromised the foundation.”
Chimney stood beneath the canopy with Nash against his chest. “I’m not participating if this turns into a trial.”
“You’re participating,” Maddie said.
He adjusted the baby and walked over.
May selected a position with the Pacific behind them and the camp angled to one side. The striped umbrellas would frame the group. The blue canopy would not appear directly above anybody’s head. The lowering sun remained bright enough to cause problems without giving the photograph evening warmth.
She set the camera on a tripod and checked the view.
Athena stayed out of May’s way while May paced backward from the tripod and held up both hands as though she could push the entire family into alignment by force. The sand resisted every instruction. One tripod foot sank farther than the others. May crouched, corrected it, checked the horizon, and corrected it again when a breeze lifted the corner of the towel she had wedged beneath the leg.
“Is the ocean crooked?” Harry asked.
“The ocean is fine.”
“It looks crooked from here.”
“You’re standing on a slope.”
Harry considered the beach beneath his feet. “That feels like a design problem.”
May pointed toward the gathering group. “Go be tall somewhere useful.”
He went, still carrying the half-empty bag of tortilla chips he had been told to put away. Athena took it from him as he passed and folded the top closed. Bobby would have brought clips. Not the loose plastic ones that vanished inside kitchen drawers, either. He would have arrived with the rubber-sealed clamps he used for coffee and insisted salt air counted as a legitimate food-storage hazard.
She could hear the explanation in his voice. Calm, unnecessarily complete, and delivered while Buck opened the bag again thirty seconds later.
The memory landed with enough shape to make her smile before the hurt followed. That order had been reversing all day. For weeks the hurt had arrived first and flattened everything behind it. Now Bobby’s particularity sometimes reached her before his absence did: the exact lecture, the expression he would have worn, the way one eyebrow would rise when the rest of them ignored advice he had plainly given.
Athena set the chips inside the nearest cooler and returned to the edge of the frame.
The family had spread across nearly twenty feet of beach despite May’s repeated requests that they stand together. Buck and Chimney were debating whether height should be measured from the top of the head or the visible shoulder. Hen had taken Nash long enough for Chimney to remove the carrier, but the baby objected to the transfer and Chimney immediately took him back. Karen brushed sand from Mara’s calf. Denny tried to flatten his hair with wet hands and only made one side stand higher.
Christopher watched all of it from his chair with the contained amusement of somebody who had already decided this was an adult problem.
“You could help,” Eddie told him.
“I’m in position.”
“You’re six feet outside the picture.”
“That sounds like May’s problem.”
“It became mine when she looked at me.”
Christopher glanced toward May, who was looking at Eddie.
“Move him,” she said.
Christopher smiled. “See?”
Eddie took the chair handles. Christopher immediately reached back and stopped him.
“Wait. My crutches.”
Jacob collected them before Eddie had to circle the chair. He held them together beneath one arm, keeping the cuffs from catching, and followed as Eddie rolled Christopher over the sand. The smaller front wheels dug after a foot. Eddie pulled instead of pushing. Christopher supervised both men with enough seriousness to suggest they had been assigned specialized equipment.
“Not there,” May said when they stopped.
Eddie looked toward the camera. “Where?”
“Two feet right.”
“His right or my right?”
“Mine.”
“You’re facing us.”
“Toward the castle.”
“The castle is behind us.”
May closed her eyes.
Athena rescued her. “Move the chair toward Buck.”
Buck looked around. “Why am I the landmark?”
“Because you’re loud enough to locate without looking.”
That earned a laugh from Hen and a wounded expression from Buck that Bobby would have enjoyed far too much. Athena felt the answering thought and let herself have that too.
The chair moved. Jacob planted Christopher’s crutches behind it where the rubber tips would not slide and the cuffs remained within reach. He tested one with two fingers before stepping away. Christopher noticed but did not thank him. Jacob did not seem to expect it.
May returned to the viewfinder. The family immediately resumed changing shape.
Maddie had started near the back and migrated forward because Jee kept pulling her. Chimney needed shade for Nash until the last possible second. Karen wanted Denny’s face out from behind Hen’s shoulder. Buck insisted he was not blocking anybody while visibly blocking Eddie from the waist up. Ethan collected three abandoned drink cups, carried them beyond the frame, and returned to discover his place had disappeared.
Athena watched him pause.
It lasted less than a second. Months ago he might have remained at the edge and waited for somebody to remember him. Today Maddie caught his wrist as he passed, drew him into the space beside her, and kept talking to Jee without making the inclusion an event. Ethan adjusted around the pull, took Nash’s rejected hat when Maddie handed it over, and stayed.
No ceremony. No gratitude required.
Athena knew enough about lost children to recognize the difference.
Jacob, meanwhile, had been absorbed by Christopher’s side of the arrangement. Eddie asked him to hold the back of the chair steady. Denny handed him a hat without explanation. Harry shifted around his shoulder. Everybody used Jacob’s size as architecture while May tried to fit them into a rectangle.
He accepted that too, though he kept checking his feet as if occupying too much sand might count against him.
“Jacob,” Athena said.
He looked over.
“You’re fine where you are.”
He glanced down, caught himself doing it, and lifted his head. “Okay.”
May looked from him to Athena, then back through the camera. She changed nothing.
Athena moved closer to the group without entering it yet. The picture required a place from which May could run. It required space for the tripod, open sky, the ocean, and all the evidence of a day that had refused to become solemn simply because grief came with them.
Bobby had always hated posed photographs until they existed. He would complain about being summoned, stand where May told him, and ask to see the result before anyone else. If his eyes were closed, he would claim he had been looking into the sun. If the photograph was good, it would become his phone background without comment.
Athena had learned that pattern over years. She had the pictures to prove it: Bobby pretending impatience, Bobby blinking, Bobby caught mid-sentence, Bobby looking at somebody outside the frame instead of the lens. In half of them, his hand found her even when his attention did not.
May straightened from the camera. “I think I can fit everybody.”
“You sound surprised,” Karen said.
“I’m working with difficult dimensions.”
“That means Jacob,” Harry said.
“That means all of you.”
A wave reached the damaged sandcastle behind them and withdrew through the moat. The wet sand caught the low afternoon glare. Farther down the beach, another family shouted through their own attempt at a photograph. A dog broke free of somebody’s grip and ran through the edge of their frame. The laughter carried on the wind.
Athena looked at her family waiting to be arranged.
Not whole. She did not need to lie to herself for the picture. Wholeness was not the price of standing together. They could be damaged, changed, and missing somebody whose absence would remain visible to every person who knew where to look.
They could still face the camera.
May waved her in.
Athena went.
May stopped her before she reached the center. “Shoes.”
Athena looked down at the sandals she had put on after the last swim. Everyone else was barefoot or wearing flip-flops nearly buried in sand.
“What about them?”
“They’re making you taller.”
“They have half an inch of sole.”
“Half an inch matters.”
“To whom?”
“To the composition.”
Athena removed the sandals and handed them to Harry. He hooked them over two fingers.
“Anything else?” Athena asked.
May studied her. “Sunglasses off.”
Athena took those off too. Harry accepted them and became a reluctant coat rack for objects that did not belong in the photograph.
The sun struck Athena’s eyes at once. She squinted toward the water and understood Denny’s objection to removing his hat.
“May.”
“I know. We’re fast now.”
Nobody believed her.
A second family passed between the tripod and the water. Two children dragged a bodyboard behind them while their mother apologized for crossing the frame. May waved them through, then checked the composition again as if the interruption might have moved the horizon.
Athena waited beside Chimney. Nash’s fist rested against the edge of the carrier. He had stopped fussing and begun staring at the striped umbrella with the grave concentration of a baby encountering geometry.
“He’s going to sleep,” Chimney said quietly.
“He’d better wait.”
“You want me to explain the timer?”
“I want you to use your father voice.”
Chimney looked down at his son. “Nash, I’m going to need you to remain awake and photogenic for approximately forty-five seconds.”
The baby yawned.
Athena nodded. “Strong work.”
“He respects me.”
On her other side, Buck was rubbing sand from one ankle with the opposite foot. “Are we sure we want a formal one? The candids are probably better.”
“We are past the point where you can question the mission,” Athena said.
“I’m just saying, Bobby hated formal pictures.”
The name entered naturally. Buck’s hands stilled for only a beat.
“He hated taking them,” Athena replied. “He liked having them.”
Buck looked toward May at the camera. “Yeah.”
Athena remembered a photograph from their first summer after the wedding: Bobby standing beside her at a department picnic, tie removed, paper plate in one hand, caught halfway through asking whether the person with the camera knew how to use it. He had complained when Athena printed the picture. Two months later, she found a second copy tucked into the visor of his truck.
That was Bobby. Resistance preserved in public. Sentiment hidden where he could reach it.
Buck’s shoulder touched hers as he shifted into place. He did not apologize or move away.
May raised both hands again. “Listen to me. Once you’re placed, stop wandering.”
“Who wandered?” Hen asked.
“Everybody.”
“I moved six inches.”
“That’s wandering in a group picture.”
Karen guided Mara forward by the shoulders. Eddie rescued Denny’s hat after the wind caught it. Jacob handed Christopher one crutch long enough for Christopher to adjust the chair leg, then returned it behind him. Ethan brought Jee’s shell back from where she had dropped it and negotiated its temporary placement in Maddie’s pocket.
The group assembled through a hundred small acts of maintenance.
Athena stood inside them and felt Bobby’s absence without mistaking it for emptiness.
May pointed. “Now don’t move.”
Everybody moved once more.
“Tall people in back.”
Jacob moved automatically.
“Not all the way back,” May said.
He stopped. “You said tall.”
“If you stand there, you’ll look twice as far away as everybody else.”
“I am twice as big as everybody else.”
“Not helping.”
She placed Jacob between Eddie and Buck, then moved Buck because his shoulder blocked Karen. Karen moved beside Hen. Denny stood in front of them. Mara chose the space beside Karen, changed her mind, and joined May’s intended younger row before May could finish directing.
Christopher sat in his beach chair near the center with Jee between his knees. He had agreed to the position because standing through multiple timer attempts on loose sand sounded unnecessary. His crutches rested behind the chair, hidden enough not to become the picture’s subject and close enough to remain useful afterward.
“Where do you want me?” Ethan asked.
May looked through the camera, then at the group. “Beside Maddie.”
Ethan moved beside her without hesitation. Maddie held one of Nash’s tiny hats because the baby had rejected it. Chimney stood on her other side with Nash. Jee abandoned Christopher and inserted herself between Maddie and Ethan.
“No,” May said. “You were with Chris.”
“I’m with Mommy.”
“You can be with Mommy after.”
Jee wrapped both arms around Maddie’s leg.
“She’s with Mommy,” Christopher said.
May exhaled. “Fine. Chris, move closer.”
“I’m in a chair.”
“Have somebody move you.”
Christopher looked over his shoulder. Jacob stepped forward.
“Don’t tilt it,” Christopher warned.
“I know how chairs work.”
“You called it a luxury shuttle.”
“That was hours ago.”
Jacob and Eddie shifted the chair three feet closer. In doing so, Jacob left his assigned place. May returned him to it. Ethan ended up on Jacob’s other side while Maddie adjusted around Jee.
Athena watched the arrangement form from just outside it.
She knew where Bobby would stand.
He would have resisted the center until everybody placed him there. Maybe beside Athena, one hand at her back. Maybe behind Buck and Chimney with the satisfaction of somebody who had fed everyone and made the whole day happen, even when most of them had done the work themselves. He would complain about the sun, ask whether May had checked the timer, and blink on the first picture.
There was room for him without anyone leaving it.
“Athena,” May called. “Here.”
She pointed to the center beside Chimney.
Athena stepped in. Buck moved half a pace to make space. His hand touched her shoulder before dropping.
May checked the frame again.
“Harry, I can’t see you.”
“I’m right here.”
“You’re behind Jacob.”
“Everybody is behind Jacob.”
Jacob looked down at himself. “Sorry.”
“Stop apologizing for existing,” May said. “Harry, move left.”
Harry moved right.
“Other left.”
“I knew that.”
“Denny, take off the hat.”
“Why?”
“It shadows your face.”
“The sun’s in my eyes.”
“That is what photographs are.”
“Pain?” Mara asked.
“Light.”
Denny turned the hat forward instead. May accepted it.
“Okay. Ten seconds.”
She pressed the shutter and ran.
The camera began flashing its countdown. May crossed the sand, stepped over the moat, and slid into the front row beside Mara with two seconds left.
Nash fussed.
Chimney looked down.
The shutter clicked.
May returned to the camera. “Chimney’s not looking.”
“My son made a noise.”
“He’s okay.”
“I checked.”
“We need another.”
The second attempt failed because Jee turned around to show Christopher the shell she had hidden in one hand.
The third failed because Buck blinked.
“I didn’t blink,” Buck said.
May held up the camera. His eyes were closed completely.
“That could be sun.”
“That’s blinking.”
“It’s sustained.”
The fourth failed because Christopher made a face after Eddie told him not to make a face.
“Why would you say that?” May asked Eddie.
“Because he was about to.”
“I wasn’t,” Christopher said.
“You did.”
“After you said it.”
“Exactly.”
“That doesn’t prove before.”
The fifth attempt nearly worked. Everyone faced forward. Nash stayed quiet. Jee looked at the camera. Christopher did not change his expression. Buck kept his eyes open.
Chimney did not beat the timer.
He had gone to reset the camera after May said she wanted one without running. The ten-second light flashed faster while he crossed the sand. He stepped into the group as the shutter clicked, one leg bent and both hands lifted as if caught surrendering.
Hen laughed when May showed them.
“Print that one.”
“Absolutely not,” Chimney said.
“It’s honest.”
“It’s hostile.”
Athena laughed with them. It came more easily now. The failed pictures accumulated: eyes shut, bodies turned, a child moving, a baby fussing, someone arriving too late. Bobby’s missing place remained in every frame. So did the family’s inability to stop being itself long enough to create perfection.
May reset the timer to twenty seconds.
“Last one,” she said.
“You said that three pictures ago,” Harry replied.
“This time I mean it.”
“You said that too.”
“Nobody move.”
They settled again. Jacob placed one hand on the back of Christopher’s chair. Ethan stood beside him, close enough that their upper arms touched. Maddie bent to keep Jee from stepping forward. Karen rested her hand on Mara’s shoulder. Hen stood beside them. Eddie angled behind Christopher. Buck and Chimney flanked Athena without planning to.
May ran less urgently this time. She reached the group, tucked herself beside Harry, and looked toward the camera.
The countdown flashed.
Athena felt the empty place.
Lord, he would’ve loved today.
He would have loved being here.
The thought hurt cleanly. It passed through without taking everything else with it.
The shutter clicked.
Nobody moved until May checked the screen.
“We got one.”
The group broke apart in relief. Chimney reclaimed the shade. Jee demanded her shell back from Maddie. Denny put on his hat. Christopher stretched one leg forward. Jacob moved the chair before being asked.
May brought the camera to Athena.
The photograph contained all of them. Sun-reddened faces. Damp hair. Towels over shoulders. Sand on legs. Nash barely visible against Chimney. Jee leaning into Maddie. Christopher centered without being arranged as anybody’s symbol. Denny and Mara distinct in the frame. Ethan and Jacob near each other at one edge, neither looking toward the other.
Bobby should have been there.
Athena held the camera a second longer and let that remain true.
Buck leaned over her shoulder. “I blinked.”
Athena enlarged the image. His eyes were half closed.
May groaned.
Buck pointed. “See?”
Athena handed the camera back.
“Take another.”
Everyone complained.
They reassembled anyway.
The beach became quiet without becoming silent.
After the final group photograph—one in which Buck’s eyes remained open and Chimney reached his place—the family collapsed around camp as though somebody had removed a shared support.
Wet towels spread across blankets. Chairs tilted into shade. Harry turned the music down without being asked. The grill cooled beside Bobby’s red fire bucket. Lunch plates disappeared into trash bags, though Jee retained one with three pieces of corn and no intention of eating them.
Eddie sat beneath the striped umbrella with his legs extended and a rolled towel behind his neck. His shirt had almost dried. Salt tightened across his shoulders. Sand occupied places sand should not have reached.
Christopher lay on the navy blanket beside Denny, both facing the small screen of the drone controller. Mara sat cross-legged near their feet, sorting May’s photographs as May transferred them to her phone. They had formed a loose triangle without adults arranging it.
“That one,” Denny said.
Christopher swiped back. “The volleyball court?”
“No, before.”
“That’s Buck hitting the net.”
“Exactly.”
Mara leaned closer. “Send me both.”
“Why do you need both?” Christopher asked.
“One proves he cheated. One proves he wasn’t good enough to need to.”
Denny looked at her with respect.
Christopher sent them.
Eddie watched from behind his sunglasses. He did not need to join. Three months earlier, he would have measured Christopher’s distance from every group, counted pauses, tried to identify whether silence meant discomfort. In El Paso, every interaction had felt like evidence. Proof Christopher was angry. Proof he was healing. Proof Eddie had done too much or not enough.
Now Christopher argued over drone footage with a boy he had known for years and a girl he was beginning to know without Eddie tracking either relationship toward an outcome.
A gull landed near the abandoned corn and regarded the plate with professional interest. Eddie watched it calculate the distance to Jee’s sleeping hand.
“Don’t,” he said.
The gull looked at him.
Buck lifted the hat from his face without opening his eyes. “Are you threatening wildlife?”
“It knows what it did.”
“It hasn’t done anything.”
“Yet.”
The gull took one step toward the plate. Eddie picked up the empty water bottle Buck had nearly dropped and tossed it onto the sand between them. The gull retreated with an offended cry.
Buck settled the hat over his face again. “Heroic.”
“Go back to sleep.”
“I wasn’t asleep.”
“You were snoring.”
“That was Chimney.”
Chimney looked up from his phone across camp. “I’m awake.”
“Then it was the baby.”
Nash slept with his mouth open against Maddie’s chest. Chimney stared at Buck until Buck lowered the hat another inch.
The exchange faded. Nobody filled the quiet it left.
Eddie could hear the beach in layers now that the music had dropped: water folding onto itself, a volleyball struck farther downshore, the thin metallic clink of a flag line against somebody else’s canopy, Mara and Christopher disagreeing over whether one photograph had been taken before or after the sandcastle wall failed. The sun pressed through the umbrella fabric in alternating bands. Every few seconds, moving cloth changed the light across Eddie’s knees.
His body registered the day in ordinary discomforts. Salt drying at his hairline. The pull in one shoulder from swimming. A grain of sand trapped beneath his watch. Hunger beginning again despite the amount he had eaten. None of it required triage. He could notice discomfort without assigning it meaning.
That had not always been true this year.
After Bobby died, every silence had felt like warning. Every unanswered message had suggested a second loss gathering just beyond sight. Eddie had learned the difference between being attentive and bracing only because Christopher stopped rewarding the latter. His son answered direct questions when he had answers. When he did not want to talk, he said so. When he needed help, he asked with increasing impatience if Eddie made the request heavier than necessary.
The lesson had not been graceful.
On the blanket, Christopher rotated the controller so Mara could see the exposure settings.
“You’re washing out the water,” Mara said.
“I’m showing you why.”
“You made it brighter.”
“Because that’s what the setting does.”
“Then put it back.”
Christopher returned the slider to center. “That’s what I was doing.”
Denny leaned across both of them. “Can you make Buck look less red?”
“No.”
“May can.”
“May can change color. She can’t change what happened.”
Eddie smiled before he could stop himself.
Christopher glanced back. “What?”
“Nothing.”
“You’re listening.”
“You’re six feet away.”
“That doesn’t answer the question.”
Eddie raised both hands. “I’m sitting here.”
Christopher accepted the nonanswer because there was nothing at stake. He turned back to the screen and explained shutter speed to Mara as though he had not just used one of Eddie’s own evasions against him.
Home, Eddie thought again.
Not fixed. Not returned to a version that had existed before El Paso, before the fight, before Christopher stayed away long enough for Eddie to understand that love did not guarantee access. Home had changed shape while they were apart. Christopher had changed inside it. Eddie had too, even if most of that change consisted of learning when to stop reaching.
The navy blanket held Christopher’s weight without becoming a recovery tableau. His crutches lay where he could reach them. His chair stood nearby for later. His legs were tired because he had spent hours in the water, crossed loose sand, balanced on Jacob’s shoulders, and argued through a beach day with everybody else. Tired was not fragile. Rest was not retreat.
Eddie had known those facts for years. Knowing them without converting each one into vigilance was newer.
Denny shifted onto his stomach and blocked the screen. Christopher shoved his shoulder. Mara took advantage and stole the phone.
“That’s mine,” Denny said.
“You were lying on it.”
“I was looking.”
“With your ribs?”
Christopher held out his hand. Mara gave the phone to him instead of Denny, and Denny objected to the ruling. The argument remained entirely about possession and viewing angle. Eddie did not intervene.
A hand appeared beside his chair holding a cold bottle of water.
He looked up. Jacob stood there, hair still damp at the ends, his UCLA sweatshirt tied around his waist because the afternoon had not cooled enough to justify it.
“You’re out,” Jacob said.
Eddie looked at the bottle near his foot. Empty.
“Thanks.”
Jacob handed him the new one.
“You get one?” Eddie asked.
Jacob lifted the bottle already tucked beneath his arm.
Eddie twisted the cap. “Sit down.”
“I was going to help Chimney.”
“With what?”
Across camp, Chimney was still scrolling one-handed while guarding two sleeping people and a baby.
Jacob looked. “I don’t know yet.”
“So sit down until there’s a problem.”
The instruction came out more like an order than Eddie intended. Jacob’s first reflex showed in the glance toward the cooler, the trash bags, the towels that might need folding. Then he lowered himself to the sand beside the chair.
He sat close enough that the umbrella covered only one shoulder.
“Move in,” Eddie said.
“I’m fine.”
“You’re half in the sun.”
“It’s not that hot.”
“Jacob.”
Jacob moved into the shade.
Eddie drank and let the correction end there. Months ago he might have explained that Jacob did not need to work for the chair, the water, the square of shade. The explanation would have made the moment larger and given Jacob something else to answer. Now Eddie nudged the extra rolled towel toward him with one foot.
Jacob used it as a pillow and lay back.
Neither spoke for a while.
Christopher’s laugh rose from the blanket. Jacob opened his eyes automatically, checked the sound, and relaxed when nothing in it required him. Eddie recognized the movement because he made it too.
“He does that thing with the drone where it follows a route,” Jacob said after a minute.
“I know.”
“He showed me last week.”
“I know that too.”
Jacob turned his head. “He told you?”
“No. You left the practice footage on the television.”
“Oh.”
“It was forty minutes of the backyard.”
“He was testing stability.”
“There was one bird.”
“The bird was useful.”
Eddie looked down at him. “You watched all forty minutes.”
Jacob considered denying it and did not. “We were checking the return path.”
Christopher had rebuilt the relationship with Jacob in pieces Eddie could easily miss: a game started after dinner, a video sent without context, an argument over equipment, a ride that became two hours longer because they stopped somewhere else. The childhood bond had not returned intact. Something current had grown through it.
The empty dining room at home no longer disproved that.
“You good at the loft?” Eddie asked.
Jacob’s expression changed by less than most people would have noticed. “Yeah.”
“That wasn’t a trap.”
“I know.”
“You can like living there.”
“I do.”
“And you can still come over.”
“I know.”
Eddie let him hear the weakness of that answer without challenging it. Jacob stared toward Christopher instead.
After a moment, he added, “I keep forgetting my charger at your house.”
“You own four chargers.”
“Three. Ethan took one.”
“Did he take it, or did you put it in the drawer you labeled with your name and then tell him to use it?”
Jacob looked genuinely betrayed. “He told you about that?”
“He complained in the family chat.”
“I didn’t see that.”
“You were asleep.”
“He needs his own cables.”
“He lives with you.”
“That doesn’t make my cables communal.”
“You told him they were.”
“Under limited circumstances.”
Eddie laughed. Jacob tried not to and failed.
The sound made Christopher look back again. This time he smiled before returning to Mara and Denny.
Eddie did not call him over. He did not need to gather every good thing into one place to prove it existed.
Jacob remained on the sand until Nash woke beneath the canopy. The first small complaint carried across camp. Jacob sat up, but waited until Chimney called his name before rising.
That mattered too.
Eddie watched him cross the blankets without hurrying. He was no longer the stranded young man Eddie had found, though that history remained inside the way he checked for work before accepting rest. He was no longer a guest in Eddie’s house, and leaving it had not made him less family.
Across the camp, Ethan shifted to make room before Jacob reached them.
Eddie drank his water and looked back toward Christopher.
Nobody needed rescuing.
For one whole hour, that was not an absence of purpose. It was the point.
The lazy hour shifted around Eddie by inches. Shade moved. Water bottles emptied. Somebody changed the song and lowered it before the first verse finished. Mara left Christopher and Denny long enough to steal chips from Karen, then returned with the bag. Jee woke halfway, asked whether the castle was still there, and fell asleep before Maddie finished answering.
Eddie thought of Bobby’s talent for treating rest as an assigned task. Sit down. Eat something. Drink water. Stop pretending standing beside the chair counted. Bobby had rarely followed his own orders without somebody forcing him, which had never reduced his confidence in giving them.
The red fire bucket sat beside the dead grill, bright against the neutral sand.
Eddie missed him. The fact remained simple for several breaths. It did not require Eddie to leave the chair or make the afternoon prove anything in response.
Buck’s hand appeared between them, palm up.
“What?” Eddie asked.
“The water bottle.”
“You have one.”
“It’s warm.”
“So is mine.”
“Yours was in the cooler longer.”
Eddie handed it over. Buck drank, gave it back, and pulled the hat over his face again.
Bobby would have called that sharing.
Eddie decided not to tell Buck.
He was not reintegrating.
He was home.
The realization arrived while Denny enlarged a photograph of Buck’s foot outside the volleyball boundary. It required nothing from Eddie. No apology, no promise, no conversation he could accidentally turn into pressure. Christopher had already done the living part.
Beside Eddie, Buck slept in a folding chair with his hat pulled over his face. One hand remained around an empty water bottle. Eddie considered taking it before it fell and decided not to. The bottle dropped thirty seconds later. Buck woke, caught it against his thigh, and looked around as if somebody had thrown it.
“You saw that,” he said.
“Nope.”
“You were looking at me.”
“I was looking past you.”
“At what?”
Eddie nodded toward Christopher.
Buck followed his gaze. Christopher had taken the phone from Denny and was showing Mara how to adjust the drone camera while grounded.
“He’s having fun,” Buck said.
“Yeah.”
Buck looked back at Eddie, but Eddie closed his eyes before Buck could ask a question he did not want to answer. The chair beside him creaked. Buck settled again.
Under the blue canopy, Nash slept on Maddie’s chest. Maddie slept too, head tipped against a pillow while Chimney guarded both from a chair positioned half in sunlight. He held his phone low and scrolled without sound. Every few minutes, he checked the shade line and nudged the canopy wall or adjusted the towel over Maddie’s legs.
Jee slept near them after claiming she would not. One hand rested inside the mesh bag of toys. Her plate of corn sat beyond reach.
Hen and Karen shared the larger blanket. Hen lay on her stomach with her face turned toward Karen, who read something on her phone and occasionally moved one hand through Hen’s drying hair. Athena sat nearby beneath the other umbrella, not sleeping, her bare feet buried in cool sand. May had shown her the group photograph twice. Athena had looked both times.
Harry stretched on his back beyond the shade with one forearm over his eyes. He had said he wanted sun and then covered every exposed part of himself with a towel. He looked like a nineteen-year-old who had spent hours in the Pacific, complained through volleyball, eaten three burgers, and run out of energy. Nothing about him invited suspicion. Eddie let the ordinary sight remain ordinary.
Jacob returned from the water carrying Christopher’s empty tube under one arm. He had rinsed the sand from it and from the tether line. Instead of bringing it to Christopher, he leaned it against the cooler and checked whether Christopher needed anything.
“No,” Christopher said without looking up.
Jacob nodded and moved toward the shade.
Eddie watched him navigate the camp. Jacob stepped over the corner of a blanket, picked up a paper cup somebody had left in the path, and placed it in the trash. He stopped to pull one cooler farther beneath the canopy before the sun reached it. He accepted a handful of chips from Karen and sat on the edge of Hen’s blanket rather than finding his own chair.
Three weeks ago, Jacob moving out of Eddie’s house had felt correct and strange in equal measure. The dining room had returned to circulation. Buck had gained the temporary space. Christopher still saw Jacob constantly. Every practical issue had improved.
Eddie had still checked the empty room the first two mornings.
Jacob had spent more than a year measuring whether he could remain anywhere. Eddie had wanted his house to become an answer, not another stop. Jacob leaving voluntarily should not have proved the house had failed. It proved he trusted that leaving did not revoke his place.
Now Jacob sat beside Hen and accepted chips without asking whose they were. Karen handed him the bag. He took it as if the exchange required no repayment.
Eddie closed his eyes again.
Across camp, Ethan sat beside Maddie’s chair with his back against a cooler. He held Nash’s discarded hat in one hand and listened while Chimney said something too quiet to carry. He did not look like the son Maddie had discovered standing at the edge of an established family. He looked tired, sandy, and mildly sunburned across the nose. When Jee shifted in sleep, Ethan moved her plate away from her elbow before it overturned.
He belonged without watching himself belong.
The day’s earlier groups had dissolved. Nobody remained with the same people for long. May left Christopher, Denny, and Mara to charge her camera. Denny moved to Karen’s blanket for food. Mara took his place beside Christopher. Jacob crossed to Chimney when Nash woke. Ethan got up to find water and returned beside Jacob, though they had spent most of the last hour apart.
They did not acknowledge the reconvergence.
Jacob held Nash with one broad hand supporting his head and the other spread across most of the baby’s back. Ethan crouched beside them and adjusted the edge of the muslin cover when wind lifted it. Chimney stood over both and gave instructions nobody needed.
“His head,” Chimney said.
“I have his head,” Jacob replied.
“I know. Keep having it.”
“That was the plan.”
Ethan tucked the cover beneath Jacob’s wrist. “You’re making him nervous.”
“He should be nervous. That’s my son.”
“Jacob has held babies.”
Jacob looked down at Nash. “Not one this small.”
Chimney pointed at Ethan. “See?”
“He’s fine.”
“Who?”
“Both.”
Jacob smiled without looking up.
May raised her camera from twenty feet away and took the picture.
Eddie saw it happen. Ethan and Jacob did not.
Near the shoreline, the moat finally filled when a larger wave reached farther than expected. Water entered Ethan’s spillway, curved around the collapsed southern wall, and disappeared into sand before reaching the central castle.
Buck woke again and sat forward.
“Did you see that?”
Eddie opened one eye. “The moat?”
“It worked.”
“Half the wall is gone.”
“The channel worked.”
“You didn’t build the channel.”
“I supervised.”
“You were playing volleyball.”
Buck stood to inspect the damage.
The quiet hour did not end all at once. It thinned. Jee woke and asked for her corn. Nash began fussing. Harry removed the towel from his face. Christopher and Denny argued about whether the next drone flight should follow the shoreline or orbit the camp. Mara wanted to launch a kite again. May checked the light and announced it would improve soon.
Eddie stayed seated another minute.
Christopher laughed at something Denny showed him. Jacob handed Nash back to Chimney. Ethan stood beside him. Athena accepted a fresh drink from Hen. The whole camp gathered itself without urgency.
No one needed Eddie to make the moment safe enough to keep.
He stood because Christopher was already asking for one more swim.
The second wind began with Christopher leaving the tube on shore.
He stood from the chair, took his crutches to the edge of the wet sand, and left them beside Eddie’s shoes. Then he crossed the shallows under his own power and dove beneath the first broken wave.
Jacob watched from farther out. The tether cuff hung empty around his wrist, line trailing back to the abandoned float.
“You can take that off,” Ethan said.
“He’ll want it later.”
“He’s swimming.”
“Later is not now.”
Ethan did not argue. From where May stood, the exchange carried the ease of a disagreement already settled before either of them spoke.
Christopher reached them beyond the inside break. He surfaced, pushed wet hair from his eyes, and looked at the empty cuff.
“Miss me?” Jacob asked.
“No.”
“Liar.”
Christopher splashed him and swam toward Denny.
The family had returned to the water in smaller combinations. Hen and Karen remained on shore with Nash and Jee. Athena waded only ankle-deep while talking to Maddie. Buck, Eddie, Harry, May, Ethan, Jacob, Christopher, Denny, Mara, and Chimney moved through the shallows with no game organized enough to require teams.
May had stopped asking anyone to look at the camera. That made the photographs better.
May kept the camera low against her chest and followed the group from shore. If she raised it too early, somebody noticed. Buck corrected his posture. Harry performed indifference. Chimney smiled at the lens instead of whatever had made him smile a second before. Even the children had learned the sound of the shutter and could turn a real moment into an offering before she reached it.
The second wind helped. Everybody had become too tired to maintain a camera face.
She waited while Athena and Maddie walked the waterline, their conversation disappearing beneath the break. Athena’s shoulders had loosened over the course of the day. Not completely. May could see the brief absences when her mother looked toward the chair Bobby would have occupied or heard a joke shaped like something he would say. But the silences no longer pulled her out of the group every time. Sometimes she returned with a smile already present.
May photographed Athena from behind first: cover-up moving around her knees, one hand lifting the hem, Maddie turned toward her. Then Maddie said something. Athena tipped her head back and laughed. May took three frames without checking them.
She knew the second one would be the best.
Harry came up beside her carrying the abandoned boogieboard beneath one arm.
“You took another picture of Mom,” he said.
“Yes.”
“How many do you have?”
“Of Mom?”
“Today.”
May considered the memory card. “A lot.”
“That’s not a number.”
“You’re welcome to count them later.”
“I’m not doing that.”
“Then a lot is enough.”
Harry looked toward Athena. The easy expression on his face held when she looked back at them. He lifted the board in acknowledgment. Athena waved him away from the deeper water before he had done anything to suggest he planned to enter it.
He rolled his eyes for May’s benefit.
May took his picture too.
“Delete that.”
“No.”
“You didn’t ask.”
“You were in public.”
“That’s not how consent works.”
“You’ve taken forty pictures on my phone today.”
“Those were good.”
“So is this.”
He reached for the camera. May turned away, and he let her keep it without a real fight. That was Harry all day: present, irritating, ordinary. He complained when told to reapply sunscreen. He stole food from her plate. He carried the camera bag when her shoulder hurt and pretended he wanted access to the snacks inside it.
Nothing in him looked like a secret.
May knew that did not mean there wasn’t one. Families missed things. She had grown up inside evidence of that. But suspicion could become its own kind of vanity—the belief that love meant she should identify every concealed fact before the person holding it chose to speak.
Today Harry was her brother at the beach. May let that be the truth available to her.
He shifted the boogieboard to his other side. “Mara wants it.”
“She’s behind you.”
Harry turned. Mara stood ten feet away with both hands extended.
“How long were you there?” he asked.
“Long enough.”
He gave her the board. Mara ran toward Denny and Christopher, dragging one end through the shallow wash until Christopher called out that she was collecting sand on the underside.
“It’s a boogieboard,” Mara called back.
“It still has a surface.”
“The ocean will clean it.”
“That’s not the point.”
May lifted the camera as Mara looked at Denny in silent appeal. Denny shrugged in Christopher’s direction, declining responsibility. Christopher saw May and pointed at her.
“Stop documenting dissent.”
“It’s history.”
“It’s slander if nobody can hear me.”
“That isn’t what slander means,” Ethan said from the shallows.
Christopher turned toward him. “You’re not helping.”
“I wasn’t trying to.”
The shutter caught Christopher’s outraged smile before he covered it.
May moved closer to the water. Cold foam reached her ankles and darkened the cuffs of the shorts she had changed into after lunch. The camera strap stayed looped twice around her wrist. She had spent enough years around first responders to understand that declaring an object secure did not make it secure.
Farther out, Jacob removed the empty tether cuff long enough to untwist the line. He coiled it with the concentration of somebody determined not to create a future inconvenience. Christopher no longer occupied the float. The tube rolled in the inside break until Buck caught it with one hand and shoved it toward shore.
“Luxury shuttle’s vacant,” Buck called.
“Don’t call it that,” Christopher said.
“You called it that.”
“I can.”
“Why?”
“Because it’s mine.”
Buck looked at Eddie. “That’s your son.”
Eddie, waist-deep beside Denny, did not deny it.
May photographed Christopher standing in the water with both arms spread, arguing toward shore while the abandoned tube drifted behind Buck. Nothing in the frame asked the viewer to admire his capability. The water simply belonged to him as fully as it belonged to everyone around him.
That distinction mattered to May. Cameras could turn people into symbols without asking. She had done it accidentally before—chosen a frame because it looked brave, tender, wounded, resilient, and discovered later that the person inside it had only been trying to cross a room. Christopher had spent enough of his life interpreted by strangers.
She waited until he forgot her again.
Denny challenged him to race to the next sandbar. Christopher looked toward the darker strip of water, judged the distance, and agreed. Eddie opened his mouth.
Christopher pointed at him. “Don’t.”
“I didn’t say anything.”
“You were going to.”
“I was going to ask where the finish line is.”
“The sandbar.”
“That’s not a line.”
Denny took off before the argument finished. Christopher swore and dove after him.
Eddie laughed and followed at a distance that pretended not to be supervision. May caught the dive, the splash, and Eddie’s expression. Then she lowered the camera and watched until both boys stood again.
Jacob watched too, but he stayed where he was. The unfastened tether hung from one hand. When Christopher waved from the sandbar, Jacob waved back rather than going to him.
May took that picture.
Trust did not always look like somebody stepping forward. Sometimes it looked like staying put.
Ethan came out of the water beside her, pushing his curls away from his forehead. “Did you get it?”
“Which part?”
“Chris diving.”
“Yes.”
“Can I see?”
“Later.”
“You always say later.”
“Because every time I show one person, six people gather around and the moment’s gone.”
Ethan looked back at the water. Jacob had secured the tether to the float and was now trying to stop Buck from wearing the tube around his waist.
“The moment seems safe,” Ethan said.
“Go help.”
“With what?”
“Exactly.”
He gave her a look, but he went.
May followed through the viewfinder. Ethan did not approach Jacob directly. He stopped beside Buck, said something, and pulled the float in the opposite direction. Jacob remained holding the line. Buck objected. For several seconds, all three men stood connected by bright plastic and stubbornness.
The photograph made its own triangle.
Then Chimney joined them and tried to establish rules. May lowered the camera. Four adults fighting over an empty tube would still be there in ten seconds.
Mara returned with the boogieboard and caught May by the hand. “Come in.”
“I have the camera.”
“Give it to Harry.”
“Harry drops things.”
“I’m standing right here,” Harry said.
“Then you heard me.”
Mara tugged again. “Just to here.”
The water reached only her knees. May handed the camera to Harry after checking the strap around his wrist herself.
“If you drop it—”
“I know.”
“No, I need you to say it.”
“If I drop it, you’ll kill me.”
“I’ll make you explain it to Mom.”
Harry’s expression sobered. “That’s worse.”
May went with Mara.
The Pacific shocked cold against her legs despite the hours they had spent in it. Mara pushed the boogieboard toward her and told her to hold one side. Denny and Christopher returned from the sandbar arguing over who had touched first. Christopher moved more slowly through the shallows, fatigue visible only because May knew his pace, but he refused the chair when Eddie offered to bring it closer.
“I’m going back out,” Christopher said.
“You just came in,” Eddie replied.
“That’s how going back works.”
Denny bent over with both hands on his knees. “I need a minute.”
Christopher looked delighted. “I won.”
“You did not.”
“You need recovery.”
“So do you.”
“I’m standing.”
“You’re leaning on May.”
May looked down. Christopher’s hand rested lightly against her shoulder, placed there while he turned through a wave. He removed it at once.
“That was tactical,” he said.
“Sure,” Denny replied.
Mara climbed onto the board and demanded movement before the debate could become a tribunal. May and Christopher each took one side. They pushed Mara toward the break while she tried to stand.
Harry raised May’s camera.
“Don’t you dare,” May called.
He took the picture.
Mara fell sideways into Christopher. Christopher caught the board instead of Mara. May caught Mara. All three went down when the next wave struck.
Harry took another picture.
May surfaced laughing, hair across her face and one hand still clamped around Mara’s arm. Christopher came up beside the overturned board.
“You saved the wrong one,” Mara told him.
“The board floats.”
“So do I.”
“Then you didn’t need saving.”
Mara splashed him.
May reached shore long enough to reclaim the camera. Harry had taken nine photographs. Three were blurred. Two contained mostly water. One captured May’s open mouth just before the wave hit. The final frame held May, Christopher, and Mara surfacing together, all of them laughing at different things.
She did not delete it.
By the time the rematch formed, May had stopped trying to direct anything. She moved where the light and voices pulled her, preserving pieces before they knew they were worth keeping.
The camera came back up when Jacob waded toward Christopher for the rematch. Water broke around his thighs. Christopher waited at the edge of the deeper channel with both hands raised for balance, then climbed with the efficient sequence they had practiced earlier: one arm across Jacob’s head, weight close instead of pulling away, knee placed where Jacob expected it. Jacob braced, rose, and checked Christopher’s position with both hands before releasing one.
No one applauded. Denny was too busy arguing that Buck needed to crouch lower. Mara told Eddie not to move until she had both knees placed. Harry invented a boundary line with his foot and then stepped out of it while explaining the rules.
May photographed the ordinariness of the accommodation: not a performance of bravery, not a lesson, just teammates preparing to cheat more effectively.
Christopher looked down at Jacob. “Do not go backward this time.”
“I went backward because you said left.”
“I said my left.”
“You didn’t specify.”
“You should know.”
“How?”
“Experience.”
Jacob looked toward May as if requesting a neutral witness.
She shook her head. “I’m press.”
“You caused this,” he said.
“I documented it.”
The distinction did not help him.
Harry called the start. May moved sideways through the shallows, keeping the sun behind her shoulder. She caught Denny lunging, Buck overcorrecting, Christopher’s hands locking around Denny’s forearm, Jacob planting both feet beneath him. Mara shouted instructions into Eddie’s hair. Eddie tried to obey two contradictory directions and nearly turned his back on the entire match.
The first wave struck low and changed nothing. The second reached everyone’s waists. Jacob bent his knees. Christopher dropped closer to his shoulders. For one suspended frame, both remained steady while Buck and Eddie tilted on either side.
May pressed the shutter.
Then Denny grabbed Christopher, Mara grabbed Denny, and the whole structure collapsed.
The picture after impact held only water and one of Buck’s hands.
May kept that one too.
When everyone surfaced, Christopher had already begun assigning blame. Jacob floated out of reach. Denny claimed victory. Mara claimed Denny had used her arm. Harry overruled all of them and declared himself undefeated.
May listened through the complaints and took one final frame of the entire group laughing too hard to restart.
No one looked at the camera.
As they reorganized, May checked the horizon and found the light beginning to soften. The glare that had flattened everyone at noon now edged shoulders and wet hair instead. She stepped farther into the water for a lower angle.
Christopher noticed the new position. “If you fall, I’m not saving the camera.”
“You’re not touching the camera.”
“I said I wasn’t.”
“You implied you had a choice.”
“I can save you or the camera.”
“Save me.”
He considered it with theatrical seriousness. “Depends how deep.”
May took his picture.
Christopher turned away too late. Jacob laughed beneath him, making Christopher grab his head for balance.
“Stop moving.”
“I’m standing still.”
“Your shoulders moved.”
“That happens when people laugh.”
“Control yourself.”
May lowered the camera before they could turn the exchange into another routine for her benefit. The best image was already there: Christopher steady, Jacob amused, both occupied by each other rather than the lens.
She moved toward the next voice and left them to the rematch.
She caught Christopher surfacing beside Denny with both boys laughing at whatever had happened underwater. She caught Mara standing on a boogieboard for half a second before Harry’s attempted assistance tipped it. She caught Eddie waist-deep, watching Christopher without tension in his shoulders. She caught Athena with the hem of her cover-up lifted from the water while Maddie said something that made her grin.
The tube had reentered service.
Christopher climbed into it after swimming back, stretched both arms across the sides, and waited until Jacob reached him.
“Tired?” Jacob asked.
“No.”
“Then why are you in the float?”
“I prefer it.”
Jacob fastened the tether again.
“Miss me?” Christopher asked.
“No.”
“Liar.”
Christopher settled deeper, satisfied.
Nearby, Mara had reclaimed the boogieboard and was trying to make it travel sideways across the shallows. She stood with one foot near the nose and one near the center while Denny held the leash.
“That’s not how it turns,” he said.
“It turned before.”
“You fell before.”
“That was the wave.”
Christopher waded close enough to tap the board with one hand. “Move your back foot.”
“Where?”
“Back.”
Mara looked down. “That’s not specific.”
“Behind the handle.”
She shifted. The board tipped immediately, and Denny tightened the leash before it could strike Christopher’s legs.
“You moved too far,” Christopher said.
“You said back.”
“I didn’t say off the board.”
Mara reset without asking anyone to hold her. Denny kept the leash loose this time. When the next wash of water reached them, Christopher told her to bend her knees. She rode the board six feet sideways before stepping cleanly into ankle-deep water.
“That counted,” she said.
Denny inspected the track. “As what?”
“A ride.”
“It was six feet.”
“You flew the kite for four seconds and counted it.”
“That was different.”
Christopher pointed toward the board. “Do it again before the water changes.”
Mara climbed back on. This time Denny ran beside her instead of behind, one hand near the rail without touching it. Christopher called the timing. A shallow wave lifted the board, carried it past May, and set it down almost straight.
May photographed Mara’s concentration first, then the exact instant satisfaction replaced it. Denny entered the second frame with both arms raised as if he had produced the wave himself. Christopher stood at the edge, already explaining what they should change next.
Mara jumped off and reached for the camera. “Show me.”
“Later,” May said.
“You showed Athena.”
“Athena wasn’t standing in the ocean.”
Mara looked at the water around her ankles. “This barely counts.”
“It counts to the camera.”
Harry heard and held out his hand. “I’ll take it.”
“No.”
“I kept it safe before.”
“You took nine pictures of me falling.”
“Documented history.”
May moved the camera behind her back. Mara laughed, reclaimed the board, and told Denny he was pulling on the next run.
Denny objected that Christopher had been giving instructions.
Christopher pushed wet hair from his forehead. “I can instruct from here.”
“You’re not even on the board.”
“That’s why I can see the problem.”
They started again before the argument resolved. May backed toward shore and framed all three together: Mara balanced over the moving board, Denny matching its speed, Christopher pointing toward the safer line through the wash. None of them looked like a unit arranged by adults. They looked like people who had found a problem entertaining enough to share.
The last swim ended not because anybody chose it but because the sun lowered enough to change the temperature. Wind moved across wet shoulders. Jee called from shore. Nash needed another feeding. The bonfire wood waited.
People walked back in twos and threes. Denny and Mara carried the boogieboards. Harry took May’s camera bag while she reviewed shots. Eddie brought Christopher’s crutches to the waterline. Christopher left the float, crossed the wet sand, and accepted them.
Jacob carried the tube. Ethan carried the tether line so it would not drag.
May walked behind them.
She photographed Christopher moving ahead beside Denny, Jacob with the bright ring beneath one arm, and Ethan coiling the line at his side. Then Ethan said something May could not hear. Jacob turned toward him. Both laughed.
May took that picture too.
Neither looked posed. Neither ever did when they forgot the camera existed.
Back at camp, Christopher dropped into his chair and announced that he was done moving until food.
“You just said you weren’t tired,” Jacob reminded him.
“I wasn’t then.”
“That was ten minutes ago.”
“Things change.”
Jacob hung the tether over the back of the chair to dry.
“You’ll want it later,” Ethan said.
Jacob looked at him. “Exactly.”
They stood beside the same chair while the day shifted toward evening.
Golden hour arrived first on the water.
The Pacific changed from blue-gray to hammered gold, every small ridge catching light before breaking. The beach softened around its edges. Shadows lengthened behind chairs and coolers. The white stripes on the umbrellas warmed toward cream.
May stood near the edge of camp and watched color return to things that had looked bleached at noon. The red fire bucket deepened. The blue canopy stopped glaring. Wet footprints held amber light for a few seconds before the sand absorbed them. Even the damaged castle looked intentional from the right angle, its broken wall casting a long shadow across the moat.
She changed lenses before the light could move on without her.
The familiar click brought Athena’s attention around.
“Do we get to sit down now?” Athena asked.
“You are sitting down.”
“Do we get to stay that way?”
May checked the frame. Athena sat in one of the chairs that had sunk lower on the left, forcing one knee higher. Hen stood behind it trying to pull the leg free while Karen offered advice from the blanket without getting up.
“Not if Hen keeps doing that.”
“I’m fixing it,” Hen said.
“You’re making Mom tilt.”
“The sand collapsed.”
“The sand has been here all day.”
Athena gripped both chair arms as one rear leg dropped another inch. “Either rescue me or take the picture.”
May took the picture.
Hen stared at her. Karen laughed hard enough to abandon the pretense of helping. Athena looked first offended, then helplessly amused, and May kept shooting until Hen finally hauled the chair onto firmer sand.
“None of those leave your camera,” Athena said.
“They’re already family history.”
“You learned that from your father.”
The sentence arrived without a change in Athena’s face. Not a warning. Not a grief announcement. A fact attached to an accusation May had heard in some version for years.
May smiled. “He’d print the worst one.”
“He would frame it.”
“And put it in the hallway.”
“He put that picture of me asleep on the plane in the living room.”
“You were drooling.”
“I was not.”
“You were.”
Athena pointed at the camera. “I know where you sleep.”
May took one last photograph of her mother threatening her and moved away before Athena could demand evidence.
The exchange stayed warm behind her. Bobby’s name remained there too, not lowered or protected from the day. May felt the ache of it beneath her ribs. She kept walking.
Golden hour demanded movement. Every direction changed faster than the people inside it realized. Turn toward the water and faces became shadowed outlines. Turn inland and the sun reached beneath brows, caught damp hair, found the edges of towels and sweatshirt cuffs. May circled camp slowly, choosing when to preserve silhouette and when to keep a face.
Nash woke hungry and announced it before Maddie had finished arranging the blanket around him. Chimney arrived with the diaper bag, a bottle, two burp cloths, and no useful answer to Maddie’s question about where the clean pacifier had gone.
“It was in the side pocket,” he said.
“This is the side pocket.”
“The other side.”
“There are four sides.”
“The bottle side.”
“You’re holding the bottle.”
Chimney looked at what he held. “Right.”
Ethan crouched beside the bag and found the pacifier inside a zippered pouch labeled with blue tape.
“Why is that in there?” Maddie asked.
Chimney took it. “Because that’s the pacifier pouch.”
“Then why did you say side pocket?”
“I remembered the shape of the bag incorrectly.”
“You packed it.”
“This morning was a long time ago.”
May caught Ethan turning his laugh into a cough and Maddie seeing him do it. Maddie handed him the burp cloth without looking. He accepted it automatically. When Nash settled with the bottle, Ethan stayed long enough to drape the cloth over Chimney’s shoulder, then moved away to help Jee find the missing sock Nash had never needed.
The camera found ordinary claims everywhere.
Maddie had moved to the inland edge of the canopy where the low light reached her without reaching Nash’s face. She held him upright against her chest, one palm spanning his back. Jee knelt beside her with the recovered sock stretched between both hands.
“It’s too small,” Jee said.
“It’s his.”
“It doesn’t fit me.”
“That’s because it’s his.”
Jee tested the sock over three fingers anyway. Nash turned his head toward the movement, or toward the light behind it. At six weeks, intention remained generous interpretation. Jee accepted the attention as deliberate.
“He likes it.”
“He likes you.”
Jee lowered the sock. “More.”
Maddie looked toward the diaper bag. “More what?”
“Pictures.”
May had not realized Jee had seen the camera. She lowered it before the child could begin posing.
“Do what you were doing,” May said.
“I was showing Nash.”
“Then show him.”
Jee held the sock in front of her brother again, slower now because being photographed had made the act official. Maddie’s mouth changed around a tired smile. She did not look toward May. She looked at both children, Nash tucked against her body and Jee leaning close enough that her hair brushed Maddie’s arm.
May waited.
The first frame was too careful. In the second, Jee dropped the sock onto Nash’s shoulder and tried to retrieve it without disturbing him. Maddie caught her wrist before one sandy hand reached his face. Jee whispered something indignant. Nash opened his mouth in a silent yawn.
The third frame held all of it: Maddie laughing without lifting her voice, Jee frozen mid-rescue, Nash’s sock still balanced beside his cheek.
Chimney arrived carrying the clean pacifier and stopped when he saw May’s lens.
“Am I in this?”
“Not yet.”
“That sounds threatening.”
Maddie shifted one knee to make room. Chimney sat beside her anyway, close enough that their shoulders met. He offered the pacifier. Nash rejected it without waking fully.
Jee took it. “Mine.”
“No,” both parents said.
May caught that too.
She stepped back only after Chimney forgot about the camera and began negotiating the pacifier’s return as if Jee possessed legal standing. The photographs would not show the whole afternoon Maddie had spent feeding, settling, watching, and starting the same task again. They would show one small argument in warm light, which was closer to the truth than a perfect portrait would have been.
Karen braided Mara’s hair because wind kept pushing it into her mouth. Mara complained that Karen pulled too tight, then leaned backward against her knees while continuing to direct Denny’s work on the drone landing pad. Denny ignored half the directions. Hen brought both of them food and ate the corner of Mara’s sandwich after Mara said she was done.
Harry carried three sweatshirts and wore none of them. When Athena told him the temperature would drop, he tied one around his waist instead of putting it on. May photographed the compromise because she knew her mother would want proof later.
Buck and Chimney rebuilt the fire ring twice. The first opening faced the wind. The second satisfied Chimney but placed smoke directly toward the canopy according to Buck. Eddie entered the disagreement, moved one chair, and was immediately accused of choosing sides.
“I moved my chair,” Eddie said.
“You moved it to Buck’s side,” Chimney replied.
“There are no sides.”
“That’s what people say when they picked one.”
Buck handed Eddie a piece of firewood. “Thank you.”
“I didn’t agree with you.”
“You’re holding the wood.”
“You handed it to me.”
May took the photograph before Eddie dropped it at Buck’s feet.
Christopher’s drone lifted above the argument. Everybody looked up at once, their faces briefly arranged by the same sound. May stepped back and captured the group beneath it: Eddie still holding one end of the wood after changing his mind about dropping it, Chimney pointing toward the wind, Buck squinting upward, Harry shading his eyes, Athena leaning back in the newly stabilized chair.
Then they dispersed again.
The drone’s camera saw the pattern May could not. May could see the expressions the drone would lose. She liked that neither record was complete. A day this crowded should refuse a single angle.
She crossed behind Christopher and glanced at the controller screen. From above, their camp looked almost organized. The chairs formed an uneven ring. The blankets created blocks of color. The damaged castle anchored one side while the blue canopy marked the other. Paths cut through the sand from water to coolers to firewood, repeated often enough to remain visible.
Christopher adjusted the orbit with both thumbs. Denny watched the altitude. Eddie sat close enough to see without leaning over him.
“You’re getting the shadows,” May said.
Christopher nodded. “That’s the point.”
The drone moved farther seaward and turned back. Their site appeared against the whole beach, one lived-in patch among dozens.
“Can you see the moat?” she asked.
“Wait.”
He lowered the camera angle. The castle came into view, then the curve of the failed channel.
“The spillway worked,” Buck called from the fire ring, somehow hearing the question.
“No one asked you,” Eddie said.
“It’s visible from the air.”
“That doesn’t make it successful.”
Christopher looked at May. “Do you want the castle in the orbit?”
“Yes.”
He widened the path by several feet.
No announcement accompanied the adjustment. He simply made room for the thing that had consumed the afternoon.
May lifted her own camera and photographed his hands on the controller, the screen between them, and Eddie’s profile beyond it. Then she moved lower and caught Christopher’s face reflected faintly in the glass. The image would need careful exposure. She took two more in case the first had lost his eyes.
“Did you get me blinking?” Eddie asked.
“You weren’t looking at me.”
“That wasn’t my question.”
“Ask Buck how much it matters.”
Buck protested from across camp.
May moved before the conversation could recruit her.
A long shadow crossed her feet. Harry had returned with a stack of empty food containers.
“Mom said the light means I can’t throw anything away until you approve it,” he said.
“She did not.”
“She said not to move things.”
“That was Buck.”
“He was moving chairs.”
“Throw away the trash, Harry.”
He held up one container. “This one has three chips.”
“Then it isn’t trash.”
“See? Approval required.”
May took the chips. Harry carried the rest toward the bag beside the cooler.
The drone passed overhead again. Its shadow skimmed the blanket, crossed the fire ring, and disappeared into the darker sand beyond. May followed it with her eyes until the sun made her blink.
For one second she imagined the footage Christopher would bring home: the site shrinking beneath the aircraft, people resolving into movement and color, the ocean holding all of them at its edge. From that height Bobby’s absence would not have a designated shape. The aerial view would show only the family present and the paths they had worn between one another.
Her photographs would hold the missing space differently. A shoulder with nobody beside it. Athena’s hand lowering after she almost reached toward someone. Buck and Chimney flanking her in a configuration that had formed around loss. The camera did not repair absence. It gave May enough ways to look at the day that absence did not become the only image.
She lifted the lens toward Athena, who was laughing again as Hen demonstrated the depth of the chair hole.
The shutter clicked.
Above them, Christopher’s drone continued its orbit.
May saw the shift before anyone else did.
“Don’t pack anything,” she said.
Buck stood beside the woodpile with three collapsed chairs under one arm. “We’re not packing.”
“You’re holding chairs.”
“I’m moving them for the fire.”
“Then move them slowly.”
“Why?”
She raised the camera.
Buck lowered the chairs as though speed might damage the light.
The camp rearranged for evening. Blankets migrated toward the fire ring. Dry hoodies came out of bags and went over damp swimsuits. Hair had dried badly or not at all. Salt marked dark fabric. Cooler ice had become water. Redness appeared across noses, shoulders, and the tops of feet people had forgotten.
Christopher changed from the beach chair to a place on the firmer blanket while Denny helped unfold the drone landing pad. The final battery had charged from the power bank during lunch. He checked wind, available light, and the crowd pattern above the beach before attaching it.
May photographed the preparation from ground level.
“You’re in my shot,” Christopher told her.
“You’re in mine.”
“I was here first.”
“I’ve been taking pictures all day.”
“My battery is time-sensitive.”
May moved two feet left. “Happy?”
“For now.”
The drone rose.
Its sound drew everybody’s attention for a moment before they returned to what they were doing. The lack of sustained attention seemed to suit Christopher. He guided the drone over the shoreline, then turned back toward camp from above.
The screen showed the whole day at once.
The damaged sandcastle sprawled beside the blankets. The volleyball court remained visible only as a net leaning in the sand. Boogieboards, floats, kites, towels, coolers, and firewood formed bright shapes around the family. The ocean framed one edge. Long shadows connected objects that had seemed separate at noon.
Christopher began the orbit.
May moved among the people below.
She captured Athena laughing while Hen tried to explain why one chair had sunk six inches lower than the others. Eddie sat beside Christopher, face lifted toward the drone while Christopher watched only the screen. Karen braided a loose section of Mara’s damp hair, stopping whenever Mara turned to answer Denny. Maddie held Nash against one shoulder while Jee leaned across her lap to examine his sock. Chimney and Buck built the fire ring while disagreeing about airflow.
“The opening faces the wind,” Buck said.
“Then smoke blows through everyone.”
“The wind feeds it.”
“It also feeds people smoke.”
“We can move the chairs.”
“May just made me move them slowly.”
“That’s not relevant.”
“It is to the chairs.”
May photographed that too.
Ethan returned from the vehicles with an armful of hoodies. He distributed them by recognition rather than ownership: May’s black one, Harry’s gray one, Christopher’s blue one, Jacob’s faded UCLA sweatshirt. He tossed the last across the blankets without calling.
Jacob turned and caught it.
“How did you know?”
“You left it on my seat.”
“Our seat.”
Ethan looked toward the Land Rover. “You have a designated seat now?”
“Apparently.”
Jacob pulled the sweatshirt over his head. Ethan had already moved toward Maddie with Nash’s extra blanket.
May caught both moments in separate frames.
From above, Christopher’s screen caught Ethan crossing camp and Jacob turning toward him, the line between them implied by direction rather than proximity.
“Lower,” Denny said beside him.
“I know.”
“The fire ring’s blocked.”
“Because Buck’s standing over it.”
“Can you tell him to move?”
Christopher lowered the drone just enough for its hum to reach Buck.
Buck looked up. “What?”
Christopher pointed away from the fire ring.
“Why?”
The drone hovered.
“He wants the shot,” Denny called.
Buck moved while complaining.
The orbit opened. Christopher filmed the circle of chairs, the wood inside it, the blue canopy beyond, and the people reshaping the beach for night.
Ethan came beside him after finishing with the blankets.
“Can I see?”
Christopher tilted the controller.
Ethan watched the aerial image glide around camp. From above, everyone looked both smaller and more connected. Paths through sand revealed where they had moved all day. The family’s site existed as an island of use: places slept in, eaten on, argued across, rebuilt, abandoned, and returned to.
“That’s good,” Ethan said.
“I know.”
“Send me the full orbit later.”
“It’ll be huge.”
“I have space.”
“You say that now.”
Jacob joined them holding Christopher’s hoodie.
“Put this on.”
Christopher kept both hands on the controller. “I’m flying.”
“You can fly in sleeves.”
“Not while putting them on.”
Ethan took the controller.
Christopher looked at him. “Do not touch anything.”
“I’m holding it.”
“The sticks are touching things.”
“I’m not moving them.”
Jacob helped Christopher into the hoodie without pulling it over his face. Ethan held the drone steady. Christopher reclaimed the controller the second his hands emerged.
May photographed all three from the side.
“Can you get one?” Ethan asked her.
“Of what?”
He nodded toward Jacob and Christopher. Jacob had crouched beside the blanket to retie one of Christopher’s hoodie cords where it had caught beneath the collar.
“Them.”
May handed Ethan the camera. “You get it.”
He looked at the controls.
“It’s already set.”
“That’s what you said before the group picture.”
“Point and shoot.”
Ethan lifted the camera.
Jacob looked up first. “What are you doing?”
“Nothing.”
“You have a camera.”
Christopher did not look away from the drone screen. “Ignore him.”
Jacob turned back toward Christopher just as the boy said something about the battery. Jacob leaned closer to see. Ethan took the picture then.
It caught Jacob listening with one hand braced on the blanket and Christopher intent on the controller, the drone’s golden aerial image reflected faintly in both pairs of sunglasses. No one posed. No one smiled for the camera.
Eddie saw the image on the screen.
“Send me that.”
“May has it.”
“You took it.”
“On May’s camera.”
“Then May sends it.”
May took the camera back. “I heard you.”
Jacob stood and accepted the camera when May asked him to hold it while she changed batteries. Ethan had moved toward Christopher, crouching beside him to watch the drone return over the water.
“Don’t touch anything,” Christopher warned.
“I’m not touching anything.”
“You touched it before.”
“Because you gave it to me.”
“Under protest.”
Ethan laughed and leaned closer to see the screen.
Jacob lifted the camera.
He did not announce it. He framed Ethan in profile beside Christopher, both lit by the low sun, Ethan’s curls still damp at the ends and his expression open because he was listening rather than being watched.
Jacob took one picture.
Then another when Ethan laughed.
May finished with the battery and held out her hand. Jacob returned the camera.
“Good?” she asked.
“I don’t know.”
She checked. “They’re good.”
Jacob looked at the second one again. “Send me that later?”
May glanced at him, then at Ethan. “Sure.”
She did not smile.
That would have made him notice.
Christopher brought the drone home as the sun approached the horizon. It descended over camp, held steady above the landing pad, and touched down without drama. Denny moved in only after the rotors stopped.
“How much?”
“Four percent.”
“Perfect.”
They began reviewing footage before packing it.
Across the beach, Buck lit the bonfire. Flame caught low inside the wood, orange against the gold remaining on the water. Chairs closed into a wider circle. Blankets spread across laps. Food reappeared from coolers because nobody had stayed full.
May photographed the people gathering.
Christopher had photographed the day.
For a while, both versions existed at once: faces from the ground and patterns from above, each holding something the other could not.
The sun touched the ocean.
The fire strengthened.
Night began at the edges of the beach.
By full dusk, the bonfire had divided the beach into faces and silhouettes.
People nearest the flames glowed orange. Everyone beyond them softened into smoke, blankets, and the darkening Pacific. Music played low enough to leave room for separate conversations. The surf continued behind all of it, steady and indifferent to the holiday.
Denny burned the first marshmallow.
He had insisted he wanted it dark, held it directly in the flame, and watched it ignite.
“Blow it out,” Hen said.
“I know.”
“Then do it.”
Denny blew too hard. The burning sugar detached from the stick, crossed eighteen inches of open air, and landed in the sand beside Buck’s foot.
Buck stared down at it.
“That could’ve hit me.”
“It didn’t.”
“Because I’m lucky.”
“Because it fell.”
Mara covered the smoking marshmallow with sand.
“Problem solved,” she said.
Denny started another.
Christopher sat in a low chair with his crutches laid along one side and the tube float deflated behind him. He had changed into dry shorts, a T-shirt, and the blue hoodie. Denny occupied the sand near his feet. Mara sat on the other side beneath a blanket shared with Karen until she pulled most of it into her own lap.
“That’s mine too,” Karen said.
Mara passed back six inches.
“Generous.”
“You have a jacket.”
“So do you.”
Mara kept the blanket.
May and Harry joined the younger circle carrying a plate of graham crackers and chocolate. Ethan followed with napkins. Jacob came from the grill station with the marshmallows Chimney had hidden after Jee ate three without anybody seeing.
“Why were they in the red cooler?” Ethan asked.
“Because the blue one was compromised,” Chimney replied from behind them.
“By what?”
“Children.”
Jee sat in Maddie’s lap with chocolate at both corners of her mouth.
“Unclear which children,” Harry said.
Chimney looked across the circle at all of them. “Exactly.”
The second generation gathered without formal boundaries. May leaned against the side of Harry’s chair until he moved enough to give her half. Ethan sat cross-legged near Christopher. Jacob lowered himself beside Denny and immediately became responsible for the marshmallow bag. Mara passed Ethan the chocolate because she was closer. Jee moved among them whenever Maddie released her, bringing incomplete crackers and demanding help with combinations she abandoned after one bite.
Nobody announced that the group existed.
It simply took up space.
The circle had not started that way. It had begun with Christopher asking Denny to bring his chair closer because the sand between them made passing food annoying, then Mara sitting where Karen had left a blanket, then Harry lowering himself beside May because every other seat held either a baby or somebody’s wet clothes. Ethan came over when Jee demanded structural help with a cracker. Jacob followed the marshmallows. Ten minutes later, the adults had become the outer ring without anyone deciding where the line belonged.
Athena liked that better than any arranged photograph. Photographs asked people to stand where they were told. This happened because everybody kept choosing the same patch of sand.
Mara examined the roasting stick in her hand, frowned at the blackened sugar on its end, and pushed it toward Denny. “You did this.”
“I haven’t touched that one.”
“You touched all of them when you opened the bag.”
“That’s not how ownership works.”
“It is for germs.”
Karen, close enough to hear, lifted her cup. “She has you there.”
Denny traded sticks with Mara anyway. He scraped the burned end clean against a graham cracker, ate the cracker, and made a face when ash reached his tongue.
Christopher watched him. “Worth it?”
“No.”
“You did it like it was going to be.”
“I committed.”
“That’s not the same thing.”
“It is when people are watching.”
Mara did not look up from selecting a new marshmallow. “Nobody was watching until you made the face.”
Athena hid her smile behind the s’more Hen had passed her. Denny possessed Hen’s determination when he thought he could outlast a bad choice and Karen’s expression when he realized he could not. Mara had already learned that waiting through three unnecessary sentences often produced the useful fourth one.
The music changed to something Harry recognized before anyone else. He lifted his head, named the artist, and received immediate disagreement from Denny.
“It’s the remix,” Denny said.
“It is not.”
“The percussion is different.”
“You can’t hear the percussion over the ocean.”
“I can hear it better than you.”
“That isn’t evidence.”
May tilted her phone toward them. “It says remix.”
Denny leaned back with both palms in the sand, vindicated. Harry reached for the phone. May moved it out of range.
“You changed it,” Harry said.
“In the four seconds since the song started?”
“You’ve done worse for less.”
“That doesn’t mean I did this.”
Christopher looked toward Athena. “Is there an adult ruling?”
“No,” Athena said. “You’re all old enough to lose your own arguments.”
“That’s what I said,” Hen called.
Harry accepted defeat only after taking May’s phone long enough to inspect the screen himself. He gave it back without apology. May bumped her shoulder against his. Neither moved away.
Mara had watched the whole exchange with the alert attention she gave anything that might become useful later. Then May’s camera drew her back. She shifted onto her knees, careful of the blanket, and asked why one of the photographs looked bright enough to have been taken an hour earlier.
“Longer exposure,” May said. She turned the display toward her and scrolled through two versions of the fire. “But people move, so you have to decide what you want sharp.”
“The fire.”
“Then they might blur.”
Mara considered the screen. “That’s okay. They were moving.”
May looked at her, then nodded as though Mara had answered a more serious question than either of them had asked. She adjusted the setting and passed over the camera strap only after looping it twice around Mara’s wrist.
Athena watched Mara frame the bonfire, lower the camera, step sideways, and try again. She did not shoot until Buck leaned into Chimney’s space to steal something from a plate. The shutter clicked on Chimney’s offended turn.
“Good,” May said.
“I got his face.”
“That’s usually the objective.”
Chimney pointed from across the fire. “I know when I’m being targeted.”
Mara checked the photograph. “You were stealing food.”
“He was stealing food,” Chimney corrected.
“That’s why your face was funny.”
Buck nearly dropped the cracker he had taken.
Mara returned the camera to May and carried the photograph with her in the pleased set of her shoulders. She went back to Karen, accepted more blanket, then changed direction when Jee called her name. By the time she reached Ethan, Jee had separated one s’more into six sticky pieces and needed somebody to identify which piece was supposed to be the top.
“That one,” Mara said.
Ethan pointed to another. “This one.”
“You can’t have two tops,” Jee told them.
“We know,” Ethan said.
“Then fix it.”
Jacob reached over Denny and turned one graham cracker around. “There.”
Jee stared at the repaired stack, suspicious of how little effort it had required. Then she ate only the chocolate and left the rest on Ethan’s plate.
Mara sat beside him to finish her own s’more. She did not need help, and she did not wait for anyone to offer it.
Denny’s robotics story survived the music argument and the marshmallow crisis. He retrieved the abandoned thread while Jacob held the bag open between them.
“We’re making a rover,” he said. “It has to cross a ramp, pick up blocks, and return them to a marked square.”
“What kind of blocks?” Jacob asked.
“Wooden. Different weights.”
“So the pressure demonstration wasn’t related.”
“No.”
“That’s important.”
“It was the same teacher.”
“That makes it worse,” Christopher said.
Denny shook his head. “She teaches physics. The robotics advisor was out, so we used her room.”
“Does the rover work?”
“It crosses the ramp.”
“That wasn’t the whole question.”
“It crosses the ramp very well.”
Christopher laughed. “So it doesn’t pick up the blocks.”
“The claw needs calibration.”
“It throws them,” Mara said.
Denny turned. “Once.”
“Three times.”
“You weren’t there.”
“You sent Mom a video.”
“I sent Mom the good run.”
“You sent the group chat.”
Denny closed his eyes.
Hen took out her phone. “Did he?”
“No,” Denny said immediately.
Karen was already laughing. Mara’s expression remained innocent enough to be useless in court and entirely convincing around family.
Athena remembered when Denny had needed adults to carry most conversations around him. Now he could hold one together while Christopher dismantled his claims and Mara introduced evidence. The growth did not arrive in a speech. It sat cross-legged in the sand, smelled faintly of smoke, and argued about a machine that threw blocks instead of collecting them.
Christopher asked whether Denny had kept the footage.
“Obviously.”
“Send it.”
“Why?”
“Because I can slow it down.”
“That’s exactly why I’m not sending it.”
Mara had already taken out her phone. “I have it.”
Denny lunged across the sand. Mara moved behind Karen with the phone held high. Christopher did not leave his chair; he held out one hand, and Mara tossed the phone neatly into it.
“That was smooth,” Harry said.
“We’ve practiced,” Mara replied.
Denny stopped short of Christopher’s crutches and redirected around the chair instead of climbing over them. Christopher raised the phone beyond reach with no urgency at all.
“You’re abusing accommodations,” Denny said.
“I’m sitting down.”
“You know I’m not going to knock you over.”
“That sounds like good judgment.”
“Give it back.”
“After I send the video to myself.”
Eddie glanced over from Buck’s side of the fire. “Everything okay?”
“Great,” Christopher said.
Denny pointed at him. “He’s stealing.”
“The phone is Mara’s.”
“The video is mine.”
Mara shook her head. “The robot belongs to the school.”
Eddie considered the dispute for exactly one second. “Sounds complicated.”
Then he turned back to Buck.
“Coward,” Christopher called.
“Correct.”
Denny reclaimed the phone only after Christopher secured the clip. He returned it to Mara without making her ask. Mara checked the screen, saw whatever message Christopher had added to himself, and smiled.
Their argument left no bruise. A minute later, Denny steadied Christopher’s roasting stick while Christopher adjusted the marshmallow because the branch had split at the end. Mara passed over a new one before either could request it. They moved between antagonism and assistance without needing a reset.
Jee returned with a marshmallow toasted black on one side and untouched on the other. She offered it first to Mara.
“No,” Mara said.
“It’s good.”
“It’s burned.”
“Good burned.”
Denny leaned over to inspect it. “That side might be salvageable.”
Mara looked at him. “Then you eat it.”
He tore off the pale half. The burned shell collapsed around his fingers and left a stripe of sugar across one knuckle.
Christopher held out a napkin. “Excellent plan.”
“I saved part of it.”
“You’re wearing part of it.”
Jee watched Denny eat, decided the quality test had passed, and took back what remained. Mara stopped her before the black edge reached her mouth.
“Wait.” She peeled away the loose char, pressed the softened center between two pieces of chocolate, and returned the smaller stack. “Now.”
Jee bit through the side. Melted chocolate marked her chin again.
“You made it worse,” Denny said.
“She ate it,” Mara replied.
“That doesn’t mean it worked.”
“It means she likes it.”
Christopher pointed toward Jee, who had already moved toward Harry with the remaining half. “Evidence.”
Athena watched the exchange pass from one child to another without an adult taking over. Denny supplied skepticism. Mara solved the immediate problem. Christopher judged the result. Jee ignored every category except whether she wanted another bite.
May lifted the camera, but Mara saw her this time and turned the sticky evidence toward the lens.
“Take his hand,” she said.
Denny hid it beneath the blanket.
The shutter caught Mara laughing and Christopher pointing at the place the hand had disappeared. Denny’s embarrassment remained his own, but not for long; Jee climbed onto his knee and wiped one chocolate finger across the same knuckle.
“Now it matches,” she said.
Even Denny laughed.
Near the outer edge of the firelight, Nash made a small sound against Maddie’s chest. Chimney turned before Maddie did, then stopped when she settled the baby with one hand. Buck noticed Chimney noticing and silently moved a mug farther from his elbow. The motion traveled through the adults the same way the younger conversations did—attention passed where it was needed and released when it was not.
Athena let herself sit inside it.
Earlier grief had made every good moment feel borrowed against a debt that would come due as soon as she relaxed. Tonight the feeling remained, but it no longer owned the whole account. The sand beneath her shoes was cool. Hen’s shoulder pressed hers whenever somebody shifted the blanket. Eddie sat on her other side and listened to Christopher laugh without checking whether the laugh might turn into strain. Smoke caught in Athena’s hair. Sugar stuck to one thumb.
Bobby would have complained that everyone had ignored the roasting zones he established. He would have redrawn them with driftwood, explained heat distribution, and burned his own marshmallow while demonstrating the correct technique.
The memory came complete with his offended face.
Athena smiled before she could stop it.
Hen caught the expression. Her gaze moved from Athena to the fire and back, but she let the moment remain unexamined.
“Karen made another,” she said, offering a second s’more.
“I’m still eating this one.”
“That hasn’t stopped anybody else.”
Across the circle, Jacob discovered the marshmallow bag was empty and held it upside down as proof. Chimney accused the younger group of consuming resources without regard for the future. Harry pointed out that Chimney had hidden the bag in a cooler. May reminded him that he had announced the hiding place while looking for ketchup.
“You all heard that?” Chimney asked.
“Everybody heard that,” Maddie said.
“I was under pressure.”
“You were looking for ketchup.”
“It was time-sensitive.”
Buck found a second bag beneath the graham crackers. He held it up to cheers and threw it toward the younger circle. The bag fell short. Jacob leaned across Denny to catch it before it landed in the sand.
Ethan had been helping Jee wipe chocolate from her knees. He looked up at the movement, saw Jacob balanced on one hand, and caught his shoulder until he settled.
“Got it,” Jacob said.
“I know.”
Ethan released him and went back to Jee. Jacob opened the new bag and passed the first marshmallow to Mara because she had already extended her stick.
Athena did not assign meaning to the touch. She only registered how little surprise it caused either of them. They had spent the whole day coming apart into separate tasks and returning to the same radius, like the tide kept redrawing one line around both.
May registered it too. Athena knew because May lifted her camera, then chose Christopher and Denny wrestling over the robotics video instead.
The picture she did not take lingered anyway.
Mara finished toasting her marshmallow and ate it without crackers. Denny gave up pretending he did not want Christopher to show the rover clip and began narrating everything the camera failed to capture. Christopher proposed changing the claw’s grip surface. Jacob asked about weight distribution. Harry suggested a magnet and was told the blocks were wood.
“So put metal on them,” he said.
“That changes the assignment,” Denny replied.
“It solves the problem.”
“No, it replaces the problem.”
Ethan looked over from Jee. “He’s right.”
Harry stared at him. “Whose side are you on?”
“The assignment’s.”
“That’s not a person.”
“It still has requirements.”
Jacob tossed a marshmallow at Ethan. It struck his chest and fell into Jee’s lap.
Jee picked it up. “Mine.”
“Apparently,” Ethan said.
The conversations kept making and unmaking themselves. May and Mara returned to photography. Harry moved closer to Denny’s phone despite claiming not to care about the rover. Christopher began sketching a better claw in the sand with the end of a clean stick. Jacob added a hinge. Ethan disputed the hinge from three feet away while helping Jee build another impossible s’more. Denny defended the original design. Mara photographed the diagram before a heel could erase it.
Athena watched them occupy the beach as if the place had been waiting for their particular noise.
No one introduced Denny and Mara to the family they already belonged to. No one praised them for fitting. They contradicted people, stole blankets, solved problems, made alliances, withheld evidence, and moved wherever the conversation interested them.
That was the proof.
The fire popped hard enough to send sparks upward. Buck reached for another log, and three voices told him not to smother it. He ignored all three with Bobby-like confidence and nearly did exactly that. Chimney corrected the placement. Hen corrected Chimney. Karen handed Athena the s’more she had apparently been expected to accept all along.
Athena took it.
For the first time that day, darkness had fully erased the line between ocean and sky. The surf remained, audible beyond the fire, while the people Bobby loved filled every visible piece of beach in front of her.
Lord, he would have loved the mess of them.
“You want one?” Hen asked.
She held out a s’more with the marshmallow browned evenly.
Athena took it. “Who made this?”
“Karen.”
“Then it’s safe.”
“I heard that,” Chimney said.
“You were hiding marshmallows in a cooler.”
“For protection.”
“From yourself?”
Chimney looked at the empty bag beside Jacob. “Apparently, yes.”
Jee reached the circle again and climbed into Ethan’s lap without asking. He shifted his legs to make space and held her plate while she ate the center of another s’more. Maddie watched from across the fire, one hand moving over Nash’s back.
“You’re getting chocolate on him,” Harry said.
Jee looked at Ethan’s shirt. A small handprint marked the front.
“It washes,” Ethan said.
“That’s what you think,” May replied.
Jacob took a napkin and handed it across Denny. Ethan cleaned Jee’s fingers first, then his shirt.
“You missed,” Jacob said.
“Where?”
Jacob pointed near Ethan’s collar. Ethan wiped the wrong side.
“Other side.”
Ethan tried again.
“Still there.”
“Then live with it.”
Jacob reached over Jee, wiped the chocolate away with his thumb, and returned to Denny’s robotics explanation before the contact became anything worth noticing.
Across the circle, May looked up in time to see it. Her hand touched the camera and dropped away.
Some images belonged to memory before they belonged to proof.
The fire burned lower, then strengthened when Buck added another log. Smoke shifted and sent half the circle coughing. Chairs moved. Blankets exchanged owners. Conversations separated into twos and threes, rejoined, and broke again.
Christopher leaned back with Denny near one shoulder and Mara near the other. Jee remained on Ethan. Harry and May shared the chair badly. Jacob sat between groups, listening to whichever one addressed him.
The second generation of the 118 existed without needing a name.
They were simply the people still awake, still eating, still laughing, and beginning to ask when the fireworks started.
The Roman candles came out before the fireworks.
Buck carried the box from Eddie’s truck with both hands and set it beside the fire bucket. Chimney followed with safety glasses nobody wore and a long lighter Bobby had labeled FIREWORKS ONLY.
“He used that for the grill,” Athena said.
Chimney examined the label. “Then this is false advertising.”
“It was wishful thinking.”
Bobby had labeled tools according to the life he wanted them to have. KITCHEN. GARAGE. EMERGENCY. Then he carried all three into whichever room needed them and forgot where they began.
Buck opened the box. “We have fountains, sparklers, Roman candles, and the small aerials.”
“The aerials wait,” Athena said.
“I know.”
“And nobody points anything at anybody.”
“We know.”
She looked around the younger group.
Harry had already picked up a Roman candle. May took it from him before Athena could speak.
“Apparently, we don’t,” Athena said.
Christopher shifted forward in his chair. Denny and Mara moved closer. Jee woke fully at the sight of the box despite spending the previous half hour half asleep against Maddie. Jacob carried a bucket of water to the open stretch beyond camp. Ethan cleared abandoned towels from the firing area.
The family organized itself around safety because Bobby had trained them to hear his instructions even when he was gone.
Athena remained seated.
Buck lit the first fountain. Silver sparks rose in a low rushing column. Jee shouted before anything happened, then shouted again when it did. Nash slept through the noise inside Chimney’s arms. Mara held one sparkler in each hand after Karen approved the distance. Denny wrote his name against the dark until the afterimage broke apart.
Roman candles waited in the box.
The box had been closed with three different strips of tape, none of them matching. Bobby would have called that evidence of prior tampering. Buck called it weatherproofing and used the edge of his car key to cut through the top.
Athena could hear Bobby’s answer as clearly as if he had been kneeling beside the bucket: That isn’t what weatherproofing means.
The words arrived in his ordinary voice, neither final nor sacred. Mildly annoyed. Entirely certain.
That helped.
Eddie took inventory while Buck unpacked. Fountains went on one towel, sparklers on another, Roman candles in the center, and the small aerials stayed boxed. Chimney read every label aloud with the solemnity of a man preparing to testify later.
“Do not hold in hand,” he read from one fountain.
“Then don’t,” Buck said.
“I’m establishing the manufacturer’s intent.”
“The picture shows it standing up.”
“The picture also shows a smiling family at an unsafe distance.”
Karen peered over his shoulder. “That’s not a family. Those are warning icons.”
“Why are they smiling?”
“They don’t have faces.”
“They look smug.”
Hen took the package from him. “You’re done.”
The younger crowd arranged itself along the line Buck marked in the damp sand with his heel. Christopher remained in his chair while Eddie shifted it onto firmer ground, then stopped when Christopher said that was far enough. Denny checked the distance from the box twice. Mara asked Karen which direction the sparks would fall if the wind changed. Harry attempted to claim a lighter and received identical looks from Athena, May, and Eddie.
“What?” he said.
May held out her hand.
Harry gave her the lighter.
Athena did not need Bobby there to recognize his work. Safety had become muscle memory for all of them: water first, open sky, clear line, spent tubes in the metal bucket, no relighting failures, no loose sleeves, no arguing once the fuse caught. Even Jee understood that Maddie’s hand stayed around her wrist until the sparkler was gone.
Bobby had taught joy like it was another incident plan. Give it structure. Identify what could go wrong. Put the right tools nearby. Then let people make noise inside the safe part.
Buck planted the first fountain in a shallow depression and packed sand around its base. Eddie checked it. Chimney checked Eddie checking it. Athena watched Bobby’s habits move through all three men with enough individual distortion that none of them became an imitation.
“Clear?” Buck asked.
“Clear,” Eddie said.
“Clear,” Chimney repeated.
Jee shouted, “Clear!”
Everybody moved back.
The fuse hissed longer than expected. Denny leaned forward. Mara caught the back of his hoodie and pulled him to his original position without looking away. Then silver sparks rushed up, bright enough to pull every face out of darkness.
Jee’s whole body jumped with delight.
Nash made one startled movement against Chimney and settled again. Chimney covered the baby’s nearest ear with his palm even though the fountain produced more hiss than report. Maddie stood close enough to take him if needed but left him where he was.
The fountain shifted from silver to green. Christopher lifted his phone. Denny narrated the color change until Mara told him the camera could see it without help.
“I’m adding context,” he said.
“You’re adding your voice.”
“That is context.”
The final sparks thinned and died. Nobody approached until Buck counted out the wait. Bobby had always counted too slowly because somebody inevitably tried to move on four.
Tonight Harry moved on four.
“Back,” Athena said.
He returned so quickly May laughed.
“I knew,” Harry said.
“You were walking forward.”
“I was checking whether she knew.”
Athena pointed at the safety line. “You can check from there.”
May handed out sparklers after Eddie lit them one at a time. Mara accepted hers with her arm already extended. Denny tried to write his full name before the first sparkler burned down and reached only the second N. Christopher photographed the trails, adjusted his angle, and made Denny do it again slower.
“That isn’t how long exposure works,” May told him.
“It is if he moves badly enough.”
“I’m right here,” Denny said.
“Then make the Y bigger.”
Mara drew a square, then a roof, then two windows suspended in the dark. “House.”
“It has no door,” Karen said.
Mara added one before the sparks reached her fingers. “Now it does.”
Ethan wrote nothing. He held his sparkler low enough for Jee to trace its path with her own from a safe distance. Jacob stood on her other side with a second unlit one ready because she had already asked what happened when the first ended.
When it did, Jee stared at the black wire in betrayal.
“Again,” she said.
Jacob traded it for the fresh one. Eddie lit it from the long lighter. Jee resumed drawing shapes only she could identify.
The Roman candles stayed in the center of the towel, bright wrappers waiting beneath the phone lights.
Athena had known the memory would come. She had not expected it to arrive as impatience.
Buck and Eddie were going to plant the candles. They were going to make them safe and distant and neat. The stars would launch. Everyone would admire them. Nothing would be wrong.
But Bobby would never have tolerated neatness once the tubes looked even slightly like wands.
He had once turned glow sticks at a station picnic into a full argument about jurisdiction between invented kingdoms. He had assigned Chimney to guard a folding table, promoted Hen after she abandoned her post, and accused Buck of treason for stealing potato salad. The rules changed whenever Jee lost interest and whenever Bobby started losing. Athena had spent forty minutes telling him that he could not invoke executive privilege in a monarchy he invented beside a public grill.
He had looked at her with absolute seriousness and said the constitution was evolving.
The memory struck hard enough to close her throat.
Then it opened again around a laugh she had not made yet.
She stood before caution could turn into stillness.
Athena crossed the sand, took the candle from Buck’s hand, and held it upright.
“All right,” she said. “Apparently none of y’all know how to do this properly.”
“Athena,” Chimney said, recognizing danger.
“Magic wands,” Buck said, recognizing Bobby.
“Exactly.”
The paper tube felt light in Athena’s hand. Too light to carry everything it had called back. She did not ask it to.
Buck’s expression changed because he understood the tradition before anyone explained it. The recognition carried pain, but it also carried relief. Somebody else remembered the ridiculous version of Bobby, not only the captain in formal uniform, not only the husband whose absence had rearranged her house.
Athena assigned teams by instinct and favoritism. May stood with her because May objected least convincingly. Harry belonged to Buck because they would both challenge every rule. Chimney received Ethan, which left Eddie unassigned until Christopher announced that Eddie could be an obstacle.
“What kind of obstacle?” Eddie asked.
“A moving one.”
“That feels personal.”
“You moved my chair earlier.”
“Six inches.”
“Without a permit.”
Jacob, newly appointed giant, looked toward Athena. “Do giants get rules?”
“No,” she said.
Christopher nodded. “Good.”
“That was not good for you.”
“We’ll see.”
They lit only a few candles at a time. Buck and Eddie handled the fuses; spent tubes went directly into the metal bucket after the cooling wait. Nobody crossed the firing line. Every spell, attack, shield, territory, and dramatic betrayal happened with the candles held upward over open sand and water.
Inside those limits, the game became nonsense almost immediately.
Athena declared Buck’s team disarmed with the first red star. Buck announced that red could not disarm blue because colors had hierarchy.
“According to who?” May asked.
“Physics.”
“That isn’t physics,” Ethan called.
Chimney pointed his unlit tube toward him. “We lose points if you help the enemy.”
“There are points?”
“There are now.”
Denny joined Buck’s side and insisted he was responsible for engineering. Mara joined Athena, defected to Chimney when he promised immunity, then returned to Athena after discovering immunity involved standing behind him and holding the spare tubes.
“That’s not a role,” she said.
“It’s quartermaster.”
“You made that up.”
“All roles are made up.”
Mara left before he could explain further.
Christopher used Jacob as mobile cover. He stayed on his crutches at first, then returned to the chair when the game’s movement widened across the firm sand. Jacob shifted the chair only when directed and kept the front casters from catching in the shallow ridges. Christopher leaned around his side to announce attacks while Jacob objected that giants traditionally had independent agency.
“Not this giant,” Christopher said.
“You’re very comfortable with tyranny.”
“I learned from Athena.”
Athena raised her spent tube toward him. “Correct.”
Eddie served as an obstacle by standing wherever Buck wanted to go. Buck accused him of sabotage. Eddie said obstacles had no allegiance. Christopher immediately tried to recruit him. Harry objected because a moving obstacle could not change teams.
“Show me the rule,” Eddie said.
“There aren’t written rules.”
“Then I’m available.”
“You can’t say that after she said there weren’t any rules.”
“I just did.”
May waved her burned-out sparkler like a conductor. “I grant him autonomy.”
“You don’t have that power,” Harry said.
“I have exactly as much power as you do.”
The next candle launched three rapid colors. Everybody shouted over one another. Athena missed most of the accusations and all of Chimney’s scoring. She saw Denny duck behind Buck though nothing came toward him. Mara crossed between teams with the concentration of somebody transporting state secrets. Ethan held his tube upward while arguing with Chimney about whether gold and yellow counted separately. Jacob braced one hand on Christopher’s chair and followed a series of contradictory directions without ever letting the casters turn into loose sand.
Jee remained outside the candle rotation, but no one had more authority. She froze Buck, Eddie, Harry, and eventually Chimney. Maddie enforced every ruling.
“You moved,” Maddie told Chimney.
“My tube was hot.”
“Frozen people can still use the bucket.”
“Then I should be unfrozen for safety.”
Jee shook her head.
“Safety does not require your mouth,” Hen said.
Chimney deposited the spent tube and returned to his frozen position with profound offense.
Nash slept against Maddie through the government collapse.
The first round ended only because every active tube had gone dark and Eddie refused to light another until the spent ones cooled. That created an intermission nobody respected.
Harry argued that frozen players should reset. May said a freeze remained in force until the caster released it. Jee, overhearing this, refused to release anyone.
“You’re going to need Buck,” Maddie told her.
Jee considered Buck, still standing with both arms spread where she had caught him. “Why?”
“He has the lighter.”
“Eddie has one.”
Eddie lifted the long lighter in confirmation.
Buck looked offended. “So I just stay frozen?”
“Yes,” Jee said.
Athena turned away before her face gave up another laugh.
Denny and Christopher used the pause to formalize rules in the sand. Denny drew two columns. Christopher crossed out both headings and replaced them with symbols only he understood. Mara crouched beside them and added a third category labeled CHEATING in capital letters.
“That isn’t a score,” Denny said.
“It needs tracking.”
“Then Buck wins,” Harry called from his frozen position.
“I can hear you,” Buck said.
“You’re frozen. You can’t respond.”
“That rule applies selectively.”
“Everything applies selectively,” Ethan said.
Chimney pointed at him. “That’s the first accurate thing you’ve contributed.”
Jacob returned from the water bucket carrying the cooled tubes by their unburned ends. Christopher examined each wrapper and assigned them imaginary properties based on color. Blue controlled the tide. Red controlled fire, which Harry called obvious and May called efficient. Green restored one frozen player. Gold could overturn a ruling only if Athena approved.
“Then gold doesn’t have power,” Mara said. “Athena does.”
Athena met her eyes across the sand. “You’re paying attention.”
Mara smiled.
Eddie tested the next stretch of wet sand with his boot and shifted the firing line several feet from a patch of dry seaweed. Jacob moved Christopher’s chair in the same direction after asking where he wanted it. Denny carried the rule board by photographing the sand before a wave could reach it. May took a picture of him taking the picture.
“This is documentation,” Denny said.
“This is blackmail,” Harry replied.
“Same camera,” May said.
The second round began with no teams at all. Athena declared everyone individually responsible for defending the kingdom, then refused to say what kingdom. Chimney attempted to establish borders. Buck, finally unfrozen, crossed all of them before Chimney finished.
Ethan received the first lit candle and held it high while colored stars climbed over the ocean. Jacob stood several yards away with Christopher, yet his head turned toward Ethan at every report. When Ethan’s final shot fired, Jacob raised one fist as if Ethan had accomplished something more difficult than remaining still.
Ethan bowed.
Christopher looked up at Jacob. “You know we’re against him.”
“There aren’t teams.”
“There are always teams.”
“That sounds like Chimney.”
“Take it back.”
Athena heard the exchange and felt another piece of the day settle into place. Ethan and Jacob could spend an hour on opposite sides of the beach and still keep some quiet track of where the other stood. Neither made a show of it. Neither seemed to know there was anything to notice.
Mara took the next turn. She held the candle exactly as Eddie showed her, elbow firm, tube angled over empty water. The first star launched green. Denny announced that she had restored Buck even though Buck had already been restored.
“Then I get another person,” Mara said.
“You can’t save power.”
“Why not?”
“Because you used it.”
“On someone who wasn’t frozen. That’s your mistake.”
Christopher ruled in Mara’s favor. Harry objected. Jee froze him again.
By the time Mara’s candle burned down, she had acquired Buck, Eddie, and May without ever choosing a team. She handed the spent tube to Hen for the bucket and walked away satisfied.
Denny stared after her. “She cheated.”
“You wrote the category,” Christopher said.
“That doesn’t make it allowed.”
“It makes it documented.”
Bobby would have adored that answer. Athena could almost feel the laugh he would have tried to hide, the one that lifted his shoulders before he admitted a child had beaten him at his own game.
This time, remembering did not interrupt the scene. It joined it.
The game outgrew Athena’s ability to track it. That was how Bobby’s games had always worked. He created the first rule, objected when people changed it, changed four more himself, and finally declared victory for the youngest child because bedtime approached.
Athena could see him running the same stretch of wet sand. Not as a ghost. Not transparent beside them. As memory, specific and alive: jeans damp at the cuffs, glasses slipping, one hand raised while he insisted everybody stop because he had invented a tribunal.
Lord, he would have loved this.
The ache went through her cleanly. It remained an ache. It did not become the whole night.
Buck’s candle fired blue. He pointed his free hand at Athena. “Shield down.”
“My shield is not down.”
“You used gold against green. That costs power.”
“Since when?”
“Since physics.”
“You still don’t know what that word means.”
The next star rose red. Athena used it to revoke physics.
May laughed behind her. Harry shouted that governing concepts could not be revoked. Denny claimed revocation was legal if accompanied by red. Mara asked whether that meant her team had won. Chimney awarded himself nine points for neutrality.
Then Jee froze all of them.
Athena obeyed with her spent candle still lifted. Buck froze across from her, shoulders shaking because he was trying not to laugh while Jee inspected the field for violations.
Eddie scratched his nose.
“You moved!” Jee shouted.
“It itched.”
“Still moved,” Christopher said.
Maddie ruled Eddie out. No one knew what being out meant, so he sat beside Christopher and continued offering strategy.
Athena looked across the dark at Buck. The years between his first day at the 118 and this beach seemed to fold without disappearing. Bobby had taught him how to build a family and left before any of them were ready. Now Buck stood inside one of Bobby’s foolish traditions, grief visible and joy equally visible, neither canceling the other.
He lifted his spent candle in salute.
Athena lifted hers.
The laugh reached her before she decided whether she was allowed to have it.
It started with Buck’s face, widened when Chimney accused May of resurrection, and broke completely when Jee attempted to freeze the ocean because a wave crossed her boundary. Athena bent at the waist, one hand on her knee, the empty tube pointed safely away. Her stomach hurt. Tears reached her eyes, but they were not the kind that asked everyone to stop.
Nobody stopped.
That was the gift.
The children kept arguing. Buck kept smiling at her. Hen collected cooled tubes. Eddie checked the next setup. Maddie bounced Nash while Jee cast spells at the tide. Bobby’s name did not need to be spoken because his joy had already been translated into motion.
Athena straightened slowly and wiped beneath one eye.
Jee pointed both sparklers at her and Buck.
“Freeze!”
Athena froze again.
This time the laughter stayed in her chest, warm and unguarded, while the final sparks burned down and the Pacific kept moving beyond them.
Hen felt the beach exhale when everyone sat down.
The magic-wand game had scattered people across the wet sand. Fireworks drew them back into one loose crescent facing the water, chairs behind blankets, blankets overlapping towels, children fitted wherever exhaustion allowed. The bonfire no longer demanded attention. It kept enough flame to warm the nearest knees and enough red beneath the wood to make every shift of ash visible.
Athena sat close to the center with the paper cup between both hands. Her face looked different after laughing. Not healed. Hen would not insult her by mistaking one open moment for recovery. But the careful control around her mouth had loosened, and when Buck passed behind her chair, Athena reached up and squeezed his wrist without looking.
Buck stopped long enough to touch her shoulder. Then Eddie called him back toward the final launch setup, and he went.
Karen settled beside Hen after making Mara put on the jacket she had been carrying since sunset.
“I’m under the blanket,” Mara said.
“You’ll be under the blanket in the jacket.”
“That’s too much.”
“You told me you were cold.”
“I was informing you.”
“And I’m responding.”
Mara looked toward Hen for appeal.
Hen shook her head. “Wrong court.”
Mara put on the jacket. She zipped it halfway, adjusted the blanket over her legs, and leaned against Karen with the resigned dignity of someone complying under formal protest.
Denny had chosen the chair beside Christopher, then abandoned most of it by sliding low beneath a blanket. Only his hair and eyes remained visible. Christopher tapped the blanket with one foot.
“You alive?”
“No.”
“Okay.”
“If the fireworks start, wake me up.”
“You’re talking.”
“I can talk asleep.”
Mara leaned across Karen. “He does.”
Denny’s eyes opened. “No, I don’t.”
“You said the refrigerator was judging you.”
“That was one time.”
Christopher looked at him. “You remember it?”
Denny pulled the blanket over his face.
Harry took Ethan’s chair with a story about temporary use that ended when Ethan stood behind him and waited. Harry gripped both arms.
“There are other chairs.”
“They’re wet.”
“This one was wet.”
“It dried.”
“Because I put it near the fire.”
“So you improved it for the community.”
Ethan looked toward May. “Are you hearing this?”
“I stopped listening three hours ago.”
Harry pointed at her without releasing the chair. “She has a blanket. You could sit there.”
May tightened the blanket around herself. “You could sit on the sand.”
“Or,” Jacob said from the edge of the wide blanket near them, “he could stop negotiating with people who don’t care.”
Ethan looked down. Jacob shifted one knee and cleared a space beside him without making an invitation out of it.
Ethan sat.
Hen noticed because she had spent all day noticing the family rearrange itself. Ethan and Jacob did not move toward each other with ceremony. There was no glance around the circle, no decision visible from the outside. An available space opened, and Ethan occupied it as if that had always been the likely result.
Their shoulders touched when Ethan settled. Neither adjusted.
Karen was watching Mara tuck the blanket beneath her feet. Hen let the moment pass for now.
At the firing line, Buck crouched over the first aerial while Eddie held the long lighter. Chimney stood several feet back with the water bucket and provided directions nobody had requested.
“Fuse is on your left.”
“I see it,” Buck said.
“Not your left. Eddie’s left.”
“We’re both looking at the same thing.”
“That doesn’t make your left the same.”
Eddie glanced over his shoulder. “Do you want to do this?”
“No. I want you to do it correctly.”
Athena called from her chair, “Light the firework before morning.”
That ended the discussion.
Buck touched flame to fuse. The men retreated across the sand. For one suspended second, only the ocean moved.
The shell lifted white and opened red above the horizon.
The report arrived after the light, deep enough to move through Hen’s ribs. Denny came out from under the blanket. Mara forgot the jacket argument and caught Karen’s hand. Christopher leaned forward in his chair with his face tipped toward the sky.
Nash startled against Chimney, who had reclaimed him after returning from the line. His small hands opened, then closed into the blanket. Chimney lowered his face near the baby’s ear.
“I know,” he murmured. “Your family’s loud.”
The second shell opened blue, each point breaking again into silver. Color moved over the gathered faces and disappeared before Hen could hold any of them in one form.
May had lowered her camera for the first launch. She watched it directly, both hands resting on the body in her lap. Only after the silver began to fade did she lift the viewfinder.
Mara watched her. “Did you miss it?”
“No.”
“You didn’t take a picture.”
May looked toward the dark place where the red had been. “I saw it.”
Mara accepted that distinction immediately.
The third shell rose gold.
Christopher identified it before it opened. Denny disagreed until the falling branches widened into a willow and hung long enough to touch their reflection.
“Told you,” Christopher said.
“You guessed.”
“I recognized the launch.”
“You cannot recognize a launch sound with everybody talking.”
“I can.”
Denny looked toward Eddie. “Can he?”
Eddie sat down beside Christopher and handed him the edge of a blanket. “Probably.”
“That’s not an answer.”
“It’s the answer you’re getting.”
Christopher smiled and pulled more blanket toward himself.
Mara asked Karen whether the falling gold could reach them. Karen did not say only that it could not. She pointed out the launch distance, the arc, the way the sparks burned out before they fell near the water, and the wind direction. Mara followed each point across the dark with narrowed eyes.
“So if it were closer—”
“We’d be farther back,” Karen said.
“Because of the radius.”
“Exactly.”
Mara nodded and returned her attention to the sky. The question had not been fear once she received enough information. It became another system she could map.
Denny was mapping the sequence instead. He counted the intervals between launches, announced that Buck and Eddie had organized by color, revised the theory when a green shell interrupted, then blamed Chimney for changing the order.
“I didn’t pack them,” Chimney said.
“You carried the list.”
“There was no list.”
Denny sat upright. “There’s always a list.”
Athena laughed softly into her cup.
Hen looked at her.
The sound did not have the force of the laugh during the game. It did not need to. Athena watched Denny interrogate Chimney with the quiet pleasure of somebody who could see exactly which absent man had taught a child that every event required documentation.
Another shell rose. White burst into blue, blue into red. Jee woke against Maddie at the brightest point and clapped once after everyone else had stopped.
“More,” she said.
“There’s more,” Maddie promised.
Jee rested her head back against Maddie’s chest but kept one eye open as if the sky might perform without supervision. Maddie covered the ear nearest the launches with her palm. Her other arm held Jee across the middle. Smoke had worked loose strands of hair around her face. She looked tired enough to sleep sitting up and content enough not to try.
Chimney sat close with Nash under his jacket. Every time the baby shifted, Chimney checked the blanket edge, his face, his ear, then looked up too late for whatever had just opened.
“You missed that one,” Maddie said.
“I saw the reflection.”
“It was purple.”
“The reflection was also purple.”
“It was green,” May said from behind the camera.
Chimney stared at her. “Whose side are you on?”
“The color’s.”
Ethan laughed from the blanket behind Harry’s chair.
Hen’s attention returned there.
Jacob had leaned close enough to say something beneath the reports. Ethan turned his head, failed to hear, and leaned in too. The movement brought their faces near without making either self-conscious. Jacob repeated himself against Ethan’s ear. Ethan looked at Harry’s chair, saw the dark towel mark beneath him, and laughed again.
They did not separate when the joke was over.
Hen nudged Karen.
Karen looked at her first, then followed the angle of Hen’s gaze. Her attention settled on Ethan and Jacob with no surprise, only recognition. One corner of her mouth moved.
It was not proof of anything Ethan or Jacob had agreed to name. Hen knew that. A day could teach bodies habits before minds caught up. She had watched them spend hours apart: Ethan with Maddie and the baby, with Jee at the sandcastle, with Harry in the water, with Christopher over the drone photographs; Jacob with Chimney at the grill, with Karen near the coolers, with Denny over the rover, with Christopher through almost every form of beach transportation the child could invent.
None of that independence kept them from returning to the same space.
They had done it at lunch, beside the sandcastle, near the waterline, around the fire. They were doing it now. Ethan’s knee angled toward Jacob’s. Jacob held his own phone but rested Ethan’s beside his thigh, apparently without either remembering when it changed hands.
Karen glanced down at their shoulders, then back at Hen.
There it was.
Eddie noticed the look.
Hen saw him track their line of sight with the reflex of a man accustomed to locating whatever his family watched. His gaze reached Ethan and Jacob. Satisfaction appeared across his face so quickly it might as well have been a spoken sentence.
He looked back at Hen and Karen with one eyebrow raised.
Hen remembered the old FaceTime, Eddie calling his nephew 'Casanova' with all the confidence of someone who believed he had solved the entire problem. Apparently he still believed it.
Karen saw the same thing. Her eyes sharpened with contained laughter.
Eddie gave them a tiny nod: See?
Then, without looking, he extended one side of Christopher’s blanket toward Buck.
Buck had returned from the firing line to discover every chair occupied. He dropped to the sand beside Eddie’s chair, accepted the blanket edge, and pulled it over one shoulder. Eddie shifted his foot so Buck could sit closer to the warmth of the coals. Buck passed him the paper cup he had carried back. Eddie drank from it and returned it.
Neither interrupted the movement to examine it.
Hen looked at Karen again.
Karen pressed her lips together. The second conversation required no language at all.
Eddie could identify his nephew’s unspoken romantic situation across smoke, darkness, and thirty feet of beach. Meanwhile Buck sat against his leg under a blanket Eddie had shared before either of them checked whose it was.
This man.
Eddie’s pleased expression faltered. “What?”
“Nothing,” Hen said.
“You were looking at me.”
“We were looking past you.”
He turned again. Ethan and Jacob remained close, both watching the next shell climb.
Eddie faced forward with even greater satisfaction.
Karen lowered her face into Mara’s hair. Her shoulders moved once.
Mara tilted her head back. “What?”
“Nothing.”
“That’s what Mama said.”
“Sometimes it’s true.”
Mara looked between both women, unconvinced, but a gold shell opened before she could continue.
A smaller burst opened farther north, too distant for its report to reach them. Christopher spotted it first and pointed with two fingers. Denny followed the line of his hand. Mara shifted beneath the blanket until she could see around Karen.
For the next minute, the official display paused while private fireworks blinked along the coast. The family’s attention spread instead of disappearing. Buck and Eddie remained at the safe line, checking the last sequence. Chimney counted the remaining shells under his breath. May lowered the camera and rubbed the bridge of her nose where the strap had pressed all day.
“You should sit,” Harry told her.
“I am standing.”
“That’s why I said sit.”
May looked at the chair he had taken from Ethan.
Harry tightened his grip on it. “Not here.”
“You’re very generous.”
“I saved your spot on the blanket.”
“You put your shoes on it.”
“They’re off now.”
May sat on the chair arm anyway. Harry objected to the weight until she leaned harder, at which point he moved over and gave her enough room to make the arrangement almost functional.
Mara watched them, then looked at Karen. “Do they always do that?”
“Yes,” Karen said.
“Why?”
Hen answered, “They’d miss it if they stopped.”
Harry heard her. “No, we wouldn’t.”
May rested her elbow on his shoulder. “See?”
Denny emerged farther from his blanket and reached for the paper bag of leftover popcorn. He offered it first to Christopher, then Mara, then ate a handful only after both had taken some. Earlier in the day, Hen might have described him as quiet around this many people. That had stopped being true by noon. He did not compete for the center, but he built smaller centers wherever he sat: a robotics explanation, an argument about music, a theory about launch order. People gathered because he gave them something specific to gather around.
Mara worked differently. She moved. She carried questions between groups, learned a camera setting from May, a safety radius from Karen, and three nonexistent game rules from Christopher. She had spent the day testing which spaces would make room for her and discovered that all of them did.
Hen had wanted that for both children without knowing how to force it. The beach had solved the problem by asking nothing more complicated than whether they wanted to play.
A new shell lifted from Buck and Eddie’s line. Denny recognized the whistle and guessed silver. Christopher guessed red. It opened white with a red center.
“I’m half right,” Christopher said.
“That’s not how guesses work,” Denny replied.
“You said silver. You’re zero right.”
“White and silver are basically the same at that distance.”
Mara ate popcorn between them. “You’re both wrong.”
They turned toward her.
“It was white and red,” she said. “Nobody said both.”
Christopher pointed at Denny. “She’s right.”
Denny sighed. “She usually is when it’s inconvenient.”
Mara smiled into the bag.
Behind them, Ethan’s phone lit against Jacob’s thigh with a message notification. Jacob picked it up automatically, glanced at the sender, and held it toward Ethan without reading the preview aloud.
“May,” he said.
May looked over from Harry’s chair. “I’m right here.”
“You sent him pictures.”
“I sent everybody pictures.”
Ethan unlocked the phone and leaned it between himself and Jacob. The image made both of them look toward Christopher at the same time. Hen could not see the screen, but Christopher saw their faces.
“What?” he asked.
Ethan turned the phone. It was the picture from the drone setup: Jacob beside Christopher, both of them bent over the controller, sunlight catching one side of their faces.
“Send me that,” Christopher said.
“I already did,” May replied.
“Send it to Dad.”
Eddie, returning from the firing line, heard the last word. “Send me what?”
Christopher held out his hand for Ethan’s phone. Ethan passed it across Denny, who passed it to Christopher without looking. Christopher showed Eddie. Eddie stopped beside the chair and studied the image longer than the exchange required.
“That’s a good one,” he said.
Jacob looked toward the ocean. Ethan looked at Jacob.
Hen kept her attention on the sky before either could catch her watching.
The family’s photographs were already becoming a second version of the day—proof not only of what they had done but of where everybody’s attention kept returning. Christopher wanted the picture because it held Jacob beside him. Eddie wanted it for the same reason. Ethan had saved it before either asked.
The next launch erased the phone screens in gold. Christopher kept Ethan’s phone through the burst, then handed it back along the same chain. It reached Jacob first. He set it against Ethan’s knee without comment.
The movement was so ordinary that Hen nearly missed it.
Nearly.
The display strengthened. Official aerials rose from the family’s safe line while private flashes answered from farther north and south. Some arrived without sound. Others announced themselves from beyond the dark curve of the coast. Red points reflected in the Pacific, broke beneath small waves, and reassembled farther in.
Hen stopped counting who had set which one. She watched faces instead.
Christopher and Denny argued through three launches, then forgot to argue during a broad white chrysanthemum that filled enough sky to leave them both silent. Mara clapped beneath the blanket and immediately asked May whether she had captured the reflection. Harry turned during a long exposure and became a blur; when May showed him, he said it was artistic. May said it was unusable and saved it anyway.
Jee slept through the pauses and woke for color. Nash slept through almost everything, one cheek visible beneath Chimney’s hand. Maddie leaned against the back of Chimney’s chair while still holding Jee. Karen’s arm remained around Mara. Eddie and Christopher shared one blanket edge; Buck had the other from the sand.
Ethan and Jacob stayed shoulder-to-shoulder.
May moved carefully along the outer curve of the group. She photographed Athena in profile beneath red light, then Buck and Eddie without asking either to look. She crouched near Christopher for a lower angle and accepted his opinion about exposure with more patience than she had shown Harry. When she reached the blanket behind him, she framed Ethan and Jacob with Maddie and Chimney beyond them.
She did not tell anyone to move.
Hen understood why. The edges were the point. People entered one another’s photographs because they already occupied one another’s lives.
A quiet interval opened. The fire settled. The water kept its own rhythm beyond the launch site.
Athena’s hand moved to the empty edge of the chair beside her.
“He would’ve loved being here,” she said.
Hen heard it. Buck heard it too; his head turned from the sand. Neither answered.
There was nothing to correct, soften, or complete.
Athena looked toward the coast as the next shell rose. Her smile came before the light reached her face.
White opened first, then gold spread behind it in a wide descending crown. Sound moved through the beach. Christopher and Denny both shouted that it was the largest. Mara forgot to clap because she was staring. Jee woke and lifted both hands. Chimney laughed. May’s shutter clicked in a rapid burst.
Hen watched Athena.
Grief remained visible in the set of her hand against the chair. Joy remained visible everywhere else. One did not betray the other.
Near the back, Jacob leaned close to Ethan again. Ethan laughed at whatever reached him through the noise. Jacob turned toward the ocean afterward but left his shoulder where it was. Ethan did the same.
Nothing happened.
That, Hen thought, might be what made it worth noticing.
No confession interrupted the fireworks. No one asked a question they were not ready to answer. The family simply kept arranging itself around truths that had not become words.
The final sequence came fast: red, blue, silver, then gold rising high enough to make the whole circle lift its face. The last sparks fell toward the Pacific and disappeared before touching it.
Silence lasted several seconds after the report faded.
Denny was the first to lower his head. Christopher stayed looking upward as if he could call another launch by waiting. Mara pulled the blanket closer. May let the camera rest against her chest.
Athena’s smile remained.
Then Jee asked, “More?”
The question broke the stillness. Maddie laughed first. Buck called from the sand that he had used everything. Jee told him to get more. Chimney said that was tomorrow’s problem. Eddie reminded him tomorrow had already acquired most of the beach equipment.
Conversation returned in overlapping pieces. Chairs creaked. Somebody reached for a drink. The fire became a fire again instead of the center of a picture.
Hen leaned against Karen and watched the family come back to earth.
Across the coals, Athena lifted her cup toward Buck. He raised his in answer.
The beach became ordinary around them.
For tonight, ordinary was enough.
The beach came apart more slowly than it had gone together.
For the first ten minutes after the fireworks, nobody moved with purpose. They stayed facing the ocean while distant displays continued north and south along the coast. Jee asked twice whether Buck could make the sky do that again. Buck said he had used everything. She told him to get more.
Then the wind shifted, carried smoke through the circle, and reminded everyone how much of the beach they had brought with them.
Ethan stood from the blanket. His knees objected. Sand fell from his shorts and remained on every other part of him.
“Okay,” Buck said behind him. “Nobody leaves until we account for all the trash.”
Harry turned on his phone flashlight and aimed it at the ground. “You make that sound like somebody was planning to flee.”
Chimney was already folding the side wall of Nash’s shade canopy. “We’ve been planning to flee since noon.”
“You said we were staying through fireworks.”
“I was younger then.”
It was after ten. The air had cooled enough that everyone wore whatever dry layer they had found, whether it belonged to them or not. Ethan still had on his own sweatshirt. Jacob wore the faded UCLA one Ethan had tossed him before sunset. May wore Harry’s gray hoodie. Harry denied it was his while standing in shirtsleeves.
Phone flashlights appeared across camp.
They revealed the scale of the problem.
Wet towels had become indistinguishable from blankets except by weight. Collapsed chairs lay beneath other chairs. The blue canopy needed to come down without waking Nash, who slept inside it against Maddie’s chest. Three coolers contained water, loose cans, and one sealed container nobody claimed. The volleyball net leaned toward the ocean. Boogieboards had migrated to the remains of the sandcastle. One of Jee’s sandals was beside the fire bucket. The other was missing.
“Everybody pick a zone,” Buck said.
“No,” Hen replied. “Everybody pick up whatever is in front of them.”
“That’s less organized.”
“That’s why it’ll work.”
It did.
Karen and Mara collected cups, napkins, and the wrappers that had escaped beneath chairs. Denny held a trash bag open until wind turned it inside out and slapped it against his face. Christopher laughed hard enough to abandon the drone footage he had been reviewing.
“Help,” Denny said.
“You’re doing great.”
“Hold the bag.”
“I’m holding the controller.”
“You have a lap.”
Christopher set the controller across his thighs and caught one side of the bag. Mara returned with three cups and dropped them inside.
“Thank you,” Denny said.
“I wasn’t helping you.”
“You used my bag.”
“It was available.”
Harry found the missing sandal beneath the navy blanket. Jee rejected it because sand had gotten inside.
“We’re on a beach,” Maddie told her.
“It’s dirty.”
“The other one is dirty too.”
Jee examined the sandal still on her foot and removed it in disgust. Chimney clipped both to the outside of the diaper bag.
“You can’t walk barefoot to the car,” Maddie said.
“I carry her,” Jee replied.
“Who carries you?”
Jee pointed at Ethan.
Ethan had the volleyball net wrapped around one arm and three damp towels over the other. “I’ve been assigned elsewhere.”
“Jacob.”
Jacob looked up from collapsing the wagon. “Why am I second?”
“Too big.”
“That was why I couldn’t go in the tent.”
“Now it’s good.”
Jacob accepted the promotion.
They dismantled the camp by phone light and memory. Ethan pulled stakes from the sand while Jacob folded the canopy with Buck. Eddie packed Christopher’s chair, then unpacked it when Christopher said he was still using it. Athena supervised the fire bucket being filled twice and emptied over the coals until no steam rose.
“Again,” she said.
Buck tilted the bucket. “There’s nothing left.”
“Touch it.”
He held one hand above the blackened wood. “It’s cold.”
“That is not touching it.”
Bobby’s instruction lived inside hers without either of them needing to say so.
Buck crouched and pressed two fingers against the wet remains. “Cold.”
Athena nodded. “Now we can pack it.”
May photographed the last red glow before the water erased it. Then she put the camera away and immediately took it back out when Chimney attempted to carry four folded chairs at once.
“Don’t,” he warned.
“You haven’t done anything yet.”
“I know what you’re waiting for.”
One chair opened against his leg.
May took the picture.
Chimney looked toward Maddie. “Control your sister.”
Maddie had Nash strapped against her chest and Jee asleep upright against one shoulder. “I have reached my control limit.”
Jee had not intended to sleep. She had announced this while crying because Harry took away a sparkler that had burned out an hour earlier. Then she closed her eyes against Maddie and stopped participating in the argument.
Nash remained asleep through the transfer into the carrier, the canopy collapsing, and Buck dropping a bag of grill tools with enough noise to wake people at another camp.
“Is he okay?” Jacob asked.
Chimney looked offended. “He is an excellent sleeper.”
“He kept you awake last night,” Ethan said.
“That’s different. He sleeps when it’s least useful.”
Christopher launched the drone app again while Eddie and Jacob loaded the first wagon. The aircraft stayed packed; only the saved footage played across his phone. Denny leaned over one shoulder. Mara leaned over the other.
“There,” Christopher said.
On the small screen, their camp turned gold from above. Long shadows stretched toward the water. People crossed through the frame carrying hoodies, food, and wood. The sandcastle occupied one side like the remains of a failed coastal development.
“Go back,” Denny said.
Christopher dragged the timeline. “Where?”
“Before Buck moved.”
“That’s five minutes of footage.”
“He blocked the fire ring.”
“We have that from three angles,” Mara said.
“Four,” Christopher corrected. “May was behind him.”
May looked up from zipping her camera bag. “I have eight hundred and twelve pictures.”
Everybody stopped.
“You what?” Harry asked.
“Some are bursts.”
“That’s worse.”
“It means I’ll delete duplicates.”
“How many?”
May lifted the camera bag onto her shoulder. “Probably twelve.”
Harry aimed his flashlight at her face. She aimed hers back.
Christopher returned to the footage. “I have six hours.”
“You did not fly for six hours,” Eddie said.
“Clips. With all the batteries.”
“Still.”
“The sandcastle collapse is in slow motion,” Denny told him.
Eddie considered that. “Send me that one.”
Chimney pointed from beside the coolers. “You are all enjoying a tragedy caused by defective construction.”
“Your foot is visible,” Mara said.
“That proves nothing.”
“It’s attached to you.”
The final supplies resisted ownership. One striped towel had been used by six people and claimed by none. Three water bottles belonged to the loft, though Ethan recognized only two. The sealed container in the cooler held Karen’s fruit. Buck attempted to give the leftover buns to Chimney. Chimney put them in Eddie’s truck while Buck was not looking.
The tube had completely deflated and folded badly into a shape wider than the bag meant to hold it. Jacob sat on the bag while Ethan pulled the zipper.
“This is how it breaks,” Ethan said.
“It’s vinyl.”
“The zipper.”
“Pull harder.”
“That is also how it breaks.”
Christopher watched from his chair. “If you ruin my float, you owe me a new one.”
“Your float spent most of the day attacking my legs,” Jacob said.
“You were in charge of it.”
“I was in charge of you.”
“And look how well that went.”
Ethan got the zipper around the final corner.
Jacob stood. The bag expanded but remained closed.
“Tomorrow,” Ethan said, looking at it.
Jacob nodded. “Tomorrow.”
Tomorrow had become a location. Anything wet, sandy, complicated, or shaped wrong could be sent there.
The families reached the parking area in stages. Wheels caught at the end of the access mat. Coolers needed two people over the loose sand. Christopher used his crutches beside Denny while Eddie pushed the loaded chair with the drone case strapped into it. Mara carried May’s tripod and corrected May twice when she called it light.
Jacob carried Jee.
She slept with both arms around his neck, bare feet hanging against his sides. Her sunglasses remained pushed into her hair despite the dark. Ethan walked beside them with a beach bag over one shoulder and one hand beneath the cooler Karen had taken from the opposite side.
At the cars, the caravan lost the logic it had possessed that morning.
Nobody remembered which vehicle had brought which cooler. Half the towels went into Athena’s SUV because its rear hatch was open. The boogieboards returned to Hen and Karen’s car after Denny admitted they had arrived there. Buck found the charcoal he had been forbidden to bring still inside Eddie’s truck.
Athena looked at it.
Buck looked at Eddie. “Why is that here?”
“You loaded the truck.”
“I thought I took it out.”
“You took out a bag.”
“I thought that was the charcoal.”
Athena closed the truck bed before the discussion could become defense. “Take it home.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Goodbyes began before loading finished and repeated every time two people passed each other again.
Hen hugged Athena, then found herself beside her at the next open trunk and said good night a second time. Karen reminded May to send the photographs. Denny told Christopher to send the boundary evidence, the sandcastle collapse, and the golden-hour orbit. Mara said she wanted the clip of the kite but not the one where she fell from the boogieboard.
“You fell in all of them,” Denny said.
“Then none of them.”
“I’ll send both,” Christopher said.
Harry hugged May while claiming he was only moving her out of the way. Maddie transferred sleeping Jee from Jacob to Chimney and thanked Jacob quietly after the weight left his arms. Nash woke during his own transfer, opened his mouth, and began protesting the entire day at once.
“He’s okay,” Maddie said before five people could ask.
Ethan hugged her around the carrier. She smelled like smoke, sunscreen, milk, and the same salt coating everybody.
“Text when you’re home,” she said.
“You too.”
“We’re closer.”
“Still.”
She smiled against his shoulder. “Okay.”
Athena stood near her SUV while Buck loaded Bobby’s red fire bucket into the back. For a moment she touched the handle where the white label had begun to peel. Then she closed the hatch, turned, and found the whole family watching in separate ways while pretending not to.
“Y’all go home,” she said.
Nobody argued.
Cars left one by one. Hen and Karen first, Denny and Mara visible beneath blankets in the rear seat. Maddie and Chimney followed with both children finally making noise. Athena took Harry and May. Eddie’s truck carried Christopher, Buck, the grill, the firewood that remained, and the prohibited charcoal.
Ethan and Jacob stayed until the lot had emptied around them.
They stood beside the Land Rover and looked at what remained on the pavement: two coolers, the folded wagon, the tube, four damp towels, three chairs, a kite, the volleyball net, and one mesh bag full of toys that definitely did not belong at the loft.
Jacob opened the rear hatch.
“Do you know how any of this fit?”
“No.”
“We had more this morning.”
“We had motivation.”
They put the largest things in first and discovered that was wrong. They took them out, loaded the coolers, added the wagon sideways, pushed the chairs through the remaining gap, and placed the wet towels in a plastic bag Ethan no longer trusted.
The tube went into the passenger footwell.
Jacob looked down at it. “That feels disrespectful.”
“It’s had a full day.”
They drove home with the windows cracked because everything smelled like bonfire smoke.
Traffic moved slowly until they cleared the coast, then opened into dark freeway. Jacob controlled the music and chose nothing loud. The city returned around them in scattered lights. Ethan’s entire body settled heavily into the seat once there was nothing left to lift.
His phone vibrated in the console.
Then again.
Then continuously.
“May,” Jacob said.
Ethan glanced at the screen. The family chat showed thirty-one new attachments and rising.
“She’s supposed to be driving with Athena.”
“Harry has her phone.”
“That seems irresponsible.”
“Which part?”
The messages continued throughout the drive.
At the loft, they abandoned strategy.
Tomorrow received both coolers beside the kitchen island, the chairs against the brick, the wagon in front of the terrace door, the tube by the stairs, and every beach bag in a pile near the entrance. The wet towels made it as far as the laundry-room floor. Ethan knew that counted as success even though none entered the washer.
Sand marked the route from the door.
Jacob looked back at their footprints. “That’s tomorrow too.”
“Absolutely.”
They took separate showers because sharing one had never been a question. Ethan used the upstairs bathroom while pipes moved in the wall below him. Water ran gray-brown around his feet before clearing. Smoke remained in his curls after he washed them. Sunscreen had somehow survived behind one ear.
When he came downstairs in sleep shorts and a clean T-shirt, Jacob was already on the couch with damp hair, long legs beneath the coffee table, and May’s photographs open on his phone.
“Eight hundred?” Ethan asked.
“Eight hundred and twenty-six now.”
“She took more while we were leaving.”
“Chimney lost a chair.”
“He didn’t lose it.”
“There are six pictures suggesting otherwise.”
Ethan sat beside him.
The family chat moved too fast to follow in order. May sent photographs in groups. Christopher added shorter aerial clips between them. Reactions appeared before the files finished loading.
They started at the beginning anyway.
Jacob at the loft with one flip-flop. Buck behind the cooler. Christopher entering on his crutches while Eddie carried the wrong float. Mara holding the boogieboard she had not wanted. Athena beside Bobby’s red bucket, looking down at the label before the laugh reached her face.
They moved into the water.
Christopher swam beyond the break. Harry recoiled from the temperature. Mara came up from a wave with both hands raised. Jacob towed Christopher while Christopher reclined in the tube with his sunglasses and drink. Ethan appeared three feet away holding the cup he had stolen.
“That was mine,” Jacob said.
“The cup?”
“The drink.”
“It was Christopher’s.”
“Originally.”
The chicken-fight sequence took forty photographs. May had caught Christopher high on Jacob’s shoulders, Denny reaching from Buck’s, Mara dragging Christopher sideways, and Ethan at the edge of the frame laughing before they fell.
Jacob enlarged that one.
“You look terrible.”
“I was happy.”
“Those can coexist.”
Ethan pushed his shoulder. Jacob barely moved.
The next set showed volleyball from the ground while Christopher’s clip showed it from above. Buck’s boundary drift was unmistakable. Hen’s winning serve overlaid one corner. Athena stood on the court with her shoulders squared and laughter already beginning.
Then came the castle.
Jee crouched beside the original tower. Christopher built the first wall. Mara’s shell road curved through a courtyard that did not exist ten minutes earlier. Ethan dug the drainage channel. Jacob reinforced the second wall. Buck, Eddie, Ethan, and Jacob all stared down at the structure with identical unreasonable seriousness.
Chimney’s foot entered the frame.
The next photograph captured everybody else’s faces.
Jacob laughed. “May should print that.”
“She probably will.”
Christopher’s slow-motion clip followed. Chimney stepped, corrected around Nash, and destroyed the wall while Buck’s mouth opened in the background.
The files moved through the afternoon.
Jee asleep with one hand in the toy bag. Mara beside Karen, watching Nash hold her finger. Denny and Christopher beneath the umbrella studying evidence. Harry asleep beneath three towels after insisting he wanted sun. Nash against Jacob’s chest while Ethan adjusted the muslin cover.
Jacob paused on that picture.
Neither of them had known May took it.
In the frame, Jacob looked down at Nash. Ethan looked at the lifted edge of the blanket. Their heads angled toward the same small center.
“You were holding him too tight,” Ethan said.
“I was not.”
“Chimney thought so.”
“Chimney thought breathing near him was suspicious.”
They kept scrolling.
Golden hour turned everybody softer. Christopher’s aerial footage opened camp into shape: the sandcastle, net, fire ring, striped umbrellas, paths through the sand. People became movement and relation. Ethan crossed one edge carrying hoodies. Jacob turned toward him from the other. The distance between them lasted only seconds in the clip.
May’s photographs showed the same pattern from the ground.
Jacob and Christopher beside the drone controller, photographed by Ethan. Ethan laughing beside Christopher, photographed by Jacob. Jacob at the edge while Ethan held Jee. Ethan behind Maddie while Jacob sat with Denny. One of them blurred behind the other’s subject. One shoulder entering the frame. One face turned toward a voice outside it.
They appeared at the edges of each other’s pictures almost as often as they appeared together.
Neither said that.
Jacob sent himself the photograph of Ethan laughing with Christopher. Ethan sent Eddie the photograph of Jacob and Christopher with the drone even though May had probably already done it.
The bonfire set arrived next. Mara beneath Karen’s blanket. Denny burning the marshmallow. Harry and May sharing a chair badly. Athena holding a Roman candle toward the sky with Buck across from her. Jee freezing both of them while they smiled.
May had caught Athena’s laugh.
Ethan stopped there.
In one picture, Athena’s head had tipped back, one hand wrapped around the spent candle, joy unguarded across her face. Buck watched her from beyond the frame’s center.
Jacob did not make a joke.
“That’s a good one,” he said.
“Yeah.”
Ethan saved it.
The fireworks appeared last. Faces lit red, blue, white, and gold. Eddie and Christopher under one blanket. Hen with Karen and Mara. Maddie holding Jee while Chimney held Nash. Denny looking up with his mouth open. Harry blurred because he had turned during the exposure.
The group photograph took time to load at full resolution.
Everyone fit.
Buck’s eyes were open. Chimney had reached the group. Jee faced forward. Christopher sat near the center. Denny and Mara occupied their own places. Athena stood between Buck and Chimney, smiling toward May’s camera.
No one filled Bobby’s place.
No one had tried.
Jacob enlarged one edge. “Your eyes are closed.”
“They’re not.”
“They’re mostly closed.”
“That’s the sun.”
“It was afternoon.”
Ethan took the phone and enlarged Jacob. “You’re not looking at the camera.”
“I’m looking near it.”
“You’re looking at me.”
Jacob leaned closer to inspect the pixels. “You were talking.”
“I was not.”
“You usually are.”
Ethan gave the phone back.
Neither stayed on the photograph long enough to make it mean more than it did.
Christopher sent the final orbit just before midnight. They watched it without speaking. The drone rose above camp while the sun lowered toward the Pacific. The whole family moved beneath it in ordinary tasks: carrying wood, finding clothes, feeding children, building fire. The camera widened until the site became one bright gathering on a long coast.
Then the clip ended.
The loft had gone quiet around them. Beach gear blocked the door. Smoke lived in the clothes piled by the laundry room. Sand marked the floor from the entrance to the stairs. Tomorrow would contain complaints, cleaning, returned equipment, sunburn, and an argument about whose cooler remained beside the island.
Jacob stood first.
“Night.”
“Night.”
He went behind the frosted panels to his room. Ethan climbed the stairs to his.
Separate doors closed. The loft settled.
The day had produced no near death, confession, discovery, or decision that changed the course of anyone’s life. It had asked nothing from them except to arrive, stay, eat, swim, laugh, pack too much, and carry it home again.
It was only July Fourth.
It was one of the best days they had had in a long time.
Chapter 18: Send Me On My Way
At ten eighteen on Saturday morning, Ethan discovered that Jacob had put the portable charger in the snack bag.
He stood at the kitchen island with the canvas tote open beneath one hand and looked at the arrangement inside: six bottles of water, eight granola bars, a package of crackers, three apples, fruit snacks Jee had abandoned at the loft the week before, napkins, hand sanitizer, and one black rectangular battery with two cords wound neatly around it.
Jacob came through the sliding door of his room wearing tan shorts, a dark-blue rugby shirt, and no shoes. He had sunglasses hooked at his collar and a reusable shopping bag folded beneath one arm.
“Why is this in here?” Ethan asked.
Jacob glanced at the charger. “Because we’re bringing it.”
“With the food?”
“It’s in a separate pocket.”
“That pocket has fruit snacks.”
“The fruit snacks are sealed.”
“Jee opened them.”
Jacob stopped beside the island and examined the package. One corner had been folded beneath itself with the determined imprecision of a four-year-old attempting concealment.
“Then why are we bringing them?” he asked.
“Because she left them here.”
“That doesn’t answer the food-safety portion of the question.”
“She’ll eat them.”
Jacob accepted that because Jee had eaten crackers recovered from beneath a car seat and considered the floor a valid storage surface if an adult failed to intervene quickly enough. He removed the charger from the tote and set it beside Ethan’s keys.
Late-morning sun filled the loft through the tall windows, cutting bright rectangles across the eggshell rug and the edge of the glass coffee table. One of the mustard-and-rust canvas prints reflected faintly in the television. The lower terrace door remained closed against the heat, but the leaves of the plants beside it shifted whenever the air-conditioning engaged.
The apartment had already passed through three versions of readiness. At nine, the island held only Ethan’s coffee and the keys. At nine thirty, Jacob added two reusable bags, a bottle of sunscreen, and a folded paper list he claimed was not a list until Ethan opened it and found six items written beneath the heading possible things people will forget. By ten, May’s messages had converted an afternoon at Downtown Disney into a transportation problem involving two small children, five younger people, one stroller, and an argument about whether Harry possessed his own backpack.
The plan itself remained simple.
They would meet everybody in Anaheim, walk through the stores, get lunch, let Jee decide which objects qualified as emergencies, and come home. No beach equipment. No propane. No drone. No one had proposed leaving the county or staying out after dark.
Ethan had checked the route twice anyway.
Jacob unfolded the reusable bag and examined the seams. “This one’s tearing.”
“Then don’t bring it.”
“It isn’t tearing yet.”
“You just said it was.”
“I said it’s tearing. Present progressive. There’s time.”
“For what?”
“Intervention.”
Ethan looked at him.
Jacob folded the bag again. “I’ll bring another one.”
He opened the cabinet beneath the island, where Ethan kept the reusable bags inside the largest reusable bag because loose fabric handles became a structural problem otherwise. Jacob chose two and refolded both before adding them to the pile.
“They give you bags when you buy things,” Ethan said.
“Not everywhere.”
“We’re not buying groceries.”
“Reusable bags have applications beyond groceries.”
“That sounded rehearsed.”
“It’s a fact.” Jacob closed the cabinet. “Also, Jee’s coming.”
That explained enough that Ethan let the subject go. Jee had left the beach on July Fourth with three shells, someone else’s plastic shovel, half a package of crackers, and a beach towel nobody had recognized until Maddie found Karen’s name written on the tag. Downtown Disney contained considerably more portable objects than the beach.
Ethan’s phone vibrated against the island.
May: Final count for Ethan’s car: me, Harry, Chris, Denny, Mara.
A second message followed before he finished reading.
May: Plus Ethan obviously.
Harry: Bold assumption.
May: He owns the car.
Harry: Cars can be borrowed.
Ethan looked toward the keys beside the charger and moved them into his pocket.
Jacob watched. “What happened?”
“Harry wants the Land Rover.”
“Does Harry know how to drive the Land Rover?”
“He knows how to drive.”
“That wasn’t my question.”
Ethan typed with one thumb.
Ethan: No.
Harry: I didn’t ask.
Ethan: Preventive answer.
May: He moved the keys, didn’t he?
Ethan did not respond.
May added a laughing reaction to her own message.
Jacob leaned against the island to read over Ethan’s arm, close enough that the sunglasses at his collar tapped the edge of the phone. Ethan lowered the screen so they could both see it without Jacob bending farther.
Christopher: Can I have the front seat?
May: No.
Christopher: I asked Ethan.
May: I get carsick.
Christopher: You didn’t in July.
May: I was navigating.
Harry: You slept for forty minutes.
May: After navigating.
“She’s going to take the front seat,” Jacob said.
“I know.”
“Then why aren’t you saying that?”
“They’ll decide.”
Jacob looked at him. “They’re deciding in your car.”
“May gets carsick.”
“She does not.”
“She says she does.”
“That’s different.”
Ethan typed before the argument could acquire evidence.
Ethan: May in front. Christopher behind her so he has the wider door. Everybody else can negotiate.
Christopher: Fine.
May: Thank you.
Harry: Dictatorship.
Mara: You wanted the back yesterday.
Harry: That was before it became mandatory.
Jacob nodded. “Solved.”
“It wasn’t difficult.”
“You let them send fourteen messages first.”
“They were enjoying themselves.”
“Harry was preparing litigation.”
“May can handle him.”
The thread fell quiet for almost twenty seconds. Ethan returned to the tote and counted the water again. Six bottles. Six people in his car, though May had said she was bringing her own. Christopher usually had one clipped to his bag. Denny might. Mara could. Harry would insist he did until they reached the freeway and discovered the bottle on Athena’s kitchen counter.
Ethan opened the refrigerator and took out two more.
“You’re taking six people,” Jacob said behind him.
“I can count.”
“There were six bottles before.”
“There are eight now.”
“I see that.”
Ethan put them into the tote.
Jacob did not argue. He picked up the sunscreen and checked the cap before placing it beside the water. The gesture had become part of leaving the loft: Ethan gathered what people claimed they needed; Jacob checked whether any of it would leak. Jacob had once tightened a travel mug Ethan had already tightened and then apologized to the mug when the lid shifted another quarter inch.
Neither of them mentioned that.
Their breakfast plates remained on the island between the supplies. Jacob had made eggs and left Ethan’s without cheese because Ethan had not wanted it the last two times. Ethan had cut fruit and placed more on Jacob’s plate because Jacob had eaten around breakfast the day before while finishing an assignment. Neither had discussed those decisions either. The plates were simply empty now, except for a strawberry stem Jacob had lined along the rim instead of carrying three feet to the trash.
Ethan picked up both plates.
“I was going to do that,” Jacob said.
“You were folding bags.”
“I can perform two tasks.”
“Not with one bag in each hand.”
Jacob lifted both to demonstrate that his fingers remained available.
Ethan put the plates into the dishwasher.
“Hostile,” Jacob said.
“You left the pan.”
Jacob turned toward the stove. The pan sat on the back burner beneath a thin film of cooling oil.
“It’s soaking.”
“There’s nothing in it.”
“Conceptually soaking.”
“That isn’t a thing.”
“It’s cooling enough to soak.”
Ethan ran water into it. Jacob carried the strawberry stem to the trash.
The loft had become smaller since Jacob moved in, but mornings no longer required conscious negotiation around the reduced space. Ethan crossed from refrigerator to island while Jacob moved from pantry to sink. Jacob opened a drawer before Ethan reached it, found the cloth Ethan needed, and left it on the counter without interrupting the sentence he was reading on his phone. Ethan wiped the oil from the stove. Jacob put the remaining eggs away. They moved around the open dishwasher and each other without colliding.
A month earlier, the adjustments had registered separately: Jacob stepping back to let Ethan pass, Ethan waiting before opening a cabinet, both reaching for the same glass and withdrawing. Now Jacob turned sideways as Ethan crossed behind him, and Ethan accepted the dish towel Jacob held out without looking.
It was easier.
That was all.
Ethan’s phone vibrated again.
Maddie: Do either of you have room for the stroller?
Jacob answered before Ethan could.
Jacob: Which stroller?
Maddie: The smaller one.
Jacob: Then probably.
Ethan: Not in my car.
Jacob glanced up. “We could fit it.”
“With six people?”
“Behind the third row.”
“With everybody’s bags.”
“They’re going shopping, not emigrating.”
Ethan opened the other thread and turned his phone around. May had sent a photograph from Athena’s driveway. Harry stood in sunglasses and basketball shorts beside four backpacks, a tote bag, a folded hoodie, and something long wrapped in a blanket. Christopher sat behind him in his chair with one hand raised toward the camera, though Ethan could not determine whether he was waving or objecting.
May: Harry says this is all necessary.
Harry: That isn’t all mine.
May: Whose is it?
Harry: I don’t know yet.
Jacob enlarged the photograph. “What’s in the blanket?”
“Ask him.”
Jacob: What’s in the blanket?
Harry: Maybe a poster tube.
May: How do you maybe own a poster tube?
Harry: I didn’t pack the car.
Christopher: It’s the picnic blanket.
May: Why do we need a picnic blanket?
Harry: See? Not mine.
“The stroller goes with Maddie,” Ethan said.
Jacob conceded by typing it himself. Maddie answered with a thumbs-up and then sent a list long enough to occupy the entire preview.
Maddie: I’ll keep the stroller, diaper bag, carrier, bottles, changes of clothes, Nash’s blanket, Jee’s bag, and anything else that appears before we leave. Jacob, I’m told you’re with me.
Jacob lowered the phone. “You told her?”
“May changed the count.”
“You could’ve changed it back.”
“Why?”
Jacob looked toward the tote, then toward his two folded shopping bags. “I assumed I was riding with you.”
“There isn’t room.”
“There is technically room.”
“Not after Harry’s mystery blanket.”
“It’s not a mystery anymore.”
“It’s still unnecessary.”
Jacob considered the photograph again. “It might be useful.”
“For Downtown Disney?”
“There are benches.”
“Then we don’t need a blanket.”
“That wasn’t a defense of the blanket. It was an observation.”
Ethan leaned against the island. “Maddie has Jee and Nash. You have fewer opinions about car music than the five people coming with me.”
“That is absolutely not true.”
“You have fewer loud opinions.”
“Also not true.”
“You’re the only person who’ll fit in the front seat without moving the diaper bag.”
Jacob stared at him. “That’s a terrible reason.”
“It’s a practical reason.”
“Does Maddie know that’s your reason?”
Before Ethan could answer, Maddie sent another message.
Maddie: I need one adult who won’t encourage Jee to buy everything she touches.
Jacob: Why do you think that’s me?
Maddie: Ethan bought her a six-foot stuffed giraffe.
“It wasn’t six feet,” Ethan said.
Jacob looked up from the phone. “How tall was it?”
“Five and a half.”
“That distinction saved you.”
“She liked it.”
“Where is it now?”
“At Buck’s.”
“Why?”
“It didn’t fit in Maddie’s car with Nash’s bassinet.”
Jacob laughed once, the sound escaping before he replaced it with a thoughtful expression that failed to hide anything. “You bought a five-and-a-half-foot giraffe for a child and made your uncle transport it.”
“He had the truck.”
“Of course he did.”
“It fit.”
“That isn’t the point.”
“It was to Jee.”
Jacob’s phone rang before he could answer. Maddie’s name appeared across the screen.
“You should take that,” Ethan said.
“Why is she calling me?”
“You’re riding with her.”
Jacob answered on speaker. “Hi.”
Jee spoke before Maddie could. “Are you coming in our car?”
Jacob glanced at Ethan. “Apparently.”
“You can sit by me.”
“I think your brother’s car seat might be there.”
“He can’t talk.”
“That doesn’t mean he loses the seat.”
“He’s too little to know.”
Maddie’s voice entered farther from the phone. “Jee, please don’t evict your brother.”
“I’m not. Jacob can sit in the middle.”
Jacob looked toward the ceiling. “How big is the middle?”
“Not big enough,” Maddie said, closer now. “You’re in front. She’s negotiating without authority.”
“That seems common today.”
“I heard that,” Harry said somewhere on Maddie’s end.
“Why is Harry there?” Ethan asked.
“Athena dropped him and May here because Christopher’s meeting them at our house,” Maddie said. “Hen and Karen are bringing Denny and Mara. We’re all leaving from here except you two.”
Ethan opened the map. Maddie’s house remained west of the most direct route from the loft to Anaheim. Going there would add nearly forty minutes before traffic changed.
“We’ll meet you there,” he said.
“That’s what I told everybody.”
“May said they were leaving from Athena’s.”
“That was fifteen minutes ago.”
“Why did it change?”
In the background, Nash began making the small uncertain sounds that preceded crying. Maddie lowered her voice automatically.
“Because Athena had to leave, Eddie was already bringing Christopher here, and Hen said this was easier.”
“Is it?” Jacob asked.
“Not for me.”
Jee shouted that Nash was awake. The uncertain sounds became a definite complaint.
“We have to go,” Maddie said. “Jacob, I’ll save the front seat. Ethan, May says eleven forty-five at the west entrance. Please make sure everybody actually gets into the same car before you leave.”
“I can do that.”
“I know. That’s why I’m asking you.”
The call ended.
For several seconds, the loft held only the air-conditioning and the faint mechanical noise of traffic below. Jacob looked down at his phone.
“She said she’ll save the front seat.”
“You’ll fit.”
“That isn’t why I said it.”
Ethan waited.
Jacob did not continue. He picked up the charger and slid it into his pocket instead of returning it to either bag.
Maddie liked Jacob. That had been clear before today. She asked whether he had eaten, remembered his class schedule, and included him in invitations without routing them through Ethan. At the hospital after Nash’s birth, she had made space beside the family before Jacob could place himself in the hallway. None of it required Ethan to explain.
Still, the arrangement felt useful in a way the seat count did not entirely cover. Maddie and Jacob had spent time together, but usually inside larger groups or with Ethan nearby. An hour in the same car would let them talk without Ethan becoming the reason every sentence existed.
He decided not to say that. Jacob would hear an assignment where Ethan intended only a possibility.
Instead, Ethan reached for the shopping bags. “Take these with you.”
Jacob accepted them. “Why?”
“Jee’s in your car.”
“The giraffe was your decision.”
“You’ve been warned.”
“I’m not carrying another giraffe.”
“Then don’t let her see one.”
“At Downtown Disney?”
“Good luck.”
Jacob put the bags beside the charger. “This is retaliation for the snack bag.”
“It’s preparation.”
“Fear disguised as preparation.”
“You brought four sunscreens to the beach.”
“They had different purposes.”
“We’re bringing the bags.”
Jacob looked at him for one beat, then smiled despite himself. “I didn’t say we weren’t.”
Ethan’s phone filled with new messages.
May: Roll call.
May: Me: here.
Harry: Oppressive.
May: Harry: here and being difficult.
Christopher: Here.
Denny: Five minutes away.
Mara: Seven.
Denny: Mom said five.
Mara: She was being optimistic.
May: Ethan?
Ethan: Loft. Leaving in twenty.
May: Jacob?
Jacob raised his phone and took a photograph of himself standing beside Ethan at the island. Ethan saw the screen a second too late to change his expression.
Jacob: Unfortunately also here.
May: Proof accepted.
Harry: Ethan looks like he’s reporting a crime.
Christopher: He always looks like that in surprise pictures.
Ethan: Delete it.
May: Saved.
Jacob locked his phone before Ethan could take it.
“You know she already has worse pictures,” Jacob said.
“That isn’t the point.”
“What is the point?”
“I wasn’t ready.”
Jacob’s smile softened into something less openly amused. “That’s why it was a roll call.”
Ethan could not argue with that without improving Jacob’s position. He checked the time instead. Ten twenty-nine. The route remained manageable. If they left in twenty minutes, even traffic near Norwalk would not make them late. Everyone expected to arrive before noon, finish lunch and shopping by four, and return to Los Angeles before dinner.
No one had packed for anything else.
The younger group began negotiating music before they had entered the vehicle.
Harry: Driver doesn’t pick.
May: Driver always has veto.
Denny: Passengers vote.
Christopher: Votes should be weighted by seat quality.
Mara: Why would the person with the best seat get more votes?
Christopher: Compensation for not choosing it.
May: You tried to choose it.
Christopher: And was denied.
Ethan put the phone facedown.
“You should make a playlist before they overthrow you,” Jacob said.
“I have playlists.”
“Your playlists have six-hour emotional arcs.”
“No, they don’t.”
“The desert one had chapters.”
“It was arranged by tempo.”
“And emotional devastation.”
“You added Taylor Swift.”
“To improve morale.”
“At two in the morning.”
“That’s when morale was lowest.”
Ethan picked up his phone and opened his music. The road-trip playlist from June remained near the top, altered by three people until the sequence moved from Prince to Paramore to a song May had added because its title contained the word California. He made a copy and changed the name to Anaheim.
Jacob watched from the other side of the island. “That’s all you’re calling it?”
“That’s where we’re going.”
“It lacks aspiration.”
“It’s a playlist.”
“Exactly.”
“You’re not even in the car.”
Jacob put a hand against his chest as though Ethan had identified a betrayal. “Then I should have naming rights as compensation.”
“No.”
“Happiest Traffic on Earth.”
“No.”
“Downtown Drive.”
“Worse.”
“Saturday in Anaheim.”
“That’s just longer.”
“It has atmosphere.”
Ethan saved the playlist as Anaheim.
Jacob looked genuinely disappointed. “You resist joy.”
“You can name Maddie’s playlist.”
“Maddie probably already named it.”
“Then you’re safe.”
“From creativity?”
“From responsibility.”
The exchange ended there. Jacob carried the washed pan to the drying rack and wiped one line of water from the counter. Ethan returned the unused food to the refrigerator, then took the apples out again when he remembered Mara’s tendency to say she was fine before anyone had asked.
He did not know whether that meant she would want one. Bringing them created an option without requiring a question.
Jacob noticed but said nothing. He added a second package of crackers instead.
At ten thirty-seven, Ethan went upstairs to change his shirt. The location did not shift so much as widen beneath him. From the open mezzanine, he could still see Jacob at the island and the bright top edge of the frosted partition enclosing his room. Jacob stood in the center of the shared space with Ethan’s phone charger cable in one hand and the tote strap in the other, testing whether the cord would catch when the bag closed.
“Don’t put it back with the food,” Ethan called.
Jacob looked up. “I’m not.”
“It looks like you are.”
“I’m moving it.”
“Where?”
“Somewhere that isn’t food.”
Ethan chose a faded blue T-shirt from the chair beside his bed. Through the glass doors on his right, the private terrace held still beneath the sun. A towel remained over the back of one chair from his run that morning. He considered bringing a hat, decided the shopping district had enough shade, and brought it anyway.
When he came back down, Jacob had moved the charger into the outer pocket of Ethan’s backpack.
“Better?” Jacob asked.
“Yes.”
“Thank you.”
“For what?”
“Acknowledging successful intervention.”
Ethan put on his shoes near the front door. Jacob’s sneakers remained beside the sliding entrance to his room, positioned together with the toes facing out. Ethan looked from them to Jacob’s bare feet.
“Shoes.”
Jacob followed his gaze. “I know.”
“We’re leaving in twelve minutes.”
“Shoes take less than twelve minutes.”
“For most people.”
“I lost one flip-flop one time.”
“You lost it between your room and the kitchen.”
“It was under the couch.”
“That’s farther.”
Jacob crossed toward his room. “You moved the towels.”
“That had nothing to do with your shoe.”
“It established environmental interference.”
He slid the partition door open and disappeared long enough to retrieve socks. Ethan remained by the entrance and checked the packed tote once more. Water. Food. Sunscreen. Hand sanitizer. Charger in the backpack. Two reusable bags beside Jacob’s things. Wallet and keys in his pockets. The rear of the Land Rover had been cleared after the beach except for one folded blanket, an umbrella, and a grocery crate that could hold everybody’s purchases.
No one needed anything else.
His phone rang.
May did not wait for a greeting. “Mara wants to know if she needs money.”
“For lunch?”
“For everything.”
“No.”
There was a brief silence. May lowered her voice. “That’s what I said.”
“She can bring it if she wants.”
“I said that too.”
“Then why are you calling me?”
“She wanted to hear it from the person driving.”
Ethan sat on the arm of the couch and adjusted one shoelace. “Tell her lunch is handled. If she wants to buy something, she can. If she doesn’t, she doesn’t have to.”
May repeated the answer away from the phone. Mara said something Ethan could not hear.
“She says okay,” May reported.
“Okay.”
“Also, Denny brought cards.”
“Why?”
“He says for the drive.”
“He can’t play cards in a moving car.”
“That’s what Christopher said.”
“Then why are you telling me?”
“Roll call.”
May ended the call.
Jacob came out wearing both shoes. “What was that?”
“Mara wanted to know if she needed money.”
Jacob’s expression changed by less than it would have a month earlier. Ethan still saw it.
“What did you tell her?”
“Lunch is handled. Anything else is optional.”
Jacob nodded once. No explanation. No comparison. No attempt to turn recognition into a conversation Mara had not requested. He took the second package of crackers from the counter and added it to the tote.
“Denny brought cards,” Ethan said.
“For Downtown Disney?”
“For the drive.”
“That’ll go well.”
“Christopher already objected.”
“Then it’s handled.”
They stood in the changed loft with everything packed and nowhere else to direct preparation. The former dining area had settled into its new use as a living room. Ethan’s couch sat nearer the front door than it once had. The leather chair occupied the opposite edge of the rug. The record shelf fit beneath the stairs, and the lower terrace beyond the two shallow steps held the table they no longer had room for inside.
Behind the black-framed partition, Jacob’s room contained a real bed, a desk, textbooks, a framed photograph of Christopher, and the Cabazon postcard May had filled with writing after their first accidental trip. The partition had reduced the open space by enough that Ethan could reach the front door from the island in fewer steps. It had also given Jacob somewhere to leave shoes without preparing to move them again.
Nothing in the loft looked temporary now.
Ethan noticed that and redirected his attention to the door lock.
“You checked it,” Jacob said.
“Not yet.”
“You looked at it.”
“That isn’t checking it.”
“What information does the second look provide?”
“Whether it’s locked.”
“We’re inside.”
“For another eight minutes.”
Jacob picked up the reusable bags. “I’m glad this outing is uncomplicated.”
“It is.”
“We have two cars, ten people, two car seats, a stroller, a mystery blanket, and a group chat conducting active seat arbitration.”
“The blanket isn’t a mystery.”
“Good. One problem solved.”
“We’re going to lunch and stores.”
“I know.”
“Then home.”
“By dinner,” Jacob agreed.
The words felt less like reassurance than a fact. Everyone expected the same thing. Maddie had bottles for Nash and snacks for Jee. Hen and Karen knew where Denny and Mara were going. Eddie had delivered Christopher with his chair and crutches. Athena had transferred May and Harry into the group without requesting an operational plan beyond location sharing and a return time.
Nobody was disappearing with anybody’s children. Nobody was improvising an overnight trip. The drive to Anaheim did not require food for an airport delay, despite what the tote suggested.
Ethan’s phone vibrated again.
May: Denny and Mara here.
Denny: Five minutes.
Mara: It was eight.
Denny: Traffic changed.
Mara: Time continued.
Harry: Can we leave without Ethan?
Christopher: No. His car is here.
Harry: Jacob could drive it.
Jacob: I have been assigned to the baby ecosystem.
Maddie: That is not what we’re calling my car.
Jacob: Sorry.
Maddie: Not inaccurate, though.
Ethan read that twice before putting the phone away.
Jacob saw his expression. “What?”
“Nothing.”
“You’re doing the thing.”
“What thing?”
“Where something happens and you decide it doesn’t need to become information.”
“Maddie agreed about the ecosystem.”
Jacob waited as though there might be more.
There was more, but none of it required speech. Maddie had made room for Jacob without making the room conditional on Ethan. Jacob had accepted without asking whether his presence inconvenienced her. They would spend the drive discussing Jee’s music, Nash’s bottles, traffic, or nothing important. Ethan did not need to supervise the shape of it.
“You’ll have fun,” he said.
Jacob’s eyebrows rose. “In the baby ecosystem?”
“Jee likes you.”
“Jee likes anybody who can reach high shelves.”
“You bought her the purple cereal.”
“She asked.”
“She asks everybody. You did it.”
“It had less sugar than the red one.”
“You read the labels?”
Jacob looked offended. “Of course I read the labels.”
“Then you’re qualified.”
“For what?”
“The ecosystem.”
Jacob pointed one folded bag at him. “You’re getting the loud car.”
“I know.”
“Harry will complain about the temperature.”
“He always does.”
“Christopher will complain about Harry complaining.”
“Also normal.”
“Denny and Mara will take opposite sides whether either one cares.”
“Probably.”
“May will document all of it.”
Ethan picked up the tote. “She does that in every car.”
Jacob considered the complete arrangement and nodded. “Good luck.”
“You have a baby.”
“Maddie has a baby.”
“You’re in the car.”
“That’s not how custody works.”
“It is how crying works.”
Jacob’s confidence weakened. “He likes the car.”
“Until he doesn’t.”
“Maddie will know what to do.”
“Probably.”
“You’re enjoying this.”
“A little.”
Jacob laughed and went back for his wallet, which sat beside the coffee mug he had forgotten to rinse. Ethan watched him check both back pockets before locating it in plain view. Jacob caught the mug on his return, rinsed it, and placed it in the dishwasher without comment.
The clock above the kitchen changed to ten forty-eight.
“Two minutes,” Ethan said.
“You said twenty minutes seventeen minutes ago.”
“Traffic changed.”
“Mara was right.”
Jacob checked the zipper on the tote. Ethan checked the terrace door through the app. Jacob turned off the lamp beside the couch even though neither of them had turned it on. Ethan lowered the thermostat by two degrees so the loft would not fight the afternoon heat while they were gone.
The messages continued.
May: Everybody has confirmed they expect to be home by dinner.
Harry: Why did we have to confirm that?
May: Because Mom asked.
Christopher: My dad asked too.
Denny: Same.
Mara: Karen said before dinner if traffic is good, after if it isn’t.
May: Fine. Home around dinner.
Maddie: We’ll leave Anaheim by four.
Ethan: Works.
Jacob read over his shoulder. “Four gives us enough time.”
“Even with traffic.”
“Unless Jee finds another giraffe.”
“Don’t let her.”
“You gave me shopping bags.”
“For smaller things.”
“Define smaller.”
“Anything that fits inside the bag.”
“That’s a dangerous standard.”
“It’s a physical standard.”
“She’ll make something fit.”
“Then you carry it.”
Jacob opened the front door. Heat from the hall entered around him, warmer than the controlled air inside the loft. “I’ve reconsidered the car split.”
“Too late.”
They stepped into the hallway. Ethan locked the door and tested it once. Jacob waited beside him with the folded bags beneath one arm and the portable charger now secure in his pocket. Ethan held the food and water. Their separate rides waited several floors below, along with a day that had no purpose beyond lunch, stores, and getting everybody home at a reasonable hour.
Jacob pressed the elevator button.
“Downtown Disney,” he said.
“Downtown Disney.”
“Lunch.”
“Shopping.”
“Home by dinner.”
The elevator arrived. Ethan looked once toward the locked loft, then followed Jacob inside.
That was the entire plan.
At twelve twelve, Ethan learned that meeting in Anaheim was different from arriving in Anaheim.
Arriving had required one freeway, two missed turns inside the parking complex, and six people offering incompatible opinions about which level May had told Maddie to use. Meeting required finding Maddie’s car somewhere inside a concrete structure large enough to establish its own weather system.
“She said Pixar,” May said, walking backward in front of the Land Rover while Ethan locked it. “Level four, row forty-two, near the escalators.”
Harry looked across the row of parked cars. “Those are elevators.”
“The escalators are on the other side.”
“Then we aren’t near them.”
“We’re near the elevators that go to the escalators.”
“That’s not a location.”
“It got us here.”
Ethan checked the number painted on the nearest column. Forty-seven. He looked at May.
She stopped walking backward. “Mostly here.”
Behind them, Denny shut the rear door and shouldered his backpack. Mara stood beside him with a canvas tote held close beneath one arm, watching Christopher transfer from the Land Rover into the wheelchair they had taken from Eddie’s garage that morning. The chair had fit behind the third row only after Harry held Christopher’s crutches across his lap and Denny agreed to let Mara put one bag beneath his feet.
Christopher locked one wheel, adjusted the footplate, and looked up at Ethan. “If you say anything about the ramp, I’m leaving.”
“I was going to ask if you wanted your bag.”
Christopher glanced toward the backpack still inside the Land Rover. “Yes.”
Ethan handed it over.
“And the small bag.”
Ethan handed him the smaller bag.
“Not that one. The blue one.”
“That is blue.”
“That’s gray.”
Harry leaned into the rear compartment. “This one?”
“Yes.”
“This is also gray.”
“It has blue straps.”
“Then say the one with blue straps.”
Christopher took it from him. “I thought you could see.”
“Apparently not colors.”
Mara closed the back hatch before the discussion could produce a fourth bag. “Are we actually meeting them, or are we staying here?”
“Meeting them,” May said. She checked her phone. “Maddie says she can see the elevators.”
Everybody looked toward the elevator bank.
“So can we,” Denny said.
“I’m telling her that.”
“Tell her what number,” Ethan said.
May looked at the column. “Forty-seven.”
“We’re not in forty-seven,” Harry said. “That’s the row across from us.”
“We’re adjacent to forty-seven.”
“You can’t send somebody an adjacent parking number.”
“You can if they’re walking.”
“Maddie has two kids and a stroller.”
“Jacob’s with her.”
“So she has three kids and a stroller.”
May sent the message anyway.
Ethan slung the cooler bag over one shoulder and checked the Land Rover again. The windows were closed. The doors were locked. Nothing remained visible except a folded blanket, two empty water bottles, and the corner of a reusable shopping bag Mara had pushed beneath the front seat when they parked.
He had packed for Downtown Disney as if they were crossing a desert. Water, sunscreen, snacks, charging cables, painkillers, bandages, an extra shirt for Jee because Maddie had texted at nine asking whether anybody had room, and enough wipes to survive an event none of them intended to cause. Jacob had looked at the bags near the loft door and asked whether Ethan planned to shop or establish a field hospital.
Then Jacob had added two electrolyte packets and a second portable charger.
“They’re moving,” May announced.
“Toward us?” Harry asked.
“She didn’t specify.”
Christopher rolled toward the open lane. Denny moved beside him without reaching for the chair.
“You’re going the wrong way,” Ethan said.
Christopher stopped. “Based on what?”
Ethan pointed toward the elevator signs.
Christopher turned the chair in a tight half circle. “I was testing you.”
“Sure.”
“You passed.”
Denny fell into step on Christopher’s left. Mara walked on his right, close enough to hear them but not close enough to look assigned. Harry followed with both hands in his pockets. May remained in front, tracking a blue dot on her phone as if Maddie were crossing open terrain instead of circling the same section of a parking structure.
Ethan stayed behind them.
Six months ago, he would not have known any of their walking patterns. He would not have known May accelerated whenever she thought the group had failed to notice she was uncertain. He would not have known Harry let his shoulders drop when nobody older tried to manage his mood. He would not have known Christopher could push faster than most people walked when the ground was smooth, or that Denny would match him without comment, or that Mara preferred the edge of a group until she decided where she wanted to be.
Six months ago, Maddie had been a name attached to a DNA match Ethan had opened too many times without sending a message.
Now she was somewhere on level four with his little sister, his baby brother, Jacob, a stroller, and at least one bag nobody had needed until Maddie became responsible for carrying it.
The thought arrived without warning and did not hurt.
It did not feel profound either. It felt like needing to find them before Jee got tired of waiting.
“There,” May said.
Jacob appeared beyond a line of SUVs pushing the stroller one-handed. Three shopping bags hung from the handle even though they had not reached a store yet. Nash’s car seat had been clipped into the stroller frame beneath a muslin cover, and the diaper bag crossed Jacob’s chest. He wore tan shorts, a dark-blue rugby shirt, sunglasses, and the expression of someone who had accepted responsibility for too many objects in a parking garage.
Maddie followed with Jee holding her hand. Jee wore pink shorts, light-up shoes, and a T-shirt covered in small princess crowns. A purple backpack nearly the size of her torso sat high between her shoulders.
“We found you!” Jee shouted.
Her voice carried through the garage. Someone unloading a minivan looked over.
“You did,” Ethan said.
Jee released Maddie and ran the remaining distance. Ethan set down the cooler bag before catching her. She struck him at knee height, wrapped both arms around one leg, and immediately tried to climb.
“Up.”
“Hi to you too.”
“Up, Ethan.”
He lifted her. She settled against his side and pushed her sunglasses onto the top of her head.
“We saw Mickey,” she said.
“Already?”
“On a bus.”
“That counts,” Denny said.
“It does not,” Christopher replied. “Pictures don’t count.”
Jee frowned at him from Ethan’s arms. “It was big Mickey.”
Christopher considered the distinction. “That might count.”
Jee nodded. The dispute was settled.
Maddie reached them and looked over the assembled group. “Everybody made it.”
“Eventually,” Harry said.
“May sent us to the elevators.”
“You found the elevators.”
“We found four different elevators.”
May took one of the bags from Jacob’s stroller handle. “But you found us.”
“After Jacob asked somebody in a vest.”
Jacob adjusted the diaper-bag strap. “She worked here.”
“She was directing traffic.”
“Exactly.”
“She directed us back to the same elevator.”
“Because it was the right elevator.”
Maddie smiled at him. “You were very confident when you said that.”
“I was trying to restore morale.”
“Whose?”
Jacob looked at Jee. Jee had already begun pulling Ethan’s sunglasses off his face.
“Mine,” he admitted.
Maddie laughed quietly. The sound was easy. Not the careful laugh she sometimes gave Ethan when a conversation approached something neither of them knew how to hold. This one belonged to the garage, the stroller, and Jacob’s failed attempt at navigation.
Jacob smiled back at her.
Ethan retrieved his sunglasses from Jee and glanced toward the covered car seat. “How’s Nash?”
“Asleep,” Maddie said. “For now.”
“He screamed from Los Angeles to Norwalk,” Jacob added. “Then stopped so suddenly we checked whether he was breathing.”
“Twice,” Maddie said.
“Three times.”
“The last one was you.”
“I was closest.”
Maddie looked at Ethan. “He’s been very helpful.”
Jacob went still in the small way he did when praise found him without warning. “I carried bags.”
“And kept Jee from eating the backup snacks before we got here.”
“I didn’t,” Jacob said. “I negotiated down to one.”
Jee held up two fingers.
“Those were two halves.”
“Two snacks.”
“One package.”
“Two.”
Jacob looked at Maddie. “This is what I was working with.”
“You gave her the second half.”
“Because she asked for it.”
“She’s four.”
“She made a strong case.”
Jee rested her head on Ethan’s shoulder, satisfied with the record.
May leaned toward the stroller and lifted the muslin edge enough to see Nash’s face. “He got bigger.”
“He did not get bigger since Sunday,” Harry said.
“He looks bigger.”
“Babies do that,” Mara said. She stepped closer when Maddie lifted the cover another inch, then stopped before entering the stroller’s space. Nash slept with both hands raised near his cheeks, his mouth slightly open.
“He looks like Chimney,” Denny said.
“He looks like a potato,” Harry replied.
Maddie considered her son. “Both can be true.”
Nash moved once beneath the blanket. Ten people fell silent.
He settled again.
“Okay,” Maddie whispered. “Nobody breathe.”
“We have to get on the tram,” May whispered back.
“Later.”
“He’ll sleep through it.”
“You don’t know that.”
Jacob adjusted the stroller handle. “He slept through Jee singing for twenty minutes.”
“I sang Moana,” Jee said against Ethan’s shoulder.
“All of it?” Christopher asked.
“All the songs.”
Jacob looked at him over the stroller. “All of them.”
Christopher’s mouth shifted. “You survived.”
“Barely.”
Jee sat up straight. “Again?”
“No,” eight people said.
The answer echoed.
Jee looked around at them, surprised and delighted by her own power. Then she laughed.
They began moving toward the elevator bank in a formation no one had planned. Christopher went first because the route was clear, with Denny and Mara beside him. Harry walked behind them while May photographed the backs of their heads. Maddie and Jacob followed with the stroller between them, continuing an argument about whether the remaining snack bag should stay beneath the stroller or move into the cooler. Ethan carried Jee and the cooler bag at the rear.
“I can walk,” Jee said.
“Do you want to?”
She considered. “At the stores.”
“Okay.”
“I want the princess store first.”
“There are several princess stores.”
“The big one.”
“That doesn’t narrow it down.”
“The one with dresses.”
May turned while still walking. “World of Disney.”
“We said food first,” Harry reminded her.
“We said we’d find everybody first.”
“Then food.”
“Nobody agreed to that.”
“I did,” Denny called.
“Me too,” Christopher said.
“You ate in the car,” Ethan told him.
Christopher looked over his shoulder. “That was parking-lot food.”
“It was a sandwich.”
“In a parking lot.”
“The location doesn’t change the sandwich.”
“It changes the meal.”
Mara nodded. “He’s right.”
Ethan looked at her. “You had the same sandwich.”
“And now I’m hungry again.”
Harry pointed ahead as if receiving vindication from the elevator signs. “Food.”
“Princesses,” Jee said.
“Coffee,” Maddie added.
“Bathroom,” Jacob said.
May stopped photographing them. “You should’ve gone before we left.”
Jacob turned toward her without releasing the stroller. “We left twenty minutes after you.”
“That doesn’t mean you went.”
“I have been transporting two children and an entire nursery through a parking structure.”
“That also doesn’t mean you went.”
“I’m an adult.”
“Then why are you announcing it?”
Maddie covered a laugh with one hand.
Jacob looked at her. “I thought you were on my side.”
“I’ve known May longer.”
“That isn’t what a side is.”
“It is today.”
The elevator arrived already half full. Two families occupied the rear with strollers folded against the wall. A couple stepped out. Everyone remaining looked at Ethan’s group, then at the wheelchair, the stroller, and the people still approaching from behind.
“We’ll get the next one,” Ethan said.
Christopher was already turning away. “I was going to say that.”
The doors closed. May checked the posted route map.
“We need the second floor,” she said.
“I know,” Jacob replied.
“You pushed four.”
Jacob looked at the illuminated button. “We’re on four.”
“The elevator doesn’t know that.”
“It should.”
“It would if you didn’t tell it to come here.”
“That’s what elevators do.”
“Why are you arguing with the elevator?” Harry asked.
“I’m not,” Jacob said.
The next elevator arrived empty. Christopher entered first and positioned his chair along the side. Denny stood beside him. Maddie pushed the stroller in, followed by Mara, May, Harry, Jacob, and Ethan still holding Jee. They fit only after May moved closer to Mara and Jacob flattened himself against the back wall with the cooler bag pressed into his stomach.
“This is fine,” Jacob said.
“You’re holding the diaper bag, the snack bag, and Ethan’s cooler,” Maddie said.
“Still fine.”
“Give me the cooler,” Ethan told him.
“You have Jee.”
“I can carry two things.”
“So can I.”
“You’re carrying four.”
“I’m counting the stroller as Maddie’s.”
Maddie pressed the second-floor button. “Nobody owns the stroller.”
“Nash does,” Jee said.
Everybody looked at her.
“That’s true,” Mara said.
The doors closed.
For three seconds, the elevator held only its mechanical hum and the close warmth of too many people. Ethan could smell sunscreen, coffee, the faint clean powder of the diaper bag, and the peppermint gum Harry had been chewing since Los Angeles. Jee’s arm rested around his neck. Christopher’s chair pressed lightly against Ethan’s shoe whenever the elevator shifted.
May raised her phone.
“Don’t,” Harry said.
The flash went off.
“You used flash?”
“It’s dark.”
“Nash is asleep.”
“He’s covered.”
The muslin cover moved.
Everyone stopped.
A small sound came from the stroller.
Maddie closed her eyes.
“You woke him,” Jacob whispered.
“I didn’t.”
Nash produced a second sound, louder and distinctly offended.
“You absolutely did,” Harry said.
“He was going to wake up anyway.”
“That’s not a defense.”
The elevator doors opened on the third floor.
Nobody got out.
A man waiting outside looked at the group, the waking baby, and Jacob pressed against the wall beneath several bags. He stepped back.
“We’re going down,” May said.
“I gathered,” the man replied.
The doors closed again.
Nash began to cry.
Not the full-force screaming Jacob had described from the freeway. This was a gathering complaint, each breath preparing for something larger. Maddie leaned over the stroller and placed one hand beneath the cover.
“Hi, baby. I know. I know.”
Jee twisted in Ethan’s arms. “Nash is awake.”
“He is.”
“He wants a song.”
“He does not,” Jacob said quickly.
Jee inhaled.
“After the elevator,” Ethan told her.
She lowered her voice to an urgent whisper. “He likes Moana.”
“I’m sure he does.”
The elevator reached the second floor. The doors opened onto daylight, distant music, and a corridor already crowded with people heading toward the tram area.
They came out in pieces. Christopher cleared the threshold and moved aside. Denny followed. Mara held the door while Maddie pushed the stroller through. Harry and May stepped out arguing about whether the photograph had been worth waking Nash. Jacob emerged with every bag still attached to him.
Ethan carried Jee into the corridor and set her down when she began pointing toward a mural across the wall.
“Mickey,” she said.
Christopher looked at the painted figure. “That’s another picture.”
“Big Mickey,” Jee insisted.
“Still might count.”
Maddie unfastened Nash from the car seat and lifted him against her shoulder. His crying reduced immediately to small outraged bursts. Jacob lowered the stroller’s muslin cover and began removing the bags from its handle so Maddie could reach the diaper pouch beneath the seat.
“Blue one?” he asked.
“Front pocket.”
“This front pocket?”
“The other front pocket.”
“It has three fronts.”
“The one facing you.”
Jacob found the pacifier, passed it over, and remained beside her while Maddie settled Nash. She took the pacifier, then glanced down at the collection of bags near Jacob’s feet.
“You can leave some of those on the stroller.”
“I know.”
“You took all of them off.”
“So you could reach the pocket.”
“You could put them back now.”
“I was going to.”
“I’m not criticizing.”
“I know.”
Maddie studied him for half a second. “You say that the way Ethan does.”
Jacob glanced toward Ethan before looking back at her. “Which way?”
“Like you’re expecting the next sentence to prove you wrong.”
The observation landed softly enough that it did not stop the corridor around them. A tram announcement sounded through the speakers. Denny asked Christopher whether they should wait near the ramp. Harry pointed out that May had photographed Jacob holding a bag in front of a restroom sign. Jee tried to climb onto the empty stroller footrest.
Jacob lifted one shoulder beneath the diaper-bag strap. “It usually does.”
Maddie adjusted Nash higher against her. “Mine doesn’t have to.”
Jacob looked at her.
Then Nash pushed the pacifier out with his tongue. Maddie caught it against her shirt.
“Your son disagrees,” Jacob said.
“He’s Chimney’s son when he does that.”
Jacob laughed and picked up the snack bag.
The conversation moved on. No one marked that it had started.
Ethan looked away before either of them noticed him watching. He did not need to stand inside every relationship that connected through him. Maddie and Jacob had spent the drive talking without him. They had gotten lost together, negotiated snacks with Jee, checked whether Nash was breathing, and apparently established competing opinions about parking structures. None of it required Ethan to interpret what it meant.
It meant they had driven from Los Angeles to Anaheim in the same car.
It meant Maddie knew Jacob well enough to notice one of his answers.
It meant Jacob had made her laugh.
That was enough.
“We’re missing the tram,” May said.
“There’ll be another one,” Maddie replied.
“In seven minutes.”
“That’s not a crisis.”
“It is when Jee has started climbing the stroller.”
Jee stood with both feet on the footrest, hands wrapped around the sides. “I’m driving.”
“You’re getting down,” Ethan said.
“I’m the driver.”
“Nash owns the stroller,” Mara reminded her.
Jee looked at the baby in Maddie’s arms. Nash had accepted the pacifier on the second attempt and was staring at nothing with grave suspicion.
“He can ride,” Jee decided.
“Generous,” Harry said.
Ethan lifted Jee off the footrest. She protested until he set her on the floor and offered one hand.
“Stores,” he reminded her.
“Princess store.”
“Eventually.”
“First.”
“Bathroom first,” Jacob said.
“Food,” Harry and Denny said together.
“Coffee,” Maddie added.
Christopher rolled toward the tram line. “We’ll decide when we get there.”
“That isn’t a plan,” May said.
“It’s more of a plan than we had in the garage.”
Mara joined him. “I vote food, then stores.”
“Princesses,” Jee said again.
“Princesses are in the stores,” Denny told her.
“Dresses.”
“World of Disney has dresses,” May said. “We can go there while they get food.”
“I’m not splitting up before we even arrive,” Maddie said.
“Then everybody goes to World of Disney.”
Harry looked at Ethan. “She planned this.”
“I did not.”
“You brought your camera and no shopping bag.”
“I don’t need a shopping bag.”
“Because Jacob has six.”
Jacob had begun returning bags to the stroller. He stopped. “Why am I involved?”
“You accept the first bag,” Harry said.
“That doesn’t mean I accept every bag.”
Maddie handed him the diaper bag so she could refasten Nash into the car seat.
Jacob took it automatically.
Harry pointed.
“This is temporary.”
“Sure.”
“She’s holding a baby.”
“You don’t have to defend yourself.”
“I’m explaining.”
May raised the camera again.
“Don’t,” Jacob said.
She took the picture.
The tram arrived before they settled the itinerary. That became its own operation.
A cast member directed them toward the accessible boarding section. Christopher rolled into position beside the ramp while Denny and Mara waited with him. Maddie folded the stroller after passing Nash to Ethan, who accepted the car seat before realizing it was the first time anyone had handed him his brother without warning. Jacob collapsed the stroller frame. May lifted the snack bags. Harry took the cooler after three people told him not to put it on the ground.
Jee climbed onto the bench between Christopher and Denny and announced that they were going to see princesses.
“We’ve heard,” Christopher said.
“And Mickey.”
“The real one this time?”
“Big Mickey.”
“All Mickeys are big to you,” Harry said.
Jee looked offended. “I’m big.”
“You are,” Maddie said as she sat beside her.
The disagreement vanished.
Ethan settled the car seat between his feet and rested one hand on its handle. Nash remained awake but quiet, blinking up through the open cover. His eyes found Ethan for less than a second and wandered away.
Jacob sat across from them after securing the folded stroller. Maddie said something Ethan could not hear over the tram engine. Jacob leaned closer. She repeated it. He laughed, then glanced toward Jee when she began explaining the difference between regular dresses and princess dresses to Mara.
May sat beside Ethan and checked the photograph from the elevator.
“Harry looks possessed,” she said.
“You used flash.”
“It’s still good.”
She showed him.
The frame held too much: Christopher’s shoulder and one wheel, half of Mara’s face, Denny looking down, Harry caught mid-complaint, Maddie bent toward Nash, Jacob buried beneath bags, Jee grinning from Ethan’s arms, and Ethan himself at the edge with his head turned toward somebody outside the picture.
It was not a good photograph.
It was accurate.
“Send it to me,” he said.
May looked at him, then smiled without comment and sent it.
The tram pulled away from the curb. Warm air moved through the open sides. Concrete gave way to ramps, signs, landscaped edges, and glimpses of the resort beyond the structure. Jee waved at every person they passed as if the tram were a parade built for her. Denny joined her after the third wave. Mara pretended not to until a little girl waved directly at her, then lifted one hand.
Christopher pointed out the first visible monorail. Harry argued that it did not count because they were not inside the parks. May photographed it anyway. Maddie checked Nash, then stopped herself from checking again when Jacob quietly said he was still breathing.
Ethan watched all of them occupy the tram.
They took up space badly. Bags crowded their feet. The folded stroller blocked one aisle until a cast member helped shift it. Jee spoke loudly enough for the next section to hear. Christopher and Denny had started debating whether monorails should qualify as trains. Harry had produced crackers despite insisting he needed real food. Mara accepted one after first saying no. Maddie held Nash’s bottle beneath one arm. Jacob opened the map on his phone even though the tram had only one destination.
No one asked Ethan what he was doing there.
He did not ask himself.
The realization was quieter than relief. It carried no sharp edge, no test he had passed, no permission he needed to preserve. Six months ago, almost every person on the tram had existed beyond the boundaries of his ordinary life. Now their voices overlapped until he could no longer separate them without trying.
Jee leaned across the aisle and touched his knee.
“Ethan.”
“What?”
“Princesses first.”
He looked toward Maddie. She raised both eyebrows as if the decision had left her hands several minutes ago.
“Princesses first,” Ethan agreed.
Harry groaned. Denny asked whether food could be carried into the store. May declared Jee the only person who had presented a consistent platform. Christopher demanded a vote.
Jee lifted both hands.
“I win.”
The tram carried them toward Downtown Disney with the itinerary decided.
World of Disney had been designed by somebody who understood that a person could lose all directional sense beneath enough color.
Ethan knew where the doors were. He knew because he had checked when they entered, then checked again after the group divided around a display of sequined mouse ears without technically agreeing to divide. The doors remained behind them, visible between shoulders and strollers whenever the crowd shifted. Beyond those doors waited Downtown Disney, white August sunlight, and an uncomplicated walk to lunch.
Inside, eleven people became a search problem.
“Nobody leave the building,” Maddie said.
“We’re not six,” Harry replied.
“That instruction was for the adults.”
May lifted her camera. “Too late.”
The shutter clicked while Maddie stood with Nash strapped against her chest, one hand on Jee’s shoulder and the other pointing toward Jacob, who had stopped to examine a tower of mugs. Jacob looked up at exactly the wrong moment.
“Why me?” he asked.
“You have the keys to the second car.”
“You’re driving the second car.”
“Then it was for Ethan.”
Ethan stood ten feet away beside a display of character backpacks. “I’m not leaving the building.”
“Good.”
“This is going well,” May said.
She took another photograph.
The store spread outward in themed sections that offered the illusion of organization without any practical commitment to it. Princess dresses glittered beneath chandeliers. Shelves of plush characters rose taller than Jee. One room seemed to contain nothing but shirts, hats, and increasingly specific ways to announce a favorite animated animal. Music shifted whenever they crossed an invisible boundary between departments, though the crowd blended all of it into one bright, air-conditioned hum.
Jee took Ethan’s hand without asking and pulled.
“Come on.”
“Where?”
She pointed with her entire arm. “The castle.”
A display castle stood near the center of the room beneath hanging stars. It was not a castle so much as several shelves arranged to resemble one, every ledge crowded with dolls, wands, crowns, and boxed sets containing more pieces than any child could account for after opening them. Jee approached with the concentration of someone entering a negotiation.
Ethan let himself be taken.
Behind them, Maddie said, “Stay where I can see you.”
Jee turned around while continuing to walk. “I can see you.”
“That isn’t what I said.”
“It still counts.”
Her sandal caught on the edge of a floor decal. Ethan closed one hand around her upper arm before she pitched forward. Jee looked down, offended by the floor rather than startled by the near fall.
“Your shoe’s loose.”
“It’s fine.”
The strap had come halfway out of the buckle.
Ethan crouched. “Hold still.”
Jee placed one hand on his shoulder as if he had become furniture. Ethan fixed the strap, checked the other sandal, and stood to find Maddie watching from beside the backpacks.
She smiled when he looked at her.
Not the fragile smile she sometimes gave him when an ordinary moment caught against something she had missed. This one carried amusement and something quieter, but it did not ask him to examine either. Nash slept against her chest with his face turned toward the fabric. Maddie adjusted the edge of his hat and returned her attention to Jacob’s mug.
Ethan looked down at Jee. “Castle?”
“Castle.”
She pulled him the remaining distance.
Christopher, Denny, Mara, and Harry had reached the far side first. Christopher stood on his forearm crutches near a shelf of magnetic shoulder plushes. A green chameleon occupied his left shoulder. Its small felt feet clung to a magnetic pad hidden beneath his shirt.
Denny had a rat wearing a chef’s hat attached to his right shoulder.
Neither acknowledged this.
Harry did.
“You know those are still there, right?”
Christopher inspected a boxed wand. “What is?”
“The animals.”
Denny turned toward a mirror mounted beside the display. The rat turned with him. “It’s a product test.”
“What are you testing?” Mara asked.
“Magnet strength.”
Christopher shifted one crutch and leaned sideways until the chameleon tilted toward the floor. It stayed attached.
“Pretty strong,” he said.
“You look ridiculous,” Harry told him.
“You wore three pillows on your lap for the drive here.”
“Those belonged to Nash.”
“Nash was in the other car.”
“I didn’t know that when we loaded.”
Denny took three quick steps, stopped, and checked his shoulder. The rat remained in place.
“Running works,” he announced.
“That wasn’t running,” Mara said.
“There isn’t room.”
“There’s enough room to move faster than that.”
“You do it.”
Mara looked at the wall of plushes, chose a tiny orange fox, and held it against her shoulder without taking the magnetic backing from its hook. “I don’t need to. I know how magnets work.”
Christopher glanced at Ethan. “We’re not buying them.”
“I didn’t ask.”
“They’re twenty-three dollars.”
“Twenty-four ninety-nine,” Denny corrected.
“That’s worse.”
“It includes the base.”
Christopher looked at him. “I know.”
They had both read the packaging closely enough to locate the price, understand the mechanism, and identify the included components. Ethan folded his arms.
“Very convincing.”
Christopher’s expression flattened. “Shut up.”
Jee abandoned Ethan’s hand and approached Denny. She stared at the rat on his shoulder.
“Can I touch him?”
Denny crouched enough to bring the plush within reach. “The hat, not the face. The whiskers might bend.”
Jee touched the chef’s hat with one finger.
“His name is Remy,” she said.
“I know.”
“Then why did you call him a product?”
Denny looked at Christopher for assistance. Christopher turned toward the chameleon display.
“Ask him,” Denny said. “He has Pascal.”
Jee inspected Christopher next. “Are you buying him?”
“No.”
“Why?”
“Because I don’t need a shoulder lizard.”
“He likes you.”
Christopher looked toward the mirror. Pascal’s stitched smile remained fixed beside his face.
“That’s marketing.”
Jee did not appear to know what that meant, but she recognized refusal when she heard it. “He still likes you.”
Christopher adjusted the plush so it sat more securely.
Ethan did not comment.
Mara returned the fox to its hook. She did it carefully, holding the backing through the fabric so the two pieces did not snap together. Her attention moved to a nearby basket of enamel pins. She picked up one shaped like a small purple dragon, turned the card over, and read the price.
Then she put it back.
Nothing in her expression changed.
She crossed to a different display while Harry continued explaining that pillows in a car did not count as carrying pillows in public. Ethan watched Mara stop beside a rack of bracelets, touch one braided in green and gold, check its tag, and leave it where it hung.
He recognized the motion.
Not wanting and deciding against it. Deciding happened faster. Before anyone could notice the wanting, before anybody could offer, before the object had time to become a conversation.
Ethan knew how to leave a store with empty hands and make it look like preference.
He also knew what it felt like when somebody noticed too directly.
May appeared beside him. “You’re doing the face.”
“What face?”
“The one where you’re planning something and pretending you’re not.”
“I don’t have that face.”
She raised the camera.
“Don’t.”
May took the picture.
“Evidence,” she said.
“Delete it.”
“You don’t get editorial control.”
“I do when it’s my face.”
“That’s not how documentary photography works.”
“This isn’t a documentary.”
May turned the screen toward him. The photograph showed Ethan looking past the camera, arms folded, mouth set at one corner. Behind him, Christopher and Denny stood beneath the shoulder-plush display while Jee reached for Remy’s hat again. Mara was visible at the edge, half turned toward the bracelets.
“See?” May said. “Planning.”
“That proves nothing.”
“It proves you have the face.”
She moved away before he could take the camera.
Across the room, Jacob accepted a shopping bag from Maddie.
It was the first one.
Ethan saw the exact moment the mistake happened.
Maddie had found a pale blue sleeper printed with tiny Winnie the Poohs. Nash did not need another sleeper; Maddie had said so while showing it to Jacob. Jacob had agreed. Maddie bought it anyway, along with a sun hat Jee insisted Nash would wear even though he possessed neither the head control nor the opinions necessary to object.
At the register, Maddie tucked the receipt into her wallet, shifted Nash higher against her chest, and held the bag toward Jacob while she fixed the carrier strap.
Jacob took it.
He did not return it when she finished.
Ethan started counting.
One.
May bought a postcard set and a camera strap decorated with tiny fireworks. She passed the bag to Jacob while adjusting the new strap.
Two.
Harry discovered a shirt displaying Donald Duck beneath the words NOT TODAY. He claimed it was for Athena. Nobody believed him. He bought it in his own size and handed the bag to Jacob because he wanted to put the shirt on immediately.
Three.
Jee selected a plastic crown, changed her mind in favor of a bubble wand, changed it back, and then found a pair of pink ears with a satin bow. Maddie established a one-item rule. Jee attempted to define ears as clothing rather than an item.
During the appeal, she gave the bubble wand to Jacob.
Four objects, three bags.
Jacob held all of them without complaint.
The store absorbed them deeper.
Jee eventually chose the ears after Ethan pointed out that they could be worn immediately. Maddie paid. Jee placed the small paper bag containing the receipt and wrapping into Jacob’s free hand.
Four bags.
“You know there are baskets,” Ethan said.
Jacob looked down at himself as if noticing the collection for the first time. “We’re almost done.”
“We’ve been here twelve minutes.”
“That can’t be right.”
Ethan checked his phone. “Fourteen.”
Jacob moved May’s bag from one wrist to the other. “Still.”
“Give me two.”
“I have them.”
“I can see that.”
“Then why are you asking?”
Ethan took Harry’s bag before Jacob could move it out of reach.
“That one isn’t even his,” Harry said. “It’s mine.”
“Then carry it.”
Harry took the bag, looked toward the shirt he had not yet put on, and gave it back to Jacob.
“I need both hands.”
“For a shirt?”
“It has buttons.”
“It has four buttons.”
“Exactly.”
Jacob reclaimed the bag. “It’s fine.”
Ethan looked at the handles cutting across his fingers.
“I said I have it,” Jacob added.
“I heard you.”
Ethan took Maddie’s bag instead. Jacob allowed it only because Maddie had stopped beside them and was watching.
“Thank you,” she told Ethan.
“He was fine.”
“I know. Now he’s fine with one less bag.”
Jacob looked between them. “I feel managed.”
“You accepted the first one,” Ethan said.
“Because she was fixing Nash’s carrier.”
“And every bag after that?”
Jacob glanced toward May, who was photographing Christopher and Denny in the mirror.
“They kept giving them to me.”
“You kept taking them.”
“Those are connected events.”
“That doesn’t make them inevitable.”
Maddie smiled at Ethan again.
He knew that expression better. She was trying not to laugh.
“Don’t encourage him,” Jacob told her.
“I didn’t say anything.”
“Your face did.”
“Apparently everybody has one of those today,” May said as she returned.
She had photographed Christopher from behind. Pascal still occupied his shoulder. Denny stood beside him with Remy. Both were examining a rack of pins while pretending the mirror did not give them an uninterrupted view of themselves.
“Send me that,” Ethan said.
Christopher heard him. “Don’t.”
“I didn’t take it.”
“But you’ll have it.”
“That isn’t the same thing.”
“It is to me.”
Denny turned. “Wait. Get one where you can see both magnets.”
Christopher stared at him.
“For the test,” Denny said.
May raised the camera again.
Christopher sighed but stayed where he was.
Mara laughed from beside a display of hats. The sound escaped quickly, surprised enough that she looked around afterward to see whether anybody had noticed. Karen and Hen were not with them; they had trusted Maddie, Ethan, May, and Jacob with the younger group for one afternoon. The absence had left Mara more watchful at first. Now she put on a bucket hat embroidered with a small Mickey silhouette and tilted it low over her eyes.
Harry looked at her. “You look like you’re hiding from the law.”
“Maybe I am.”
“What did you do?”
“Nothing you can prove.”
May swung the camera toward her.
Mara held up one hand. “No.”
May lowered it immediately. “Okay.”
Mara looked at the hat in the mirror for another second before checking the tag. Her fingers paused.
She took it off and placed it back on the shelf.
Ethan crossed to the pin baskets.
They held dozens of designs arranged without any system he could identify: characters, castles, snacks with faces, rides, villains, slogans, and several objects so abstract he needed the backing cards to explain them. Prices varied enough to make the entire display useless for what he intended.
A cast member wearing a blue name tag asked whether he needed help.
“Do you have anything small that’s the same price?”
“Pins?”
“For seven people.” Ethan looked toward Jee. “Eight.”
The cast member pointed toward a rotating rack near the next register. “Those are all twelve ninety-nine. There’s a deal if you buy five or more.”
“Perfect.”
He carried the rack’s sign to the group without carrying the sign itself. Jee saw him coming and left Maddie’s side.
“What?” she asked.
“Car Two survived the drive here without mutiny, so everybody in Car Two gets one pin.”
May lowered her camera. “I was in Car Two.”
“You bought postcards.”
“That isn’t relevant.”
Harry joined them. “Does Car Two include the driver?”
“No.”
“Then that’s five people.”
“Jee and Nash are honorary passengers.”
Jee nodded, accepting the promotion.
“Jacob too,” Ethan added.
Jacob looked down at the bags covering both wrists. “Why?”
“Labor.”
“You’re paying me in a pin?”
“One pin.”
“Generous.”
“Choose wisely.”
Christopher came closer, Pascal still attached. “What’s the limit?”
“That rack.”
“All the same price?” Denny asked.
“All the same price.”
Mara remained near the hats.
Ethan did not look at her when he said, “Everybody gets one. I’m not carrying eight opinions through lunch.”
“I’m not carrying anything,” Jacob said.
Ethan lifted Maddie’s bag.
“One thing,” Jacob amended.
Mara came over.
No one asked whether she wanted a pin. No one told her she did not have to worry about money. The group simply crowded around the rack and began making the choice unnecessarily difficult.
Jee wanted the largest one, which displayed Cinderella’s carriage and extended beyond the backing card. Harry argued that size did not equal quality. Christopher found a pin shaped like the Pixar ball and said it was the least embarrassing option. Denny found the matching Luxo lamp and accused Christopher of choosing a set on purpose.
“I found mine first,” Christopher said.
“You waited until I picked this one.”
“Because I was still looking.”
“At the same section.”
“They’re arranged by studio.”
“No, they’re not.”
“They should be.”
Denny held the two pins side by side. “They match.”
“They’re from the same opening sequence. That’s not matching.”
“That is exactly what matching means.”
Christopher looked toward the shoulder plush he still had not returned. “Fine. You take the ball.”
“I don’t want the ball.”
“Then stop complaining.”
“I’m not complaining. I’m pointing out that we independently chose a set.”
“You chose second.”
“By four seconds.”
Harry looked at Ethan. “Are they always like this?”
“Today, apparently.”
Mara found the purple dragon she had examined before. The design was smaller here, curled around a gold spark. She removed it from the rack and held it without checking the back.
Ethan looked away before she could catch him noticing.
Jacob chose a pin shaped like a stack of pancakes with Mickey ears.
“Really?” Ethan asked.
“I was promised compensation.”
“You could choose anything.”
“I chose this.”
“Why pancakes?”
“Home.”
The answer came easily. Jacob did not appear to hear anything in it beyond cold pancakes at the island after Cabazon, May asleep on the floor, and a refrigerator all three of them had claimed. Ethan did not make it carry more than that.
“Okay,” he said.
May watched them over the camera.
“What?” Ethan asked.
“Nothing.”
“You’re doing the face.”
“I don’t have one.”
“You absolutely do.”
She smiled and took another photograph.
At the register, Ethan paid before anybody could reorganize the plan. The cast member put each pin in a separate paper sleeve, which created eight new objects for Jacob to carry.
Ethan took all of them.
Jacob looked at his hands.
“Don’t,” Ethan said.
“I wasn’t going to.”
“You were.”
“You can’t prove that.”
May lifted the camera.
“Apparently she can,” Ethan said.
They returned the pins to their owners near the store’s side exit. Jee demanded hers be attached immediately. Maddie crouched with Nash still against her chest, attempted the clasp one-handed, and stopped when Ethan held out his palm.
“Give it to me.”
“I can do it.”
“I know.”
Maddie passed it over.
Ethan knelt in front of Jee and attached the carriage pin to the strap of her small pink backpack. He secured the locking back, tugged once to test it, and rotated the pin until the carriage sat straight.
“Done.”
Jee twisted, trying to see her own shoulder.
“Take a picture,” she ordered May.
May crouched. Jee posed beneath the pink ears she had insisted were different from every other pair of pink ears in the building. Ethan started to move away.
Jee grabbed his wrist. “You too.”
“It’s your picture.”
“You gave me the pin.”
There was no useful argument against that. Ethan knelt beside her.
“Closer,” May said.
Jee leaned against Ethan’s shoulder. Her ears tipped sideways. Ethan straightened the headband, and May took the photograph before either of them faced the camera properly.
“Again,” Jee said.
“I got it,” May replied.
“I wasn’t ready.”
“That’s why it’s good.”
Jee considered this with suspicion.
Maddie stood beyond May, one hand cupped over the back of Nash’s head. She was watching Ethan again.
This time, something did catch in her expression. Not enough to change the day. Not enough to require comfort. The store lights reflected against her eyes while Jee adjusted Ethan’s collar for the second photograph.
Ethan stayed where he was.
May took another.
Then Jee was finished. She ran toward Harry to show him the carriage, and the moment released them without anybody naming it.
Maddie came closer. “Thank you.”
“It was a pin.”
“I know.”
Nash moved against her chest. His face tightened, one tiny sound escaping before he settled again.
“He hungry?” Ethan asked.
“Not yet.” Maddie adjusted the carrier. “He’s considering it.”
“Serious decision.”
“He has very few responsibilities.”
“Jee says he has a tent.”
“He does have a tent.”
They walked after the others.
Christopher and Denny still wore Pascal and Remy.
They reached the plush display from the opposite side. Christopher stopped first. Denny stopped because Christopher had.
“We should put these back,” Christopher said.
“Obviously,” Denny agreed.
Neither moved.
Harry waited beside them. “You have pins now.”
“Those aren’t related,” Denny said.
“They’re both souvenirs.”
“The pin is a souvenir. This is a functional accessory.”
Christopher looked at him. “You called it a product test.”
“It passed.”
“That doesn’t make it functional.”
“It holds a small rat on your shoulder while you walk.”
“That’s not a function anybody needs.”
Denny touched Remy’s hat. “Jee likes him.”
Jee had already moved on to a wall of key chains.
Christopher detached Pascal and examined the magnetic base. “Twenty-five dollars is too much.”
“Definitely,” Denny said.
They put both plushes back.
They made it four steps.
Christopher stopped.
Denny stopped.
“If you’re going back, I’m not,” Christopher said.
“I wasn’t going back.”
“Good.”
“Good.”
They looked behind them at the same time.
Ethan took out his phone and sent a photograph to Eddie before either boy noticed.
Ethan: Your son is losing an argument with a lizard.
The response arrived almost immediately.
Eddie: Buy the lizard.
Ethan showed Maddie.
She laughed quietly enough not to alert Christopher.
“That seems like permission,” she said.
“It seems like an instruction.”
Jacob leaned over Ethan’s shoulder to read. Shopping bags covered both arms now. Ethan had lost count somewhere after the pins.
“Get the rat too,” Jacob said.
“Why?”
“You can’t separate a set.”
“They spent ten minutes arguing that they weren’t a set.”
“Exactly.”
Ethan looked toward Denny. “Hen and Karen didn’t authorize a rat.”
“It’s not alive.”
“That isn’t the standard.”
Maddie took out her phone. “I’ll ask.”
Christopher and Denny had begun walking toward the exit again, both looking back at intervals they probably believed were subtle.
Maddie’s answer came before they reached the doors.
“Karen says, and I’m quoting, ‘If he spent twenty minutes pretending not to want it, please end the suffering.’”
Jacob turned around with all the bags.
“Where are you going?” Ethan asked.
“To get them.”
“You’re carrying the entire store.”
“Then hold these.”
Jacob transferred the first bag to Ethan.
Then a second.
Then the remaining bags moved by collective agreement. May took Maddie’s. Harry took his own after discovering he could, in fact, button a shirt while carrying it. Mara accepted Jee’s small bag. Ethan ended with four.
Jacob walked back empty-handed and returned with Pascal and Remy.
Christopher stared at the bag. “What did you do?”
“Eddie bought a lizard.”
“He isn’t here.”
“Technology.”
Denny looked at the second box.
“Karen ended your suffering,” Maddie told him.
“I wasn’t suffering.”
“Her word, not mine.”
Mara laughed again.
Jacob handed over the boxes. Christopher and Denny accepted them with matching expressions of reluctant satisfaction.
“Now we need another picture,” May said.
“No,” Christopher replied.
“Absolutely,” Denny said at the same time.
Christopher looked at him.
“For our parents,” Denny explained.
“Sure.”
They reattached the plushes beneath the display castle. May arranged Christopher and Denny beneath one of the hanging stars, then pulled Harry and Mara into the frame. Jee inserted herself between them without invitation. Jacob stood behind the group with no bags for the first time since entering the store.
“Ethan,” May called. “You too.”
“You have enough people.”
“That isn’t how group pictures work.”
He gave his bags to Maddie. She accepted them with an expression that suggested she understood the history of the mistake.
“I’ll give them back,” she promised.
Ethan joined the younger group. Christopher shifted enough to make room without moving his crutches. Mara held up the dragon pin. Denny turned so Remy faced the camera. Harry’s new shirt remained half buttoned. Jee stood in front, ears crooked again.
May set the timer and hurried into the open space beside Mara.
Jacob looked toward Ethan just before the shutter fired.
“What?” Ethan asked.
“Nothing.”
The flash went off.
May checked the result. “Nobody blinked.”
“Miracle,” Harry said.
“One more.”
Everybody objected.
May took three.
They left World of Disney carrying more than they had entered with and less dignity than Christopher and Denny had planned to preserve. The heat outside settled over them at once, bright enough to make the store windows reflect the whole group back: pink ears, shoulder animals, shopping bags, camera, carrier, crutches, stroller, and Jacob reclaiming two bags before Ethan could stop him.
“One,” Ethan warned.
Jacob took a third. “We’re walking.”
“That doesn’t change your number of hands.”
“It changes how long I’m holding them.”
“That isn’t better.”
Maddie watched them with the same restrained smile.
Ethan ignored it.
Downtown Disney stretched ahead in sunlit pavement, music, shop awnings, and the smell of sugar carried from somewhere nearby. Jee spotted a pretzel cart and changed direction so abruptly that Mara had to catch the back of her backpack.
“Snack,” Jee announced.
“Lunch,” Maddie corrected.
“Snack before lunch.”
“We’re eating soon.”
Jee looked toward Ethan.
He lifted both hands. “Not my jurisdiction.”
“You gave us pins.”
“That did not establish government.”
“Please?”
Five minutes later, they shared two Mickey-shaped pretzels beneath the shade outside the store.
Ethan did not know whether that meant he had jurisdiction after all.
Jee sat beside him on a low wall, swinging her pink-sandaled feet while salt collected at one corner of her mouth. Nash slept through everything. Christopher and Denny compared the holding strength of Pascal and Remy in direct sun. Mara ate slowly, the purple dragon pin fastened to the front pocket of her bag. Jacob distributed drinks with shopping bags hanging from both wrists. May photographed all of them until Harry threatened to put mustard on her lens.
Maddie stood a little apart in the shade with one hand resting over Nash’s back.
She was watching Ethan again.
This time he lifted his pretzel in acknowledgment.
Maddie smiled and came to sit beside them.
No one said what the day was supposed to mean. It did not mean anything yet. They had driven to Anaheim, bought things nobody needed, eaten a pretzel before lunch, and spent nearly an hour inside one store because two teenagers could not admit they wanted stuffed animals on their shoulders.
That was enough.
Beyond the shade, the pavement shone beneath the August sun. Somewhere farther down the promenade, music changed. Jee broke off one of Ethan’s remaining pretzel ears without asking, gave half to Maddie, and kept the larger piece for herself.
Jacob accepted another shopping bag.
Ethan started counting again.
By the time the first pizza reached the table, Jacob had acquired seven shopping bags, Jee had changed seats three times, and nobody could remember who had ordered the fries.
The bags occupied an empty chair at the end of the long table, handles looped through one another in a system Jacob claimed he understood. Ethan knew that at least two of them belonged to May because her camera bag rested on top, one contained the stuffed cheetah Jee had carried through three stores before Maddie surrendered, and the smallest held the ridiculous pair of sunglasses Harry had bought after insisting for twenty minutes that he would not buy anything.
The fries remained unclaimed between Christopher and Denny.
“They came with mine,” Denny said.
Christopher took one. “Then why’d you push them over here?”
“Because there’s no room.”
“There’s room by Mara.”
Mara looked at the crowded section before her: water glass, phone, folded napkin, the edge of the pizza stand, and Jee’s abandoned coloring sheet. “There isn’t.”
“There was when we sat down.”
“That was before you ordered enough food for two people.”
“I didn’t know the burger came with fries.”
“It said it on the menu,” Christopher said.
“I wasn’t reading the side dishes.”
Christopher ate another fry. “That sounds like your problem.”
Denny pulled the plate back toward himself. Christopher kept the fry already in his hand. Neither seemed invested enough to turn it into a real argument.
Ethan reached beneath the table and shifted his foot before Jee’s sandal could land on it again. She had started beside Maddie, moved to the chair between Jacob and Ethan because Jacob had the crayons, then migrated across from May when May showed her the photographs on the back of the camera. She now knelt sideways on the chair, one hand gripping the table and the other pointing at a picture Ethan could not see.
“That one,” Jee said.
“Your eyes are closed,” May told her.
“No.”
May turned the camera so Jee could inspect the evidence. Jee stared at the screen, then looked offended by the betrayal.
“Do it again.”
“We can take another after lunch.”
“Now.”
“You have pizza sauce on your face.”
“Where?”
May tapped her own chin. Jee wiped one cheek, missing the sauce entirely. Jacob leaned over with a napkin before Ethan could reach her and caught the orange streak beneath her mouth. Jee held still for him with the strained patience of somebody submitting to an unnecessary medical procedure.
“Done,” Jacob said.
“Picture.”
May lifted the camera. Jee smiled too early, then stopped smiling before the shutter clicked. The result made Harry laugh into his drink.
“Don’t,” Jee warned him.
Harry raised both hands. The sunglasses he had refused to buy were hooked into the collar of his shirt. “I didn’t say anything.”
“You laughed.”
“That’s not saying anything.”
Jee considered this distinction while May took another picture. This one apparently passed inspection. She climbed down without warning and returned to Maddie, who had Nash tucked against one shoulder beneath a light muslin cloth. He had slept through the walk from the last store, the rearrangement of two tables, and the arrival of three pizzas. His small face remained turned toward Maddie’s neck, one fist caught between them.
Maddie moved Jee’s cup away from the edge with her free hand. “Sit on your bottom.”
“I was.”
“You were on your knees.”
“My knees have bottoms.”
Jacob looked down at his plate. His shoulders moved once. Ethan kicked him lightly beneath the table.
Jacob looked at him. “What?”
“Nothing.”
“You kicked me.”
“Accident.”
“You had to reach.”
The table was too wide for that to be true. Ethan picked up his glass. “Long legs.”
Jacob’s eyes narrowed, but Jee had begun explaining the bottom of a knee to Maddie, and his attention returned there before the exchange could become anything. Ethan drank. The water had warmed during the wait for food. Condensation ran over his fingers and darkened the paper napkin beneath the glass.
Outside the restaurant, Downtown Disney continued without them. Music passed beneath the conversation in bright instrumental pieces Ethan had stopped noticing an hour ago. The lunch crowd filled the walkway beyond the patio rail. Strollers, shopping bags, sun hats, children carrying toys too large to fit into luggage. Every few minutes the door opened behind them and released a burst of cooler air across the table before the heat closed over it again.
They had been moving since Anaheim. The first store had become four. A promise to look at one display had become snacks, photographs, matching keychains May claimed were ironic, and a prolonged investigation into whether a stuffed animal counted as an unnecessary purchase if Jee loved it immediately.
The original plan had been Downtown Disney, lunch, then home.
Lunch had arrived. Nobody had mentioned home.
Ethan noticed because he had expected somebody to start doing the arithmetic by now. Traffic north. Nash’s next bottle. Christopher’s energy after several hours on his crutches. Whatever Denny and Mara had promised Hen and Karen they would be back for. The reading Jacob had carried out of the loft that morning and left in the Land Rover. Ethan’s own schedule had nothing on it until tomorrow, but that did not mean everyone else had the same freedom.
Instead, May was passing her camera to Harry. Christopher and Denny were dividing the fries they had spent five minutes disowning. Mara had taken one slice of pizza and was eating the crust first. Maddie was looking at the dessert menu while Jee leaned against her arm and offered opinions based on photographs.
Jacob removed a third slice from the stand.
“That one has mushrooms,” Ethan said.
Jacob stopped with it halfway to his plate. “I know.”
“You don’t like mushrooms.”
“I eat mushrooms.”
“You take them off everything.”
“Not everything.”
“Name one thing.”
Jacob looked at the slice as if it might supply evidence. “Pizza.”
“You haven’t eaten it yet.”
“I’m about to.”
Ethan reached for the slice from the other side of the stand. “Take mine.”
“Yours has olives.”
“You like olives.”
“I also like mushrooms.”
“Since when?”
“Since I was a child.”
Christopher glanced over. “You picked them out of the pasta at our house.”
Jacob looked betrayed. “Why do you remember that?”
“Because you put them on my plate.”
“You ate them.”
“I like mushrooms.”
“Exactly. Nobody lost.”
Ethan held out his slice. Jacob stared at it for another second, then traded. The exchange required both of them to reach across the table around two glasses and Jee’s crayons. Jacob deposited the mushroom slice on Ethan’s plate without comment.
May watched the end of the transaction. “You know you can order food you actually like.”
“I did,” Jacob said.
“He didn’t,” Ethan said.
“I ordered the pizza.”
“Because everybody else wanted it.”
“I also wanted it.”
“Except for the mushrooms.”
Jacob bit into Ethan’s former slice and looked directly at him while chewing. Ethan returned his attention to his own plate. The mushrooms were fine.
“What are we doing after this?” Harry asked.
The question landed in the middle of the table without emphasis. Nobody answered immediately because it sounded like there should already be an answer.
Maddie adjusted Nash higher. “I thought we were finishing lunch.”
“After lunch.”
“Going home?” Christopher asked.
Harry’s expression suggested that this was exactly the answer he had hoped nobody would give.
Denny checked the time on his phone. “It’s not even two.”
“It’s one forty-three,” Mara said.
“That’s what I said.”
“You said it wasn’t two.”
“It’s not.”
“That covers most of the day.”
“You knew what I meant.”
Mara drank from her glass rather than confirm it.
Ethan looked toward Maddie. The question belonged partly to her whether anyone admitted it or not. Jee had reached the stage of lunch where she no longer ate but still objected if anyone moved her plate. Nash could sleep through almost anything until, suddenly, he could not. Maddie had done the entire morning with one eye on both of them and the other on the wider group without making the supervision feel like a shift.
She was still studying the dessert menu.
“There’s bowling,” May said.
“Where?” Harry asked.
“Somewhere.” She unlocked her phone. “Anaheim has bowling.”
“That’s a strong argument,” Christopher said.
“I’m finding it.”
“We could see a movie,” Denny offered.
“We didn’t come all the way to Anaheim to sit in a movie theater,” Harry said.
“We came all the way to Anaheim to go shopping.”
“That’s different.”
“How?”
Harry looked around the table as if somebody else might want to explain his position. Nobody volunteered.
“Mini golf,” Jacob said.
“With Jee?” Maddie asked.
“Jee would love mini golf.”
Jee looked up. “What’s mini golf?”
“Golf, but small,” Harry said.
“Why?”
“Because regular golf is too big.”
“Why?”
Harry opened his mouth, then looked toward May.
“Don’t bring me into this,” May said.
Jee turned to Jacob. “Why is golf big?”
Jacob had suggested the activity and therefore received the consequences. He put down his slice. “Because the ball has to travel a long way before it goes into the hole.”
“Why?”
“That’s the game.”
“That’s a bad game.”
Christopher covered a laugh with his hand. Jacob nodded solemnly.
“We can take it off the list.”
“No,” Jee said. “I wanna do small golf.”
“Then it’s back on the list.”
May turned her phone around. “There’s a place twenty minutes away.”
“Outside?” Ethan asked.
“Mostly.”
Everyone looked toward the white afternoon glare beyond the patio shade.
“Maybe not,” May said.
Suggestions began to appear without anyone taking control of them. The aquarium in Long Beach, until Ethan pointed out that Long Beach was north and therefore halfway toward surrender. The beach, until they counted the number of towels, swimsuits, changes of clothes, and useful baby items currently divided between the cars. An escape room, which failed immediately under the combined problems of Jee, Nash, Christopher’s crutches in an unfamiliar timed space, and Jacob’s conviction that ten people shouting at one lock would end in violence.
“Museums,” Mara said.
Denny leaned toward her phone. “Which one?”
“I don’t know yet.”
“You said it like you had one.”
“I said a category.”
“Science museum,” Christopher said.
“Closed at five,” May replied after searching. “By the time we get anywhere, we’d have maybe two hours.”
“Two hours is enough.”
“For you,” Harry said.
Christopher looked at him. “You wanted to see a movie.”
“Movies have chairs.”
“Museums have chairs.”
“Not where you need them.”
Christopher lifted one shoulder. “That’s why I brought mine.”
His chair stood folded beside the end of the table beneath two shopping bags, with his crutches resting within reach. They had used it through the longer stretches that morning without discussion. When the crowd thickened, he switched. When they went inside the smaller stores, he returned to his crutches because he wanted the closer range. Nothing about the pattern required the rest of them to vote on it.
“We could drive somewhere,” Denny said.
“We’re already somewhere,” Maddie replied.
“Somewhere else.”
“Helpful.”
“Santa Monica?” Harry suggested.
Ethan looked at him. “That’s home with extra traffic.”
“Not my home.”
“Close enough.”
May enlarged the map on her phone. “Laguna?”
“Beach problem,” Mara reminded her.
“We don’t have to swim.”
“Then we’d stand near the ocean wishing we brought everything.”
“We could buy towels,” Denny said.
“No,” Ethan and Maddie said together.
Denny sat back.
“Strong response.”
Ethan glanced toward Maddie. She smiled over Nash’s head, then looked down when he moved beneath the cloth. One small sound came from him, more complaint than cry. Maddie swayed in her chair and rubbed his back until he settled.
The conversation broke around that quieter rhythm. Christopher checked events in Orange County. May searched what was open late. Harry rejected an outdoor concert because nobody knew the band. Jacob began gathering the empty appetizer plates into a stack until the server appeared and took them from him. Mara read over Denny’s shoulder while pretending she was not.
Ethan ate the mushrooms he had insisted Jacob did not want. Around them, the lunch crowd changed. The table beside the patio rail emptied and was reset. A family with two exhausted children left carrying souvenir cups and the remains of a birthday cake. The afternoon remained available beyond the restaurant, larger than anyone had expected when they left Los Angeles that morning.
“San Diego,” Harry said.
May did not look up from her phone. “What about it?”
“We could go there.”
“To do what?”
“Something.”
“Again,” Maddie said, “strong argument.”
Harry pointed south as if the direction itself completed the proposal. “It’s not that far from here.”
“It’s San Diego,” Jacob said.
“Yes. That’s why I said San Diego.”
“I mean it’s another city.”
“We’re in another city now.”
“Anaheim is forty minutes from home.”
“Not in traffic.”
“That does not make San Diego closer.”
Harry looked to Ethan. “How far?”
Ethan already had his phone out. He had reached for it before deciding the suggestion was serious, which meant some part of him had accepted that it might be. He opened the map from their current location and entered San Diego.
The route dropped south along the 5 in one long blue line.
“An hour and thirty-eight right now,” he said.
“That’s nothing,” Denny said.
“That is not nothing,” Maddie replied.
“It’s less than two hours.”
“Also known as almost two hours.”
“We drove farther for dinosaurs,” May said.
Jacob turned toward her. “That was not supposed to become a standard.”
“It established precedent.”
“It established poor judgment.”
“You had fun.”
“Those facts can coexist.”
The line made Ethan remember the paper map spread across the hood in Cabazon, May insisting that leaving Los Angeles without a destination still counted as going somewhere, and Jacob supplying objections that contained more route information than refusal. That night had ended at sunrise with a gas-station handoff and three people too tired to stand. This was different. Middle of the day. Two cars. Maddie. Children whose parents believed they were spending a few hours in Anaheim.
San Diego remained written at the end of the route.
“What would we do there?” Mara asked.
“Beach,” Harry said.
“Still no towels.”
“They sell towels in San Diego.”
“We’re not buying ten towels,” Ethan said.
“Nine,” Harry corrected. “The baby doesn’t need one.”
Maddie looked at him. “The baby needs more towels than all of you combined.”
“Okay. Eleven.”
“No towels,” Ethan repeated.
“There’s the zoo,” Jee said.
Everyone stopped.
Jee was coloring again. She had filled one side of Mickey’s face purple and appeared unaware that she had changed the direction of the table.
Maddie smoothed a hand over the back of Jee’s hair. “What zoo?”
“The San Diego Zoo.”
“How do you know about the San Diego Zoo?”
Jee looked up as if Maddie had asked how she knew her own name. “Animals.”
“That did not answer the question.”
“Uncle Buck said it’s big.”
“Uncle Buck says a lot of things are big.”
“It has pandas,” Jee said.
May’s phone was already moving. “It has pandas.”
“They came back last year,” Christopher said.
Denny leaned across him. “How late is it open?”
“I’m checking.”
Jacob looked at Ethan. Not a question. Not agreement either. Ethan turned his phone so Jacob could see the route and lowered the brightness against the glare.
“If we left by two-thirty,” Ethan said, “we’d get there a little after four. Later if traffic gets worse through Oceanside.”
“It will,” Maddie said.
“Probably.”
“Four-thirty,” Jacob estimated. He took out his own phone. “Maybe closer to five if we have to stop.”
“We’ll have to stop,” Maddie said. “At least once.”
As if summoned by the statement, Nash woke.
His first cry remained muffled against Maddie’s shoulder. The second emerged fully committed. Maddie pulled the cloth aside and shifted him into the curve of her arm. Jee immediately abandoned the coloring sheet to inspect him.
“He’s hungry,” she announced.
“I know.”
“He needs milk.”
“I know that too.”
“We have milk in the car.”
Maddie glanced toward Ethan. “My assistant is very thorough.”
Jee nodded, accepting the title. Jacob stood before Maddie asked, collected the insulated bottle bag from beneath the stroller, and passed it around Ethan without stepping over Christopher’s crutches. Maddie took it with a quiet thanks and began assembling what she needed one-handed.
The zoo remained open on May’s screen.
“Nine,” she said.
“What?” Harry asked.
“It’s open until nine.”
Christopher took her phone when she offered it. “That gives us four hours even if we’re late.”
“More like three and a half,” Jacob said. “Parking, tickets, getting everybody inside.”
“Three and a half hours is still a zoo.”
“It’s not the whole zoo,” Denny said.
“We’re not required to complete it.”
“You’d try.”
“I would plan.”
“That means you’d try.”
Mara reached for her own phone. “Tickets are still available.”
“For today?” May asked.
“It lets me select today.”
“How much?” Harry asked.
Mara’s thumb stopped.
Ethan noticed the change because he had seen it earlier in the stores: the quick check of a price tag, the equally quick return of the item, the practiced way she stepped out of a conversation before anybody could offer. She lowered the phone before the page finished loading.
“Enough,” she said.
“We don’t even know if we’re going,” Ethan replied, keeping the answer broad enough to include everyone. “Nobody buys anything yet.”
Mara looked at him once and then back toward Christopher’s screen. The moment passed without becoming public.
“Can Christopher do it?” Denny asked.
Christopher turned from the hours page. “I can sit right here, thanks.”
“I meant the zoo.”
“Also yes.”
“It’s huge.”
“That’s why the chair exists.”
“I know. I’m asking about hills.”
Christopher searched before answering. “There are hills.”
Jacob moved closer to read. “Shuttle routes?”
“Bus tour. Kangaroo bus. Elevators in some areas.” Christopher enlarged the accessibility map. “We don’t need to see everything.”
“You just told Denny you’d plan the whole zoo,” Harry said.
“Planning is how you decide what not to see.”
“That sounds fake.”
“That sounds like you don’t plan.”
“I plan.”
May looked at him. “You bought sunglasses because we passed the display twice.”
“That was a decision.”
“Made after forty minutes.”
“Still made.”
Phones had spread across the table now. Ethan’s route. May’s hours. Christopher’s accessibility map. Mara’s ticket page. Jacob searching parking and return traffic. Denny looking up animals as if the existence of elephants required confirmation. The possibility had not become a plan, but it had gathered enough information to stop sounding impossible.
Ethan traced the route backward. Anaheim to Balboa Park. If they left by two-thirty and reached the zoo before five, they could stay until closing without rushing every path. Food inside if anybody needed it. Dinner might become part of the drive home instead. Northbound traffic would ease later, though returning everyone to the correct house would turn the final hour into several.
His Land Rover had the seats. Maddie’s car had the baby equipment. They already had water, chargers, sunscreen, Jee’s emergency snacks, Nash’s entire portable life, and enough shopping bags to make both vehicles look occupied.
“We’d get home late,” he said.
“How late?” Maddie asked.
“Depends when we leave. If we stay until closing, midnight. Maybe after, once everybody gets dropped off.”
“I’m awake at midnight anyway,” Maddie said, looking down at Nash.
“You’re not supposed to be,” May replied.
“Please explain that to him.”
Nash drank without concern for adult scheduling.
Jacob’s map populated with red near San Clemente. “The drive could go over two hours if traffic changes.”
“Then we listen to music,” Denny said.
“You say that now,” Harry replied.
“Because I’m not riding with you.”
“We came in two cars.”
“There are ten people.”
“Nash doesn’t pick music.”
“Jee does,” Maddie said.
Everyone considered that.
“We need a third car,” Harry decided.
“We’re not inventing a third car,” Ethan said.
“I didn’t say invent.”
“Nobody else is driving down to Anaheim so you can avoid Jee’s playlist.”
Jee looked up at the sound of her name. “I want ‘Shake It Off.’”
Jacob put both hands flat on the table. “See, that’s one good song.”
“Again,” Jee said.
“There it is,” Harry muttered.
For the first time since San Diego entered the conversation, Maddie looked around the whole table instead of at a screen or one of her children. Ethan watched her count without visibly counting. May and Harry. Christopher. Denny and Mara. Jacob. Ethan. Jee. Nash. The two cars waiting in the parking structure. The adults attached to each child by trust, permission, and the expectation that a simple afternoon would remain simple.
“The cars work,” she said. “The baby stuff is already in mine. Ethan has enough seats for the rest.”
“I can drive,” Ethan said.
“I know.”
“And you’re okay driving back that late?”
“I was a 9-1-1 dispatcher with two small children. I can manage a freeway after dark.”
“That wasn’t what I meant.”
Her expression softened without becoming fragile. “I know. Yes. I can drive back.”
Jacob looked between them, then down at the map. He did not step into the answer. Ethan appreciated that enough to feel it.
“There’s one practical problem,” Maddie continued.
The younger half of the table became still.
“Parents,” she said.
Harry leaned back. “Mom knows I’m here.”
“Your mother knows you’re in Anaheim.”
“San Diego is south of Anaheim.”
“Thank you, map.”
May covered her mouth with her glass.
“Eddie will say yes,” Christopher said.
“Maybe,” Maddie replied. “You still have to ask him.”
“Hen and Karen will say yes,” Denny added.
Mara glanced at him. “You don’t know that.”
“There are three adults.”
“There are two adults and Ethan.”
Ethan looked at her.
Mara’s face remained straight for one second before the corner of her mouth moved.
“I’m twenty,” he said.
“Exactly.”
“May is twenty-three.”
“I didn’t call May an adult either.”
May pointed at her. “Good answer.”
Jacob sat back with visible relief at having escaped classification.
“You are twenty-four,” Ethan told him.
“I wasn’t involved.”
“You looked smug.”
“I was eating.”
“The important part,” Maddie said before they could continue, “is that nobody takes anybody’s child to another county without asking.”
“San Diego County,” Christopher said.
“Yes, Christopher. Another county.”
“I was agreeing.”
“You sounded like you were correcting me.”
“That’s just his voice,” Denny said.
Christopher took the final fry from Denny’s plate.
Maddie shifted Nash to her other arm after he finished. “If Athena is fine with May and Harry going, Eddie is fine with Christopher, and Hen and Karen are fine with Denny and Mara, then I don’t see a practical reason we can’t.”
The table went quiet in a different way.
Not disbelief. Recognition.
Ethan looked down at his phone. The blue route still ran south, no longer absurd enough to dismiss and not yet real enough to follow. Beside it, May’s screen showed closing time. Christopher had the accessibility map enlarged. Mara’s ticket page waited without a purchase. Jacob had already found the parking entrance.
Jee climbed onto her chair again. “We’re going to see pandas?”
Maddie caught the back of her shirt before she could stand. “We are going to ask questions.”
“Then pandas?”
“Maybe.”
“That means yes,” Jee told the table.
“It absolutely does not,” Maddie said.
May looked at Ethan across the scattered plates and phones. Harry had stopped pretending not to care. Denny was already showing Mara something on the zoo map. Christopher enlarged a route between the panda exhibit and the bus stop. Jacob’s expression had settled into the particular concentration he used when an idea crossed from irresponsible into logistically achievable.
Ethan had seen that expression beside a paper map at midnight.
This time, nobody needed to wait for dark.
“We should pay first,” Jacob said.
“Then call,” Maddie agreed.
No one moved for another second.
The day had opened in front of them, ninety miles south and entirely conditional. That should have made it feel less real. Instead, every face around the table carried the same startled possibility.
They could actually go.
The receipt reached the table before anybody called a parent.
Ethan watched it slide beneath the edge of Maddie’s empty plate, where it stayed for three seconds before Jacob caught it with two fingers and moved it away from the ring of condensation beneath May’s glass. Nash slept against Maddie’s shoulder again, one cheek pressed into the muslin cloth. Jee had returned to coloring, though the horse on her page now had black ears, purple legs, and the word PANDA printed across its side in May’s handwriting.
Around them, the restaurant had moved on from lunch. Two tables stood empty where families had been ten minutes earlier. A server wiped syrup from the booth across the aisle. Through the windows, August light flattened the pedestrian path outside and turned every metal railing too bright to look at directly.
They had a route. They had the zoo hours. They had two cars and enough seats. None of that mattered until five people asked the adults who still had the right to say no.
“Who’s first?” May asked.
Christopher already had his phone in his hand. “Me.”
“Of course you are,” Harry said.
“I know what I’m asking.”
“So do I.”
“You said San Diego is south of Anaheim.”
“It is.”
“That isn’t a permission request.”
Harry took out his phone. “You don’t know my mother.”
May leaned across the table. “Put us on the same call.”
“I can call her.”
“And explain why I’m going without mentioning that I’m going?”
“I would’ve gotten there.”
Ethan took the receipt when the server returned with the card reader. Maddie objected from the other side of the table. Jacob objected one second later for a different reason, pointing out that Ethan had not checked whether everyone’s meals were on the bill. Ethan checked. They were. He paid while the first calls began around him.
Christopher turned away from the table, though there was nowhere private to go without leaving the restaurant. Eddie answered on the fourth ring.
“Hey,” Christopher said. “We’re still in Anaheim.”
The pause lasted long enough for Denny to look up.
“No, nothing happened.” Christopher lowered his voice. “Why would you start there?”
Maddie looked toward the ceiling. “Because that’s how you started.”
Christopher waved her off without looking. “The plan changed a little.”
From the phone came a short burst of speech Ethan could not distinguish. Christopher listened with the expression of somebody being asked questions in the wrong order.
“We finished lunch,” he said. “No, I ate. We all ate. The zoo.”
Another pause.
“The San Diego Zoo.”
Harry covered his mouth with both hands. Mara kicked his shoe beneath the table before he could laugh aloud.
Christopher’s eyebrows drew together. “Because that’s where it is.” He listened again. “Maddie’s here. Ethan’s driving one car, and Maddie’s driving the other. Jacob and May are here too.”
Ethan looked up at his name.
“Yes, that Ethan.” Christopher’s eyes moved to him. “He wants to know if you’re still twenty.”
“I was twenty at lunch,” Ethan said.
Christopher repeated that. Eddie’s reply made the corner of his mouth move.
“We’re leaving from Anaheim now. It says an hour and forty-eight, but Ethan says traffic could make it longer. The zoo closes at nine. We’ll probably eat before we come back, so late. Maybe midnight.”
Ethan had not said probably about dinner, but he let it stand. The alternative was discovering halfway home that ten people could survive on granola bars and spite.
Christopher listened, glanced toward the folded chair beside the stroller, and said, “Yes, I have it. The crutches are in Ethan’s car. I’m using the chair at the zoo because it’s a lot of walking. I already checked the map.”
Nothing in his tone invited a discussion. None came.
“I’ll text when we get there,” he said. “And before we leave. Yes.” A smaller pause. “I know. Love you too.”
He ended the call and set the phone on the table.
“Well?” Denny asked.
Christopher took back the accessibility map May had been using. “He said yes.”
“That was almost too easy,” Harry said.
“He said if I come home with a panda, I have to explain it to Buck.”
Jee lifted her head. “We can get a panda?”
“No,” six people said.
Maddie pulled the bottle from Nash’s mouth before he could lose it in sleep. “Harry, May, call Athena before Jee begins a smuggling operation.”
May had already pressed her mother’s name. She put the phone between herself and Harry but did not use speaker. They leaned toward the same side, their heads nearly touching while the call connected.
“Hi, Mom,” May said. “No, everybody’s fine.”
Harry pointed at Christopher as if this proved something.
“We have a question.” May listened, then smiled. “No, a real one.”
She explained the changed destination in fewer words than Christopher had used. Harry interrupted twice: once to confirm that he had his charger, and again to say that he was not wearing the same shirt he wore to the beach, which nobody had asked. May pushed his shoulder until he moved out of range.
“Maddie’s driving,” she continued. “Ethan has the Land Rover. Same group in his car as before. We’re not staying overnight. We’ll share locations.”
Harry leaned back in. “I already share mine.”
May listened. Her expression changed from amused to attentive. “Yes. I know it’s a long day.” She looked across at Maddie, who nodded. “We can switch drivers if anybody’s tired. Jacob can drive Maddie’s car, and I can drive Ethan’s if we need to.”
Ethan had not offered his keys. The plan was reasonable enough that he did not correct it.
“No, I don’t have work tomorrow. Harry doesn’t either.” She waited. “Okay.”
Harry reached for the phone. May slapped his hand away and said, “We will. Love you.”
She ended the call.
“What did she say?” Harry asked.
“You were there.”
“I couldn’t hear the last part.”
“She said yes. She also said if we change cities again, we call before crossing another county line.”
“We’re not changing cities again,” Ethan said.
Harry looked toward the windows. “We weren’t changing cities ten minutes ago.”
“We are going to the zoo and then home.”
“That sounded rehearsed.”
“It’s the plan.”
Mara looked at Denny. “You call.”
“Why me?”
“Because you said they’d say yes.”
“They will.”
“Then you call.”
Denny took out his phone with the reluctance of somebody whose confidence had become a public wager. He called Karen first. The rest of the table attempted not to listen and failed immediately.
“Hi, Mom,” he said. “Are you with Ma?”
He waited. “Can you put me on speaker?”
Mara straightened. “Don’t put me on speaker.”
“You’re not on the phone.”
“They’ll hear me.”
“They know you’re here.”
“That isn’t the same thing.”
Denny held up one finger as Karen answered again. “Okay. Slight change of plans.”
Across the table, Maddie silently counted that as the third use of the phrase. Ethan could tell because she raised three fingers near Nash’s back.
Denny explained. Hen asked enough questions that the answers became visible in the spaces between them: who, which cars, how late, whether they had water, whether Christopher had his chair, whether the baby had what he needed, whether anybody had checked tickets. Denny passed the phone to Maddie for the adult version.
“Yes, I’m serious,” Maddie said. “No, I did not propose it.” She looked toward Jee. “Jee proposed the zoo. The rest of us failed to stop her.”
Jee kept coloring.
“We have the stroller, two diaper bags, bottles, clothes, the carrier, and whatever Chimney put in the side pocket that weighs twelve pounds. Ethan has enough water for his car. We’ll stop if anybody needs to. I’ll text when we arrive and when we leave.”
She listened, then glanced at Mara. Her voice remained ordinary. “Of course.”
Maddie held the phone out. “Mara, Karen wants you.”
Mara’s hand stopped halfway toward it. For one beat, Ethan saw the instinct from the stores again: the calculation before accepting something offered directly. Then she took the phone.
“Hi.” She looked down at the table. “Yeah. I want to go.”
The answer came quickly. Whatever Karen said afterward took longer. Mara listened, one thumb tracing the edge of the phone case.
“I have everything,” she said. “I know. Before dinner if anything changes. Okay.”
She ended the call and passed the phone back to Denny.
“Both?” Denny asked.
“Both,” Mara said.
Denny smiled as if his prediction had been responsible.
“Don’t,” Mara told him.
“I didn’t say anything.”
“You were going to.”
“That they said yes?”
“We all heard them.”
The permissions should have ended there. Instead, Maddie called Chimney because leaving Anaheim for San Diego with both of their children qualified as information he should receive from her rather than through the family chat. She stepped three feet away from the table, which provided no privacy at all.
“Before you say no,” she began.
Ethan looked at Jacob. Jacob looked delighted.
Maddie listened. “I know you can’t say no. That isn’t the point.”
Chimney’s voice rose enough for Ethan to catch the words San Diego and today from across the table.
“Yes, today. Right now.” Maddie rubbed Nash’s back while she spoke. “No, I have everything. Because you packed everything. I know, and I’m very grateful for the portable changing mat.”
Jee stood on her chair. “Tell Daddy pandas.”
“He heard you.” Maddie listened again. “We’ll be home tonight. Late. No, don’t wait up.”
Everybody at the table knew Chimney would wait up.
“You have work in the morning,” Maddie continued. “Go to sleep. We’ll share the location.” A pause. “I will not forget either child.”
Jee frowned. “You can’t forget me.”
“Exactly.” Maddie’s face softened. “I love you too. I’ll send pictures.”
When she returned, the practical objection had become permission, and permission became movement almost immediately.
May checked ticket availability again. Ethan counted seats. Jacob found the parking entrance and saved it to both drivers’ phones. Denny and Christopher rebuilt a zoo plan nobody had authorized yet. Harry asked whether the unopened fries could travel. Mara wrapped them before anybody answered.
They cleared the table in layers. Empty cups to the tray. Crayons back into the restaurant’s paper box. Nash’s bottle into the insulated bag. The muslin cloth folded, unfolded, and finally draped over Maddie’s shoulder because Nash still occupied one arm. Jacob took two shopping bags. Ethan took the snack tote and Christopher’s folded crutches. May found the receipt beneath her phone and gave it to Ethan without comment.
Outside, the heat struck harder after the air-conditioning. Downtown Disney moved around them in late-afternoon waves: strollers, shopping bags, children carrying balloons, adults checking maps as though the district could change while they ate. Their own group stretched almost immediately. Harry and Denny went ahead. Jee stopped to inspect a display she had already seen. Christopher pushed his chair backward long enough to free one wheel from the angle of the curb, then turned and continued before anyone reached him.
The parking structure had felt close before lunch. Now it sat beyond a long corridor of reflected heat and people moving at vacation speed. Ethan shifted the tote higher and stayed beside Christopher without matching him too obviously.
“You don’t have to do that,” Christopher said.
“Do what?”
“Walk slow.”
“I’m carrying eight bottles of water.”
“You run marathons.”
“Cross-country.”
“Whatever.” Christopher rolled around a family stopped in the center of the path. “Go carry something useful.”
Ethan looked back. Jacob had the stroller with Nash’s diaper bag hooked over one handle. Maddie carried Nash. May had Jee by the hand and three shopping bags over one shoulder. Mara held the restaurant bag with the fries. Harry and Denny carried nothing.
Ethan raised his voice. “Harry.”
Harry turned.
“Take a bag.”
“Which one?”
“All of them.”
May handed him two before he could negotiate.
Christopher smiled and kept moving.
At the structure, the two-car arrangement re-formed from the morning without discussion. Maddie’s vehicle occupied the accessible space because the stroller and infant carrier had required more room when they arrived. Ethan had parked two rows away near the elevator. They paused beside Maddie’s car long enough to transfer the day into its next version.
Jacob folded the stroller and guided it into the cargo space between shopping bags and the diaper supply Maddie had described as an ecosystem. Ethan set the insulated bottle bag within reach of the front passenger seat. Jee climbed into her car seat and announced that Jacob would sit beside her after all.
“He’s driving with me,” Maddie said.
“He can sit in the back.”
“Nash sits in the back.”
“He doesn’t talk.”
Jacob leaned into the open door. “That’s why he’s my preferred travel companion.”
Jee considered this. “You can talk to me.”
“I’ll turn around at stoplights.”
“You can’t. Mommy says that’s dangerous.”
“Then we’ll talk when we get there.”
Jee accepted the arrangement because it came with pandas.
Ethan returned to the Land Rover with the other five. May reclaimed the front. Christopher directed Denny while Denny lifted the folded chair into the cargo area, correcting the angle before one wheel caught beneath the shopping bags. Nobody narrated why the chair was coming. It belonged with the rest of their equipment.
“Crutches?” Christopher asked.
Ethan held them up.
“Behind my seat, not under everything.”
“I know.”
“You put them under the cooler at the beach.”
“That was once.”
“It was enough.”
Ethan slid them along the side where Christopher could reach after the chair came out. Christopher watched, then nodded and got into the second row behind May. Denny took the middle. Mara took the other side. Harry climbed into the third row and complained that May had moved her seat back before her hand reached the controls.
“I haven’t touched it,” she said.
“It’s farther back than before.”
“You grew during lunch.”
Ethan shut the rear door before they could build a case.
He stood outside for a moment with his hand on the roof. Across the lane, Jacob had one foot inside Maddie’s car and one on the pavement while he adjusted the phone mount. Maddie settled behind the wheel. Jee waved through the glass. Jacob looked up at Ethan.
“Gas?” he called.
“Three quarters.”
“Mine’s almost full.”
“Your car isn’t here.”
“Maddie’s.”
Maddie leaned across the center console. “It’s my car when we disagree.”
Jacob got in. “Apparently almost full.”
Ethan waited until Maddie’s brake lights came on, then climbed into the Land Rover.
The interior carried the remains of lunch: salt, sunscreen, warm fabric, and the fries Mara had placed carefully in the center before anybody sat on them. Six phones connected or attempted to connect to the same car. The screen flashed between May’s map, Harry’s playlist, and a call from Buck that Ethan declined because the permission stage was complete.
“Everybody buckled?” he asked.
Five voices answered in incompatible ways.
Ethan checked the mirrors. May entered the zoo parking entrance as the destination. Maddie pulled out first, slowing at the end of the lane until Ethan reached the turn behind her. Their cars joined the downward spiral of the structure together.
Concrete shifted the light across the windshield in bands. Level five. Level four. The signal from the outside world returned near level three, and every phone began delivering the messages it had missed. The family chat was already asking why Maddie had sent Chimney a panda emoji without context.
May read aloud. “Buck says, ‘Why do I feel like somebody made a decision?’”
“Don’t answer,” Ethan said.
Harry typed. “Too late.”
“What did you say?”
“That we’re exercising our constitutional right to interstate travel.”
“We’re not crossing a state line.”
“I know.”
“Then why?”
“It sounded better.”
Mara took one of the fries. “You’re going to make them think we went to Mexico.”
Harry stopped typing.
May twisted toward him. “What did you send?”
“Nothing with Mexico.”
“That wasn’t the question.”
At street level, sunlight filled the car again. Maddie signaled left. Ethan followed. Anaheim moved around them in hotel façades, palm trees, crosswalks, and lanes full of people beginning plans that would probably remain in the same county.
The navigation voice announced the entrance to Interstate 5 South.
For the first time since Jee said zoo, nobody raised another practical objection.
Maddie’s car took the ramp. Ethan followed far enough back to leave room and close enough to keep her in sight. The younger voices rose behind him as Harry finally gained control of the music. May turned down the volume to hear the route. Christopher objected. Denny opened the fries. Mara passed napkins without being asked.
Anaheim fell behind them one exit at a time.
The group chat continued to build behind the music. Eddie asked for the exact zoo address even though Christopher had already shared his location. Karen reminded Denny and Mara that dinner did not become optional because the destination sold churros. Athena sent one message containing only Harry’s full name after he posted a photograph of the freeway with the caption international incident pending.
Harry deleted it.
“Coward,” Denny said.
“You didn’t see the typing bubble.”
“I can see it now.”
The bubble appeared beneath Athena’s name, vanished, and returned.
May held out her hand. “Give me your phone.”
“No.”
“You’re going to make this worse.”
“It can’t get worse if she hasn’t sent anything.”
“That is not how Mom works.”
Mara reached between the seats and turned Harry’s screen facedown in his lap. “Stop watching it.”
“That doesn’t stop her from typing.”
“It stops you from answering.”
For once, Harry listened.
Ethan checked the mirror. All five passengers were belted. The tote remained wedged beside the cargo net. Christopher’s crutches lay along the side where they would not shift beneath the chair. Maddie’s car stayed visible ahead, its left signal blinking as she moved around a slow truck.
He followed without hurrying.
The permissions had not made the decision less ridiculous. They had made it real in the ordinary ways that mattered: parents knew where their children were; addresses and locations had been shared; food, traffic, fatigue, and the return drive had names instead of assumptions. No one had vanished. No one had been taken anywhere under the cover of spontaneity.
They had simply asked, received answers, loaded the cars, and chosen south.
They were actually going.
Maddie lost Ethan’s Land Rover at the first light south of Anaheim.
It remained directly behind her. She could see the dark hood in the mirror and May’s hand moving in the passenger seat, but a delivery van entered between them before the signal changed, and Jee announced from the back that Ethan had disappeared.
“He’s behind the white van,” Maddie said.
“I can’t see him.”
“That doesn’t mean he’s gone.”
“Can he see us?”
Jacob turned in the passenger seat far enough to look through the rear window. “He can see us.”
“How?”
“We’re in front of him.”
“But the van.”
“He can see the van.”
“That’s not us.”
“No,” Jacob agreed. “But he knows we’re in front of it.”
Jee became quiet while she tested the logic. Nash slept through all of it in the rear-facing seat beside her, his head turned beneath the curved shade and both hands closed near his chest.
The traffic light changed. Maddie moved through the intersection and onto the ramp for the freeway. The van chose the same lane. Ethan’s Land Rover appeared behind it, disappeared again, and then emerged two cars back when the lanes widened.
“There,” Jacob said.
Jee leaned as far as her harness allowed. “I see him.”
“Everybody can remain where they are now,” Maddie said.
“I am where I am.”
“That was mostly for Jacob.”
Jacob faced forward. “I moved six inches.”
“You were attempting to climb into the back seat with your eyes.”
“That isn’t physically possible.”
“Good. Stay in front.”
He settled into the seat with visible care, as though complying needed to be more exact than simply sitting. Maddie knew enough about him to recognize the impulse and not enough to know whether it came from politeness, nerves, or the fact that he had begun treating every borrowed place as something that could be lost through misuse.
She did not ask.
The car gathered speed. Hotels and office buildings gave way to lower stretches of commercial frontage, sound walls, palms, and the wide southern line of Interstate 5. Late-afternoon traffic had begun to thicken without stopping. The navigation estimate added three minutes before they reached the first merge.
Jee kicked one sandal lightly against the car seat. “Music.”
“What do you want?” Maddie asked.
“Pandas.”
“That isn’t a song.”
“It could be,” Jacob said.
Maddie glanced at him.
“I’m not volunteering to create it.”
“You looked like you were.”
“I was thinking of existing panda songs.”
“Are there existing panda songs?”
“I don’t know. That’s why I was thinking.”
Jee leaned forward again. “Play ‘Shake It Off.’”
Maddie handed Jacob her phone at the next clear stretch. “You’ve been appointed.”
He took it with both hands. “Passcode?”
“Jee’s birthday.”
“Which year?”
“The year she was born.”
“I know how birthdays work.”
“You asked.”
“I meant the format.”
Jee supplied every number from the back seat, including two that did not belong. Jacob unlocked the phone anyway and found the playlist Maddie used when the car contained children. The song began at a volume low enough that Jee objected before the first line finished.
“Louder.”
Jacob raised it twice.
“Louder.”
“That’s enough,” Maddie said.
“It’s not loud.”
“It will become loud when you sing.”
Jee took that as permission.
For the next four minutes, conversation became impossible. Jee knew most of the chorus, selected phrases from the verses, and one line she repeated half a beat late every time. Jacob joined only when she demanded it. He sang badly on purpose at first, then less badly when Jee accused him of not knowing the words.
Maddie kept both hands on the wheel and looked at him once during the chorus.
He looked different in Ethan’s kitchen.
Not physically. He remained large enough that every car seat became a negotiation between his knees and the dashboard. He still wore the same dark-blue rugby shirt from the loft, though the collar had folded inward beneath the seat belt. But at Ethan’s island, he moved without waiting to be told where glasses belonged. He opened cabinets, checked food, put away dishes, and argued about pans as if ordinary irritation was safer than gratitude. Maddie had watched that happen in increments without deciding when Jacob stopped looking like a guest.
Now he sang to her daughter with one hand braced against the dashboard and missed the final line because he came in too early.
Jee groaned. “You ruined it.”
“I thought it ended.”
“It didn’t.”
“I know that now.”
“Play it again.”
“No,” Maddie said.
“One more.”
“Not yet.”
“When?”
“After three other songs.”
Jee began counting immediately.
Jacob chose the next track before she could reject the system. An eighties song filled the car, guitar first and then a bright synthetic beat Maddie recognized without remembering the title.
“You picked this,” she said.
“I picked the playlist.”
“You scrolled.”
“There were options.”
“You passed five current songs to get here.”
“They’ll still be current in four minutes.”
Maddie smiled despite herself. “You listen to this?”
“Some of it.”
“That answer sounds defensive.”
“It’s a normal answer.”
“Which means you listen to a lot of it.”
Jacob looked toward the freeway. “My first car had a cassette adapter.”
“That didn’t answer the question.”
“It explains the circumstances.”
“Of what?”
“My taste.”
The song reached the chorus. Jacob tapped two fingers against his knee in time with it. Maddie had seen him do the same thing at the hospital while waiting for an elevator, though no music had been audible then.
“What was the first car?” she asked.
“A 2006 Honda Pilot.”
“That’s not a first car. That’s a family vehicle somebody got tired of repairing.”
“Exactly. The driver’s window didn’t close all the way, and the air-conditioning worked only if the car was moving faster than twenty.”
“In Charleston?”
“In August.”
“That sounds terrible.”
“It smelled like chlorine for three years.”
“Because you lifeguarded.”
“Because somebody spilled a gallon bucket of pool towels in the back and forgot them over a weekend.”
Maddie looked at him. “You forgot them?”
“No.”
“You said somebody.”
“Somebody did.”
“Jacob.”
“I had worked a double.”
There it was—not a biography, not an account of Charleston arranged around the worst thing that happened there. Only a hot car, a bad window, and damp towels becoming permanent weather.
“What happened to it?” she asked.
“The transmission started slipping. My dad sold it before I left for college.” The answer came without a change in Jacob’s voice. He reached for the volume when Jee complained that the song was too quiet. “After that, I had a Civic. Then the car I brought back to El Paso.”
He did not name Randy. Maddie did not make him.
“My first car was a Plymouth Voyager,” she said.
Jacob turned toward her slowly. “A minivan?”
“It was not a choice.”
“What color?”
“Green.”
“What kind of green?”
“Why does that matter?”
“There are good greens.”
“This was not one of them.”
“Forest?”
“Darker.”
“Hunter?”
“Browner.”
“Avocado?”
Maddie laughed. “It was not avocado.”
Jee stopped singing to ask, “What’s avocado?”
“Green food,” Maddie said.
“Why was your car food?”
“It wasn’t.”
Jacob opened his mouth.
“Don’t,” Maddie told him.
He closed it, smiling.
The next song began. Jee announced that it was number two. Nash made one small sound beside her, stretched both legs inside the seat, and remained asleep.
Traffic compressed near the county line. Brake lights spread ahead of them, first intermittent and then continuous. Maddie slowed. The arrival estimate gained seven minutes. Behind them, Ethan moved one lane left, stayed there long enough to pass the delivery van, and settled two cars back where Maddie could see him again.
Jacob noticed in the side mirror. He did not tell her.
“You said you were a dispatcher at twenty-four,” he said instead.
“I was.”
“What did you think you’d be doing?”
“At twenty-four?”
“Before you were twenty-four.”
Maddie adjusted her grip on the wheel. The question might have become dangerous if asked differently. She had spent enough years sorting her life into before and after that any doorway could open onto Doug if she let it. Jacob had not asked about him. He had asked what she once imagined.
“I thought I’d have a house near Hershey,” she said. “Not in Hershey. Close enough that my parents could complain about the drive without it being a real drive.”
“Specific.”
“I liked looking at houses. I used to circle listings in the newspaper.”
“You wanted to buy one?”
“I wanted to know what the rooms looked like.” She checked the mirror. Jee was watching the freeway through the window now, her earlier demand for music temporarily satisfied. “I’d decide where furniture went. Which room had the best light. Whether a wall could come down.”
Jacob glanced at her hands. “You were doing imaginary renovations.”
“I was doing imaginary ownership.”
The words landed more honestly than she intended. She let them remain without explanation.
“What kind of house?” Jacob asked.
“Usually a Colonial. Sometimes one of those little brick houses with the front steps too close to the street. I thought a breakfast nook was the height of adulthood.”
“I still think that.”
“You have an island.”
“Ethan has an island.”
Maddie waited.
Jacob looked toward the windshield. “We have an island.”
He said it carefully, but not unhappily.
“And no breakfast nook,” Maddie replied.
“No. The loft has almost no corners capable of becoming nooks.”
“You could build one.”
“Ethan would measure the windows for three days.”
“Would that stop you?”
“It would give me time to realize we don’t need it.”
Maddie knew Ethan well enough now to picture the tape measure, the list, the insistence that he was only checking. She knew Jacob well enough to picture him finding lumber prices before the measuring ended.
The knowledge was small. It felt different from knowing who had hurt them or where they had slept when they were not safe. Trauma facts carried sharp edges and announced their importance. This belonged to the gentler collection: Ethan measured; Jacob built; neither admitted the project existed until materials entered the home.
“What did you think?” she asked. “When you pictured adulthood.”
Jacob rubbed his thumb along the seam of his shorts. “I thought I’d be in medical school.”
The answer came easily enough that Maddie kept her expression neutral.
“Where?”
“I changed my mind constantly. Duke when I was twelve because I liked the basketball team. Johns Hopkins for about six months because I knew the name. Then somewhere in South Carolina because out-of-state tuition is terrible.”
“That’s practical.”
“It wasn’t. I had no idea how any of it worked.”
“What else?”
He looked at her. “What do you mean?”
“You can’t have imagined only school.”
“I was sixteen.”
“Exactly. Sixteen-year-olds imagine everything.”
Jacob leaned his head against the seat and considered. “An apartment downtown. A dog.”
“What kind?”
“Golden retriever.”
“Of course.”
“What does that mean?”
“You’re a golden-retriever person.”
“I don’t know if that’s flattering.”
“It depends on the dog.”
From the back, Jee said, “I want a dog.”
“You have a brother,” Maddie said.
“He can’t play fetch.”
“He also won’t chew your shoes.”
Nash moved one hand near his face as if objecting in sleep.
Jacob lowered his voice. “The dog was named Atticus.”
Maddie stared at the road for three full seconds. “You had already named an imaginary golden retriever Atticus?”
“I was sixteen.”
“You said that like it was a defense.”
“I was reading To Kill a Mockingbird.”
“For class?”
“Obviously.”
“Did you own imaginary glasses too?”
“I wore real glasses.”
She looked at him before she could stop herself.
He nodded with grave dignity. “Blue frames. Eighth through tenth grade.”
“I need pictures.”
“No.”
“Nicole must have pictures.”
The name slipped into the space without warning. Jacob’s expression changed so slightly that another person might have missed it: not pain exactly, but a door closing one careful inch.
Maddie did not apologize theatrically or pretend she had not said it.
“Then Eddie,” she said. “Eddie finds everything eventually.”
Jacob’s shoulders eased. “Christopher probably has access to the albums.”
“He definitely does.”
“This conversation is over.”
“It absolutely isn’t.”
Jee counted the end of the third song and demanded Taylor Swift again.
Jacob obeyed with visible relief. Music filled the car before the silence could become loaded. Jee resumed singing. Maddie kept driving.
They passed San Clemente beneath a sky beginning to lose its hard white glare. The freeway curved close enough to the coast for blue water to appear between buildings and low bluffs. Traffic loosened. The arrival time recovered four of the minutes it had taken.
Nash woke near Oceanside.
He did not cry immediately. He opened his eyes beneath the shade, stared at whatever infants saw in the dim interior of a moving car, and made three soft questioning noises.
“He’s awake,” Jee announced.
“I hear him.”
“He wants you.”
“He may want to know why the world is moving.”
“He wants milk.”
“He ate before we left.”
Nash’s questioning became a complaint.
Jacob checked the map. “There’s a rest area in six miles.”
“We can make six miles.”
Ethan called before Maddie could signal. Jacob answered through the car system.
“What?” he said.
Ethan’s voice filled the speakers. “Do you need to stop?”
Maddie glanced in the mirror. The Land Rover remained two cars behind.
“Six miles,” she said.
“I see it.”
“Then why are you calling?”
“To make sure.”
Nash began crying in earnest.
Jee covered her ears. “He wants milk.”
“We know,” three adults said.
Ethan’s voice changed slightly. “We’ll follow you in.”
The call ended.
At the rest area, two cars entered together and parked beneath a line of thin shade trees. Maddie moved to the back seat before the engine fully cooled. Jacob took Jee toward the restroom after she claimed she did not need one and then admitted she might if everybody else was going. Ethan’s group spilled from the Land Rover in stages, louder than the freeway.
The stop took twenty-three minutes.
Nash drank. Jee used the restroom. Harry bought a sports drink despite having water. Christopher stayed near the cars and stretched before transferring back into his seat. Denny discovered the vending machine had the same chips already in Ethan’s tote. Mara did not buy anything. May took one photograph of everybody standing in the wrong patch of shade.
When they returned to the freeway, Nash slept more deeply than before.
Jee lasted another twelve minutes.
Her questions slowed first. Then her head tipped toward one shoulder. Jacob lowered the music without being asked. By the time the freeway widened through northern San Diego County, both children were asleep in the back.
The quiet arrived so suddenly that Maddie heard the air-conditioning change speeds.
Jacob looked over his shoulder once, then settled back. “She held out longer than I expected.”
“She believes sleep is an activity other people impose on her.”
“Ethan does too.”
“He gets that from me.”
Jacob smiled but did not contradict her.
They drove past exits with names Maddie knew only from dispatch maps and family trips that had never belonged to this version of her life. The coast disappeared behind development. The light warmed. Ahead, the towers and slopes of San Diego began to gather beyond the freeway.
“What’s the worst job you ever had?” Jacob asked quietly.
Maddie thought about it. “A bakery when I was seventeen.”
“You hated a bakery?”
“I started at four in the morning, the manager stole tips, and I smelled like fryer oil until graduation.”
“What did you make?”
“Mostly doughnuts.”
“Then Jee was right to choose your car.”
“I did not bring doughnuts.”
“You have access to knowledge.”
“That isn’t the same as carrying doughnuts.”
“What was yours?”
“Pool concessions.”
“You were a lifeguard.”
“Before that. I was fourteen, and they wouldn’t let me near the water except to mop it.”
Maddie laughed softly enough not to wake the children. “What did you sell?”
“Hot dogs, pretzels, freezer-burned ice cream. The register drawer stuck whenever it was humid.”
“In Charleston?”
“El Paso. Before we moved.”
“Did the hot dogs smell stay in the car too?”
“I didn’t have the car yet.”
“So only chlorine.”
“Only chlorine.”
The conversation moved like that for the final half hour—bad jobs, favorite gas-station snacks, the fact that Jacob hated cantaloupe but ate honeydew, the fact that Maddie used to lie about liking black coffee because an instructor at dispatch drank it that way. He told her he could not sleep with closet doors open. She admitted that she read the last page of books when she became too anxious about the ending. He called that a crime. She asked how many books he had finished during the unstable year. He said fewer than he wanted, then pointed out a building shaped like a pyramid before the answer could become anything larger.
Maddie let it.
By the time the navigation voice directed them toward the zoo, she knew Jacob had once broken his wrist falling from a backyard trampoline, owned blue glasses, wanted an imaginary dog named Atticus, and considered sour gummy worms an acceptable breakfast only during road trips. None of those facts explained him.
That was why they mattered.
The road curved uphill through Balboa Park. Trees replaced freeway walls. Ethan’s Land Rover followed one car behind now, visible whenever Maddie checked the mirror.
Jacob sat forward to read the signs. “Zoo parking is left.”
“I see it.”
“There’s another entrance after the light.”
“I see that too.”
“Just helping.”
“I know.”
He relaxed enough to smile.
Behind them, Jee woke as the car slowed.
“Are we there?” she asked, voice thick with sleep.
Maddie followed the sign toward the entrance. “Almost.”
Jee opened both eyes. “Pandas?”
Jacob looked back at her. “Eventually.”
Maddie checked the mirror. Nash remained asleep. Jee was awake, Jacob was smiling, and Ethan’s Land Rover turned into the parking area behind them exactly where it was supposed to be.
This time, Maddie did not correct the promise.
Harry gained control of the Land Rover’s audio system before Ethan reached the freeway.
The dashboard showed May’s map for half a second, switched to Harry’s phone, and displayed a song Ethan did not recognize. A bass line struck hard enough that the water bottles in the tote answered from the cargo area.
“No,” May said.
“It just started.”
“That’s how songs work.”
“Then how do you know it’s no?”
“Because you chose it.”
Harry leaned forward from the third row until his seat belt caught. “That is not a reason.”
“It is evidence.”
Ethan merged behind Maddie’s car. “Turn it down.”
“It’s not loud.”
Christopher reached between the front seats and lowered the volume three levels.
“Thank you,” Ethan said.
“I was changing it.”
Harry objected from the back. Christopher changed the song entirely.
The second choice opened with a guitar riff Ethan knew from the playlist Jacob used while cooking. He glanced at the dashboard. Christopher had chosen it from Harry’s queue without comment.
“You skipped my song for this?” Harry asked.
“It’s better.”
“It’s forty years old.”
“So?”
“Nothing. I’m establishing facts.”
Denny took a fry from the paper bag Mara held between them. “You sound like Hen.”
“I do not.”
“You said establishing facts.”
“That is a normal phrase.”
Mara folded the top of the bag down again before the remaining fries escaped during the curve. “Not in a car.”
Harry sat back. “Thank you.”
“That wasn’t support.”
Ethan watched Maddie’s brake lights ahead of him and let the argument continue. The noise filled every row without requiring his help. May held her phone near the dashboard so the route remained visible while the music interface fought for the screen. Christopher and Denny debated whether a song could be disqualified by age. Mara passed the fries to May and skipped Harry, who accused her of corruption until she sent the bag backward on the second pass.
It was not the same as July.
The overnight road trip had begun with three people, no destination, and the shared understanding that the night existed outside every ordinary rule. Music had become one more decision none of them wanted to make alone. May had built a queue. Jacob had objected to the queue, then contributed more songs than anybody. Ethan had driven until the desert turned dark and the landmarks became things they found because somebody saw a sign at the right time.
This car contained six people, a fixed destination, permission from every relevant parent, eight bottles of water, three kinds of snacks, and a return plan. It was louder in a different way. Nobody needed the music to prove they had escaped anything. They only wanted the next song to be theirs.
May restored the map. “An hour fifty-two.”
“It was forty-eight,” Denny said.
“Traffic.”
“Four minutes isn’t traffic.”
“It’s the beginning of traffic.”
Harry tapped the roof in time with the chorus. “Can we vote on songs?”
“No,” Ethan said.
“Why not?”
“Because you’ll spend longer voting than listening.”
“That’s democracy.”
“That’s inefficient.”
May looked at him. “That sounded rehearsed.”
“It’s true.”
“Jacob says that when he already made a spreadsheet.”
“Jacob isn’t here.”
The absence registered more sharply than Ethan expected. He could see Maddie’s car ahead of them. Jacob occupied the front passenger seat, one arm lifting briefly when he adjusted the phone mount or pointed at something on the route. He was not far away. The car simply sounded different without him.
Ethan returned his attention to the lane.
May noticed because May noticed too much when she was not pretending to take pictures. She did not say anything. She offered him a fry instead.
He took it.
The music rotated by seizure rather than vote. Christopher held control for two songs. Denny connected next and played something everyone knew except Ethan, which became apparent when five people reached the chorus and Ethan did not. May looked at him with open disappointment.
“You know this,” she said.
“I don’t.”
“You’ve heard it.”
“That isn’t the same as knowing it.”
“It was everywhere.”
“When?”
“Last year.”
“I was in Connecticut.”
“They had music in Connecticut.”
“Not this one.”
Mara leaned around Denny. “You went to Yale, not prison.”
“Some buildings were similar.”
Christopher laughed. “That sounded like Jacob.”
Ethan looked at him in the mirror. “No, it didn’t.”
“It did.”
“It sounded like Ethan trying to sound like Jacob,” May corrected.
“That’s worse,” Denny said.
Mara turned toward him. “You need a new sentence.”
Denny considered. “That’s less good.”
“No.”
“Significantly inferior.”
“Stop.”
The next song began before they solved it.
They passed the last Anaheim hotels and settled into the freeway. The heat outside became a shimmer over the lanes. Ethan kept enough distance behind Maddie that other cars entered the gap and enough attention on her position that none stayed between them for long. He did not need to follow her. They had the same destination, route sharing, full phones, and three other licensed drivers. He still tracked the silver roof whenever it disappeared.
The snack tote had started the day organized. By Santa Ana, it had migrated from the cargo area to the second row because Denny wanted water. Christopher found the zipper pocket. Mara took out napkins. May asked for an apple. Harry claimed the crackers before anybody offered them.
“Those are community,” Ethan said.
“I’m in the community.”
“You took the package.”
“I’m opening it.”
“For everybody.”
Harry tore the seam and passed the package forward over the headrest. “See?”
Three crackers fell between the rows.
“Those are yours now,” May said.
“I can’t reach them.”
“Then they belong to the car.”
“That doesn’t make sense.”
“It does to the car,” Mara said.
Ethan heard paper move behind him. The snack tote changed hands again. Fruit snacks went to Christopher. A granola bar went to Denny. May kept the apple in her lap because eating it while navigating apparently exceeded her chosen workload.
Mara took nothing.
Ethan saw it in pieces rather than as one decision. The tote reached her. She opened it wider for Harry, checked the remaining water, and passed it forward. When Denny offered half his granola bar, she said she still had fries. The fries had been shared six ways and were almost gone.
He waited until the next straight stretch.
“There’s another bag in the side pocket,” he said.
Mara looked toward the tote. “Of what?”
“Trail mix.”
“I’m fine.”
“I’m not asking if you’re hungry. I’m telling you where it is before Harry finds it.”
“I heard that,” Harry said.
“That was the point.”
Mara reached into the side pocket and found the sealed bag. She read the label before opening it.
“Does it have almonds?” Denny asked.
“No.”
“How do you know?”
“Because I read.”
She poured some into the folded top of the fry bag instead of taking the whole package, then sent the rest toward the third row. Ethan returned his attention to traffic before the choice could become visible enough to embarrass her.
Two exits later, a small paper cup appeared beside the console.
He glanced at it. Mara had poured trail mix into the cup and placed it where he could reach without turning.
“Community,” she said.
Ethan took one pretzel and left the rest there.
The recognition passed between them without either naming it. Food offered to everybody could be accepted without debt. A portion returned could keep the exchange level. The system made sense because both of them had once learned to notice how much they consumed in rooms that claimed it did not matter.
May ate her apple. Christopher stole two pretzels from Ethan’s cup. The car moved on.
Traffic thickened through Irvine. The music grew quieter because everyone began watching the lanes and buildings instead of arguing with the queue. Harry lasted six minutes.
“Can we stop?” he asked.
“No,” five people said.
“I didn’t say why.”
“We stopped before we left,” May replied.
“I didn’t need to then.”
“You were in a restaurant for an hour.”
“I know.”
“There was a bathroom.”
“I understand the concept.”
Ethan checked the distance to the next rest area. “Twenty-eight miles.”
Harry leaned forward again. “Miles?”
“That is how distance works,” Christopher said.
“How long?”
“Thirty-five minutes,” May said.
“Maybe forty.”
“You said you could wait.”
“I haven’t said that.”
Ethan changed lanes around a truck. “Can you?”
A pause came from the third row.
“Yes.”
May twisted enough to see him. “Real yes?”
“Yes.”
“If that changes, say it before it becomes an emergency.”
“I’m not five.”
“Nobody said you were.”
“You used the emergency voice.”
“That’s her regular voice,” Christopher said.
May looked at him. “You asked whether we had enough water six times.”
“Because we didn’t answer.”
“We had eight bottles.”
“Now we have three unopened.”
“And six people.”
“Exactly.”
Ethan reached into the cup holder and handed his bottle backward without looking. Christopher took it.
“I have one,” Christopher said.
“Then pass it to Denny.”
Denny said, “I have one too.”
“Harry.”
“I don’t want water,” Harry replied.
“That wasn’t the question.”
The bottle completed the route anyway.
At San Clemente, the freeway narrowed between hills. The Pacific appeared in hard blue sections beyond the passenger windows. Everyone turned toward it at once except Ethan.
“There,” May said, unnecessarily.
“I see it.”
“You’re driving.”
“I can still see.”
“Not the way we can.”
Ethan looked for half a second when the road straightened. Water filled the distance beyond the bluffs, bright enough to erase the horizon. A train moved along the coast below them, silver cars flashing between trees.
Denny attempted to photograph it through Christopher’s window. Christopher pushed his phone away.
“Use your side.”
“There’s a hill on my side.”
“That isn’t my fault.”
“You’re not using the window.”
“I am looking through it.”
“That doesn’t consume it.”
“It does while your arm is in my face.”
Mara took Denny’s phone, leaned toward the center without entering Christopher’s space, and caught the train through the windshield after the next curve.
“There,” she said, returning it.
Denny examined the image. “The dashboard’s in it.”
“Then crop it.”
May lifted her camera from the footwell. “You all understand I brought this?”
“You’re navigating,” Ethan said.
“I can do two things.”
“Not while I’m driving.”
“That sentence doesn’t make sense.”
“It does to the car,” Mara said.
Harry laughed from the third row hard enough to lose the cracker he was eating.
The rest area sign appeared eight miles later.
Ethan called Maddie. Jacob answered with “What?” before the car system finished connecting.
“Do you need to stop?” Ethan asked.
Nash began crying through the speakers as if in direct response.
“Six miles,” Maddie said.
“We’ll follow you in.”
He ended the call before Harry could announce his own need over Bluetooth.
“Thank you,” Harry said.
“This is for Nash.”
“I can be grateful for Nash.”
“You should be,” May replied. “He saved you.”
At the rest area, Maddie parked beneath the trees. Ethan chose the next space and turned off the engine. Doors opened before he reminded anyone to watch traffic.
Heat entered immediately.
Christopher waited until Denny cleared the door beside him, then turned and placed both feet carefully before pushing upright from the seat. His legs had stiffened during the drive. He stood still for several seconds, one hand on the frame, and stretched through his knees while the others moved around him.
“Crutches?” Ethan asked.
Christopher looked toward the restroom building, judged the distance, and shook his head. “I’m staying here.”
“You need anything?”
“Space.”
Ethan stepped away.
Christopher stretched again, then leaned against the Land Rover and took out his phone. The decision required no meeting. The stop was short, the chair remained folded, and the restroom was not his reason for leaving the seat.
Maddie lifted Nash from the other car. Jacob took Jee toward the building. Harry followed at a pace that denied urgency. May took her camera. Denny discovered the vending machines. Mara stayed near Ethan long enough to return the trail mix bag to the tote.
“You can keep it out,” he said.
“It’ll spill.”
“There are zip bags.”
She found one, divided the remaining mix without asking, and handed a portion to Christopher. He accepted it while still looking at his phone.
Ethan checked the time. The stop had already expanded beyond the five minutes everybody imagined when they entered.
May came back with a photograph of Jacob holding Jee’s hand beneath the RESTROOMS sign and refused to delete it. Harry bought a sports drink. Denny bought nothing after discovering the chips cost three dollars. Mara pointed out that the exact chips remained in the car.
“I know,” he said.
“Then why did you check?”
“Research.”
“What did you learn?” Christopher asked.
“That capitalism is bad.”
“You paid twelve dollars for a keychain this morning.”
“That was Disney.”
Nobody found the distinction.
When Nash finished eating, they rebuilt the cars. Christopher transferred into his seat before Ethan unfolded anything. His crutches remained where he had instructed. Mara placed the split trail mix between herself and Denny. Harry stored the sports drink in the third-row cup holder as if it were proof of adulthood.
They returned to the freeway twenty-three minutes after leaving it.
The car changed afterward. Not quiet—Harry still had opinions, May still read every route adjustment aloud, and Denny began a debate about whether they could see every major habitat before closing. But the sharp edge of departure had worn off. Christopher rested his head against the seat. Mara watched the landscape. Denny built a zoo list in his notes app. Harry’s music choices became less combative once everybody stopped treating them as a referendum.
Ethan let the queue run.
The songs crossed decades without explanation. One belonged to Jacob’s cooking playlist. Another had played in May’s car after a late study session. One reminded Ethan of the O’Briens’ kitchen, though he could not place why. He did not say any of that. The car did not need a story for every song.
Near Carlsbad, May fell silent long enough that Ethan looked over.
She was taking pictures through the window with her phone instead of the camera. Reflections layered everyone over the passing view: Christopher’s profile, Denny’s raised hand, Mara’s face turned toward the coast, Harry visible between the seats. Ethan appeared only as one arm and part of his shoulder in the glass.
“Don’t post that,” he said.
“I wasn’t going to.”
“You always post.”
“I also keep things.”
He looked back at the road.
Ahead, Maddie’s car held steady in the right lane. Jacob’s head turned once toward the mirror. Ethan could not tell whether he was looking back at them or only checking traffic.
May lowered the phone. “You know he’s fine.”
“I didn’t ask.”
“I know.”
That was all she said.
Ethan changed lanes behind Maddie as signs for central San Diego began to appear. The younger voices gathered again. Panda first. Bus tour. Reptiles. Elephants. Food. Gift shop before closing. Christopher rejected three proposed routes. Denny opened the accessibility map. Mara pointed out that Jee would control at least half the order once she saw something alive.
“We need a plan,” May said.
“We have one,” Ethan replied.
“What is it?”
“Arrive.”
“That’s not a plan.”
“It worked last time.”
May looked at him.
Ethan kept his face straight for almost two seconds.
Christopher laughed first. The rest of the car followed, not because the line deserved that much, but because they were tired enough and close enough to make it work.
The navigation voice directed them toward Balboa Park. Trees gathered along the road. The freeway gave way to surface streets, signs, landscaped medians, and the first zoo banners.
The final ten minutes became louder than the first twenty. Denny reopened the zoo map and announced that the route from the entrance to the pandas looked short. Christopher pointed out that the map was not drawn to scale. Harry searched closing times they already knew. Mara found the last bus departure and read it aloud before anybody could invent a different answer.
May bought the tickets from her phone while the car waited at a red light.
“How many?” she asked.
“Ten,” Ethan said.
“Nash needs one?”
“No.”
“Jee does.”
“I know.”
“Christopher?”
Christopher leaned between the seats. “I am a person at the zoo.”
“That was not what I meant.”
“It sounded like it.”
“I was checking the age categories.” May scrolled. “Adult, child, infant.”
“Teenager,” Christopher said.
“They don’t have teenager.”
“That seems like their problem.”
Ethan stopped behind Maddie at the next light. “Buy the right ticket.”
“Helpful.”
“I’m driving.”
“You keep saying that like it removes all other responsibility.”
“It removes ticket responsibility.”
May used his card because he had already handed it to her at the rest stop after seeing the ticket page open. She objected once. Maddie objected through the group chat thirty seconds later. Ethan ignored both until the confirmation arrived.
Mara read over May’s shoulder. “Screenshot it.”
“I will.”
“Now.”
“The email’s still loading.”
“Then screenshot the confirmation page.”
May did not. She changed screens to check the turn instead, and the confirmation disappeared into her inbox.
Mara looked at Ethan. Ethan kept his eyes on the road.
“Remember this,” Mara said.
“I’m going to remember that you were annoying before we even parked,” May replied.
“You’ll thank me at the gate.”
Harry leaned forward. “Can we buy food first?”
“We ate,” Denny said.
“You ate most of the trail mix.”
“You bought a sports drink.”
“That isn’t food.”
“Neither is your definition of lunch.”
Ethan let them argue. Their voices filled the Land Rover, bounced off the windows, and turned the final mile into a space too occupied for anticipation to become solemn. The zoo entrance appeared on the next sign, arrowed left.
Maddie signaled. Ethan followed.
Denny pressed both hands to the window. “We’re here.”
“We’re near it,” Christopher corrected.
“That counts.”
“It doesn’t.”
Ethan followed Maddie through the next light.
The music ended. For once, nobody chose another song.
May’s first photograph of the San Diego Zoo contained no animals.
It contained the rear half of Maddie’s car, Ethan standing between two parking rows with his phone raised toward a sign, Harry opening the Land Rover’s third-row door into the path of a minivan, and Jacob unfolding the stroller while Jee attempted to climb into it before Nash came out of his seat.
May took the picture because the whole trip existed inside it.
Nobody looked prepared. Everyone had arrived.
“Harry,” Ethan said without turning.
“I see the van.”
“Then close the door.”
“I’m getting out.”
“The van is also trying to get out.”
Harry stepped onto the pavement and shut the door behind him. The minivan moved past. A child inside pressed both hands to the window and stared at their group as if ten people unloading two cars were the first exhibit.
May lowered the camera.
Late-afternoon light came through the eucalyptus trees in warm broken sections. The parking area rolled with the slope rather than lying flat, rows stepping down toward the entrance through islands of landscaping and directional signs. Other visitors moved back toward their cars carrying souvenirs, empty cups, sleeping children, and the exhausted posture of people who had already completed the place they were about to enter.
The younger group emerged from the Land Rover in order of access rather than age. Harry first from the third row. Mara from the second. Denny after shifting sideways to clear Christopher’s legs. Christopher remained seated until Ethan opened the cargo area and Denny pulled the folded chair free.
“Brake,” Christopher said.
Denny set it down and locked both wheels.
“Footplates.”
“I know.”
“You put one backward.”
Denny looked. “It folds both ways.”
“Not if I’m sitting in it.”
He fixed it. Christopher transferred from the Land Rover with one hand on the seat and one on the frame, turned, and settled into the chair. Ethan placed the crutches along the back beneath the retaining strap before Christopher checked.
“They’re fine,” Ethan said.
“I was looking at the bag.”
“There is no bag.”
“Exactly.”
His small backpack remained on the floor behind May’s seat. Mara reached through the open door and passed it over. Christopher hung it on the chair himself and pushed once to test the weight.
“Okay,” he said.
The process took less than a minute. Nobody congratulated him for arriving in the tool that made the next four hours possible. Nobody asked whether he was sure. The zoo covered enough distance and enough hills that the chair was the sensible choice. They handled it, then moved on to the stroller crisis.
Jee had installed herself beneath the stroller canopy with both knees against her chest.
“That’s Nash’s,” Maddie said.
“He can use the carrier.”
“He is using the car seat.”
“Then nobody needs it.”
“We need it for the diaper bag.”
Jee looked down at the diaper bag occupying the basket. “It fits.”
Jacob rested both hands on the stroller handle. “You also fit. That doesn’t make it your seat.”
“I’m tired.”
“You slept for twenty minutes.”
“That made me tired.”
Maddie opened the car door and began freeing Nash from the infant seat. “You can ride when your legs stop working.”
“My legs stopped.”
May took another photograph.
Jee pointed at her. “No pictures.”
May took one more, then lowered the camera. “Sorry.”
“You’re not sorry.”
“No.”
Maddie looked over Nash’s car seat. “May.”
“I stopped.”
Jacob negotiated Jee out of the stroller with the offer of holding the folded zoo map they had not collected yet. The logic did not survive inspection, but Jee climbed down to become the person who would carry it. Maddie secured Nash in the stroller, adjusted the shade, and tucked the bottle bag into the lower basket. Jacob added the two shopping bags from Anaheim until the stroller looked as if it had already visited a gift shop.
Ethan counted people aloud.
“Don’t,” Harry said.
“Why?”
“It makes us sound like children.”
“You walked into a van.”
“I walked around it.”
“You opened the door into it.”
“It wasn’t moving yet.”
Ethan continued counting. “Maddie, Jacob, Jee, Nash, May, Harry, Christopher, Denny, Mara.”
“You forgot yourself,” Denny said.
“I know I’m here.”
“That isn’t counting.”
“Ten,” May supplied.
Ethan looked toward her. “Thank you.”
She did not point out that Nash made ten only if Ethan counted himself and that Jee would object to being grouped with the baby if given time. The count worked. They began moving downhill.
The approach to the entrance required more coordination than the parking lot suggested. One path ended in stairs. Another curved around the landscaped island at a gentler grade and carried strollers, wheelchairs, and a family pulling a wagon full of toddlers. Christopher chose the ramp before anybody pointed it out. Denny walked beside him and removed his hand from the push handles after Christopher looked back once.
“I wasn’t pushing,” Denny said.
“You were about to.”
“I was steering you away from the curb.”
“I saw the curb.”
“Fine.”
Christopher increased his pace down the slope. Denny had to jog two steps to stay beside him.
May photographed that too.
At the bottom, the entrance plaza opened beneath banners and trees. The crowd was thinner than it would have been in the morning but still moved in several directions at once: people entering, people leaving, employees directing strollers, children stopping in the center to point at signs. The zoo name rose ahead in large letters above the gates, bright enough in the lowering sun to become the first image everyone would recognize later.
Jee recognized it now.
“We’re here!”
She ran six steps, stopped when Maddie called her name, and came back without pretending she had not heard.
“We stay together until we’re inside,” Maddie said.
“We are inside.”
“We’re outside the entrance.”
“It says zoo.”
“That is a sign.”
“It wouldn’t say zoo if there wasn’t a zoo.”
Jacob took Jee’s hand before the argument became philosophical. She accepted his hand because the letters remained visible.
Tickets occupied the next problem. May had bought them online from the passenger seat during the final ten minutes of the drive, using Ethan’s card after he insisted and Maddie objected. The confirmation had gone to May’s email. The parking structure had weakened the signal. Now the attachment refused to load.
“I had it,” May said.
“You did not screenshot it,” Ethan replied.
“I was going to.”
“You always screenshot.”
“I was taking pictures.”
“Of the parking lot.”
“It mattered.”
Mara held out her phone. “Send me the confirmation number.”
“It won’t load.”
“The email loaded. Copy the number.”
May did. Mara entered it into the zoo site and reached the tickets before May’s attachment recovered.
“Screenshot,” Ethan said.
Mara took one and sent it to the group chat without looking at him.
“Thank you,” he said.
“I always screenshot.”
May photographed her.
They made it through the gates in two clusters because one scanner rejected Harry’s ticket after reading Denny’s twice. An employee reset it. Harry blamed May’s email. May blamed the brightness on his phone. Mara increased the screen brightness and held it beneath the scanner. The gate opened.
Beyond it, the zoo gathered into color, shade, maps, and competing signs. Paths branched almost immediately. One pointed toward reptiles. Another toward buses and tours. A board announced feeding times, closures, and the last entry for something half the group wanted before they read the details. Animal calls reached them from somewhere deeper inside, indistinct beneath crowd noise and the recorded announcements from the tour loading area.
May stopped beside the entrance sign.
“Photo first.”
“No,” Harry said.
“Yes.”
“We just took pictures.”
“I took pictures. That is different.”
“Why?”
“Because none of us were in the same one.”
Ethan looked at the time. “We need to decide where we’re going.”
“We need proof we got here before somebody disappears.”
“That sounds like a reason not to let people disappear.”
“It’s a reason to take the picture now.”
Maddie had already begun repositioning the stroller. “She’s right.”
Harry looked betrayed. “You’re supposed to be the adult.”
“I am. Adults take pictures.”
“Old people take pictures.”
Maddie smiled at him with dangerous calm. “Stand by the sign.”
Harry stood by the sign.
The group photograph required a stranger, because May refused to use a timer near an entrance crowded enough for someone to kick the tripod she did not have. She chose a woman carrying a camera with a lens larger than May’s hand. The woman agreed immediately, asked whether May wanted vertical or horizontal, and understood the answer both without judgment.
Arranging ten people took longer.
Maddie kept the stroller at one side so Nash remained shaded. Jacob stood behind Jee until she complained that he made her look small, which was not a problem May could solve. Christopher positioned his chair near the center on level pavement. Denny stood beside him. Mara chose the other side. Harry attempted the back row and discovered Jacob blocked most of him.
“You’re too big,” Harry said.
Jacob looked down at himself. “I can’t fix that before the picture.”
“Move left.”
“That’s Christopher.”
“I’m in front of you,” Christopher said.
“Then right.”
“That’s Ethan.”
Ethan stepped back. “I’ll move.”
“No,” May said. “You’ll disappear behind Jacob.”
“I’m shorter, not invisible.”
“Stand beside Maddie.”
Ethan did, though the instruction made him glance toward her before settling at the stroller’s other side. Maddie’s hand rested near Nash’s canopy. Ethan stood close enough that their shoulders nearly touched without either adjusting.
May looked through the camera position from memory. The arrangement held the whole day’s strange geometry: Maddie and Ethan beside the baby; Jacob behind Jee; Christopher with Denny and Mara; Harry trying not to look invested; enough space left for May when she ran into frame.
The photographer raised the camera. May hurried to the open spot between Ethan and Mara.
“Everybody ready?” the woman called.
“No,” Harry said.
She took the first picture.
Jee shouted, “Pandas!” during the second.
Nash remained asleep for both.
The woman took four more, changed orientation, and took three. May thanked her and checked the screen while everybody began breaking formation.
“Stay,” she said.
A collective complaint rose.
“One more on my phone.”
“You have eight,” Denny said.
“I’m not handing my camera to every family member who wants it later.”
“You’ll send them.”
“I will forget.”
“That’s true,” Maddie said.
They re-formed with less precision. May gave her phone to the same woman. On the final picture, Jee turned toward Nash, Harry blinked, Denny looked at Christopher, and Ethan glanced toward Jacob because Jacob said something May did not hear.
It was not the cleanest image.
May liked it best.
She thanked the photographer again and released everybody.
Then ten priorities arrived at once.
“Pandas,” Jee said.
“Reptiles,” Harry said over her.
“Elephants,” Denny added.
“The bus tour first,” Maddie said. “If we’re doing it.”
“We should do it before it closes,” Jacob agreed.
Christopher pointed toward the accessibility map beside the entrance. “The bus doesn’t go everywhere.”
“I want food,” May said.
“You ate fries in the car,” Ethan replied.
“That was an hour ago.”
Mara looked at the printed schedule. “The last guided bus leaves at seven.”
“What time is it?” Harry asked.
“Five twelve.”
“We have time.”
“We don’t have time for everything,” Christopher said.
“We never had time for everything,” Denny replied.
“That didn’t stop you from listing thirty animals.”
“It was twenty-two.”
“You included the gift shop.”
“That’s not an animal.”
“That’s why it shouldn’t be on the list.”
Jacob unfolded the paper map Jee had been promised. She took it, held it upside down, and announced that the pandas were left.
“They’re not,” Christopher said.
“You don’t know.”
“I’m looking at the sign.”
May stepped out of the center before the competing directions physically trapped her. From the edge, the group became easier to read.
Maddie needed a place to feed Nash within the next hour. Jacob wanted a route that justified having checked parking, hours, and three maps during lunch. Jee wanted the first animal whose picture appeared at eye level. Ethan wanted everyone hydrated, counted, and moving. Harry wanted whatever sounded least organized. Christopher wanted a route that used the hills intelligently rather than pretending the zoo was flat. Denny wanted enough exhibits to claim they had done the zoo properly. Mara wanted to see without being made to prove what she wanted. May wanted a photograph of everything and food immediately.
Nash wanted nothing yet. That made ten.
“Okay,” she said.
Nobody heard her.
May lifted two fingers to her mouth and whistled.
The sound came out sharper than expected. A child passing with an ice cream turned toward her. So did the entire group.
“Sorry,” May told the child.
The child looked impressed.
May faced the others. “We need a rough plan. Rough means nobody argues every minute.”
“That isn’t what rough means,” Harry said.
Athena’s voice appeared in May’s head with perfect clarity. She did not need to imitate it.
“Bus first,” she said. “It gives us the layout and lets everybody sit after the drive. Then pandas because Jee will revolt if we don’t. After that, we split into things that are near each other and meet somewhere before the last hour.”
Ethan looked at the map. “We shouldn’t split yet.”
“I said after the pandas.”
“We need a meeting point.”
“The entrance?” Denny suggested.
“Too far from everything,” Christopher said. He pointed toward a central area on the accessibility map. “Here. It’s near food, bathrooms, and the elevator.”
Maddie leaned over his shoulder without touching the chair. “Is there somewhere to sit?”
“Benches. And tables.”
“Good.”
Jacob traced the route from the bus drop-off. “If we take this path after pandas, we can reach it without doubling back.”
Christopher looked at him. “That path is steep.”
“The map marks it accessible.”
“Accessible doesn’t mean flat.”
Jacob checked the legend. “Elevator here?”
“Or the shuttle.”
“We use the elevator.”
“If it’s working,” Christopher said. “Otherwise the shuttle.”
The exchange remained practical. Terrain identified, options found, no one pretending that a hill ceased to exist because the map used a wheelchair symbol.
Ethan took a screenshot of the meeting point. “Everybody share locations.”
Harry groaned.
“You already share with Athena,” May said.
“That’s different.”
“How?”
“She’s my mother.”
“And Ethan is driving you home.”
“That’s not the same level of surveillance.”
Ethan held out his phone. “Then share with May.”
Harry looked at his sister. “That’s worse.”
“Correct,” May said.
He shared anyway.
Mara sent her location to Karen without being prompted. Denny sent his to both mothers, then accidentally to the full family group chat. Buck reacted within seconds with a message asking why everyone was in San Diego.
The screen lit again before Denny could answer.
Chimney: I knew.
Buck: You knew they were going to San Diego?
Chimney: Maddie called me like a responsible spouse.
Hen: Denny called us like a responsible child.
Athena: May and Harry also called.
Eddie: Christopher too.
Buck: So everybody knew except me?
Ethan typed while the others watched.
Ethan: Yes.
The chat began moving too quickly to follow.
May took the phone from Denny before he contributed evidence. “Later. Group-chat consequences happen after the zoo.”
“That isn’t a rule,” he said.
“It is now.”
They completed the plan in pieces.
Bus. Pandas. Central meeting point. Food whenever the younger car’s trail mix stopped counting as a meal. No one went anywhere alone. If they split, each smaller group contained someone with a charged phone and someone who knew the meeting point. Maddie retained the stroller and baby supplies. Ethan retained the emergency snacks and too much water. Christopher retained his own mobility decisions. Jacob kept the paper map because Jee folded it into a square too small to read.
“Can we go now?” Mara asked.
The question cut through the final layer of planning because she had said almost nothing while everyone negotiated around her.
“Yes,” Ethan said.
May checked the camera. “Wait.”
Nine people turned toward her.
She held up both hands. “Not a picture. Battery.”
She changed it in less than thirty seconds while the group began moving anyway.
The zoo absorbed them by degrees.
First beneath the broad entrance trees, where shade cooled the pavement and signs pointed toward animals still hidden beyond landscaping. Then past the tour area, where a bus loaded families into rows and an employee announced the final departures. Jee walked between Jacob and Maddie, swinging the hand that held neither of them. Nash slept beneath the stroller canopy. Christopher rolled beside Denny, taking the slope with short controlled pushes and refusing Denny’s help without needing to repeat himself. Mara and Harry argued over whether reptiles should count as the opposite direction if the map curved. Ethan moved near the middle, turning often enough to count without saying the numbers aloud.
May fell behind for three steps.
Her phone vibrated with the first replies to the group photograph. Chimney asked why Nash looked smaller every time they took him somewhere. Eddie zoomed in on Christopher’s chair and asked whether they had the crutches. Athena sent a heart, then a separate instruction for Harry to answer his phone. Buck wanted to know who the unfamiliar photographer was and why that person had been invited to San Diego before him.
May silenced the thread. The consequences could wait until the photograph stopped being evidence and became only what it was: a family standing beneath a zoo sign on a day none of them had expected to leave Anaheim.
Through the camera, the group became a composition before it became a memory: the stroller, the chair, the shopping bags, the paper map open in Jacob’s hands, Jee pointing toward an animal banner, Ethan turning back toward all of them at once. Nobody posed. Nobody understood the picture as important.
May took it anyway.
Then she lowered the camera and caught up before the rough plan changed without her.
At five twenty-three, the zoo split them with a flamingo.
Jee saw the bird through an opening in the trees before anyone reached the bus line. One pink body stood in shallow water with its neck folded into a question mark, and that was enough to pull her sideways across the path with Jacob still holding her hand.
“Pink bird.”
“We see it,” Maddie said.
“No, that pink bird.”
There were at least thirty. May raised the camera before asking which one Jee meant. Through the viewfinder, the flock compressed into coral legs, curved necks, and white water bright with the late sun. Jee occupied the lower corner of the frame, one arm extended with absolute certainty toward a bird May could not distinguish from the others.
Jacob crouched beside her, map folded beneath one knee. “The one standing on one leg?”
“They’re all standing on one leg,” Christopher said.
Jee looked along the water and discovered that this was mostly true. Her finger lowered. “The baby.”
Denny leaned over the rail. “I don’t think there’s a baby.”
“That one is little.”
“It’s farther away.”
“It’s little.”
Jacob studied the bird as if distance could be settled by concentration. “I think Jee has selected a flamingo.”
“You can’t select one,” Harry said. “They live here.”
“I’m not taking him.” Jee pulled on Jacob’s hand. “He’s my favorite.”
The declaration changed the itinerary. The guided bus remained visible beyond the trees, loading the last section of a line that moved faster than May expected, but nobody hurried toward it. Maddie angled the stroller beneath the shade. Ethan checked the time, then the posted bus schedule, then the group. Christopher rolled to the lower section of rail where the pavement leveled. Denny and Harry went with him. Mara stopped near the exhibit sign, reading the smaller panel beneath the title.
May took six photographs before she decided the first one had been enough.
Jee pressed both hands to the rail. “What’s his name?”
“The zoo probably doesn’t name all of them,” Ethan said.
“Why?”
“Because there are a lot.”
“His name is Pink.”
Harry looked back from Christopher’s side. “That’s barely a name.”
“You’re barely a name,” Jee said.
May lowered the camera. Ethan covered his mouth. Jacob stared at the water with both lips pressed together, shoulders moving once.
Harry pointed at Jee. “That doesn’t even make sense.”
“Pink.”
“She won,” Denny said.
Christopher nodded. “Definitely.”
Harry returned to the rail with whatever dignity remained available.
The bus left without them.
No one announced that they had missed it. They watched it pull away through the trees while Jee explained to Maddie that Pink liked shrimp, a fact she had learned from Mara reading the sign and immediately claimed as personal knowledge. Nash began making restless sounds beneath the stroller canopy. Maddie checked him, looked toward the departing bus, and shrugged.
“There’s another one,” she said.
“In twenty minutes,” Ethan replied.
“Then we see things for twenty minutes.”
The rough plan survived by becoming rougher.
They followed the path past the flamingos and reached a fork marked by three signs. Christopher, Denny, and Harry wanted reptiles, though Harry insisted he only wanted air-conditioning. Jee wanted another pink animal. Maddie needed somewhere to change Nash. Jacob had discovered that the nearest family restroom sat back toward the entrance. Ethan had the water. Mara had May’s spare battery because May no longer remembered giving it to her.
May photographed the map while everyone else argued around it.
“We meet at the bus loading area in fifteen,” Ethan said.
“Twenty,” Maddie corrected. “Nash isn’t a timed event.”
“Twenty.” Ethan passed her the smaller water bottle without being asked. “You have wipes?”
Maddie looked at him over the stroller. “I have a four-month-old.”
“That wasn’t an answer.”
“I have enough wipes to clean the flamingos.”
“Pink,” Jee corrected.
“Pink too.”
Jacob moved the shopping bags from the stroller handle to one shoulder. Ethan took the heavier bag before Jacob finished adjusting it. Neither looked at the other during the exchange. Jacob accepted the bottle Ethan held out next, drank, and returned it with the cap already tightened.
May caught the last second of it through the camera: Ethan’s hand closing around the bottle, Jacob unfolding the paper map with his newly empty hand. The gesture looked staged when frozen. It had not looked like anything before she lifted the lens.
“Reptiles,” Christopher said. “Before Harry melts.”
“I’m fine.”
“You’ve complained about the heat since the parking lot.”
“That’s because it’s hot.”
Denny took one handle of Christopher’s backpack where it hung against the chair and shifted it away from a wheel. “Come on.”
Christopher checked the adjustment, then pushed toward the right-hand path. Denny matched him. Harry followed after looking once toward the restroom and deciding pride could survive twenty minutes.
May went with them because the light beneath the trees had turned green at the edges and because Christopher, Denny, and Harry together had the unstable energy of a photograph that might become evidence.
Mara remained at the fork until Ethan asked, “Reptiles or flamingos?”
“Neither.” She looked down the middle path. “I want to see the koalas.”
“Koalas,” Ethan said.
“I can go with them later.”
“I didn’t say you couldn’t go now.”
He glanced at Jacob. Jacob folded the map once more and pointed toward the sign ahead. “Koalas are that way.”
Mara went with Ethan and Jacob. Jee started after them, saw Maddie moving the stroller in the opposite direction, and reversed without releasing her map square.
May watched the configurations settle: Maddie, Jee, and Nash toward the restroom; Ethan, Jacob, and Mara toward the koalas; Christopher, Denny, Harry, and May toward reptiles. Ten people becoming three groups without a formal vote.
“Twenty minutes,” Ethan called.
Harry walked backward. “We heard you.”
“You didn’t answer.”
“Because we heard you.”
“Twenty,” Christopher said, and pushed Harry’s hip with one hand before Harry backed into a trash can.
The reptile house gave Harry the air-conditioning he refused to admit he had wanted. Cool dimness closed around them. The crowd thinned near the first row of glass habitats, where snakes occupied branches with the discipline of objects placed for display. May raised her ISO, changed lenses, and immediately lost the three people she had followed.
They had not gone far. Christopher waited at a lower viewing panel, chair angled close enough for him to see without leaning over anyone. Denny stood beside him reading the label. Harry had moved to the opposite end, where a lizard remained invisible despite the diagram promising its location.
“Found it,” Denny said.
“No, you didn’t,” Christopher replied.
“I see the tail.”
“That’s a branch.”
“The branch has scales.”
Christopher leaned closer. “That’s not a tail.”
May focused on their reflections in the glass. The habitat layered over them: leaves across Denny’s shirt, one pale branch dividing Christopher’s face, Harry behind both with his forehead almost against another enclosure.
“Don’t use flash,” Christopher said.
“I know.”
“You used it in the elevator.”
“That was an accident.”
“You said it was dark.”
“That can be true and still be a mistake.”
Denny pointed. “It moved.”
The branch moved.
Christopher sat back. “Fine.”
“You said it wasn’t a tail.”
“I said it looked like a branch.”
“You said, ‘That’s not a tail.’”
“Why are you keeping minutes?”
“Because I was right.”
Harry joined them. “There’s nothing in that one.”
“There’s a gecko,” Denny said.
“Not this one. The other one.”
Christopher read the sign. “It’s nocturnal.”
“So?”
“So it’s asleep.”
“Then why is the exhibit open?”
“For people who can find it,” Denny said.
Harry looked into the habitat again with renewed personal offense.
May took the picture while none of them faced her. It was better that way. Their attention belonged to the glass, to proving one another wrong about animals they had not known existed five minutes earlier. Christopher’s chair fit naturally into the curve of their small group, his hands resting on the rims while Denny bent toward the sign and Harry moved along the wall. No one performed inclusion because no one had separated him in the first place.
They left the reptile house seven minutes late.
Outside, the heat felt brighter. Harry put on sunglasses and claimed the building had been too cold. Christopher called him impossible. Denny checked the group chat and found three messages from Ethan: a photo of a koala mostly hidden behind leaves, the meeting-point pin, and Bus line moved. Stay where you are.
“Why?” Harry asked.
Denny scrolled. “Jee found another flamingo sign.”
“That doesn’t explain anything.”
“It explains enough,” Christopher said.
They waited beside a low stone wall. May photographed passing tour buses, the repeating pattern of leaves against pavement, Denny attempting to balance a water bottle on Christopher’s armrest until Christopher knocked it into his lap. The others came back in pieces.
Mara arrived first with Ethan’s apple in one hand and a koala postcard she had not bought in the other.
“Where’s Jacob?” May asked.
“Buying something.”
“What?”
“I don’t know. He saw the gift cart.”
Ethan appeared behind her carrying the shopping bag he had taken from Jacob and the water bottle Jacob had returned. “He’s buying eucalyptus honey.”
Harry lowered his sunglasses. “Why?”
“He says he’s never seen it outside specialty stores.”
“That still doesn’t answer why.”
Jacob came around the corner holding two small jars and reading the label while he walked. His enthusiasm had pulled color higher into his face. “It’s produced from local red-gum eucalyptus. Different floral profile than the Australian varieties.”
Christopher looked at Ethan. “You left him alone for five minutes.”
“I was there.”
“And you let him buy tree honey.”
“It’s honey.”
“It has tasting notes,” Jacob said. “Look.”
Denny accepted the jar. “Caramel and menthol.”
“That sounds medicinal,” May said.
“It isn’t medicinal. It has a cooling finish.”
“You’ve never tasted it.”
“The sign had samples.”
Harry took one step away. “You ate parking-lot honey?”
“It was a staffed cart.”
“Outside.”
“The food at Downtown Disney was also outside.”
“That was a restaurant.”
“The cart has a permit.”
“You checked?” Ethan asked.
Jacob looked at him. “No.”
Ethan waited.
“It had a permit displayed,” Jacob amended. “I noticed it.”
May photographed him holding both jars while everyone judged him. Jacob saw the camera and lifted one jar beside his face with deliberate dignity.
“You’re all going to want some later.”
“Is that why you bought two?” Ethan asked.
“One is for the loft.”
The answer passed without notice from Jacob. Ethan took the second jar and read the label. Then, as people shifted around them to make space for a stroller coming up the path, Ethan placed it inside the shopping bag already on his shoulder.
Jacob did not ask where it had gone.
Maddie arrived pushing Nash in a clean onesie printed with small blue whales. Jee walked beside her carrying a flamingo map, a flamingo sticker, and an employee-supplied fact card about flamingos.
“Pink eats upside down,” she announced.
“His head goes upside down,” Christopher corrected.
“He eats upside down.”
“Fine.”
Maddie’s shirt held a dark wet patch near one shoulder. A folded changing pad protruded from the stroller basket. Nash’s sock had disappeared.
“What happened?” Ethan asked.
Maddie looked down at herself. “Your brother peed through a diaper, kicked the clean one onto the floor, and spit up after I changed my shirt this morning.”
“There’s another shirt in the car,” Jacob said.
“We are not going back to the car.”
“I have wipes,” Ethan offered.
Maddie stared at him.
“Right,” he said. “Flamingos.”
She laughed, tired and without glamour, while Jacob took Nash’s bottle from the side pocket and checked the cap. May raised the camera, then lowered it. Maddie noticed.
“You can take it,” she said.
“Are you sure?”
“I want proof I left the house when he was this age.” Maddie adjusted the stroller canopy. “Take one where the stain looks artistic.”
May stepped back. Maddie stood in open shade with one hand on the stroller and the other holding Jee’s fact card because Jee had given it to her halfway through explaining filter feeding. Her hair had loosened around her face. The wet patch remained visible. Nash slept after causing every part of it.
Jacob moved into the edge of the frame to return the bottle. May waited. Ethan reached past him and tucked Nash’s missing blanket farther beneath the stroller strap. Jee held up the sticker. The photograph became all of them before May decided whether it should.
She took it.
By five fifty-eight, the bus plan had disappeared. The next line was longer, and the group had already found enough paths to make sitting in traffic feel less useful than walking. Christopher studied the accessibility map with Jacob while Denny and Harry argued for big cats. Mara wanted food. Jee wanted Pink again.
“We can loop back later,” Maddie told her.
“Pink will miss me.”
“Pink has thirty friends,” Harry said.
Jee looked at him. “You don’t know Pink.”
Harry surrendered.
They moved toward the central path in a loose line. Christopher, Denny, and Harry went ahead, still debating reptiles. May walked backward long enough to photograph them and nearly struck a bench.
Ethan caught her elbow.
“Forward,” he said.
“I saw it.”
“You hit it.”
“I touched it.”
“With your leg.”
May faced forward. “Fine.”
Jacob appeared on Ethan’s other side and took the camera-bag strap May had let slide from her shoulder. He did not keep it. He lifted it until she could resettle the weight, then let go.
“Thanks.”
“Your battery is with Mara.”
“I know.”
“You asked me where it was.”
“That was before I remembered.”
Mara, several feet ahead, held the battery over one shoulder without turning.
May laughed and went to retrieve it.
When she looked back, Ethan and Jacob were walking beside each other again. They had not been together at the fork. Ethan had gone with Mara. Jacob had found honey. Maddie had borrowed Jacob for the diaper bag. Christopher had borrowed him for the map. Yet the crowd shifted, and there they were: Ethan carrying Jacob’s jar, Jacob holding the paper map while Ethan checked the route on his phone, their shoulders close enough that each could see the other’s version.
Neither appeared to notice.
May did not photograph them.
She turned toward the front instead, where Christopher increased his pace down a gentle grade and Denny jogged to catch up. Harry called that they were cheating. Jee shouted that she wanted to race, then climbed onto the stroller footrest without permission. Maddie stopped the entire group to remove her. Nash slept through it. Mara returned May’s battery. Jacob handed Ethan the map. Ethan passed him the water.
Before they reached it, Jee stopped beneath a banner showing a red panda and demanded to know whether it was also a bear. The question pulled Christopher, Denny, and Harry back toward the middle of the group.
“It’s not a bear,” Christopher said.
“It says panda,” Jee replied.
“Pandas are bears,” Denny said. “Red pandas aren’t.”
“Then why do they call them pandas?”
Nobody had a clean answer. Harry suggested that zoos liked confusing children. Mara read the banner aloud and found a paragraph about naming history that made the explanation longer without making it clearer.
Jacob, still carrying the honey, crouched beside Jee. “It’s its own thing.”
“What thing?”
“A red panda.”
“That’s not an answer,” Ethan said.
Jacob looked up. “It is taxonomically.”
“You just said ‘its own thing.’”
“For a four-year-old.”
“I’m four and a half,” Jee told him.
“Sorry. It’s taxonomically its own thing for a four-and-a-half-year-old.”
Jee accepted this and asked whether Pink would like it.
May photographed the entire group stalled beneath the banner. Ethan stood with the map. Jacob held one honey jar in each hand because Denny had returned the first. Maddie had the stroller angled across the shade. Christopher, Harry, and Denny formed a loose line behind Jee while Mara kept reading facts none of them had requested.
The arrangement lasted until Nash woke and began crying.
Maddie pushed the stroller gently back and forth. “We’re moving.”
“Where?” Harry asked.
“Anywhere that makes him think this is a new problem.”
They moved.
The path widened around a planted island. Jacob gave one honey jar to Ethan so he could take the stroller for Maddie while she lifted Nash. Ethan slipped the jar into the shopping bag, then moved behind Jacob to free the map from beneath the stroller handle before it tore. Jacob took the next curve one-handed. Maddie walked beside him with Nash against her chest. Jee stayed close to the stroller because Pink’s fact card had gone into the basket.
For thirty yards, May had the whole group in front of her.
Christopher, Denny, and Harry occupied the lead, their argument switching from reptiles to whether the bus would have saved time. Mara walked between May and them, turning whenever May asked her to slow down without ever actually slowing. Ethan and Jacob formed the center around stroller, map, water, and shopping bags. Maddie and the children fixed the pace.
The sight was ordinary enough that May almost did not take it.
Then Jacob reached back without looking. Ethan placed the water in his hand. Jacob drank and returned it over his shoulder, trusting Ethan to still be there.
May raised the camera too late. She caught Ethan taking the bottle, Jacob’s hand already returning to the stroller, and Jee looking directly at her from beside them.
“You missed it,” Jee said.
“What did I miss?”
“I don’t know.”
May checked the image. Maybe that was the point. The photograph held no declaration and no moment anyone else would identify later. It held only the end of a handoff and the shape of people continuing down a path together.
She saved it.
The zoo separated them again at the next sign.
This time, everyone kept moving.
The first time Mara said she was not hungry, Ethan believed she meant it.
The second time came while Harry was reading the menu aloud badly enough that everyone had stopped listening. They had reached a food terrace near the center of the zoo a few minutes after six, and the group broke apart around the practical demands of tables, bathrooms, shade, and a baby who had begun objecting to the stroller. Maddie took Nash toward a quieter bench with Jacob carrying the bottle bag. Christopher, Denny, and Harry went to claim a table. May followed because somebody had to prevent Harry from claiming six chairs with one sweatshirt.
Mara stood beside Ethan beneath the menu board.
“I’m not hungry,” she said.
Ethan looked at the apple core in the napkin she still held. She had eaten half the apple in the car and finished the rest after the koalas. Before that, she had taken some trail mix, four fries at lunch, and one cracker because Jee offered it with the solemnity of communion.
“You don’t like anything here?”
“I’m fine.”
That was not the same answer.
The line moved forward. Heat had settled beneath the canvas shades, softened by fans that turned overhead without reaching the tables at the terrace edge. Food smells crossed each other: grilled onions, sweet fried dough, coffee, fryer oil, something citrus from the drink stand next door. Mara folded the apple napkin into a square small enough to disappear in her palm.
Ethan looked at the menu again. Prices occupied the far right in smaller print. Mara had looked there first.
He knew the order because he had done it too.
“What does Denny want?” he asked.
Mara glanced toward the table. “He said chicken tenders.”
“Christopher?”
“Burger. No pickles.”
“Harry?”
“Whatever has the most food.”
“That isn’t an order.”
“It’s what he said.”
May returned from the table before Ethan could ask the next question. “Harry wants the double cheeseburger, fries, and maybe churros.”
“He can have a burger and fries,” Ethan said.
“He says he can pay for churros.”
“That wasn’t the problem.”
“I know. I told him he’d complain in the car if he ate all of that.” May checked the board. “I want the salad with chicken. Dressing on the side.”
“You ate fries.”
“An hour ago.”
“You said that an hour ago.”
“Time passed.”
Mara’s mouth moved at one corner. May noticed and smiled at her rather than asking why.
Ethan took out his phone. “Text the orders. Everybody’s.”
May looked toward Maddie. “Even theirs?”
“Everybody.”
“Why?”
“Because I’m not standing in three lines.”
“This is one line.”
“There are two stands.”
May surveyed the terrace. The second stand sold pizza, fruit cups, soft pretzels, and the churros Harry had discovered. “That’s still only two.”
“Text the orders.”
She did, mostly because organizing food for ten people created a task she could photograph later and call coordination. Ethan opened the group chat and sent one message before the objections arrived.
Ethan: I’m ordering. Send what you want in two minutes or I’m choosing.
Denny replied first. Christopher corrected his own order thirty seconds later because Denny forgot the no-pickles part. Harry sent three items. May removed one. Maddie asked for the grain bowl if it did not contain almonds, then added a second message saying she could get it herself. Jacob wanted the grilled chicken sandwich and volunteered to stand at the other counter.
Ethan sent him the pizza and pretzel list.
Mara watched the replies appear. “I can get mine.”
“Good.” Ethan kept his attention on the screen. “What do you want?”
“I mean I can pay for it.”
“I know.”
The line advanced again. A family behind them reorganized two sleeping children and a wagon. The menu screen changed from entrées to drinks, briefly removing every price.
Mara looked at him. “Then why are you paying?”
“Because getting eleven separate checks will take until closing.”
“There are ten of us.”
“Nash is going to eat from somebody’s order.”
“He drinks milk.”
“Then ten separate checks.” Ethan held up his phone. “I paid for the tickets. Maddie paid for lunch. Jacob bought parking in Anaheim. May bought coffee. We are not doing an audit.”
Mara’s expression did not change, but her shoulders loosened by a fraction.
“I have money,” she said.
Ethan looked at her then. “I didn’t say you didn’t.”
The answer mattered because it left the fact intact. She had money. She could pay. He was not rescuing her from an inability she had not admitted. He was refusing to make the meal a test.
Mara looked toward the menu again. “The turkey sandwich.”
“Do you want fries?”
“No.”
He waited.
“Yes.”
“Drink?”
“Water.”
“We have water.”
“I know.”
Ethan added the sandwich and fries to the order on his phone. “Done.”
“That’s it?”
“That’s generally how ordering works.”
“You’re not going to say I owe you?”
“Do you want me to?”
“No.”
“Then no.”
May had remained beside them, reading the drink board with exaggerated concentration. She did not turn the exchange into evidence. When Ethan finished, she held out the text thread so he could see Maddie’s allergy note.
“No almonds,” she said.
“I saw.”
“You miss things when you’re doing the face.”
“What face?” Mara asked.
May lifted the camera slightly. Ethan pointed at it before she could.
“Don’t recruit her.”
“It’s the planning face,” May said.
“He has several,” Mara replied.
Ethan looked at her.
She folded the apple napkin smaller. “I’ve been in his car all day.”
May’s smile widened. “Exactly.”
The cashier called the next guest. Ethan stepped forward before the category of his face became a committee issue.
Ordering took longer than two minutes and less time than separate checks. Ethan listed burgers, sandwiches, one salad, the almond-free grain bowl, fries, and drinks while the cashier repeated each item into the register. Mara stood off to the side where the menu board’s shadow cut across her shirt. She removed a small wallet from her tote, opened it, and stopped.
Ethan pretended to review the order screen.
Mara took out a ten-dollar bill.
“You can put that away,” he said.
“I want to pay for mine.”
“Then buy something at the gift shop later.”
“I might not want anything at the gift shop.”
“Then keep it.”
“That’s not paying for mine.”
The cashier waited with professional neutrality.
Ethan inserted his card. “Correct.”
Mara exhaled through her nose. It was not anger. It was the compressed frustration of a person who had prepared for a rule and found the rule removed without enough warning to trust the removal.
Ethan knew that too.
At eleven, one foster home had kept a whiteboard on the refrigerator with every child’s chores and allowances. The board looked fair. Ethan had believed it was fair until he learned that shampoo, school-lunch debt, replacement notebooks, and rides to practice came out of the number beside his name. Nobody called the system punishment. They called it preparation.
Afterward, free things rarely arrived free enough to use without calculation.
He did not tell Mara any of that. Shared history did not entitle him to hers, and his did not become relevant merely because he recognized the shape of a folded bill.
The receipt printed. Ethan took it and stepped aside.
Mara kept the ten in her hand. “Karen gave me enough.”
“I believe you.”
“She said if plans changed, I could use it.”
“The plans changed.”
“So—”
“So you can use it if you want something.” Ethan tucked the receipt into his pocket. “Dinner is already part of the trip.”
“You just decided that.”
“Maddie decided it at lunch.”
“What?”
“She paid. Same rule.”
Mara looked toward Maddie across the terrace. Maddie sat with Nash against her chest while Jacob held the bottle at the angle she had shown him. Jee stood between his knees and attempted to attach the flamingo sticker to his shorts. Nobody at the table was discussing checks.
“That was lunch,” Mara said.
“This is food.”
“That is not the same category.”
“It is today.”
Mara looked at him for another second, then returned the ten to her wallet. The movement remained careful. She did not shove it away in embarrassment or force gratitude into the space between them. She closed the wallet and put it inside the tote.
“Okay,” she said.
“Okay.”
The exchange ended.
Ethan collected a tray of drinks and carried it toward the table. Mara walked beside him with the number stand. Halfway there, she took two cups from the tray before the ice shifted.
“I have it,” he said.
“I know.”
She kept them.
The table configuration had changed during the order. Christopher occupied the end where the chair fit without blocking the aisle. Denny sat on one side, Harry on the other. May had placed her camera bag on a chair and then given the chair to Jee, leaving the bag beneath the table. Maddie remained on the bench with Nash. Jacob sat beside her, one large hand supporting the baby’s shoulders while Maddie adjusted the bottle.
“Not that high,” she said.
“I thought high kept air out.”
“It does. You’re also trying to pour it into him.”
Jacob lowered the bottle. “Sorry.”
“He’ll tell you.”
Nash stopped drinking long enough to make an outraged sound.
“See?” Maddie said.
Jacob looked down at him. “Your timing feels intentional.”
Jee pressed the flamingo sticker to Jacob’s knee. “Pink likes you.”
“Is that Pink?”
“Yes.”
“The sticker has both legs down.”
“He gets tired.”
Jacob accepted that explanation. Ethan set down the drinks beside him. Without looking away from Nash, Jacob moved his phone, the paper map, and one honey jar enough to clear a square of table.
“Thanks,” he said.
“Food’s coming.”
“I can get it.”
“You’re holding him.”
Jacob looked at Nash. “Temporarily.”
Maddie picked up her water. “That’s what everybody says.”
Ethan returned to the counter before the conversation found him.
Mara followed.
“You don’t have to help,” he said.
“I’m carrying mine.”
“It isn’t ready.”
“Then I’ll carry somebody else’s.”
He let her.
At the pickup counter, orders appeared in uneven groups. Ethan checked each one against the receipt. Mara opened sandwich wrappers enough to identify them and folded them closed again. She found Christopher’s burger, removed the pickle spear from the side before it touched the bun, and put it on Harry’s plate without asking either of them.
“How did you know?” Ethan asked.
“He said no pickles four times.”
“I heard twice.”
“You were driving for the other two.”
She placed the correct sandwich beside its fries. Her hands moved efficiently without rushing. Not earning the meal, Ethan reminded himself. Participating because carrying food was ordinary and because standing beside him was easier than returning empty-handed to a table where the payment might be noticed.
He gave her the lighter tray.
Mara noticed that too. “I can carry the other one.”
“It’s unbalanced.”
“So fix it.”
Ethan moved two baskets until the weight evened. “Fine.”
She took it.
They crossed the terrace together. Nobody asked Mara why she had changed her mind about eating. Nobody thanked Ethan for paying in a way that singled her out. Denny reached for the turkey sandwich by mistake. Mara slapped the back of his hand with one napkin.
“That’s mine.”
“You said you weren’t hungry.”
“I am now.”
“Then say that before I touch it.”
“I just did.”
Denny accepted his chicken tenders. Harry discovered that his burger was not the double. May blamed his stomach. Christopher found the missing pickle on Harry’s plate and looked at Mara.
“You remembered.”
“You said it four times.”
“Because people forget.”
“I didn’t.”
Christopher nodded and ate a fry.
Mara sat between him and May. Ethan took the open chair across from her. For several minutes, the table narrowed to food. Wrappers opened. Drinks moved. Jee rejected the crust from half of Maddie’s flatbread and accepted a piece of Jacob’s chicken instead. Nash finished his bottle, burped against Jacob’s shoulder with enough force to surprise him, and fell asleep.
“He likes you,” Maddie said.
“He has low standards.”
“He screams at Buck.”
“That doesn’t raise them.”
Ethan looked at Jacob over the table. Jacob smiled without turning his head, already expecting Ethan to find that funny. Ethan did. The response happened before either chose it.
Mara saw, then returned to her sandwich.
She ate half quickly and slowed. Ethan did not watch long enough to make the attention visible. He listened while Denny and Christopher resumed an argument about whether the snake’s tail had looked like a branch or the branch had looked like a tail. Harry insisted the distinction was meaningless. May showed them the photograph and made it worse because the glass reflection obscured both.
Mara wrapped the remaining half of her sandwich.
Denny noticed. “You’re saving that?”
“Yes.”
“For the car?”
“Yes.”
“You know we’ll get dinner before Los Angeles.”
“This is dinner.”
“We’ll probably get snacks.”
“Then I’ll have both.”
The exchange carried no challenge until Denny reached for another fry from her basket. Mara moved it away.
“Get your own.”
“You have a whole sandwich.”
“Which is mine.”
Ethan opened the tote at his feet and took out two clean zip bags. He set them near the center of the table.
“For leftovers,” he said to everyone.
May put half her salad container into one. Harry added nothing because he had eaten everything. Maddie saved flatbread for Jee. Jacob wrapped the chicken Jee had abandoned. The bags became communal by use before Mara needed one.
She took the second bag and slid her wrapped sandwich inside.
“Do we have a cooler?” she asked.
“In the car,” Ethan said. “For now, put it by the frozen water.”
He showed her the insulated section of the tote. She placed the sandwich there herself and zipped it closed.
No one commented.
The ordinary privacy of it felt better than kindness performed too loudly. Ethan knew kindness could become another debt if delivered where everyone could see it. A rule applied to all of them left Mara room to accept without becoming the reason for the rule.
Under the table, her wallet remained inside her bag.
After the meal, Harry and Denny took trash. Christopher checked the route. Maddie reclaimed Nash, who had slept through being transferred twice. Jacob wiped formula from his shirt with one of Ethan’s emergency wipes and examined the pale streak left behind.
“Adds texture,” Ethan said.
Jacob looked up. “Maddie said it would dry clear.”
“She was being optimistic.”
“You’ve been around him longer.”
“That’s spit-up, not formula.”
“How can you tell?”
“The smell.”
Jacob lifted the fabric toward his face.
“Don’t,” Maddie and Ethan said together.
He stopped.
Mara laughed into her water bottle.
They stood and redistributed everything. The camera bag went to May. The paper map went to Jacob. Ethan took the food tote. Maddie controlled stroller and baby supplies. Christopher hung the small gift bag from the back of his chair after deciding it would not catch. Denny took nothing until Mara handed him both empty cups.
“What am I doing with these?”
“Trash is there.”
“You were closer.”
“Now you are.”
He carried them away.
As the group started down the next path, Mara fell into step beside Ethan for three paces.
“Thank you,” she said.
He kept his attention on the slope ahead. “For dinner?”
“For not—” She stopped, changed the sentence, and touched the tote where her sandwich rested inside. “For the bag.”
“Those are communal.”
“I know.”
Her voice said she knew more than that.
Ethan nodded once. “Good.”
Mara moved ahead to walk beside Christopher. She did not look back, and Ethan did not require her to.
At the bottom of the terrace steps, she stopped beside the communal condiment station and returned with four sealed packets of crackers that had been set out with the soup. She held them toward Ethan without explanation.
He looked at the crackers. “Those are for people who bought soup.”
“We bought nine meals.”
“No soup.”
“They were in the open basket.”
“That’s not a legal defense.”
Mara put two into the outer pocket of the tote. “They’re for Jee.”
Ethan considered the labels, then opened the pocket so she could add the rest. “Fine.”
“You were going to take napkins.”
“Napkins are different.”
“Because?”
“They’re napkins.”
“That’s not an answer.”
“It is taxonomically.”
She stared at him, then laughed once. Ethan realized Jacob’s red-panda explanation had already entered the group’s language.
Mara zipped the pocket. “You know I wasn’t asking you to fix it.”
The sentence was quiet enough that people passing them did not hear.
“I know.”
“I just didn’t want to spend everything before we even knew we were coming here.”
“I know that too.”
She looked at him more directly. “How?”
Ethan could have said because you checked every price. He could have said because you folded a ten-dollar bill in half before putting it away, or because hunger and wanting became denials faster when money made either dangerous. Each answer would turn observation into exposure.
“Experience,” he said.
Mara absorbed that. She did not ask which home, which year, or which version of him had learned it. He did not ask her either.
“Karen would’ve given me more,” she said.
“I know.”
“I didn’t want to ask.”
“I know.”
“That answer is annoying.”
“Usually.”
She bumped the tote lightly with the back of her hand. “The crackers are still communal.”
“Obviously.”
“Even if Jee doesn’t want them.”
“Then Harry will eat them.”
Ahead, Harry asked why everybody had stopped.
Mara called, “Cracker theft.”
Harry turned around. “Bring me one.”
Ethan opened the pocket and handed a packet to Mara. She threw it. Harry caught it against his chest on the second attempt.
“Communal,” Mara said.
No one asked where it had come from.
The zoo path curved downhill beneath dense leaves. Somewhere ahead, Jee shouted that she saw a monkey. Jacob called that it was a sign. May said signs counted if they were big. Harry objected on principle. The group stretched, compressed, and moved on.
Ethan carried the tote without checking whether Mara’s sandwich remained safe inside.
He already knew it was.
Maddie discovered that Jacob knew Ethan slept with one foot outside the blanket while they were waiting for Jee to finish washing her hands.
The information arrived between less useful facts. The family restroom had a line because one stall was closed. Nash had awakened in the stroller and begun the small rooting motion that meant he would want another bottle sooner than the schedule predicted. Harry had taken Denny toward the nearest drink refill. May, Christopher, Mara, and Ethan had continued to the next habitat with instructions to stay within sight of the terrace.
Jacob stood beside Maddie holding the bottle bag and watching Jee through the open restroom door. Jee had been washing for long enough to remove fingerprints.
“She’s using soap again,” he said.
“She thinks more bubbles mean cleaner.”
“They technically do for a while.”
“Don’t validate her.”
“I said technically.”
“That’s validation to a four-year-old.”
Jacob looked toward Jee. “No more soap.”
“I need it.”
“You already used it.”
“That one fell off.”
“It went down the drain.”
“Exactly.”
Maddie leaned against the stroller handle and watched Jacob attempt to solve a problem that had no outcome except Jee deciding she was finished. He wore the same dark-blue rugby shirt he had left Los Angeles in, now marked by formula near the collar and a flamingo sticker above one knee. One shopping bag hung from his wrist. The paper zoo map protruded from his back pocket, softened along every fold.
Nothing about him looked like the nervous young man who had first occupied the outer edge of Ethan’s family gatherings as if waiting to learn whether someone had mistaken him for invited. He looked tired, warm, and mildly defeated by hand soap.
It was an improvement.
Nash made a sound inside the stroller.
Jacob looked down immediately. “Hungry?”
“Probably.”
“He ate forty minutes ago.”
“He’s growing.”
“He’s always growing?”
“At this age, basically.”
“That seems inefficient.”
“Tell him.”
Jacob bent enough to look beneath the canopy. Nash stared up at him and worked one fist against his mouth.
“He doesn’t seem open to feedback.”
“He’s Chimney’s son.”
Jacob smiled. “Ethan says that too.”
Maddie looked at him. “Does he?”
“When Nash does something inconvenient.”
“He’s my son when he sleeps.”
“Ethan says that too.”
The small surprise was ridiculous. Ethan had spent enough time at their house to hear the joke. Maddie knew he did. Still, discovering that he repeated it at the loft created a picture she had not possessed: Ethan returning home after holding Nash, telling Jacob about whatever his brother had done, carrying family language from one household into another without announcing the transfer.
Jee emerged with wet hands held away from her sides. “No towels.”
“There’s a dryer,” Jacob said.
“It’s loud.”
He took napkins from the bottle bag.
Maddie watched him dry each of Jee’s fingers while Jee explained that the pink soap smelled better than the white soap. He did not rush her, but he did stop her from taking the napkins afterward and folding them into her backpack for no identifiable reason.
“Trash,” he said.
“They’re mine.”
“They’re wet.”
“I need them.”
“For what?”
Jee considered. “Pink.”
“The flamingo doesn’t need your wet napkins.”
“You don’t know him.”
Jacob looked toward Maddie for support.
“She’s been using that all afternoon,” Maddie said.
“I noticed.”
He threw the napkins away while Jee told him he did not know Pink either.
The line moved. Maddie pushed the stroller away from the restroom before anyone behind them could mistake their waiting for indecision. The path ahead curved through open shade toward a viewing area where the others had stopped. She could see May’s yellow shirt between people and the upper half of Ethan’s curls beyond a sign.
They had not gone far.
Jee skipped ahead three steps, stopped at Maddie’s warning, and returned to walk beside the stroller. Jacob remained on the other side. Their pace settled around Nash and Jee rather than the adults’ longer strides.
Maddie adjusted the bottle bag. “Does Ethan actually eat breakfast?”
Jacob turned toward her. “Yes.”
The speed of the answer made her laugh. “That sounded defensive.”
“It wasn’t.”
“It was a little.”
“He eats breakfast.”
"I've seen him call coffee breakfast."
“That’s when he’s already eaten and wants people to stop offering food.” Jacob shifted the shopping bag higher on his wrist. “Also he gets mean after long runs if he doesn’t eat.”
“Ethan gets mean?”
“Not mean. Short.”
“He’s already short.”
Jacob looked at her for one second before laughing. “I’m telling him you said that.”
“He knows.”
“He’ll still object.”
“That’s why you should tell him.”
Their ease surprised her only because it did not feel new. The southbound drive had removed the last layer of formal conversation. They had talked about Charleston rain, music, the summer class Jacob claimed was not difficult before describing an exam that sounded impossible, and the worst jobs both of them had worked without making either history a contest. Jee interrupted every subject. Nash cried through two exits. Nothing had required Maddie to become Ethan’s mother in every sentence or Jacob to become the person living in Ethan’s loft.
Now she could ask whether Ethan ate breakfast and expect an answer instead of reassurance.
“What does he eat?” she asked.
“Eggs. Fruit. Toast if there’s time. Yogurt if there isn’t. Oatmeal sometimes.”
“That's specific.”
“You asked.”
“I did.” Maddie glanced toward Ethan ahead of them. “I was starting to wonder if he had time to cook anymore.”
“He eats.”
“That wasn’t my question.”
“I know.”
“Buck says he makes a really good breakfast.”
Jacob looked at her. “He does?”
“Apparently.”
“I didn’t know he was that into cooking.”
“I don’t know if he is. I know he’s good at it.”
“I’ve been doing most of the cooking.”
“Since you moved in?”
“Pretty much. I get home first most nights.”
“And he gets home when?”
“Eventually.”
Maddie laughed.
“Sometimes seven. Sometimes nine. Sometimes he texts me at six that he’s leaving in twenty minutes, and then I see him at eight-thirty.”
“That sounds more like the Ethan I’ve been seeing.”
“So I cook.” Jacob adjusted the shopping bag on his wrist. “I guess it just never came up.”
“He bakes.”
“That I know.”
“He stress-bakes.”
Jacob looked at her.
Maddie looked back. “You didn’t know that?”
“No.”
“I overheard him and Buck talking about it when they first met.”
Jacob’s eyes narrowed slightly.
“What?”
“Nothing. I’m thinking.”
“About?”
“Brownies.”
Maddie smiled. “There it is.”
“No, wait.” Jacob looked ahead again. “That actually explains a lot.”
“How much is a lot?”
“I knew there was a pattern.”
“You noticed a pattern in his baking?”
“I live with him.”
“Fair.”
“Sometimes there’s nothing for a week. Then suddenly I come home and every cooling rack we own is out.”
“I saw it happen once.”
“When?”
“The next week, after I met him, actually. He brought four pies to a get-together.”
Jacob’s face stayed blank.
“The one where he ended up in Santa Monica.”
“Oh.”
“Yeah.”
Jacob was quiet for another few steps.
“Four pies?”
“Four pies.”
“Okay.”
“Makes more sense now?”
“Unfortunately.”
Maddie laughed.
“Except that doesn’t explain the brownies.”
“What brownies?”
“Before the last exam, he made three different kinds.”
“His exam?”
“Mine.”
Maddie looked at him.
Jacob looked back.
“Huh.”
“Yeah.”
She glanced toward Ethan. “Maybe it’s secondhand.”
“Stress-baking?”
“Maybe.”
“Is that a thing?”
“I have absolutely no idea.”
Jacob looked toward Ethan, too.
For a few seconds, neither of them said anything.
“That would explain the brownies,” Jacob said.
“What kinds?”
“Regular. Cheesecake. Caramel.”
“You remember all three.”
“I ate all three.”
“Of course you did.”
“They were really good.”
“I’m sure they were.”
They kept walking.
“You should cook with him sometime,” Maddie said.
Jacob glanced over. “I cook for him.”
“No. With him.”
“I know what you meant.”
“Then why did you answer the other thing?”
“Because I cook for him.”
Maddie laughed. “I mean for fun. Friday night or something. Pick something complicated, get some wine, put music on.”
“Like one of those drink-and-paint things.”
“Exactly. Except you get dinner.”
Jacob considered it. “That actually sounds fun.”
“Exactly.”
“We could invite Buck.”
“Or May.”
“Buck would take over.”
“Probably.”
“May would drink the wine.”
“May would help.”
Jacob looked at her.
“Eventually,” Maddie conceded.
“There it is.”
She smiled. “The point is, you both spend all week running around. It might be nice to have something you do because you actually want to.”
Jacob looked toward Ethan.
“And maybe it’ll help him decompress before he gets to three-kinds-of-brownies stressed.”
“See, that’s where you lose me.”
“Why?”
“I liked the brownies. Extremely wonderful snack to pack, with my school lunch.”
Maddie laughed.
They reached a bench and stopped. The others remained visible at the lower viewing rail, where monkeys moved through ropes and platforms beyond a shallow moat. Nash had begun turning his head against the stroller padding. Maddie parked in the shade, locked the wheels, and prepared the bottle.
Jacob sat at the far end of the bench without being asked. Jee climbed beside him, then onto him when the space between them failed to provide the height she wanted. He steadied her around the waist while she stood on the bench and looked over the crowd.
“Monkey,” she said.
“I see it.”
“That one is eating.”
“I also see that.”
“He has a banana.”
“It looks like lettuce.”
“Banana.”
“Okay.”
Maddie settled Nash against her and offered the bottle. He accepted with the concentration of someone doing important work.
She watched Jacob with Jee while he watched the exhibit. He knew where Ethan kept clean glasses, which side of the bed he slept on, and what he ate after long runs. Maddie knew what Ethan’s heartbeat had sounded like before he had a name. She knew the weight of him at birth, the dark hair flattened against his head, and the sound he made when a nurse carried him across the room. Then her knowledge stopped for years so broad they could not be measured by asking the right question.
Ordinary questions found the edge faster than important ones.
“Do you think he always did that?” Jacob asked.
Maddie looked down. “What?”
“Eat breakfast. Even when he was little?”
The answer should have been easy. Every mother had stories about cereal phases, cut toast, pancakes shaped badly, a child who would eat only one brand of yogurt for six months. Maddie had stories about Jee. She already had stories about Nash, though he could not hold up his own head.
She had no breakfast stories about Ethan.
“I don’t know,” she said.
Jacob turned.
The words created no silence in the zoo. Children shouted near the rail. A stroller wheel clicked against pavement. One monkey crossed a rope, making the crowd move with it. Nash drank, unconcerned.
Maddie kept her attention on the bottle. “I don’t know what he ate when he was little.”
She did not add that she had not been there. Jacob knew. Everyone close enough to matter knew. Stating the history would not make the absence more accurate.
Jacob lowered Jee back onto the bench when she started to lean too far. “He likes the ends of bread.”
Maddie looked at him.
“The heels,” Jacob said. “Whatever you call them. If there are two left, he’ll use both for toast instead of opening a new loaf.”
A laugh caught against the ache before it could become either. “Buck used to leave them.”
“Ethan says wasting them is irrational.”
“Of course he does.”
“He also cuts strawberries too small.”
“How small?”
“Like he’s feeding a toddler.”
Maddie looked at Jee.
Jacob followed her gaze. “Maybe that’s where it came from.”
“Maybe.”
“He says they go farther.”
“That sounds like something he learned before he had enough.”
Jacob’s expression softened, but he did not turn the observation into an explanation of Ethan. “Probably.”
Nash released the bottle. Maddie adjusted him, waited, and offered it again. He turned away.
“Done?” Jacob asked.
“For now.”
Maddie placed a cloth over her shoulder and lifted Nash upright. He rested against her with one cheek compressed, his eyes half closed.
Jacob looked down at the flamingo sticker on his knee. “He makes eggs better than I do.”
“Ethan?”
“Don’t sound so surprised.”
“I’m learning.”
“He uses lower heat.”
“What do you do?”
“Use normal heat.”
“There is no normal heat.”
“That is exactly what he says.”
Maddie patted Nash’s back. “Maybe he’s right.”
“Please don’t encourage him.”
“He’s my son.”
“That is not a reason.”
“It’s the only reason I need.”
Jacob shook his head, smiling.
The exchange could have become larger. Maddie could have asked for every current detail Jacob carried. How Ethan slept. What he ate. Whether he came home quiet after the hospital. Whether he left lights on, forgot laundry, woke from bad dreams, called Rose, missed New Haven, talked about Amelia, worried about exams, or sat awake when everyone else assumed he was fine.
The wanting arrived all at once.
She did not place it on Jacob.
He was not a window she could open whenever the lost years hurt. He lived with Ethan. He cared about him. That did not make him responsible for reporting Ethan’s life back to a mother still learning how to have a son in the present.
Maddie shifted Nash higher. “What does your breakfast look like?”
Jacob blinked. “Mine?”
“You live there too.”
“Oh.” He looked toward the exhibit as if the answer might be on a rope. “Whatever Ethan makes.”
“That is not an independent breakfast.”
“I make breakfast.”
“You just admitted he makes better eggs.”
“I make pancakes.”
“From scratch?”
“Yes.”
“Ethan said you used a mix.”
“One time.”
“He was very specific.”
“That was after we got back from Cabazon. We had been awake for most of the night.”
“So the mix was reasonable.”
“Thank you.”
“But I remember him telling me.”
Jacob glanced at her. “Apparently he talks about the loft too.”
The answer warmed something Maddie had not meant to expose. Ethan carried their jokes home. He carried the loft back to her. The movement went both ways.
Jee slid from the bench. “I want the monkey.”
“You cannot have the monkey,” Maddie said.
“I want to see him.”
“We can see him from here.”
“Closer.”
Jacob stood. “I’ll take her to the rail.”
“You don’t have to.”
“I know.”
The words held none of the old reflexive insistence. He was not proving usefulness. He wanted to see the monkey too, and Jee had already put her hand in his.
Maddie nodded. “Stay where I can see you.”
Jacob looked down at himself, then at the open viewing area. “I think you’ll manage.”
Jee dragged him away.
Maddie burped Nash and watched them join the others. Ethan turned before Jacob reached him, took the shopping bag from Jacob’s wrist, and passed him a water bottle in the same movement. Jacob drank while Jee inserted herself between Christopher and Mara at the rail. Nobody discussed any part of the handoff.
May lifted her camera.
For one second, Maddie saw what May had been seeing all summer. Not romance. Not a future either man had named. Simply a pattern: Ethan making room before Jacob needed it, Jacob accepting the room without counting the cost, both of them carrying details that would have sounded intimate if the day had not made them ordinary.
Ethan noticed Maddie watching and came back toward the bench.
“How much did he eat?” he asked, nodding toward Nash.
“Four ounces.”
“He usually takes five.”
“Sometimes.”
“Should we try again?”
“In a minute.”
Ethan sat beside her. He reached for Nash’s sock, found it missing, and looked at the stroller basket.
“The other one’s in the diaper bag,” Maddie said.
“Why?”
“Because he kicked it off.”
“When?”
“During the diaper disaster.”
Ethan retrieved the sock and put it on Nash with both hands, carefully working the heel into place. Maddie watched the practiced motion.
“Did you always like the ends of bread?” she asked.
He looked up. “What?”
“The heels.”
“Yeah.”
“As a kid?”
“I don’t know.” Ethan finished with the sock and tested the cuff so it would not slide. “Probably.”
“What did you eat for breakfast?”
“Today?”
“When you were little.”
He thought about it without suspicion. “Cereal. Toast. Whatever there was.”
“Any favorite?”
“Cinnamon cereal for a while. The cheap kind in the bags, not the boxes.”
Maddie stored the answer where it could not become the whole conversation. “Jee likes the expensive kind.”
“She likes the marshmallows.”
“She picks them out.”
“I know.”
He smiled toward Jee at the rail.
Maddie looked at his profile and did not grieve aloud. Cinnamon cereal. Bread heels. Eggs over lower heat. Small strawberries. Current details and one childhood fact, none recovered dramatically, none enough to fill the years. They did not have to fill anything. They could simply belong to her now.
“Jacob says you get mean after long runs.”
Ethan turned fully. “He said mean?”
“He corrected it.”
“To what?”
“Short.”
“That isn’t better.”
“It was accurate?”
“No.”
Across the path, Jacob saw Ethan looking at him. “What?”
Ethan raised his voice. “You talk too much.”
Jacob smiled. “Eat breakfast.”
Maddie laughed while Ethan stared at him.
Nash burped against her shoulder with enough force to end the dispute. Ethan looked down. Maddie checked the cloth.
“My son,” she said.
“Chimney’s.”
“See?” Jacob called. “He says that too.”
Ethan looked at Maddie. “What did you tell him?”
“Family information.”
“That isn’t an answer.”
“It is today.”
Jee demanded that everyone look at the monkey, which had done nothing new. Christopher and Denny disagreed over which one had moved first. Harry returned with drinks and claimed he had missed no important conversation. May took another photograph.
Maddie stood with Nash against her shoulder. Ethan took the empty bottle. Jacob came back for the stroller. The bench emptied around them as easily as it had filled.
They had gone only a few yards when Jacob slowed beside her again.
“I didn’t mean to ask something you couldn’t answer,” he said.
Maddie looked at him. His attention remained on the path, expression carefully neutral in the way people became neutral when they feared they had created pain and wanted to repair it without demanding absolution.
“You asked a normal question.”
“I know, but—”
“Jacob.” She waited until he glanced over. “You’re allowed to ask me normal questions about Ethan. Sometimes I won’t know.”
He adjusted the stroller around a child stopped in the middle of the path. “Okay.”
“It’s not your job to avoid every gap.”
“I wasn’t trying to.”
“You are now.”
He exhaled. “Maybe.”
Maddie shifted Nash against her shoulder. “I’m trying not to make the gaps the only thing we ever talk about.”
Jacob nodded. “He does that too.”
“What?”
“Tries not to make the missing parts the only important parts.”
The observation held no claim that Jacob understood Ethan completely. It was simply something he had seen.
“He’s good at it,” Maddie said.
“Sometimes.”
“And sometimes?”
“Sometimes he organizes the refrigerator when he doesn’t want to talk.”
Maddie smiled. “That is useful information.”
“I’m going to regret telling you that.”
“Probably.”
“He’ll know it was me.”
“Who else sees his refrigerator?”
“May.”
“We won’t blame May.”
“We absolutely should blame May. She photographs everything.”
May, several feet ahead, turned at the sound of her name. “What?”
“Nothing,” Jacob called.
“That means something.”
“It means keep walking.”
She raised the camera toward them. Jacob immediately looked away. Maddie smiled into the lens while Nash slept on her shoulder and Jacob pushed the stroller beside her.
The shutter clicked.
“Evidence,” May said.
“Of what?” Maddie asked.
“I’ll decide later.”
Jacob shook his head. “See?”
Maddie laughed. The laugh did not erase the breakfast question or transform not knowing into peace. It did make room around the absence for the path, the stroller, Nash’s weight, and Jacob’s current knowledge of her son.
That was enough room for now.
Ahead, Ethan stopped at a drinking fountain and held the bottle beneath the stream while Jacob angled the stroller around him. They exchanged places without speaking. Jacob filled the second bottle. Ethan took the stroller. Jee inserted herself between both men and demanded the first drink. The small line reorganized around her as if they had practiced it.
Maddie had missed years of Ethan learning how to move through a family. She did not miss this.
No one asked Maddie whether she was all right.
She was.
By six forty-two, Maddie had stopped expecting the group to stay in one shape for more than thirty seconds.
They gathered outside the elephant habitat because the path narrowed, not because anyone called a meeting. Christopher, Denny, and Harry arrived first from the lower rail. Mara and May came from the shade with May’s camera between them, both examining a photograph Mara had taken. Ethan appeared carrying the food tote and one Disney bag. Jacob followed with the stroller, Nash awake beneath the canopy and Jee walking beside him in the pink ears she had worn since Anaheim.
For one complete moment, all ten of them occupied the same patch of pavement.
Then Jee saw the elephants.
“Big.”
She ran toward the rail. Jacob caught the back of her shirt before she crossed in front of another family.
“Walking feet.”
“I am walking.”
“You were not.”
“I am now.”
He released her. She took three exaggerated slow steps, looked back to confirm compliance had been witnessed, and ran the rest of the distance after the path cleared.
Maddie pushed the stroller after her. Everyone else spread along the rail.
The habitat opened below them in dust, rock, trees, and late sunlight. One elephant stood near a feeder with its trunk moving through hay. Another crossed farther back beside a low pool. Heat had softened enough that the shadows reached most of the viewing area. Families leaving for the day made room without realizing it, and Maddie’s group filled the gaps.
May took the first photograph before anybody began arguing.
Denny caused the argument.
“Elephants can’t jump,” he said.
Christopher looked at him. “Everybody knows that.”
Harry leaned against the rail. “They could if they wanted to.”
“No, they can’t.”
“You don’t know that.”
“It’s anatomy.”
“It’s motivation.”
Christopher turned his chair enough to face Harry. “Their bones aren’t built for it.”
“People say bumblebees can’t fly.”
“No, they don’t. They say people used to misunderstand the aerodynamics.”
“That sounds like the same thing with more words.”
“It is not the same thing.”
Denny opened his phone. “Their ankles aren’t flexible enough.”
Harry pointed toward the elephant below. “That one could get off the ground.”
“It weighs twelve thousand pounds.”
“Not high.”
“It can’t do it low either.”
Mara joined them. “Is hopping jumping?”
“Yes,” Christopher and Denny said.
“No,” Harry replied.
“Then it can’t hop,” Mara said.
Harry looked at her. “Whose side are you on?”
“The elephant’s.”
The elephant continued eating without participating.
Jee pulled on Maddie’s hand. “He can jump.”
“You think so?”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“Because he’s big.”
“That is the opposite of their argument.”
“He can jump big.”
Denny crouched beside her. “Jee, their feet stay on the ground when they run.”
“They don’t run.”
“They do.”
“No.”
Christopher came closer. “You saw one run?”
Denny looked at him. “In videos.”
“That could be fast walking.”
“You just said everybody knows they can’t jump.”
“I didn’t say they don’t run.”
“If all four feet never leave the ground, some scientists call it walking.”
“Some scientists are wrong.”
Harry laughed so hard he pushed away from the rail.
Maddie watched the debate expand until elephants, running, jumping, hopping, and scientific definitions no longer occupied the same question. May moved along the outer edge with the camera, catching each alliance as it changed. Mara searched for a zoo sign that might settle something. Denny searched the internet. Christopher rejected the first result because Denny had read only the headline. Harry argued entirely from instinct and became more confident whenever evidence moved against him.
Ethan stood two feet behind them drinking from a bottle. Jacob stopped beside him and reached for it.
Ethan handed it over without interrupting the argument.
Jacob drank, returned it, and took the Disney bag from Ethan’s wrist. Ethan accepted the paper map from Jacob’s back pocket because it was beginning to fall out. Neither exchange became a sentence.
Maddie noticed because May had taught her where to look.
Not at their faces. The pattern lived in hands, space, and the absence of negotiation. Ethan knew which bag Jacob would take. Jacob knew Ethan was done with the water. Each accounted for the other as part of accounting for themselves.
Friends did that. Family did that. People who lived together learned each other’s physical grammar. Maddie did not need to give it another name merely because the ease caught her attention.
Nash began to fuss.
Maddie reached beneath the stroller canopy. Before her fingers found the pacifier, Jacob passed it over from the side pocket.
“Thank you.”
“He dropped it twice.”
“You washed it?”
Jacob looked offended. “Of course.”
Ethan said, “He used a wipe.”
“A pacifier wipe,” Jacob clarified. “Not the hand wipes.”
“There are different wipes?” Harry asked, having abandoned elephants long enough to hear danger.
“Yes,” Maddie said.
“How many?”
“Don’t ask.”
Jee climbed onto the stroller footrest and leaned toward Nash. “Baby, look at the elephant.”
Nash looked at the canopy.
“He can’t see from there,” she said.
“He doesn’t care,” Maddie replied.
“He does.”
“He cares about the pacifier.”
Jee considered her brother’s priorities, then moved aside so Maddie could lift the canopy higher. Nash blinked into the brighter light. His gaze did not reach the elephant.
“He likes it,” Jee decided.
The animal-fact argument ended when an employee at the rail confirmed that elephants could run in their own way but could not jump. Harry accepted half of the ruling and ignored the rest.
“Run in their own way,” he repeated. “That’s what I said.”
“You said they could jump if motivated,” Denny replied.
“They didn’t ask about motivation.”
Christopher looked at the employee. “We’re sorry.”
The employee smiled. “We get it a lot.”
“People think elephants can jump?” Mara asked.
“Mostly kids.”
Harry straightened. “I’m leaving.”
May photographed him walking away.
He returned when he realized the path only went one direction.
They moved to the lower overlook as a single group for almost a minute. The grade steepened near the bend. Christopher controlled the descent with short pressure on the rims. Denny stayed beside him but kept his hands to himself. Maddie pushed the stroller with both hands. Jacob walked near her until Jee asked to ride, then lifted Jee onto his shoulders instead.
“I can use the stroller,” she said from above him.
“Nash is using it.”
“He can share.”
“No.”
“My legs are tired.”
“Then sit up.”
“I am sitting.”
“You’re folding over my head.”
Jee draped herself across his hair. “I’m not tired.”
Jacob moved her knee away from his ear. “Clearly.”
Maddie watched the contradiction develop. Jee’s head rested on top of Jacob’s. Her arms hung around his forehead. She had begun blinking more slowly, though every question about fatigue produced immediate denial.
“Do you want water?” Maddie asked.
“No.”
“Snack?”
“No.”
“Stroller when Nash comes out?”
“I’m not tired.”
“I didn’t say you were.”
“You thought it.”
Ethan, walking ahead, turned. “She’s got you.”
Maddie looked at him. “Whose side are you on?”
“Jee’s.”
“Traitor.”
Jee lifted her head. “What’s traitor?”
“Ethan,” Maddie said.
Ethan laughed and faced forward again.
The lower overlook gave them a wider view and enough space for May to attempt the group photograph she had been planning since the entrance. She had already taken dozens of pictures containing most people, but none since the zoo began rearranging them. The light had warmed. The elephants had moved closer to the pool. A stone wall offered a place to line people without blocking the path.
“Everybody here,” May said.
A complaint rose before she specified why.
“Photo. One photo.”
“You said that at the entrance,” Harry replied.
“That was before we saw anything.”
“We’ve seen things.”
“Exactly.”
Maddie looked at the group: Jee on Jacob’s shoulders, Nash awake in the stroller, Christopher angled toward the habitat, Denny still holding the phone with the elephant search open, Mara carrying May’s spare lens, Ethan with the food tote, Harry halfway toward a shaded bench.
“Do it now,” she said. “Before Jee falls asleep on Jacob’s head.”
“I’m not asleep,” Jee protested.
“No one said you were.”
“You thought it.”
May chose the wall. Arranging them became harder than at the entrance because everybody now possessed objects that had migrated away from their original owners.
The food tote belonged with Ethan but contained Mara’s sandwich and Maddie’s flatbread. The Disney bag hung from Jacob but belonged to Harry. The honey had moved into the stroller basket. May’s spare lens remained with Mara. Christopher’s backpack held Denny’s charger. Harry had Jee’s flamingo fact card in his pocket because she had asked him to hold it and forgotten. The paper map was in Ethan’s hand after leaving Jacob’s pocket. Maddie’s water rested in Christopher’s cup holder. Jacob’s phone sat beneath Nash’s bottle on the stroller tray.
“Put everything down,” May said.
“No,” Ethan replied.
“Why?”
“We’ll lose something.”
“We’ve already lost ownership as a concept,” Harry said.
“That sentence did not sound like you,” Christopher told him.
“May said it ten minutes ago.”
May pointed at the wall. “Stand there.”
Harry stood.
They set nothing down. Instead, bags moved outward from the frame. Ethan handed the tote to Maddie. Maddie hung it from the stroller. Jacob gave Harry his own Disney bag. Harry discovered the flamingo card in his pocket and returned it to Jee. Jee dropped it. Mara picked it up. May gave the camera bag to Denny so she could frame the shot, then took it back because the strap crossed the front of his shirt.
Christopher watched. “You know this is going to look worse the longer you try.”
“I know what I’m doing.”
“You said that at the entrance.”
“And I got the picture.”
“One person blinked in every version.”
“That was Harry.”
“I have sensitive eyes,” Harry said.
“You wear sunglasses.”
“Not for the picture.”
May placed Christopher near the center where the path remained level. Denny stood behind his left shoulder and Mara to his right. Harry went beside Denny after protesting that he was being hidden. Maddie pushed the stroller to one end. Ethan took the other. Jacob still had Jee on his shoulders, which made him too tall for every arrangement.
“Put her down,” May said.
Jee tightened both hands in Jacob’s hair. “No.”
“She wants you in the picture.”
“I am in it.”
“Your face is covering his.”
Jee leaned sideways to inspect the problem and nearly removed Jacob’s balance.
He caught her ankle. “Stay centered.”
“I want to hold Nash.”
“You cannot hold Nash from my shoulders.”
“Why?”
“Gravity.”
Christopher said, “He’s right.”
Jee looked at him. “You said science was wrong.”
“I said some scientists were wrong about running.”
“You said elephants can’t jump.”
“They can’t.”
“Jacob can.”
“Not with you up there,” Jacob said.
“I could,” Jee insisted.
“No.”
May lowered the camera. “Maddie, can Jacob hold Nash?”
The request quieted Jacob faster than it quieted the others. He looked toward Maddie before making any movement.
“Sure,” Maddie said. “Sit first.”
There was space on the wall near her. Jacob lowered Jee to the ground, sat, and accepted Nash only after Maddie positioned the baby across his forearms. Nash stared up at him, solemn and entirely unimpressed.
“Support his head,” Maddie said.
“I am.”
“I know. Keep doing it.”
Jee climbed onto the wall beside Jacob and leaned against his arm. “He likes elephants.”
“He can barely see past me.”
“He told me.”
Jacob looked down at Nash. “You talk to her but not me?”
Nash moved one fist.
“Rude.”
The arrangement worked. Jacob sat with Nash. Jee stood beside his knee. Maddie took the other side, one hand close enough to intervene without hovering. Ethan stood behind them. Christopher remained central with Denny, Mara, and Harry around him. May set the timer, placed the camera on a low stone post, checked the frame, and ran.
“Ten seconds,” she said.
“Where do you go?” Harry asked.
“Move.”
“There’s no space.”
“Make space.”
Mara shifted toward Christopher. Denny shifted toward Harry. Harry moved half a step and claimed that was enough. May wedged herself between Ethan and Maddie at the last second.
The shutter fired.
Nash sneezed.
Jee turned to look at him. Jacob looked down. Maddie looked at both children. Ethan looked toward Jacob. Christopher looked at Denny because Denny said something. Harry blinked.
May checked the photograph. “Again.”
“No,” three people said.
“One more.”
“You said one photo,” Harry reminded her.
“That was one attempt.”
“You didn’t define it that way.”
“Now I am.”
She reset the timer.
On the second attempt, a family passed behind them. On the third, Jee raised the flamingo card across her face. On the fourth, Nash began to cry.
Jacob stood automatically with the baby still secure against his chest. Maddie reached for Nash, but he settled when Jacob shifted him upright against one shoulder.
“Oh,” Jacob said.
“Keep moving,” Maddie told him.
He took two slow steps. Nash quieted.
May looked at the camera, then at Jacob. “We can do it with you standing.”
“I’m not bouncing him for a photograph.”
“You already are.”
Jacob looked down at his body. He had begun swaying without noticing.
Ethan held out one hand. “Give me the shopping bag.”
Jacob passed it over from his wrist. Ethan then took the bottle bag from his shoulder. Freed of everything except the baby, Jacob continued the slow motion that kept Nash calm.
“Fine,” May said. “Everybody around Jacob.”
“Why am I the center?”
“You have Nash.”
“That is not an answer.”
“It’s the only answer.”
The group reorganized around him. Maddie stood close on one side. Jee pressed against his leg. Ethan moved to the other without being directed, still holding Jacob’s bags. Christopher positioned in front where his chair would not block anyone’s face. Denny and Mara filled the middle. Harry took the edge and promised not to blink.
May set the timer again.
This time, the photograph caught all of them looking in approximately the same direction. Approximately was enough. Jacob looked toward the camera while Nash slept against his shoulder. Jee held the flamingo card at her chest. Christopher’s hand rested on one wheel. Denny leaned slightly inward. Mara smiled without being asked. Harry’s eyes were open. Ethan stood beside Jacob with the bags hanging from one hand. Maddie’s attention divided between the lens and every person inside the frame.
May reached the camera and checked it.
“Done,” she said.
The cheer sounded too sincere.
Everyone broke formation before she could change her mind.
Jacob kept Nash. Maddie allowed it because the baby remained asleep and because Jacob’s expression had softened into concentration instead of alarm. He supported Nash’s head with one hand and retrieved the bottle bag from Ethan with the other.
Ethan moved the strap over Jacob’s shoulder so it would not brush the baby’s face.
“You good?” he asked.
“Yeah.”
“Want me to take him?”
“No. Maddie?”
Maddie shook her head. “He’s fine.”
The question came to her, not through Ethan. The answer stayed with Jacob. That mattered in a way she did not need to say.
They began moving again as the light lowered. May and Harry went ahead to examine the photographs. Christopher, Denny, and Mara resumed the elephant argument with a new question about whether elephants recognized themselves in mirrors. Jee walked between Maddie and Ethan, holding one hand from each until she decided Ethan’s pace was too fast and released him.
Jacob followed with Nash.
After several yards, Ethan slowed until Jacob reached him. He took the bottle bag again, not because Jacob asked, but because it had begun sliding toward Nash’s back. Jacob let him. They walked side by side behind the others, matching a pace built around the sleeping baby.
Maddie saw the shape from ahead.
Habitual proximity. Practical care. A friendship that had learned to absorb weight without keeping score every time it changed hands. Ethan did not hover over Nash because Jacob held him. Jacob did not perform competence for Ethan. They talked about the path, whether Jee’s ears would survive the car, and where the honey had gone.
“In the stroller,” Maddie called back.
Both men looked toward her.
“The honey,” she clarified.
Jacob smiled. “Thank you.”
Ethan said, “I knew that.”
“You asked.”
“I asked him.”
“You asked where it was.”
Jacob looked between them. “This feels unnecessary.”
“It is,” Maddie said.
Ethan accepted defeat by taking Jee’s flamingo card when she handed it to him.
May stopped at the next curve and waited with the camera lowered. “I got one.”
“We did six,” Harry said.
“One good one.”
“Send it later,” Ethan replied.
May checked the family thread on her phone. Notifications stacked across the screen: Buck reacting to the entrance picture, Chimney demanding proof Maddie had remembered to eat, Eddie asking whether Christopher had used the steep path, Hen wanting Denny’s explanation for the elephant argument he had apparently already texted her about.
May silenced them again.
“Later,” she agreed.
The full detonation could wait. They still had exhibits ahead, enough light for another loop, and a tired four-year-old who continued denying every sign of exhaustion while leaning against Maddie’s leg.
“I’m not tired,” Jee said without being asked.
Maddie looked down. “Of course not.”
“Carry me.”
“Those statements don’t match.”
“My feet are tired.”
“That counts.”
“No, it doesn’t.”
Ethan crouched. Jee climbed onto his back before he finished offering. He stood with her arms around his neck and the flamingo card still in one hand.
“Where are we going?” he asked.
“Pink.”
“Again?” Harry said.
Jee rested her cheek against Ethan’s shoulder. “He misses me.”
Nobody argued this time.
They turned toward the flamingos as one group, at least until the next fork. Christopher led them toward the gentler grade. Denny and Mara went with him. May walked backward for three steps, remembered the bench, and faced forward. Harry carried May’s camera bag. Maddie pushed the stroller with no baby in it. Jacob carried Nash. Ethan carried Jee. Bags, bottles, food, maps, cards, and children had migrated until every person held some piece of somebody else’s day.
Maddie walked among them with both hands on an almost empty stroller.
She did not comment on Ethan and Jacob.
She did not need to.
The picture already had them both.
At six forty-two, May sent the photograph she had promised to send later.
She did it from a bench outside the flamingo habitat while Harry stood over her shoulder and objected to the crop, which was interesting because Harry had spent most of the day objecting to being photographed at all. The zoo had begun its evening transition around them. Families moved toward food and exits in slow, sun-worn groups. A keeper cart rolled along the far side of the path. Somewhere beyond the trees, a child made one last argument for seeing the koalas again. Warm light caught the upper leaves while the paths below settled into shade.
The photograph filled May’s screen: Jacob in the middle with Nash asleep against his shoulder, Jee beside his knee, Maddie close enough to reach either child, Christopher centered in his chair, Denny and Mara leaning inward, Harry’s eyes miraculously open, Ethan standing beside Jacob with three bags in one hand, and May herself wedged into the remaining space because she had run into the frame with two seconds left on the timer.
It was not the best photograph she had taken. The light landed unevenly. Jee’s flamingo card covered part of her shirt. Nash’s face was mostly hidden. Ethan had looked toward Jacob a fraction before the timer finished, and Maddie had looked toward Nash. Nobody occupied the same plane. The whole image leaned slightly left.
It was true, though.
May opened the family thread.
The last message came from Eddie eleven minutes earlier.
Eddie: Did Chris use the steep path or the elevator?
Above that, Buck had reacted to the entrance picture with six question marks. Chimney had asked whether Maddie had eaten. Hen wanted to know why Denny had sent her a paragraph about elephant knees without context. Karen had replied that the paragraph was the context. Athena had sent nothing since acknowledging that May still possessed every person she had left Los Angeles with.
May attached the photograph.
“Don’t send that one,” Harry said.
“You’re looking at the camera.”
“That’s not the standard.”
“It has been all day.”
“My hair looks weird.”
“You wore a hat for four hours.”
“That’s why it looks weird.”
May pressed send.
For three seconds, nothing happened.
Then Buck called her.
She let the phone ring once while Harry looked at the name, then answered on speaker. “Hi.”
“Why are all of you at the zoo?”
Buck’s voice carried far enough that Mara turned from where she and Denny were helping Christopher compare two routes on the map. Ethan, still carrying Jee on his back, stopped beside the low wall. Jacob shifted Nash higher against his shoulder. Maddie looked at the phone and smiled with the exhausted resignation of someone who had anticipated this exact call.
“We told you,” May said.
“You said you were going to Downtown Disney.”
“We did.”
“And then you went to San Diego.”
“Yes.”
“To the zoo.”
May checked the sign behind her in case the answer had changed. “Still yes.”
“Why didn’t anybody invite me?”
Harry leaned toward the phone. “Because you would’ve come.”
There was a brief silence.
“That is not a reason.”
“It is from here,” Harry said.
Buck began defending his usefulness before May could decide whether the call needed rescue. He could have driven. He had a larger vehicle than Maddie. He knew where the zoo was. He owned snacks. He could have helped with Nash, Jee, the chair, bags, navigation, food, and anything else the day had apparently required.
May turned the phone toward Maddie. “He owns snacks.”
“I heard.” Maddie shifted the stroller around a family passing behind them. “Tell him we know.”
“You heard that,” May said.
“I did. Maddie, are you coming home?”
“That’s Chimney’s question,” Maddie replied.
“He’s on the other line.”
May looked at her screen. Three incoming-call notifications stacked beneath Buck’s name: Chimney, Eddie, then Chimney again. The family thread climbed faster than she could read.
Eddie: Is that the elephant area?
Hen: Denny Wilson, why are you holding Christopher’s backpack and where is yours?
Karen: And why is Mara holding May’s camera bag?
Chimney: I would like visual confirmation of my wife’s planned northbound travel.
Buck: I COULD HAVE COME.
Athena: I told y’all they’d end up somewhere else.
Harry read the last message aloud. “Mom wins.”
“She wasn’t competing,” May said.
“She always is. She just doesn’t tell you.”
Buck objected through the speaker. The objection disappeared beneath another call. May added Chimney, then Eddie, creating a conference call no one had requested.
Chimney arrived first. “Maddie?”
“I’m here,” Maddie said.
“You have both children?”
Maddie looked toward Jacob and Nash, then toward Jee on Ethan’s back. “They’re distributed.”
“That isn’t better.”
“Nash is with Jacob. Jee is with Ethan. I can see both of them.”
“I want evidence.”
Jacob leaned toward the phone. “Hi, Chimney.”
“Jacob. Is Nash wearing his hat?”
Jacob looked down at the soft blue hat sitting slightly crooked above Nash’s ear. “Yes.”
“Is the back folded up?”
Jacob checked. “No.”
“Is he warm?”
“He’s asleep.”
“Those aren’t opposites.”
Maddie held out her arms. Jacob crossed the few steps between them and transferred Nash carefully. The baby stirred, made one small sound against Maddie’s shoulder, and remained asleep.
“Your evidence has changed custody,” Maddie said.
“I heard that. Why did it change custody?”
“Because you’re making Jacob audit a hat.”
Eddie joined before Chimney could answer. “Chris?”
Christopher did not look up from the map. “I’m here.”
“May sent the picture.”
“I saw.”
“Did you take the steep path?”
“Part of it.”
“And?”
“And then I took the elevator.” Christopher folded the map along an existing crease. “We already talked about this.”
“Before I saw that you crossed half the zoo.”
“I used my chair.”
“I can see that.”
“Then what’s the question?”
Eddie paused. May could hear traffic on his end and the soft click of a turn signal. “Are you tired?”
Christopher looked around at every other person leaning against a wall, bench, stroller, chair, or one another’s luggage. “Yes.”
“Okay.”
“I’m at the zoo, Dad.”
“I know.”
“Everybody’s tired.”
“I know that too.” Eddie’s voice loosened. “I’ll meet you when you get back.”
“Okay.”
The exchange ended there because Christopher had answered and Eddie had listened. Christopher handed the map to Denny, flexed his fingers once, and returned both hands to his wheels when they began moving toward the next junction.
The thread did not show similar discipline.
Denny had found the photograph and enlarged it far enough to identify the strap crossing his chest. “This isn’t my backpack.”
“That is what your mother said,” May replied.
“It’s Chris’s.”
“Why?” Hen asked through the call.
Denny glanced at Christopher. “Because he had my charger.”
Christopher corrected him. “My backpack had your charger.”
“That’s what I meant.”
“Where is your backpack?” Hen asked.
Denny looked around.
Mara pointed toward Ethan. A black backpack hung beneath the canvas tote on his shoulder. Ethan turned enough to inspect it.
“This one?”
Denny nodded. “Probably.”
“Probably?” Hen repeated.
“It has my water bottle.”
“That is not proof,” Harry said.
“It has my name on it.”
“That’s proof,” Jacob replied.
Ethan passed the bag to Denny. Denny took Christopher’s from his own shoulder and gave it back. The exchange took less than ten seconds. Hen remained on the line long enough to hear zippers, straps, and Christopher telling Denny he had put the charger in the small pocket.
“Everybody has their own things now?” Hen asked.
May surveyed the group. Mara still carried May’s camera bag. Harry had the zoo bag containing Jee’s ears. Ethan carried the food tote, his own backpack, a Disney bag that belonged to Jacob, and Jee. Jacob held three bottles, the folded paper map, and nothing that appeared to be his. Maddie had Nash and the stroller. Christopher had Denny’s portable charger inside his own backpack.
“No,” May said.
“Do you know where everything is?” Karen asked from somewhere near Hen.
May considered that instead. “Mostly.”
“Then you’re fine.”
Hen told Karen that was not the point. Karen replied that it had been the operating principle at the beach. Buck attempted to return the conversation to his exclusion. Chimney wanted their dinner plan. Eddie wanted a realistic arrival time. Athena remained absent from the call and present in the messages, where she had begun answering everyone with the practical information May had already sent her privately.
Athena: They have two cars.
Athena: They have permissions.
Athena: They have enough adults.
Athena: They are leaving before close.
Athena: They will eat before they drive.
Athena: They will tell us when they’re northbound.
Buck: You knew?
Athena: I know my children.
Harry read that one over May’s shoulder. “That could mean anything.”
“It means she knew.”
“She knew we were in San Diego.”
“She knew we weren’t coming straight home after lunch.”
Harry looked at the photograph again. “Nobody could’ve known this.”
He was right. The image did not look like a group that had extended an afternoon. It looked planned. Ten people had arranged themselves around two small children, a chair, strollers, bags, cameras, water, souvenirs, and one another. Nothing in the frame revealed that half of them had left home expecting to buy lunch and perhaps a sweatshirt. The day had acquired the visual confidence of an expedition after the fact.
Buck saw it too.
“You took Jee and Nash and five teenagers to San Diego with two twenty-somethings and Maddie.”
“I’m twenty-three,” May said.
“That did not improve the sentence.”
“I’m not a teenager,” Harry objected.
“You’re eighteen. Eight-teen.”
“Exactly.”
“Still not helping.”
Ethan shifted Jee higher on his back. She had stopped participating in the conversation and tucked her face against his shoulder, the flamingo card loose in one hand. “We got permission.”
“I know you got permission. That’s why I’m not mad. I’m offended.”
“By what?” Ethan asked.
“Not being invited.”
“You were working.”
“I got off at four.”
“We were already here.”
“I could’ve driven down.”
“Then you would’ve arrived when we were leaving,” Maddie said.
Buck began calculating. The calculation required optimistic traffic, immediate parking, and a gate policy he had not checked. May let him continue while she opened the photographs from the rest of the day.
The younger group made the mistake of noticing.
“Send the elephant video,” Denny said.
“No,” Harry replied.
“Why?”
“Because you said the thing about knees.”
“That’s why it’s funny.”
Mara took out her phone. “I have the one where Harry lost his straw.”
“I didn’t lose it.”
“It was in your hair.”
“I was holding it.”
“With your hair?” Christopher asked.
May’s screen filled with incoming attachments before she sent anything else. Denny posted a video of Christopher correcting the elephant-running argument while Harry tried to look up a source with one hand. Mara added the straw photograph. Harry retaliated with a picture of Mara holding four honey packets after insisting she did not want any. Christopher sent a short clip of Denny backing into a sign while reading. Ethan contributed nothing, which lasted until May found the picture of him wearing Jee’s flamingo ears while tying her shoe.
She sent it.
Ethan’s phone began vibrating in his pocket.
He looked at her. “Why?”
“Evidence.”
“Of what?”
May glanced at the photograph. “Participation.”
The family thread fully detonated.
Buck reacted to every image separately. Chimney asked for the high-resolution picture of Nash with Jacob and then attempted to disguise the request as a quality-control concern. Eddie saved the elephant video. Hen identified Denny’s borrowed backpack in three different pictures. Karen wanted the photograph of Mara with the honey because Mara was smiling before she noticed the camera. Athena responded to Ethan’s flamingo ears with a single laughing reaction that made May feel more accomplished than the rest combined.
Then Eddie sent a screenshot of the group photograph with Christopher circled.
Eddie: Send me the original.
Christopher saw it. His expression did not soften into anything performative. He took May’s phone, selected the full-resolution file, and sent it directly.
Christopher: There.
Eddie: Got it. Thanks.
A moment later:
Eddie: You look good.
Christopher looked at the photograph once more. “I do.”
Denny leaned over the chair back. “You’re not looking at the camera.”
“I’m looking near it.”
“That isn’t the same.”
“It was good enough for Jacob.”
Jacob checked the picture. “I am looking at the camera.”
“You’re looking at Nash,” May said.
“He moved.”
“He was asleep.”
“Sleeping people move.”
The defense continued as they followed signs toward the exit. The zoo remained open around them, but the day’s edges had become visible. Strollers headed one direction. Evening visitors headed another. The sky above the trees had turned pale gold. Staff members tidied a cart without rushing anyone. May checked the time—six fifty-seven—and sent Athena their plan.
May: Walking out now. Dinner nearby, then north.
Athena: Good. Call before you leave the restaurant.
May: We will.
Athena reacted with a heart. No lecture followed because the permission calls had happened, the route was known, and May had answered every practical question before anyone needed to ask twice.
Buck was still talking through the conference call.
“Next time, I’m coming.”
“No,” Harry said.
“You don’t get a vote.”
“You said being eighteen counted.”
“I said the opposite of that.”
Maddie ended the argument by leaning toward May’s phone. “We are tired, we need food, and I need both hands. Everyone say good night.”
“It’s seven,” Chimney said.
“Say it anyway.”
They did, badly and over one another. Eddie reminded Christopher to call when they reached Los Angeles. Hen told Denny and Mara she and Karen would meet them at the Buckley-Han house unless the route changed. Chimney asked Maddie to text the restaurant. Buck said again that he owned snacks. Athena joined only long enough to tell May to keep her eyes on the road and Harry to stop encouraging Buck.
“I haven’t encouraged him once,” Harry said.
“You argued with him. He hears that as encouragement.”
The call ended.
For a few seconds, the group walked in the quiet left behind. Not actual quiet—the zoo still contained wheels, voices, birds, and the distant mechanical hum of an evening cart—but the relative kind after six adults stopped speaking through one phone.
May looked at the thread. Forty-seven new messages had appeared since the photograph. Most were reactions, requests for originals, or arguments about whose belongings appeared on whom. Nobody was angry. Nobody believed anyone had vanished. The permissions had been given hours ago. The offense was entirely visual: what had been described as a changed plan now looked like a family event organized without half the family.
Harry read over her shoulder again. “Buck’s making a list.”
May opened his newest message.
Buck: For the record I could have contributed: driving, snacks, navigation, child carrying, bag carrying, animal facts, emergency preparedness—
The message continued beyond the preview.
Christopher said, “He would’ve fought Denny about elephants.”
“I wasn’t fighting,” Denny replied.
“You made a slide.”
“I made a note.”
“It had a title.”
“It needed organization.”
Ethan, still carrying Jee, said, “Don’t tell Buck.”
Denny looked offended. “I wasn’t going to.”
Mara sent Buck the screenshot.
The response arrived before they reached the exit.
Buck: ELEPHANTS CANNOT RUN IN THE TECHNICAL SENSE.
Denny stopped walking. “See?”
Christopher turned his chair enough to look back at him. “You just proved my point.”
Buck followed the declaration with three links. Denny opened the first and announced that the article agreed with him. Christopher read the same paragraph and said it agreed with Buck. Harry claimed the dispute had become impossible because nobody had defined running before gathering evidence. Mara said they had defined it at lunch. Harry said he had been getting a straw out of his hair.
“That was ten minutes later,” May told him.
“It affected my attention retroactively.”
“That isn’t how time works,” Ethan said.
Harry looked toward Jee, still asleep against Ethan’s shoulder. “She said the flamingo missed her. We gave up on how things work hours ago.”
May took a picture of the four of them gathered around Denny’s screen. It captured only the backs of heads, one corner of Christopher’s map, and Ethan listening from outside the argument with Jee’s hand curled beneath his chin. She sent that too.
Hen reacted first.
Hen: If one of you starts a shared slide deck before Los Angeles, I’m taking phones.
Karen: Please save me a copy first.
Eddie: Chris already made a folder.
Christopher looked at his own phone. “Dad.”
Eddie: You shared it with me.
“I shared the zoo album.”
Eddie: It has subfolders.
Denny held out his hand. “Send me the elephant one.”
Christopher did.
The folder became another problem immediately. Denny wanted editing access. Christopher said viewing was enough until Denny promised not to rename anything. Harry asked why the zoo album needed folders for routes, animals, food, and accidental evidence. May said the structure was useful. Mara pointed out that May’s own camera roll contained nineteen versions of the same flamingo.
“Twenty-two,” May said.
“That doesn’t help.”
“It helps me.”
Ethan walked behind them while the debate reorganized itself, Jee still warm and heavy against his back. He could feel the exact point where her grip had gone slack with sleep. Without looking, Jacob moved the zoo bag from Ethan’s right hand to his own left so Ethan could steady her leg. Ethan let him. The transfer took less time than the next message arriving.
Athena had sent the address of the restaurant district May mentioned, along with a note that the entrance nearest the freeway was under construction. Nobody asked how she knew. May changed the route. Maddie checked the bottle count. Christopher shared the folder with Denny despite everything.
The family chat kept expanding behind them, but the group itself had narrowed to the work of leaving: count people, count bags, choose dinner, reach the cars. The expedition in the photograph had become tired bodies crossing the last stretch of pavement together.
They carried the argument through the gates.
Outside, evening heat rose from the pavement around the two vehicles. Their reflections appeared dark in the glass beyond the entrance: tired, loaded unevenly, still laughing, and followed by a group chat that had no intention of calming down before they reached Los Angeles.
May took one last photograph before putting the camera away.
This one had no arrangement at all.
By seven twelve, Ethan had stopped believing all of the bags had entered the zoo with them.
They covered the pavement behind the Land Rover in several loose categories: Disney, zoo, food, baby, camera, chair, and unknown. The unknown category included a striped tote nobody recognized, one paper sack containing a plush red panda Christopher insisted belonged to Denny, and a reusable shopping bag holding three damp water bottles, a crushed zoo map, two unopened apples, and the honey. The honey had survived the day with greater continuity than most of their possessions.
Ethan stood at the open hatch and tried to rebuild the morning’s arrangement around six passengers, Christopher’s folded chair, May’s camera case, the food tote, purchases no one had anticipated, and the picnic blanket Harry had not needed but had been vindicated for bringing when Maddie used it beneath Nash at lunch.
Jacob came up beside him with the striped tote. “Maddie says this is hers.”
“What’s in it?”
“Things.”
“What things?”
Jacob looked inside. “A blanket, wipes, two shirts, a giraffe, and something in a plastic bag.”
“Her car.”
“I said that.”
“Then why do you have it?”
“She gave me Nash while she folded the stroller, then gave me the bag when she took Nash back.”
Ethan took the tote from him and passed it to Maddie through the open rear door of her car. She accepted it without checking the contents.
“Is the giraffe yours?” he asked.
“Probably Jee’s.”
“Probably?”
“I stopped inventorying after the ears.”
Jee sat in her car seat with the flamingo ears crooked over her hair and both eyes closed. She had insisted she was awake while Maddie fastened the first buckle, then fallen asleep before the second clicked. Nash remained awake in his carrier and deeply opposed to the parking lot. His complaint rose and fell while Maddie checked the diaper bag for the bottle Chimney had packed in the side pocket.
“We need dinner,” she said.
“That was the plan.”
“The plan also said we’d leave ten minutes ago.”
“We’re loading.”
“We’ve been loading.”
Jacob leaned into the back seat and found the bottle behind the wipes. He passed it to Maddie, then stepped away before either of them could give him another object. “There’s a place eight minutes away. Tacos, bowls, burgers, kids’ menu, parking lot.”
“You checked?” Ethan asked.
“While May was sending evidence.”
“Open?”
“Until ten.”
“Can we fit?” Maddie asked.
Jacob looked at the ten people around the vehicles. “They have tables.”
“That wasn’t the question.”
“I can call.”
He called. They could fit if they arrived before seven forty-five and accepted two tables pushed together near the patio doors. Nobody debated cuisine after that. Hunger had reduced choice to distance, seating, and whether the bathrooms required a code.
The ride lasted nine minutes because May directed Ethan into the wrong entrance and then blamed the sign. Christopher corrected her from the second row. Harry insisted the other entrance had also been wrong. Denny and Mara compared photographs in the back while the Land Rover smelled of sunscreen, warm fabric, animal exhibits, and the sweet artificial strawberry of Jee’s abandoned fruit snacks.
At the restaurant, movement occurred by stages. Christopher unfolded his chair because crossing another parking lot on tired legs offered no benefit. May carried her camera and nothing else until Ethan handed her the small zoo bag. Harry took the food tote. Denny retrieved his backpack on the first attempt. Mara wore her new hat and claimed she had always intended to buy it. Ethan took the Disney bags. Jacob opened Maddie’s trunk and became responsible for the stroller again.
“You’re not in this car,” Ethan said.
“I know.”
“Then stop unloading it.”
“Maddie has Nash.”
“She also has a stroller.”
“That is why I’m taking it.”
Ethan could not improve the logic without volunteering to take the stroller himself. He went inside.
The restaurant occupied the corner of a low shopping center, all concrete floor, painted tile, paper menus, and ceiling fans that moved warm air more than they cooled it. The pushed tables waited near a bank of windows. A server had placed two highchairs at one end and removed one when Maddie explained that Nash was not sitting anywhere independently tonight.
Seating ignored every arrangement the cars had imposed. Christopher chose the chair space at the end with the easiest path and Denny sat beside him. Mara took the other side of Denny before Harry could. Harry sat across from them. May claimed the seat beside Maddie because an outlet waited beneath it. Jacob took the far corner near Jee’s highchair. Ethan ended up between Maddie and Christopher, directly across from Jacob, after everybody else sat first.
It was the first time all day the group stopped moving without an animal, map, purchase, or destination waiting for them.
The stop revealed damage.
May had a red line across one shoulder from the camera strap. Harry’s hair retained the shape of his hat even after he took it off. Denny had missed sunscreen along one side of his neck. Mara’s new hat sat beside her elbow because the room was dim enough that wearing it felt unnecessary. Jacob’s forearms showed faint marks from bag handles. Maddie’s shirt carried one pale smear from Nash. Ethan’s feet hurt in two separate places. Christopher leaned back in his chair and rolled his shoulders once, tired without needing to disguise or explain it.
Jee woke when the menu opened.
“I want pancakes,” she said.
“They don’t have pancakes,” Maddie replied.
“Why?”
“It’s dinner.”
“Pancakes are dinner.”
“They can be. They aren’t here.”
Jee examined the menu as if the restaurant had committed a contractual violation. Jacob turned the children’s menu around and pointed to a quesadilla.
“That’s a flat grilled cheese.”
“It is not,” Ethan said.
“It’s close enough for negotiation.”
Jee looked at the picture. “Can it have pancakes?”
“No,” four people answered.
She accepted the quesadilla after Maddie promised fruit and Jacob confirmed sour cream could remain elsewhere. Nash began crying before the drinks arrived. Maddie shifted him against her chest, checked the diaper through experience rather than sight, and stood.
“I’ll take him,” Jacob offered.
“You’re ordering.”
“I know what I want.”
“So do I.” Maddie passed him the menu. “Order mine. Chicken bowl, no raw onions, extra lime.”
Jacob repeated it once. Maddie carried Nash toward the bathroom and changing station without turning the handoff into evidence of trust. It was simply information Jacob now possessed.
May watched her go. “Do you know what everybody wants?”
“No.”
“You remembered hers.”
“She just told me.”
“I know.”
Jacob looked at Ethan. “Help.”
Ethan did not. The server arrived, and ordering became a relay. Christopher chose carne asada tacos and asked for the salsa on the side. Denny ordered the same thing after insisting he had intended to. Mara chose a bean-and-rice bowl, then added chicken when Karen texted to ask whether she was getting enough protein. Harry wanted the largest burger and no tomato. May ordered fish tacos and stole Harry’s fries before they existed. Jacob ordered Maddie’s bowl accurately, his own burrito, Jee’s quesadilla, and a side of fruit. Ethan chose a grilled vegetable bowl because it required the least thought.
The server looked at the empty chair. “And for the baby?”
“Time,” Harry said.
The server wrote nothing and moved on.
Maddie returned with Nash quieter and wearing a clean onesie from the striped tote. The giraffe had apparently been packed around spare clothes. She settled into her seat, accepted the water Ethan had moved within reach, and checked the order.
“You got the onions off?”
“Yes,” Jacob said.
“Extra lime?”
“Yes.”
“And the dressing?”
Jacob stopped.
Maddie smiled. “I’m kidding.”
“That was mean.”
“You looked confident.”
“I was.”
“You still can be.”
Jacob took a long drink of water while May laughed into hers.
Phones appeared across the table as soon as immediate survival had been addressed. The family thread remained active. Buck had expanded his list of potential contributions. Eddie had sent Christopher the traffic estimate between San Diego and Los Angeles. Hen wanted Denny to put aloe on his neck. Karen asked Mara whether the hat had been worth it. Chimney had requested the restaurant name three times despite Maddie sending the location pin after the first.
“Dad says traffic is two hours,” Christopher said.
“Two hours to where?” Ethan asked.
“Home.”
“From here to your house?”
Christopher checked. “One hour fifty-seven.”
“That’s two hours,” Denny said.
“I know.”
“You said it like you were correcting him.”
“I was correcting the destination.”
Harry held out his phone. “Mom says eleven thirty if we leave by nine.”
“We’re leaving before nine,” May said.
The food arrived at eight nineteen. Conversation stopped with enough completeness that the ceiling fans became audible again.
For several minutes, the table narrowed to passing napkins, opening containers, cutting Jee’s quesadilla, moving salsa away from her reach, and finding the lime wedges beneath Maddie’s bowl. Nash slept against Maddie in the carrier while she ate one-handed. Jacob offered to hold the bowl. Maddie told him she had spent four years learning to eat around children and could manage. He believed her.
Christopher ate one taco, half the second, and most of the rice. His pace slowed before he did. He set the taco down, drank water, and listened while Denny showed Mara a sequence of elephant pictures that proved none of the point he thought they proved.
“You done?” Ethan asked.
Christopher glanced at the plate. “For now.”
“Box?”
“Yeah.”
Ethan signaled the server when she passed. No discussion about appetite, fatigue, or whether the zoo had been too much followed. Christopher had spent hours crossing grades, transferring when useful, arguing about animals, and refusing to admit that Jee’s flamingo deserved a second visit until he led them there himself. He was tired. So was everyone.
Mara wrapped half her bowl without being asked. She folded the top of the takeout container beneath itself and looked toward the center where two baskets of chips remained.
“Those can come too,” Ethan said.
She looked at him. “They’ll be stale.”
“Harry will eat them.”
Harry, chewing fries, said, “True.”
Ethan asked the server for one more box and tipped the remaining chips into it. He did not ask Mara whether she wanted them or point out that she had tracked what could be saved. He put the box beside the food tote where anybody could claim it later.
Mara returned to the photographs.
The recognition passed cleanly between them because nothing had been named.
At the other end, Jee had begun taking the tortilla away from her quesadilla in strips. Jacob watched for almost a minute.
“Wouldn’t it be easier to eat the inside first?” he asked.
“No.”
“What’s the plan?”
“Make it smaller.”
“It’s working,” May said.
“Structurally, maybe.”
Jee held up the remaining square of cheese. “Pancake.”
Jacob accepted defeat.
The tiny ordinary discovery happened over hot sauce.
Ethan reached for the green bottle at the same time Maddie did. Their hands stopped above the center of the table. Maddie withdrew first.
“You use that?” she asked.
“Yes.”
“On this?”
“On most things.”
“How much?”
Ethan turned the bottle over his bowl and counted without intending to. “Enough.”
Maddie watched him make a wide spiral across the vegetables. “Oh.”
The sound held mild surprise, nothing heavier.
“What?” he asked.
“I do the same thing.” She held out her hand. “Chimney says it makes everything taste like the sauce.”
“It doesn’t.”
“I know.”
Ethan passed her the bottle. Maddie added nearly the same spiral to her bowl, shook the last drop from the cap, and put it between them.
“That’s why the bottle at your house disappears,” he said.
“I thought it was Buck.”
“It’s both of us,” Maddie replied.
Ethan took another bite. The sauce was brighter than he expected and not especially hot. Across from him, Jacob had noticed. He looked down at his burrito before the observation became visible enough to require an answer.
Maddie ate. Ethan ate. Neither turned the shared habit into inheritance, lost childhood, proof, or consolation. It was hot sauce. It was also something they had not known that morning.
Five minutes later, Maddie pushed the bottle toward him because it sat closer to her and his bowl still had an uncovered corner.
He used it.
The meal loosened after hunger stopped directing everyone. Nash woke long enough to object to the angle of the carrier. Maddie stood beside the table and walked a slow rectangle between the windows and the drinks station, eating one bite whenever she passed her chair. Ethan offered to take the baby. She shook her head once, not because help was unwelcome but because Nash had settled against the rhythm of her steps.
Jacob moved Maddie’s bowl to the empty place nearest the aisle so she could reach it on each pass. He did not announce the accommodation. When Nash finally quieted, Maddie stopped beside Jacob, ate two forkfuls standing, and nudged his water toward him because he had forgotten it. Care moved in both directions without either of them keeping score.
Purchases came back out. Christopher’s red panda turned out to belong to him, not Denny, though Denny had paid for it after Christopher’s card failed to read at the kiosk and Christopher had already sent the money back. Mara showed Karen the hat over video. Harry unpacked a model tram he claimed was for his desk. May passed her camera around only after changing the display setting so no one could delete anything.
The photographs replayed the day in pieces no one had seen while living it. Jee studying flamingos with both hands on the rail. Maddie feeding Nash on a shaded bench while the others blurred past. Christopher, Denny, and Harry bent over the same sign. Mara laughing at something outside the frame. Jacob holding six shopping bags with an expression that suggested each had appeared through administrative error. Ethan and May reflected in the glass of an exhibit while neither looked toward the lens.
They found the purchases they had already forgotten. Denny had bought a magnet shaped like an elephant footprint and denied choosing it because of the argument until Mara produced a photograph of him comparing three versions. Christopher had a postcard of the aerial tram even though he had taken forty-seven pictures from it. Harry’s model tram required batteries that were not included. May had bought the blue frame, a roll of film, and a postcard she planned to send to no one because the photograph on it was better than the postcards at the first kiosk. Jacob had acquired the red-panda mug through Jee’s authority. Ethan had a small wooden flamingo tucked into the side pocket of his backpack.
Maddie lifted it. “Yours?”
“Jee chose it.”
“For you?”
“She said my apartment needed pink.”
Jacob looked across the table. “She’s right.”
“The apartment has color.”
“Not pink.”
“It doesn’t need every color.”
“Jee has issued a correction.”
Ethan took the flamingo back before the table could vote. He wrapped it in the receipt and placed it beside his bowl. Nothing about the small object matched the loft. He already knew where it would go: the lower shelf near the picture Jee had drawn for him in March, high enough that she could see it and low enough that nobody entering the apartment could miss it.
He did not tell Jacob that. Jacob would find it tomorrow.
“That one,” May said, pointing.
Ethan enlarged it. He stood near her in the reflection, one hand lifted as he explained something. May’s head angled toward him. Behind the glass, the habitat disappeared into glare.
“What were we talking about?” he asked.
May thought. “Whether the stroller counted as abandoned if Maddie could still see it.”
“It did not.”
“I agreed with you.”
“You argued for five minutes.”
“That doesn’t mean I disagreed.”
“That is exactly what it means.”
May saved the photograph to her favorites anyway.
By eight fifty-three, Jee had fallen asleep with one cheek against Jacob’s forearm. He had been showing her how to zoom in on the flamingo picture. Her fingers remained curled near the screen while Jacob held the phone steady beneath them.
“Don’t move,” Harry said.
Jacob looked at him. “Why?”
Harry took a photograph.
“Delete that.”
“No.”
May smiled. “He learns.”
Maddie shifted Nash and stood carefully. “We need to go before this becomes breakfast.”
Nobody objected.
The bill produced one final argument because Ethan reached it first, Maddie claimed trusted-adult authority, Jacob pointed out that trusted-adult authority did not create a restaurant expense account, and May began calculating shares on her phone. The practical solution came from dividing it by cars and letting the two drivers settle with their passengers later. It satisfied no one fully, which made it fair.
Outside, the air had cooled enough to feel new against their sun-warmed skin. Storefront lights reflected across the parking lot. The zoo bags looked more excessive beneath artificial light. Christopher transferred into the Land Rover and folded his chair with Ethan holding the frame only when asked. Denny stored the red panda beside him. Mara placed the leftover chips in the food tote. Harry recovered the picnic blanket. May checked every seat for phones before anyone closed a door.
Maddie settled Jee into her car without waking her. Jacob buckled into the passenger seat after fitting the stroller around the Disney bags for the second time that day. Nash started crying when the engine turned over, then quieted once Maddie’s hand reached back at the first light.
Ethan stood beside the Land Rover long enough to count heads.
May in front. Harry and Christopher in the second row. Denny and Mara behind them. Six with Ethan.
Same cars. Different weight.
At nine twelve, he sent the message everyone in Los Angeles had requested.
Ethan: Northbound.
Then he put the phone facedown, started the engine, and followed Maddie toward the freeway.
The freeway north looked nothing like the freeway south.
Maddie merged onto I-5 beneath a darkening sky with the dashboard clock at nine seventeen, Jee asleep behind Jacob, Nash awake behind Maddie, and the day finally too tired to keep pretending it had somewhere else to go. Headlights stretched ahead in red lines that loosened after the interchange. The city fell away by degrees—shopping centers, low office buildings, palms caught in parking-lot light—until the road became a corridor of reflectors and black hills.
Jacob sat in the passenger seat with the route open on his phone. He had turned the brightness down until the map colored his hands blue. The Disney bags occupied his footwell. One zoo bag rested between his knees because no rearrangement had created room elsewhere. Every time Maddie accelerated, something made a soft paper sound beneath the stroller in back.
“What is that?” she asked.
Jacob listened. “Bag.”
“Which bag?”
“I can’t tell by sound.”
“You’ve been carrying them all day.”
“That didn’t teach me their voices.”
The answer made Maddie laugh before she had enough energy to decide whether it deserved to. Jacob smiled toward the windshield and let the joke end. He had become quieter after dinner. Not withdrawn. Used up around the edges. His shoulders had lowered against the seat, and he no longer checked every noise Nash made as if Maddie might need another set of hands before she asked.
Nash complained once from the rear seat, a short uncertain sound. Maddie glanced in the mirror. His face appeared pale in the car-seat mirror, eyes open beneath the dim light from the console.
“You okay, baby?”
He moved one fist and stared toward nothing she could identify. The bottle had bought them at least part of the drive. Maddie had changed him before leaving. The carrier straps sat correctly. The air vent was angled away from his face.
“He’s awake,” Jacob said.
“I know.”
“Sorry.”
“For what?”
“I was confirming.”
“You were narrating.”
“Maybe.”
Maddie smiled. “You can be off duty.”
“I’m not on duty.”
“That’s why you can be off it.”
Jacob looked down at the map. “Traffic clears after Oceanside.”
“You changed the subject.”
“I supplied useful information.”
“Ethan does that too.”
The words did not make Jacob close. He considered them with the seriousness he gave most comparisons he had not invited.
“He changes the subject by asking a question,” he said. “Then you answer and forget he didn’t.”
“You noticed.”
“He does it to me.”
“Does it work?”
“Less now.”
There was no pride in the answer, only familiarity. Maddie kept both hands on the wheel while the next exit sign passed overhead. The Land Rover remained behind them, visible whenever traffic curved: white headlights at a steady distance, neither crowding nor falling back. Ethan had insisted Maddie lead because her car held both children. Maddie suspected the real reason was that he could monitor the rear without admitting he was doing it.
Her phone rang through the speakers.
The display showed MAY.
Jacob looked at it. “That seems ominous.”
Maddie answered. “Everything okay?”
May’s voice came through beneath road noise. “Yeah. Ethan wants to know if Nash is still awake.”
In the background, Ethan said, “I didn’t ask that.”
“You looked at their car three times,” May replied, farther from the phone.
“I was checking the lane.”
“He’s checking the lane,” May told Maddie.
Maddie glanced at the headlights behind them. “Nash is awake. Jee’s asleep. We’re fine.”
“Good.”
“Why are you calling instead of Ethan?” Jacob asked.
“Because he’s driving.”
“He has hands-free.”
“Because I wanted to.”
“That’s fair.”
The call remained open. Nothing urgent followed. Maddie could hear the soft rush of the Land Rover’s tires and a song playing too quietly to identify. May asked whether they were still stopping in Oceanside if anyone needed a bathroom. Maddie said they would reassess at the next service area. Ethan asked how much charge remained on her car. She told him enough to reach home twice. He accepted the answer without suggesting a station.
“How’s your car?” Maddie asked.
May turned away from the phone. “Harry?”
No answer.
“Christopher?”
A tired voice replied, “Awake.”
“Denny?”
Nothing.
“Mara?”
Nothing.
“Two asleep, one claiming he isn’t, Harry unknown,” May reported.
“I’m awake,” Harry said, sounding nothing like it.
“Harry’s awake.”
“Christopher, how are you?” Maddie asked.
“Fine.”
Ethan’s voice came closer to the call. “He put his seat back.”
“I can tell her.”
“You didn’t.”
“I said fine.”
“He’s fine,” May translated. “Everybody’s tired.”
The conversation thinned. May kept the call open anyway. Maddie understood after another mile that May had not called only to transfer information. She was keeping both cars connected while the road darkened and the day dissolved behind them.
Ethan understood too.
“What’s the best thing you bought?” he asked her.
May did not answer immediately. “The picture frame.”
“You said the camera strap.”
“I changed my mind.”
“What frame?” Maddie asked.
“The blue one from Disney. It has little stars at the corners.”
“For which picture?”
“I don’t know yet.”
Ethan said, “The group one.”
“Maybe.”
“You took it for that.”
“I bought it before San Diego.”
“Then you took the picture for the frame.”
May was quiet long enough that Maddie pictured the look passing between them: Ethan driving, May turned slightly from the front seat, neither needing to see the other clearly.
“Maybe I did,” she said.
Ethan did not congratulate himself for being right. “Send me the final edit before you print it.”
“You don’t get approval.”
“I know. I can fix the light.”
“You made everybody wait while I set the camera.”
“They were complaining.”
“So were you.”
“I carried your bag.”
“That was unrelated.”
“Then give it back.”
May laughed softly. The sound did not perform for the rest of the car. It belonged to an argument they had apparently held before and would hold again.
Maddie looked toward Jacob. He was smiling down at the dim map.
May continued. “You know the one I like?”
“Which?” Ethan asked.
“The reflection at dinner.”
“You said that was about the stroller.”
“It was. That’s why I like it.”
The line carried more than the subject required, but May did not explain. Ethan did not ask her to. He said he liked it too, and the silence after held the particular ease of people who had become friends in their own right rather than through whoever first placed them in the same room.
Maddie had watched that happen across the summer without finding a single point where it began. May called Ethan about coursework, photographs, her mother, a flat tire, and once a lamp she wanted to buy secondhand. Ethan called May when he needed someone to tell him whether a sentence sounded defensive before he sent it. They did not belong to each other through Jacob. They had built something separate.
“I’m getting off,” May said eventually. “My phone’s at nine percent.”
“Plug it in,” Ethan replied.
“The charger’s in Denny’s bag.”
“Denny’s bag is behind Christopher.”
“Everybody’s asleep.”
“I’m not asleep,” Christopher said.
“See? This is why I’m hanging up.”
Maddie said, “Call if you need us.”
“We won’t.”
“That isn’t what I said.”
May’s voice softened. “I know. We will.”
The call ended.
For a while, Maddie’s car held only the road. Jee breathed behind Jacob in the deep, uneven rhythm of a child who had fallen asleep too hard. Nash remained awake but quiet. Jacob angled the passenger vent away from the back and lowered the map volume before the next instruction could announce itself through the cabin.
They passed dark stretches where the ocean existed beyond the road without showing itself. Then businesses returned in clusters. Gas stations. Fast food. Hotels with pools lit an impossible blue. The Land Rover stayed behind them.
Maddie’s body registered the day now that no one required her to move through it. Her lower back ached. The carrier strap had rubbed one shoulder. Milk had dried near the collar of her shirt. She had bought three objects and could name only two. Her son had spent much of the afternoon in other people’s arms, which once might have made her feel as if she had misplaced a responsibility. Today it meant Nash had slept against Jacob while she pushed an empty stroller and watched Ethan carry Jee toward flamingos.
“You’re good with him,” she said.
Jacob looked from the map. “Nash?”
“Both of them.”
“I like them.”
“That helps.”
“Jee negotiates like there are appeals courts.”
“She learned from Chimney.”
“I thought she learned from you.”
Maddie considered. “Also fair.”
Jacob smiled and looked forward again. He did not convert the compliment into proof that he belonged, nor refuse it because he had only held a baby and entertained a four-year-old. He accepted the ordinary fact at its actual size.
That was new enough for Maddie to notice and kind enough not to mention.
“Did you have fun?” she asked.
“Yeah.”
The answer arrived before caution. Jacob seemed surprised by his own speed.
“A lot,” he added.
“Even with the bags?”
“Not because of the bags.”
“You carried most of them.”
“People kept handing them to me.”
“You kept taking them.”
Jacob rested one hand on the zoo bag between his knees. “They needed somewhere to go.”
“Not all somewhere has to be you.”
The sentence could have become maternal advice. Maddie heard the edge and let it stop there. Jacob did too. He rubbed his thumb along the twisted paper handle.
“I know,” he said after a moment. “More than I used to.”
Maddie believed him. She had seen Ethan remove bags from his hands without asking and Jacob let them go. She had seen Christopher hand him Nash’s bottle, May hand him a camera, Jee hand him trash, and Mara hand him nothing after deciding she could carry her own purchase. Jacob had accepted all of it without making usefulness the admission price. Sometimes he carried things because he was large, available, and kind. Sometimes he said no. Sometimes the family left him holding half a zoo.
“Ethan does it too,” Jacob said.
“The bags?”
“Everything.”
“I know.”
“He thinks if he notices first, it becomes his job.”
“And you think if someone asks, it becomes yours.”
Jacob looked at her. “That sounded practiced.”
“It wasn’t.”
“It sounded like it.”
“I’ve had a long day.”
“So have I.”
“Then we’re both brilliant.”
Jacob laughed quietly. He had stopped calling her Ethan’s mother hours ago because he had never called her that aloud. Still, the relationship had carried the invisible labels. Maddie had asked questions about Jacob because he lived with Ethan. Jacob had answered carefully because Maddie was Ethan’s mother. Their first southbound conversation loosened the roles. The zoo wore them down further. Somewhere between Nash’s hat and hot sauce, Maddie stopped sorting each thing she learned according to what it might tell her about her son.
She simply liked Jacob.
Not because he was good for Ethan. Not because he might become something no one had named. Not because he fit inside a family photograph or knew how Ethan took coffee. Maddie liked that he argued with children as if their positions deserved response, that he overexplained when embarrassed, that he could make a practical problem sound academic and an academic problem sound personal, that he carried too much and was learning not to.
“What was your favorite part?” she asked.
Jacob took the question seriously. “The elephants.”
“You barely talked about the elephants.”
“Everybody else talked enough.”
“Why?”
“They remembered each other.”
Maddie waited.
Jacob watched the headlights ahead. “Not like a trick. They recognized voices and routes. They knew who was missing from the group.”
The answer touched his history without offering it for analysis. Maddie did not ask whether he had thought of Shannon, Christopher, Charleston, or every family that had failed to notice absence until it became inconvenient. He had liked the elephants. That could be complete.
“They were good,” she said.
Jacob turned the zoo bag slowly between his shoes. “Shannon took me once. Not here. El Paso.”
Maddie waited without making stillness feel ceremonial.
“I was maybe nine. She was pregnant with Chris, and everybody kept telling her she shouldn’t walk that much. So she rented one of those scooters and drove it like she was being timed.”
“That sounds safe.”
“It was not. She clipped a trash can.”
“Was she hurt?”
“No. The trash can lost.” Jacob smiled at the windshield. “She bought me this awful plastic snake because Randy said no. It made noise when you shook it. I kept it for years.”
The story did not require grief to announce itself. Shannon remained inside it alive, pregnant, reckless with a rental scooter, and willing to buy an irritating toy because somebody else had refused. Maddie could see why Jacob had kept the snake and why he had not needed to mention it beside the elephants.
“What happened to it?” she asked.
“Nicole threw it out when we moved.” His thumb stopped against the paper handle. “It was broken by then.”
“That doesn’t mean you were done with it.”
“No.”
The answer rested between them for one exit. Maddie did not apologize on Nicole’s behalf or offer a replacement twenty years too late. Jacob looked toward the lights ahead and continued before quiet hardened around the memory.
“Chris would’ve hated it.”
“The noise?”
“The color. It was neon green.”
“Then you should tell him it was tasteful.”
“I have photographs.”
“Destroy those first.”
Jacob laughed, and Shannon stayed with them without taking over the car.
“What was yours?”
“The flamingos.”
“Because of Jee?”
“Mostly.” Maddie smiled. “Also because everyone went back.”
Jacob laughed once. “We saw them three times.”
“Four.”
“No.”
“The first pass, after lunch, before the elephants, then at the end.”
“The first pass and after lunch were the same.”
“They were separated by food.”
“That doesn’t create a new visit.”
“It did for Jee.”
They argued about this through two exits. No one won.
Before San Clemente, Jacob opened the family thread again. The volume had dropped as people in Los Angeles received the same photograph from different directions. Eddie had saved the original. Karen asked May for the picture in which Mara forgot the camera. Hen posted that Denny’s neck had better contain aloe before bed. Athena’s last message was simply a reminder that tired drivers changed drivers.
Jacob read that one twice. “She means us.”
“She means everyone.”
“That includes us.”
“I know.” Maddie checked her body against the road: eyes clear, shoulders tired, attention steady. “I’m good.”
“Real good?”
She glanced at him. “You’ve all learned that phrase.”
“It works.”
“If it changes, I’ll tell you.”
Jacob accepted the answer and set his phone down. The exchange was not supervision. It was the ordinary agreement of two adults responsible for the same car, the same sleeping children, and the same long road still unwinding ahead.
The Land Rover shifted one lane behind them. For a few seconds its headlights disappeared behind a delivery van, then returned in the mirror at the same patient distance. Maddie knew Ethan was not following because he doubted her. He was following because they had agreed on an order and because maintaining it was easier than inventing a new one in the dark.
Jacob watched the lights reappear. “He does that.”
“What?”
“Stays where he said he’d be.”
Maddie heard the affection in the observation and left it unnamed. “So do you.”
Jacob looked surprised, then considered the road ahead as if it might contain evidence. “I’m trying.”
“I know.”
The answer asked for nothing else. They drove another mile with both cars held in the same loose line, not close enough to crowd each other and not far enough to lose sight.
At ten eleven, traffic slowed near San Clemente. Brake lights gathered across the road. Maddie reduced speed and checked the mirror. Ethan did the same behind them. Nash began fussing in earnest, not crying yet but headed there.
“There’s a service area in three miles,” Jacob said.
“I see it.”
“We should stop.”
“I know.”
“I was confirming.”
“You were narrating again.”
They stopped for seventeen minutes. The Land Rover parked beside them. Doors opened into cool coastal air. Harry remained asleep. Denny and Mara remained asleep. Christopher woke fully when Ethan asked whether he needed the bathroom and said yes without apology. Ethan unloaded the folded chair. May stretched beside the hood and drank half a bottle of water while the phone charged from the Land Rover.
Maddie fed Nash beneath the dome light. Jacob walked to the vending machines and returned with water, crackers, and nothing anyone had requested. He put the crackers in the communal tote.
Ethan leaned against Maddie’s open door. “You good?”
“Yes.”
“Fuel?”
“Enough.”
“Jee?”
“Asleep.”
“Nash?”
“Eating.”
Maddie looked up at him. “You?”
Ethan glanced toward the Land Rover. May stood by the passenger door, hair loosened from its tie, looking at the photograph on her charging phone. Christopher and Jacob were returning from the building. Harry slept. The younger two remained invisible behind dark glass.
“Good,” Ethan said.
It was enough. They returned to the road.
North of San Clemente, the car quieted beyond conversation. Nash slept. The route straightened. Jacob lowered his seat one notch and closed his eyes without pretending he was only resting them.
Maddie drove for eleven minutes before he spoke again.
“I’m awake.”
“I didn’t ask.”
“I know.”
Another mile passed.
“Maddie?”
“Yeah?”
“Thank you for today.”
She could have thanked him back for carrying Nash, entertaining Jee, ordering dinner, checking routes, and giving the day another competent adult. She could have told him Ethan had been glad he came. Both answers would have returned them to roles.
Instead, she looked at the road and said the thing that belonged only to her.
“I’m glad you came back to Los Angeles.”
Jacob opened his eyes.
Maddie did not add for Ethan. She did not add for Christopher, for Eddie, for the family, or any reason that turned him into somebody else’s good fortune.
“I mean it,” she said.
“I know.”
His voice changed anyway.
He faced the windshield. The map moved north beneath the small blue arrow. Behind them, the Land Rover held steady in the same lane.
“I’m glad too,” Jacob said.
Maddie smiled and kept driving.
At eleven twenty-eight, Ethan woke Harry by opening the Land Rover’s rear door.
Harry startled upright beneath the picnic blanket, struck his shoulder against the window, and looked around with the unfocused offense of someone discovering that sleep had ended without consultation.
“We’re here,” Ethan said.
“Where?”
“Your house.”
Harry looked past him at Athena’s driveway. “That makes sense.”
May laughed from the front seat. She had remained awake through Orange County, lost the fight somewhere near Norwalk, and woken when Ethan turned onto her street. Her voice carried the roughness of ten minutes of sleep mistaken for none.
Athena stood beneath the porch light in dark pants, a soft gray shirt, and slippers she would deny wearing outside. Eddie’s truck waited at the curb behind her. Hen and Karen had parked on the other side. The three households had converged because Maddie’s house had become the agreed collection point and then ceased being practical when Athena decided nobody needed one more freeway transfer after midnight.
Ethan put the Land Rover in park and turned off the engine. Silence arrived around the ticking metal.
In the second row, Christopher opened his eyes. He had fallen asleep with his head against the seat and the plush red panda wedged beneath one arm. Denny remained asleep beside him until Christopher shifted. Mara woke in the third row while still wearing her new hat.
“Los Angeles?” Christopher asked.
“Los Angeles,” Ethan confirmed.
“That was fast.”
“It was two hours.”
“I was asleep.”
“That helps.”
Christopher stretched both arms, then stopped when his shoulder objected. Ordinary tiredness lived across his face. The chair had conserved his energy through the zoo, not eliminated the day. Ethan opened the hatch and removed it before unloading anything else. He unfolded the frame on the flat driveway, locked it, and brought it to Christopher’s door.
“I can walk,” Christopher said.
“I know.”
Christopher looked at the chair, then at the distance to Eddie’s truck. “Chair’s easier.”
“Okay.”
He transferred with Ethan steadying the chair only after Christopher put one hand on his forearm. The red panda stayed in Christopher’s lap. Denny woke fully enough to pass him the backpack without being asked.
Eddie crossed the driveway. He looked first at Christopher, then at the chair, then at Ethan. Every practical question moved through his face and reduced itself before reaching his mouth.
“Good day?” he asked.
Christopher nodded. “Long.”
“Ready?”
“Yeah.”
Eddie bent to hug him from the side without blocking the chair. Christopher accepted the contact for two seconds before holding up the red panda.
“Denny bought this.”
“I paid because his card didn’t work,” Denny said.
“I paid you back.”
“I know.”
Eddie took the explanation as delivered. “It’s nice.”
“It’s a red panda.”
“I see that.”
“You said it like you didn’t.”
Eddie looked at Ethan over Christopher’s head. “Two hours wasn’t enough sleep.”
“It was for me,” Christopher replied.
Eddie took the chair handles only after Christopher rolled backward from the door and angled himself toward the truck. “I’ve got the curb.”
“I know.”
The exchange carried them away.
Hen opened the opposite rear door. “Denny.”
“I’m awake.”
“You’re wearing one shoe.”
Denny looked down. One sneaker remained on his foot. The other sat beside Mara’s backpack in the third row.
“I took it off.”
“I gathered that.”
Karen came around behind Hen and looked toward Mara. “How are you, baby?”
“Good.”
“Tired?”
Mara nodded.
“Hungry?”
“I have food.”
She held up the takeout container Ethan had placed beside her before leaving San Diego. The leftover chips sat on top, still sealed in their second box.
Karen smiled toward Ethan. She did not thank him in a way that exposed why the extra box mattered. “Good. Bring it.”
Denny found his shoe. Bags emerged in the wrong order. Christopher’s backpack went to Eddie. Denny’s went to Hen. Mara’s hat box turned out to contain May’s spare camera battery. The Disney bag beneath the third row belonged to Harry, though he denied buying enough to require that much paper until May listed the contents.
“I bought two things,” he said.
“And the sweatshirt,” May replied.
“That’s clothing.”
“Clothing is a thing.”
“It’s a separate category.”
Athena had reached them by then. “Take your separate categories inside.”
Harry kissed her cheek, immediately looked embarrassed by having done it in front of everyone, and lifted the picnic blanket from the seat as cover. Athena accepted the maneuver.
May came around the front with her camera bag. Athena looked her over once from shoes to loose hair.
“You drove?”
“No. Ethan.”
“All the way?”
“Yes.”
“You stayed awake?”
“Mostly.”
Ethan said, “She slept after Norwalk.”
May looked at him. “Seven minutes.”
“Twelve.”
“You counted?”
“I was driving.”
“That doesn’t require counting my sleep.”
“You were quiet.”
Athena held out one hand for the camera bag. May gave it to her.
“Did you eat?” Athena asked.
“Yes.”
“Water?”
“Yes.”
“Phone?”
May showed it.
“Good.” Athena pulled her into a hug with the same efficiency she used for every inspection. May went willingly. Harry, already near the porch, turned away to give them privacy neither had asked for.
Ethan leaned against the open hatch while the driveway emptied his car in layers. He had spent the last hour alert through mechanics: lane position, distance, mirrors, the periodic movement of Maddie’s taillights ahead. Now stillness pressed the day into his body. His hands felt imprinted by the wheel. One knee ached from holding the same angle. Grit from the zoo remained inside his shoes.
Maddie’s car turned onto the street.
Chimney stepped out of Eddie’s truck before she parked. He had apparently ridden over with Eddie rather than wait at home, which meant Eddie had collected him first and listened to him ask about traffic for at least twenty minutes. Chimney crossed the driveway while Maddie was still turning off the engine.
The rear door opened. Jee remained asleep.
Chimney looked at her, looked at Maddie, and lowered every question in his face.
“How was the drive?” he asked.
“Fine.”
“Nash?”
“Asleep.”
“You?”
“Also fine.”
“Real fine?”
Maddie handed him the diaper bag. “Carry this.”
He did.
Jacob got out of the passenger side with a zoo bag between his knees and another bag looped around one wrist. Ethan watched him straighten slowly. Jacob’s body had tolerated the day better than most objects they owned, but his first step showed the cost of hours in cars, on paths, and beneath other people’s belongings.
Ethan crossed the driveway and took the heavier bag.
“I have it,” Jacob said.
“I know.”
“That’s mine.”
“Then it’s going to the loft.”
Jacob let go.
The habit passed between them without discussion.
Maddie unbuckled Jee while Chimney lifted Nash’s carrier from the other side. Jee woke halfway into Maddie’s arms and began protesting because she could walk. Maddie put her down. Jee took two steps, saw Ethan, and changed direction.
“You came,” she said.
“I was behind you.”
“I was sleeping.”
“I know.”
She lifted both arms. Ethan picked her up. Her body settled against him with complete certainty, all warm limbs and flamingo ears pressing into his chin.
“I have my ears,” she murmured.
“You do.”
“And a bird.”
“What bird?”
She held up nothing. “In the bag.”
Ethan looked toward the collection of bags. “Which one?”
Jee closed her eyes.
Maddie said, “We’ll find it tomorrow.”
Tomorrow had acquired another object.
Chimney came around with Nash’s carrier and stopped beside Jacob. “You got him to sleep?”
“Maddie did.”
“You held him for an hour.”
“He was already asleep.”
“That has never stopped him from waking.” Chimney shifted the diaper bag higher. “Thanks.”
Jacob accepted the word. “Anytime.”
Chimney pointed at him. “Be careful. I will use that.”
“Go home,” Maddie said.
They began peeling away.
Hen hugged Ethan before he realized she intended to. Karen hugged him after, then Jacob, then told both of them to sleep before attempting to sort the bags. Denny gave Christopher the red panda receipt for reasons no one understood. Mara hugged May and promised to send the unedited hat pictures. Harry carried three bags inside while claiming only one belonged to him. Athena took May’s camera and the picnic blanket. Eddie checked Christopher’s chair straps in the truck, was corrected on one, and fixed it without arguing.
Christopher called Ethan before Eddie closed the passenger door.
“Hey.”
Ethan walked over.
Christopher held out the crushed map. “For your wall.”
“What wall?”
“The trip wall.”
“We don’t have a trip wall.”
“You have the Cabazon postcard.”
“That’s on Jacob’s desk.”
“Then put this there.”
Jacob came up behind Ethan. “Why is my desk the trip wall?”
“Because you keep things.”
“I don’t keep everything.”
Christopher handed him the map instead. Jacob took it.
“See?” Christopher said.
Eddie shut the door before Jacob found an answer. The truck pulled away with Christopher visible through the window, red panda upright beside him.
Hen and Karen left next with Denny and Mara. Athena took Harry and May inside. Chimney installed both small children and every bag he believed belonged to them in Maddie’s car, then discovered the stroller remained beside Jacob.
“How?” he asked.
“No room,” Jacob said.
“It came in that car.”
“With fewer bags.”
“We didn’t buy that much.”
Maddie looked at the trunk. “Jee did.”
From her seat, Jee said, “I needed it.”
The stroller went into the Land Rover.
At twelve sixteen, Maddie hugged Ethan in the thinning driveway. The day lived on her shirt in sunscreen, baby powder, and restaurant air. Ethan held her carefully around the tired weight of her shoulders.
“I had fun,” she said.
“Me too.”
“Text me when you’re home.”
“We will.”
She pulled back, then pointed toward the bag in his hand. “The striped tote is mine.”
Ethan looked down. “Jacob said it was.”
“We gave it back.”
“Apparently not.”
Maddie opened the tote. It contained the picnic blanket’s plastic sleeve, a baby shirt, two maps, the plush flamingo Jee had apparently meant by bird, and Ethan’s hat.
“Your hat,” she said.
“My tote.”
“It is not your tote.”
“Then why is my hat in it?”
“Ownership has been suspended,” Jacob said.
Maddie removed the flamingo and shirt, left the maps and hat, and handed Ethan the tote. “Tomorrow.”
“Tomorrow,” he agreed.
Chimney took Maddie home with Jee, Nash, the flamingo, and most of the correct equipment. The driveway fell quiet after their taillights disappeared.
Only Ethan and Jacob remained.
The Land Rover held more than it had in San Diego because the stroller had joined them and at least two bags belonged to people already gone. Ethan considered calling everyone back. Jacob looked at the time.
“Tomorrow,” they said together.
The drive to the loft took twenty-four minutes. Los Angeles had emptied into its late-night version: synchronized lights, dark storefronts, delivery trucks, people standing outside bars beneath strings of patio bulbs. Jacob controlled the music and chose nothing. The stereo remained off.
At the first red light, Ethan flexed his fingers around the wheel.
“You okay?” Jacob asked.
“Tired.”
“Want me to drive?”
“No.”
“Real no?”
“Yes.”
Jacob nodded. He did not ask again.
The silence between them did not need management. They had spoken all day, often to other people, sometimes across each other, rarely alone. Now the absence of conversation felt less like depletion than permission. Jacob rested his head against the seat. Ethan followed the familiar route home.
They reached the loft at twelve forty-one.
The first trip upstairs included phones, leftovers, Christopher’s folded map, May’s spare battery, and the bags most likely to contain food. The second included the stroller, because leaving it visible in the parking area felt irresponsible even inside a locked garage. The third brought Disney and zoo bags until the elevator floor looked like an extension of the day.
They did not take a fourth trip.
The Land Rover retained Christopher’s water bottle, Denny’s sweatshirt, Harry’s picnic blanket, one of Mara’s receipts, and a reusable bag that might belong to Maddie. Ethan locked the car around all of it.
Inside, they set things down wherever gravity won.
The stroller stopped beside the front door. Disney bags lined the brick wall beneath the artwork. The food tote reached the island. Zoo souvenirs occupied the glass coffee table. Jacob placed Christopher’s map beside the Cabazon postcard on his desk, proving Christopher’s trip-wall theory before either man had consented to it. The striped tote collapsed near the couch. One pair of flamingo ears appeared beneath a receipt after Jee had apparently owned two.
Ethan took the leftovers out of the tote and put them into the refrigerator. That was the only proper unpacking anyone accomplished.
Jacob stood at the island holding the hot sauce bottle from dinner.
“Why do we have this?” he asked.
Ethan looked. “Maddie put it in the bag.”
“It belongs to the restaurant.”
“It was on the table.”
“That doesn’t make it ours.”
“Tomorrow.”
“We can’t return hot sauce tomorrow.”
“Then keep it.”
Jacob placed it beside the fruit bowl. “Evidence.”
“Of theft?”
“Of fatigue.”
They looked around the loft.
The evidence extended beyond the bottle. A model tram protruded from Harry’s bag. Zoo maps overlapped Disney receipts. The stroller occupied the path to the door. The food tote contained one apple, three granola bars, the boxed chips, two lime wedges wrapped in a napkin, and honey packets no one had needed after all. Jacob’s new red-panda mug sat inside Ethan’s backpack. Ethan did not remember buying it, then remembered Jee insisting Jacob needed an animal cup because he had held the baby near the pandas.
“Did you buy this?” Ethan asked.
Jacob turned. “Jee did.”
“With whose money?”
“Technically mine.”
“So you bought it.”
“She chose it.”
“That’s how buying things for children works.”
“She bought it for me.”
Ethan set the mug on the island. “Then it’s yours.”
Jacob looked at the red panda face. “Apparently.”
Neither man moved for several seconds.
The loft felt unusually still after a day organized around other people’s motion. The city glowed beyond the tall windows. Air-conditioning moved across sun-warmed skin. Somewhere inside the wall, plumbing answered another apartment. Jacob had one hand braced against the island. Ethan leaned on the opposite side because standing independently no longer seemed necessary.
“That was supposed to be lunch,” Jacob said.
“And shopping.”
“In Anaheim.”
“We did both.”
“We also drove to San Diego with six younger people, two children, a stroller, a chair, and no plan for dinner.”
“We made a plan for dinner.”
“At seven fifteen.”
“It worked.”
Jacob looked around at the debris. “Did it?”
“We’re home.”
“That is a low standard.”
“It’s the correct standard at twelve forty-eight.”
Jacob laughed, too tired to prevent the sound from becoming larger than the line deserved. He lowered his forehead to one forearm on the island. Ethan smiled at the top of his head.
After a moment, Jacob said, “It was a really good day.”
“Yeah.”
Not healing. The word did not enter the room. Nothing about the zoo had repaired April or returned Bobby or reduced the grief waiting in other houses. Athena would still wake tomorrow in a bed holding one body. Buck would still reach for a person no longer at the end of the call. Christopher would still miss Bobby. May and Harry would still carry their own versions of the same absence. Maddie and Ethan had learned one hot-sauce preference; it did not replace twenty years.
The day had not defeated anything.
It had been good anyway.
Ethan took two bottles of water from the refrigerator and passed one across the island. Jacob lifted his head and accepted it. They drank in silence.
“Shower?” Jacob asked.
“Tomorrow.”
“That’s disgusting.”
“You go first.”
Jacob considered the distance to the bathroom. “Tomorrow.”
Ethan laughed.
They managed shoes. Jacob left his near the sliding partition door, one upright and one on its side. Ethan put his beside the stairs without aligning them. Neither restored the bags, maps, toys, receipts, stroller, food tote, mug, or flamingo ears to order.
Jacob paused at his room. “Night.”
“Night.”
He slid the door closed. Ethan climbed the stairs to the mezzanine with one hand on the rail, each step making his body more aware that it had crossed Anaheim, San Diego, Los Angeles, and half the zoo since morning.
From above, the day remained visible.
The stroller near the entrance belonged to Maddie but had come home with him. Christopher’s map stood on Jacob’s desk beside proof of another unreasonable trip. May’s battery waited by the camera bag she would retrieve. Harry’s purchase leaned from the wrong bag. Denny’s sweatshirt remained in the car. Mara’s saved chips sat in Ethan’s refrigerator. The hot sauce bottle stood between two water rings on the island.
None of it had arrived alone.
Ethan had spent the day with Jee calling him brother whenever she wanted to be carried, Nash asleep in borrowed arms, Maddie sharing food and one new fact, May beside him in reflections, Harry arguing from every available seat, Christopher choosing his own route, Denny and Mara folding themselves into the group, and Jacob accepting whatever weight reached him until someone else took it back.
At no point had Ethan stopped to count how many relationships were his by blood, choice, accident, marriage, grief, history, or six months of showing up. He had not asked what qualified him for the photograph or who had made room. The question had not been answered.
It had not been asked.
Ethan sat on the edge of the bed without turning on the upstairs lamp. His phone held the final, quieter wave of the family thread. Eddie had posted that Christopher was home. Hen sent two check marks for Denny and Mara. Athena wrote that May and Harry were inside and ordered everyone to stop replying while driving. Chimney posted a photograph of Jee asleep with the plush flamingo beneath one arm, followed by a second message confirming Nash had accepted the bottle and Maddie was showering.
May sent the group picture one more time after correcting the light.
No one in it looked fully prepared. That was what made it right.
Ethan saved the file. He did not enlarge himself or count the people around him. He put the phone on the nightstand while messages continued arriving downstairs in the dark.
Below, the refrigerator clicked off. The loft settled around the evidence of everyone who had passed through Ethan’s hands and left something behind.
For once, belonging was not a door he had to enter; it was the room after everyone went home.
Chapter 19: Bring The House Down
On Monday morning, Jacob found the zoo map beneath the page he needed.
He’d checked the blue folder twice, opened the course portal, searched his downloads, and reached the point of considering whether he’d imagined printing the assessment instructions before noticing the folded corner beneath Christopher’s handwritten route. The paper had been on his desk all along. He pulled it free carefully, trying not to disturb the map, and knocked the Cabazon postcard over instead.
From the kitchen, Christopher said, “You have to tape it up.”
“I’m not taping things to the glass.” Jacob stood the postcard against the small box holding spare charging cables. Through the open partition door, he could see Christopher at the island with one knee angled beneath the counter and his phone propped against a mug. “It’s frosted. You won’t see it properly.”
“Then use the brick.”
“I like it on the desk.”
“It keeps falling.”
Jacob looked at the postcard again. May’s writing occupied most of the back, crowded around the printed description of dinosaurs neither of them had read until they were already home. The map beside it had retained a crease through the elephants and a pale food stain near the entrance. He straightened both, set the instructions on his laptop, and left the room.
The loft smelled of toast and coffee. Morning light had reached the rug but not the far end of the kitchen, where Ethan stood in socks opening a container he’d packed the night before. Christopher’s crutches rested within reach against the island. His backpack occupied the stool beside him, partly unzipped, with a charging cable hanging nearly to the floor.
“You’re going to step on that,” Jacob told him.
Christopher drew it into the bag without looking up. “I know.”
Ethan held up the open container. “Was there rice in here?”
“Yes.”
“There isn’t now.”
Jacob reached past him for a glass. “I ate it.”
“You ate my lunch?”
“I ate the rice in the pan. I didn’t know you’d packed it.” He looked into the container. Roasted vegetables covered the bottom, leaving a clean square where the missing portion had been. “I think I opened that at eleven.”
Ethan stared at him.
“I was hungry.”
“There were leftovers.”
“Those were leftovers.”
Christopher lowered his phone enough to inspect the disagreement. “There’s bread.”
“Thank you,” Ethan said, with less gratitude than the words suggested.
Jacob took the container from him and checked the refrigerator. The rice had disappeared; the rest of dinner hadn’t. He found another portion of vegetables, hummus, and a packet of tortillas, set them on the counter, and started assembling something Ethan could eat without a fork. Ethan let him, which prevented the apology Jacob had been arranging from becoming necessary.
“I’ll make more tonight,” Jacob said.
“You don’t have to.” Ethan reached around him for the coffee. “Just leave the packed stuff.”
“I’ll put your name on it.”
“You could remember.”
“At eleven, apparently I can’t.”
Christopher resumed whatever game he’d been playing. The small electronic click from his phone joined the refrigerator, the pan warming on the stove, and traffic several floors below. It was eight thirty-six. Eddie had dropped him off before work with a bag, his crutches, and enough instructions about lunch that Christopher had waited until the door shut to say he knew how sandwiches worked.
Jacob had been awake since seven. He’d spent the first half hour doing the wrong work: checking the references for a presentation whose references were already checked, correcting a line break, exporting the slides again. His actual task was to rehearse the explanation of a result that hadn’t matched the simplest model. He knew the explanation. That had failed to make rehearsing it less annoying.
Ethan had gone running, returned, showered upstairs, and asked whether Jacob wanted eggs. Jacob had said he’d eaten. He’d had coffee. Ethan had put a plate beside the laptop anyway, and Jacob had eaten the eggs while changing the line break.
One day left.
Yesterday, he’d opened an old file to check an experimental note and found the version he’d saved before leaving Charleston. The work itself had been almost embarrassingly familiar. He remembered the bench, the bad chair, the particular way his lab partner used to cap a marker without looking. He could no longer remember what he’d planned to have for dinner that day.
He’d expected the file to feel farther away. Instead, one careless abbreviation had carried him straight back to being annoyed about a result. That annoyance had survived when so much else hadn’t. He’d spent ten minutes checking it, found the error in his own transcription, and corrected the new version without altering the old one.
The assessment tomorrow would include questions. He wanted them to ask good ones. He also wanted them to stop asking at exactly the point where he could leave knowing the work was finished. Neither desire felt particularly ceremonial.
“Chris,” he said, “how many people are coming tomorrow?”
“A lot.”
“I mean your friends.”
“Denny and Mara. Other people have school stuff.” Christopher turned the mug holding his phone. “I already saw them for my birthday.”
“Right.” The eleventh had been a week ago. Jacob had remembered the date without remembering how quickly a week could pass when he kept measuring days by unfinished slides.
“Ravi had his yesterday,” Christopher said.
“I know. Twenty-six.”
“He said that’s too old for some of the music Harry picked.”
“I doubt it.”
“That’s what Harry said.” Christopher reached for his water, then frowned at the screen. “Can you move that plate? The light’s weird.”
Jacob moved the plate, which had been reflecting a bright patch onto the phone. Christopher adjusted the angle again and returned to what he was doing. No further discussion of the light was required.
Jacob had always known Christopher could manage an inconvenience without making it the center of the room. Living with the day-to-day evidence had taught him which adjustments were useful and which were merely an adult’s attempt to feel attentive. Move the plate. Don’t offer to do the thing on the phone. Ask whether he wanted to go somewhere rather than decide the terrain for him before he’d seen it.
At the zoo, Christopher had kept the map open until everyone else knew where they were going. Here, he knew the drawer with the spare cable, which stool gave him the best position, and how long Jacob could claim a task would take before it became a lie told mostly to himself.
“You can tell me to stop after twenty,” Jacob said.
Christopher glanced up. “I was going to.”
That made lunch a real plan instead of a reward Jacob could keep postponing. He was glad of it, even as part of him began calculating what he could finish before they left.
The phrase had begun as a date in an advising email. Then a square on the calendar. Then two weeks, one week, a weekend. Now it was Monday, and tomorrow he would take the last piece of work to campus, defend what it said, and stop being someone with an unfinished degree.
He wasn’t certain what he would be instead. The kitchen didn’t require an answer.
“Are you going in today?” Christopher asked.
“No. Tomorrow.”
“I meant Ethan.”
Ethan checked the time over the microwave. “In about twenty minutes.”
“What time are you back?”
“Late afternoon. Unless something changes.”
Christopher turned his phone facedown. “Can we get lunch before that?”
“We can get lunch,” Jacob said.
“There’s lunch here,” Ethan added.
“I know.” Christopher shifted on the stool, finding a better angle for his hip. “We could go downstairs.”
Jacob understood the distinction. The loft was comfortable. It was also the place where he’d spent most of Sunday sitting in front of a slide deck. Christopher could occupy a room without needing Jacob to entertain him, but spending the entire day watching someone finish college wasn’t much of an activity.
“After I practice.”
“How long?”
“Twenty minutes.”
“You said that yesterday.”
Jacob folded Ethan’s wrap. “Yesterday I was wrong.”
Christopher accepted that more readily than a defense. He took his phone back and started searching lunch places, enlarging the screen before choosing anything. Ethan set a square of foil beside Jacob, then moved to the sink to rinse the breakfast pan. Neither had to ask where the other was going.
They’d stopped announcing every shared task sometime during July. Jacob knew the drawer Ethan would open for foil and could move before it reached his hip. Ethan knew Jacob would fill the kettle after the coffee pot emptied. Things still went wrong. Jacob ate packed rice. Ethan put a wooden spoon in the dishwasher, forgot, and did it again. One of them left a wet towel somewhere the other needed to stand. The loft had become a place where irritation could last five minutes without threatening anything larger.
Jacob finished the wrap and put it beside Ethan’s bag.
“Thank you.”
“There are two.”
“I see.”
“One isn’t very big.”
Ethan put both away. “I’m taking both.”
That settled it. Jacob leaned against the counter with his water and watched Christopher scroll. The boy wore a faded shirt from the zoo with the sleeves pushed up unevenly. At fourteen, he had more opinions about which photographs could remain visible than he’d had at thirteen. He’d objected to one Eddie printed, then sent him a better file and complained about the crop.
“Are you swimming tomorrow?” Jacob asked.
“Yes.”
“Your dad said you were deciding.”
“I decided.” Christopher looked up. “Are you?”
“Probably.”
“Bring the blue shorts. The other ones take forever to dry.”
Jacob looked down at his jeans, as if that might help identify which pair Christopher meant. “How do you know?”
“The beach.”
“Right.”
Christopher’s knowledge of his wardrobe had become extensive and inconvenient. He’d helped restore it; apparently that gave him continuing opinions. Jacob didn’t mind the opinions nearly as much as he pretended.
Ethan shut the dishwasher. “Put a towel in your bag now.”
“For tomorrow?”
“Otherwise you’ll forget.”
“I’m going to a pool party. I’ll remember a towel.”
“You remembered four sunscreens and no towel at the beach.”
“There were towels.”
“Mine.”
Jacob drank his water rather than answer. Christopher sent him a photograph of a sandwich through the group thread they used for plans that didn’t need the whole family. Jacob’s phone vibrated on the desk inside his room.
“You could show me,” he said.
“Then you wouldn’t have the address.”
“I can see the place from the window.”
Christopher pointed at the photograph. “Not that one.”
Jacob took the phone when offered and studied the menu. The place was a short drive away, with parking in back and outdoor tables under a shade. He hadn’t been there. Christopher had, with Denny and Karen, and now knew which sandwich came with too much dressing.
“Fine. After practice.”
“Twenty minutes.”
“You can time me.”
Christopher’s smile sharpened. “Okay.”
Ethan looked at Jacob with open sympathy that wasn’t sympathy at all. Jacob would have said something if Ethan’s phone hadn’t rung against the island.
Eddie’s name appeared. Ethan answered without putting it on speaker, then switched it on when Eddie asked about Christopher.
“He’s here,” Ethan said.
“I know where I left him.” Eddie sounded close to the phone, with no siren or radio audible behind him. “Chris, you have your charger?”
Christopher held up the end of the cable, though Eddie couldn’t see it. “Yes.”
“Good. You need anything before tomorrow?”
“No. Did you get—” Christopher stopped, looking toward Jacob. “Ravi’s present?”
“We’ll talk later.”
“Did you?”
“Yes.” Eddie paused. “Ethan, what time does Jacob finish?”
Jacob turned toward the phone. “I’m standing here.”
“Then you can tell me.”
“The assessment starts at eleven. I have a slot at eleven forty. It should be done before one.”
“Before one, or one?”
“I can’t promise the faculty will keep to the schedule.”
“Okay. And you’re meeting him?”
Ethan’s hand rested on the edge of his bag. “Yeah.”
Jacob had already told Eddie this. He’d also told him that the appointment wasn’t a graduation ceremony and there was no reason to take time off for it. Eddie had agreed too quickly, which Jacob had interpreted as understanding rather than anything else. His uncle was working. Christopher’s party was tomorrow. It made sense to put everything on one calendar.
“I’ll text when I’m done,” Jacob said.
“Do that.”
“Are we late for the party if it goes over?”
“It’s a pool party, not an appointment. Just get there.”
Christopher looked relieved about something Jacob assumed involved the present. Ethan turned the phone slightly as if reception would improve, though nobody had lost a word.
“And eat before you come,” Eddie added.
“There’s food there.”
“There’s food everywhere. That hasn’t always helped you.”
Jacob made a small conceding sound. Eddie said he’d collect Christopher later, told his son to answer when he called, and hung up before Christopher could argue that he usually did.
For a moment, all three looked at the quiet phone.
“What did you get Ravi?” Jacob asked.
“Dad got it.”
“I heard.”
“Then ask him.” Christopher returned to the menu.
Ethan took the phone off speaker and slid it into his pocket. “I need shoes.”
“You have shoes,” Christopher said.
“On.”
“They’re by the stairs.”
They were. Ethan had left them where he’d taken them off after the grocery run, and Jacob had moved one just far enough that the toe no longer occupied the walkway. Ethan sat on the lower step to put them on. His badge lay beside his keys, blue lanyard folded beneath it, with the title Jacob had learned to read without needing the rest of the text.
Undergraduate Clinical Intern.
By now the badge traveled with him as ordinarily as his wallet. June had made everything new: access, names, instructions, which people expected him and which doors didn’t. August had made the hospital part of Ethan’s week. He still came home with questions; they’d become more specific.
Jacob liked hearing them, though he didn’t always understand the hospital part. He could follow physiology. He couldn’t follow the argument about which resident had put the wrong callback number into a note unless Ethan first explained why it mattered.
“You have the presentation on something other than your laptop?” Ethan asked.
“Email. Cloud. Flash drive.”
“Good.”
“You asked last night.”
“You changed it after that.”
Jacob glanced toward his room. “I changed a line break.”
“Then you have the wrong line break on the flash drive.”
Christopher laughed quietly. Jacob set down his glass.
“It doesn’t affect the data.”
“I didn’t say it did.” Ethan tied the second shoe. “Just put the finished one on there.”
He knew him well enough to understand that finding the older version tomorrow would bother Jacob even if nobody else noticed. Jacob wished that knowledge hadn’t extended to an unnecessary line break. He would fix the flash drive after Ethan left.
Christopher opened the timer on his phone. “You said I could time you.”
“I haven’t started.”
“I’m ready.”
“It’s a twelve-minute presentation.”
“Then why do you need twenty?”
“Questions.”
Christopher considered the responsibility. “I don’t know enough to ask questions.”
“You can tell me where I lose you.”
“Probably the first slide.”
“That’s my name.”
“Second, then.”
Jacob smiled despite the small, persistent tightness beneath his ribs. He’d presented before. He’d passed harder courses, explained more difficult experiments, stood in rooms where the professor already believed he could do the work. This wasn’t harder in any academic sense. It was only the last one.
Ethan stood and picked up his bag. “Do you want anybody at the thing tomorrow?”
“It’s a closed assessment.”
“After.”
Jacob looked at him. “You’re coming.”
“I know. I mean—” Ethan stopped, then adjusted the strap. “Is it weird that there isn’t a ceremony?”
The question deserved more thought than Jacob’s first answer. He considered it while Christopher peeled a loose sticker from his phone case and the sun shifted farther across the rug.
At Charleston, he’d once known where the ceremony would be. He’d known which friends would complain about the heat and which faculty member would mispronounce a name everyone thought was simple. Those pictures had disappeared with the rest of that spring, but losing them hadn’t made the pictures themselves his goal.
“I don’t really want to walk across a stage,” he said.
Ethan waited.
“I want the degree. That’s different.”
“Yeah.”
“And tomorrow’s Chris and Ravi’s thing. We’re already doing something.”
Christopher looked down at his phone with a concentration disproportionate to the sticker.
“Okay,” Ethan said.
Jacob trusted him not to make the answer into sadness he hadn’t expressed. He trusted him to ask again if it seemed to matter. Both forms of trust were new enough that he could still feel them occasionally, though most mornings they arrived disguised as someone packing his lunch.
“Go,” he said. “I have a very strict examiner.”
Christopher raised the timer.
Ethan checked that his keys were in his pocket, touched the badge once, and opened the door. Warm hall air met the cool kitchen. He told Christopher where the spare key was, was informed Christopher already knew, and left with the two wraps Jacob had made.
The lock clicked. The loft settled around the absence without becoming quiet; Christopher’s game still sounded, the coffee maker still warmed, and a truck below was backing into a space too small for it.
Jacob went to his room for the laptop and returned with the instructions, a pen, and the flash drive. He put the laptop on the island where Christopher could see without craning his neck, closed the tabs unrelated to the assessment, and opened the first slide.
His name. His course. A title he’d rewritten six times before returning to the second version.
The project concerned an enzyme assay, the kind of experiment whose clean description concealed hours spent deciding whether a bad result belonged to the biology or the equipment. At low substrate concentrations, the reaction had behaved as expected. At the upper end, the rate stopped increasing and then fell. The simple fit looked persuasive until he plotted the residuals.
He’d learned to distrust the satisfaction of a smooth line. It could run beautifully through the wrong explanation. The second model accommodated the high-concentration behavior better, but that didn’t make it proof of substrate inhibition; the controls mattered, and some of the most useful work had been ruling out an artifact that would have been easier to fix.
Christopher pointed at the small text below the figure.
“Are they going to read that?”
“They can. It’s the conditions.”
“I can’t.”
Jacob enlarged the slide on the screen, then stopped. Christopher’s point wasn’t about the laptop. Tomorrow it would be projected farther away.
“Okay. That can be a second slide.”
He separated the figure from the dense caption, leaving the essential conditions visible beneath it. The change made him admit something he’d tried to solve with a smaller font: he was asking an audience to understand the result and inspect the method at the same time.
He would explain the observation first. Then the reason not to claim more than it showed.
Christopher started the timer. “Go.”
Jacob began. For the first minute, he heard every word before he said it. By the third, the explanation had caught its familiar shape. He could see where the model fit, where it stopped fitting, and what another experiment would need to answer. Christopher listened with his head tipped slightly toward the larger text.
At the sixth minute, he held up one hand.
Jacob stopped. “What?”
“You said that last slide.”
He had. Jacob went back, deleted the sentence from his notes, and continued.
One more day. For now, there was work he knew how to do, a boy willing to listen to it, and lunch waiting somewhere outside the loft when they were finished.
Ethan knew which lift would be full before its doors opened.
He waited beside the other bank, shifted his bag out of the path of a transport cart, and watched six people emerge from the first lift carrying the consequences of somebody else’s early appointment. One man had a folded wheelchair. A woman held a paper cup against her chest. The porter steering the cart looked at Ethan, lifted two fingers in greeting, and continued toward the corridor.
“Morning, Luis.”
“You’re late.”
Ethan checked the clock above the doors. “I’m early.”
“For you.”
The porter smiled without slowing. Ethan smiled back and entered the second lift when it arrived. He no longer needed to look at every directional sign. He knew the corridor that led to the office, the door that required his badge, and the public route he needed when someone asked directions without possessing the same access.
Those had been separate discoveries in June. Now they fit together.
He put his lunch into the shared refrigerator, where someone had moved the tape marking the intern shelf down one level, and washed his hands before opening the day’s schedule. Two supervised patient encounters, a case discussion, and an hour on the de-identified research dataset if clinic didn’t run over. The schedule looked possible, which meant nothing.
Amina stood by the printer with a paper jam open in front of her. “Don’t touch it.”
Ethan stopped with his hand halfway toward the machine.
“I’ve got it,” she said. “It’s the little bit behind the roller.”
“I can see.”
“Then admire me from over there.”
He left her to it and filled his water bottle. By the time he returned, she had freed the paper and restarted the job. The printer produced three clean pages, then a fourth with a black line down the middle.
Amina held it up. “I didn’t do that.”
“I believe you.”
She gave him the clean pages she didn’t need. They weren’t patient records, only the program’s seminar outline, and he put them in his folder without reading the heading twice. There were ten names on the distribution list. Nobody had removed any.
Five places in Fall.
The number still appeared in conversations, usually when someone tried to act as though it hadn’t been on their mind. Ethan had stopped checking his email for a decision that wasn’t due. He hadn’t stopped noticing which tasks Patel let him do without repeating the instructions.
She found him outside the clinic workroom reading the schedule.
“You ate?”
“Yes.”
“That was quick.”
“It wasn’t here.”
Patel took the folder from him, checked the first page, and returned it. “Then we’re both ahead of where we were Thursday. Come on.”
He followed her through the corridor. The hospital’s morning rhythm had already thickened: carts occupying one side, a nurse walking with a specimen bag, a phone ringing behind a closed door, someone laughing at a workstation before lowering their voice. Ethan knew several faces now. Knowing them didn’t mean he knew why they were tired or which conversation he was interrupting.
At the room, Patel knocked and waited. Ethan stood slightly behind her until the patient agreed to an undergraduate observer. He introduced himself accurately, checked where he could stand, and kept his notebook closed while the first part of the conversation belonged to the patient.
The man was in his sixties, recovering from surgery after an injury that had rearranged his summer. His wife sat beside him with a bag of paperwork and the practiced watchfulness of someone who’d become the keeper of dates. Ethan noticed her hand go to the bag when Patel asked about physical therapy.
“Tuesday and Friday,” she said.
“Mostly,” the man added.
“Twice last week.”
“I’m not arguing.”
Patel didn’t treat the exchange as an obstacle to the history. She asked what had made the missed appointment difficult. Transportation, they said, and then a bad night’s sleep. The patient had been too tired to get down the steps at the apartment. His wife had canceled instead of trying to move him alone.
Ethan stored that alongside the information he’d been ready to hear: pain, wound, movement, medication. The apartment had steps. The schedule on paper had not.
After the visit, Patel asked him what he’d noticed.
He gave the practical observation first.
“Good,” she said. “What did you almost give me?”
“The range-of-motion findings.”
“We’ll get to those. Why does the missed appointment matter before the measurement?”
Ethan thought about the man at home with an exercise sheet. “The plan doesn’t work if he can’t get to it.”
“Keep that sentence.”
It wasn’t praise enough to turn the whole morning bright. It was useful enough that he wrote it down.
Before the next room was ready, Patel gave him ten minutes with the case questions. Ethan used seven of them to construct an answer that fit the chart and the remaining three to notice that he hadn’t included anything the man had said about the stairs.
He rewrote the last paragraph. It wasn’t a plan he could prescribe; it was a question to bring back to the team about whether the existing arrangements matched the home they were sending the patient back to.
When Patel returned, she read it standing beside him.
“Who do we ask?” she said.
He named the relevant team rather than offering to telephone someone himself.
“Good. Bring it to the discussion. Don’t promise the family a change we haven’t arranged.”
“I won’t.”
She left the paper with him. Ethan looked again at the sentence he’d revised. In class, identifying the missing variable would have completed the exercise. Here it opened another person’s piece of work, another conversation, an answer that might include constraints he hadn’t seen. He put a question mark beside it and kept it for the discussion.
The second encounter was less orderly.
A woman in her forties sat on the exam table with one foot planted on the step and the other hovering above it. She’d had an operation several weeks earlier. Today’s visit included a dressing change and a review of how things were progressing, which she understood in theory and disliked intensely in practice.
She agreed to Ethan observing after he explained his role. Her name was Leah, and she wanted someone to tell her how long the appointment would take.
“I can tell you what we’re doing,” Patel said. “I can’t promise the exact minute we’ll finish.”
Leah nodded, looking toward the tray instead of at her. “I have someone downstairs.”
“For the drive home?”
“My sister. She gets charged after a certain time.”
Patel asked the clinic nurse whether someone could help with the parking information. The nurse said they would. Leah’s shoulders lowered a little, but her foot stayed above the step.
Ethan stood near the wall with enough room for the staff to move. He’d learned the order of the supplies well enough that he could see what would happen next. Gloves. Explanation. Permission. The old dressing removed by the qualified clinician. An assessment before deciding what the next dressing needed.
He also saw Leah’s fingers tighten on the edge of the table.
“Do you want to wait a minute?” Patel asked her.
“No. Just do it.”
“Okay. If you want us to stop, say so.”
The nurse moved closer. Leah’s heel caught against the paper covering the table. The paper tore, startling her more than the touch had. Ethan stepped forward before thinking about what he’d offer: another sheet, a steadying hand, a sentence about breathing, anything that might move the moment past the sudden strain in her face.
Patel looked at him.
“Stay there, Ethan.”
He stopped.
She hadn’t raised her voice. Leah glanced at him, then at Patel. Ethan moved back to the wall without making the correction something the patient needed to reassure him about.
The nurse explained the paper and replaced what needed replacing. Patel waited until Leah put her foot on the step herself. No one held her still. No one promised the next part wouldn’t hurt. They told her what they were doing and let her choose when it began.
It took longer than Ethan’s first instinct would have allowed.
Then it worked.
Leah’s breathing slowed. Her grip on the table loosened. She asked a question about washing at home, and Patel answered it before continuing. Ethan listened closely enough to notice that the question concerned a detail she’d said she understood when the visit began.
Understanding once hadn’t removed the need to ask again.
When Patel asked for an observation, Ethan gave it without reaching for a diagnosis. When the nurse needed a clear path to the cabinet, he moved. He didn’t touch the supplies or the patient. He kept the distance he’d been told to keep.
Outside, the corridor felt abruptly cooler. Ethan followed Patel to a quieter stretch near the workroom, holding his notebook at his side.
“What were you going to do?” she asked.
“I’m not sure.”
“Try.”
He resisted the urge to supply a better intention than the one he’d actually had. “Get the paper. Maybe help her settle.”
“How?”
“Talk to her.”
“About what?”
He looked toward the closed door. He’d helped frightened people before. He’d sat beside children, carried information, offered something concrete to look at while someone else did the hard part. He’d also been standing outside the conversation Leah had already agreed to have.
“I hadn’t decided.”
Patel nodded. “That’s what I thought.”
Ethan felt the answer in his stomach, unpleasant but not unfair.
“You saw discomfort,” she continued. “You moved toward it. There are situations where that instinct is useful. Today she had two people responsible for the thing she was afraid of, both already talking to her.”
“I wouldn’t have touched the dressing.”
“I know.” Patel held his attention. “I’m not accusing you of a different mistake to make this one larger.”
That stopped the defense he’d been preparing. He shut his mouth.
“She hadn’t asked for another person,” Patel said. “I hadn’t assigned you anything. You didn’t yet know what you would do. Moving closer made you another thing she had to track.”
Ethan could see it now: the patient looking up when he stepped in, measuring a third body against the tray and table and whatever she expected would hurt. His intention hadn’t been the information available to her. His movement had.
“Okay.”
“Tell me what you’ll change.”
“Wait until there’s a reason to move. A request or an assignment.”
“And?”
He considered the part he’d left out. “Notice what the people already helping are doing.”
“Yes. You don’t have to stop observing because you aren’t participating.”
Someone called Patel’s name from the workroom. She raised a hand to indicate a minute, then returned to him.
“You’re getting more comfortable here. That’s good. Don’t mistake familiar surroundings for an expanding job description.”
“I know the scope.”
“You do. Now learn to be comfortable inside it when there’s nothing useful for your hands.”
He wanted to answer that his hands had stayed empty. It would have been accurate and would have missed the point. He nodded instead.
Patel left him with the case-reading questions and went to answer the call. Ethan stood for another few seconds before opening his notebook. He wrote down the correction without turning it into a more flattering lesson about anticipation.
Patient didn’t request me. Team already had it. I hadn’t decided what I was offering.
The last sentence looked worse on paper. It also looked true.
In the workroom, he took a chair at the end of the counter and began the assigned reading. The answer to the first question was straightforward. The second required him to distinguish what they’d actually observed from what he knew could happen in a similar case. He crossed out a phrase, found the relevant evidence, and started again.
Amina arrived twenty minutes later carrying her lunch and a story about a patient who’d called her by the wrong name three times, then apologized to the wrong name.
“Are you eating?” she asked.
“In a minute.”
“That means no.”
Ethan closed the article. “It means I’m getting my bag.”
He retrieved the wraps and sat with her in the small break area. One had loosened at the end. He held it over the foil and caught the falling vegetables with two fingers. Jacob had added more hummus than he usually did, possibly out of remorse.
“What happened?” Amina asked.
“To the wrap?”
“To you.”
He chewed before answering. “I got told to stay back.”
“From?”
“An encounter. I moved when nobody needed me.”
Amina considered that without rushing to say he’d probably meant well. “Did you do something?”
“Not before she stopped me.”
“Then you got stopped.”
“Yeah.”
She opened her container. “I gave an answer this morning that was right for the wrong reason. Apparently that’s still wrong.”
“It is.”
“Thanks, Ethan.”
He smiled. She did too, and the conversation moved to the seminar neither of them wanted to miss and the room that had changed without anyone updating the calendar. They didn’t compare mistakes long enough to turn them into a ranking.
His phone lit beside the foil.
Jacob: Chris says I talk too fast after slide four. Lunch acquired. Your container has a new rice label.
Below it came a photograph. Christopher sat at an outdoor table, sandwich in one hand, with Jacob’s water bottle and a second plate at the edge of the frame. The label appeared in another image: Jacob had written Ethan’s name on a strip of tape and attached it to the empty container.
Ethan typed an answer with his clean hand.
Ethan: Put rice under it.
Jacob sent a thumbs-up, then a message saying he would.
The ordinary exchange restored proportion without removing the correction. Ethan had done one thing too quickly. Jacob had a presentation. Christopher had lunch. The day had room for all of them.
Back at the workstation, Ethan opened the research dataset and checked the definitions before touching the missing entries. Unknown wasn’t zero. He could hear Patel’s earlier instruction without needing to recreate the whole first week. Today, two fields were blank because the source record hadn’t supplied them, not because the thing measured was absent. He marked them according to the data rules and flagged one inconsistent date for review.
That hour went well. It didn’t redeem the morning. It didn’t need to.
At two forty, Patel returned and asked him to accompany her to another patient encounter. He closed the dataset, logged out, and followed.
This patient had a new set of questions about recovery and a daughter who’d written most of them on her phone. Ethan received consent to observe, placed himself where instructed, and listened while Patel let the patient answer before the daughter filled the pauses.
The daughter wasn’t trying to take over. She was worried they’d leave without asking what mattered. The patient wasn’t trying to withhold information. He was trying to finish a sentence.
Ethan could see both intentions. He didn’t make himself responsible for reconciling them.
When the patient asked to demonstrate a movement that had been difficult at home, Patel directed the demonstration. A staff member adjusted the space beside the chair. Ethan noticed a bag near the patient’s foot and looked toward it, ready to clear it. The daughter had already leaned down.
He stayed where he was.
She moved the bag. The patient completed the movement at his own pace. Patel watched, asked a question, and changed the next part of the examination according to the answer.
No one looked at Ethan.
He’d expected that to feel like exclusion. It felt, instead, slightly itchy: an impulse without a task attached. He kept his attention on the patient and allowed the itch to remain.
The daughter asked whether the demonstration meant the plan at home should change. Patel explained what it did and didn’t tell them. Ethan caught himself forming an answer ahead of hers, then stopped rehearsing and listened. Her explanation included a limitation he hadn’t considered.
Watching required more work than standing still.
Later, in the corridor, Patel asked what had changed between this patient’s reported difficulty and the demonstration.
Ethan answered with the conditions, not a conclusion. The height of the chair. The presence of support. The time since medication. The fact that the home description concerned repeated movement rather than one observed attempt.
“Which of those do we know?”
He separated what they’d confirmed from what they would need to ask.
Patel nodded and asked the next question.
She didn’t mention the bag. She didn’t congratulate him for leaving it to the daughter. Ethan let the absence of comment be ordinary rather than a test he had to prove he’d passed.
By the end of the afternoon, his notebook held useful observations, two corrections, and one question he still needed to look up. His lunch foil went into the trash. He rinsed the empty container, checked his schedule for Wednesday, and returned a borrowed pen to the cup at the workstation.
Grace was packing up nearby. “Any emails?” she asked.
“About Fall?”
She nodded.
“No.”
“Okay.” She pulled the zipper shut. “Just checking.”
He understood the checking. They left the question there.
Patel found him at the workroom door before he went.
“You’re off tomorrow?”
“Scheduled off.”
“Use it.”
“I’m going to a party.”
“Then don’t bring the reading.”
Ethan smiled. “It’s a pool party. That would be difficult.”
“You’d find a bag.”
She was already looking at the next message on the hospital phone. The conversation ended because her work continued, not because he’d earned a dismissal from something larger. He said good afternoon and took the corridor toward the lift.
On the way down, he checked his phone. May wanted to know when he’d be at Athena’s. Eddie had asked another question about tomorrow’s campus timing. Jacob had sent a photograph of the rice, now properly placed under the label.
Ethan answered the first two after he reached the lobby and saved the third without explaining why it made him smile.
Outside, the late-afternoon heat met him above the collar. He stood in the shade long enough to take off his badge and put it inside his bag. His shoulders wanted to keep moving. There was no useful destination he needed to invent before going to the car.
He could leave.
For today, leaving was part of doing the job correctly.
May had bought enough paper plates for a party twice the size of the one her mother claimed they were having. The receipt lay under a bag of limes on the kitchen counter. Athena picked it up, read the total, and put it down again.
“How many people do you think I invited?”
“People eat more than once.”
“They can use the same plate.”
“They won’t.” May tore open the first package. “And you’ll have everyone here until Wednesday.”
Athena considered that, then took a plate to test its weight. “These are good.”
“That’s why they cost that.”
The kitchen had become the part of the party that nobody would photograph. Grocery bags leaned against the lower cabinets. Two coolers waited in the walkway, empty except for the faint smell of old ice. Harry had brought in three folding chairs and left them directly in front of the cupboard May needed.
She moved one, found the bin liners, and moved it back because there was nowhere better yet. Her mother watched her do it without offering a solution she didn’t have.
Tomorrow there would be music, food, people in the pool, people claiming they weren’t getting in the pool, and at least one person who discovered they’d failed to bring a towel despite receiving a message about towels. Tonight there were bags and lists. May preferred this stage more than she’d have admitted. She could see what would be needed before it became someone’s question.
That didn’t mean she wanted to answer every question.
Her phone buzzed beside the receipt.
Harry: Where am I putting these?
May looked through the doorway. Her brother stood ten feet away holding two long packages against his chest.
“You can speak.”
“You were talking.”
“In the dining room.”
He adjusted his grip and turned. One corner scraped the doorframe.
“Careful,” Athena said.
“I am.”
May didn’t comment on the evidence. She followed with the plates and cleared a space at the end of the table while Harry lowered the packages. He’d covered them with a beach towel in the car and had somehow kept the towel over them all the way inside. Now it caught beneath one end.
“Lift it.”
“I know.”
She pulled the towel free. Harry took it from her and covered everything again.
“You know nobody’s here.”
“People keep arriving.”
He had a point. Eddie had texted that he’d stop by with Christopher. Ethan was coming after UCLA. Jacob was riding with Eddie because apparently his academic rehearsal had reached the stage where his nephew made him put on shoes and leave the apartment.
May set the plates down and checked the photograph Ethan had sent.
Not that one.
She opened the exchange again, enlarged it, and closed it before her mother came into the dining room.
“Did he find it?” Athena asked.
“I’m asking for the other file.”
“Make sure it’s the original. Not one of those screenshots.”
“Mom, I know.”
“I know you know. Everyone else doesn’t.”
May carried an empty bag back into the kitchen and sent a clearer message.
May: The UCLA one. Outside. You took it, not me. Full file if you still have it.
Ethan’s typing indicator appeared, disappeared, and returned. May set the phone facedown before the answer arrived. She washed the limes, dried them on a clean towel, and checked the list taped inside a cupboard door.
The list had begun as something simple. Food, drinks, chairs. It now contained three different pens, an arrow pointing to the wrong line, and her mother’s correction of a quantity May had already changed on her phone. Tomorrow she would probably be the only person able to read it.
Harry returned from the hall. “Where’s the pump?”
“Garage,” Athena said.
“Where in the garage?”
“On the shelf.”
“There are shelves.”
Athena looked at him. “The one with the pool things.”
“Okay.”
He left. May cut the first lime and discovered it had almost no juice. She tried the second. Better. Her mother took the knife while May fetched the pitcher, and for several minutes they worked with the low efficiency of two people sharing a counter that could have accommodated either one perfectly well.
“We can make this tomorrow,” May said.
“We can make a lot tomorrow. We’re not going to.”
“Fine.”
“You’ve got the music?”
“Harry’s got the music.”
“You checked?”
May picked up her phone.
May: Music downloaded?
The answer came from somewhere beyond the back door.
“Yes!”
She put the phone down again. Athena smiled into the pitcher.
May hadn’t spent this much time in the house lately. Work, her own place, plans made with friends, and the sheer tendency of days to fill had put ordinary visits into the gaps between larger ones. She knew what was happening here. She knew what was moving, what was being packed, what date the realtor expected. Knowing the schedule didn’t keep her from reaching for glasses in a cupboard her mother had already emptied.
“Other side,” Athena said.
May shut the door. “You moved them.”
“I packed the good ones.”
“These are the good ones.”
“The ones your grandmother gave me.”
May found the remaining glasses beside the mugs and carried two to the counter. She didn’t ask whether Athena had packed them herself. That question belonged to a different visit, if it belonged anywhere.
A car door shut outside. Then another. Christopher’s voice traveled up the walk, followed by Eddie saying something too low for May to hear.
She picked up her phone, saw Ethan’s new message, and closed the screen. When Jacob came through the front door behind Eddie, she was taking the pitcher to the refrigerator.
“Hi,” he said.
“Hi. You’re early.”
“For tomorrow?”
“For helping.”
“I wasn’t told I was helping.”
Christopher entered beside him. “You’re helping.”
Jacob looked at Eddie, who had the expression of someone unwilling to reopen an argument he’d won in the car.
“I have work,” Jacob said.
“You have work after dinner,” Eddie replied.
“I ate lunch.”
“That’s a different meal.”
May handed Jacob a bag of napkins before the conversation could grow roots. “Dining room. End of the table. Not under the towel.”
He looked toward the towel. “What’s under it?”
“Stuff for tomorrow.”
“I gathered.”
“Then put the napkins next to it.”
He went. Christopher followed, stopping at the doorway to check the arrangement. May watched him decide something and keep it to himself. He’d become better at that over the last week, though not consistently enough to relax about it.
Eddie set a grocery bag on the kitchen counter. It contained two things Athena had requested and one she hadn’t.
“I didn’t ask for those,” she said.
“I know.”
“We have enough.”
“Then we’ll have enough on Wednesday.”
She let the extra package stay. Eddie glanced toward the dining room and lowered his voice, not enough to turn it into a secret May needed to help conceal.
“Is Harry here?”
“Outside.”
“I need him for something.”
“He’s inflating something,” May said.
“That can wait.”
It probably could. The noise from the pump stopped, followed by Harry’s footsteps and a complaint about the nozzle. Eddie met him at the back door and passed over a small bag. Harry looked inside, nodded, and carried it through the hall rather than the dining room.
Jacob returned with Christopher and an empty grocery bag folded badly in his hands.
“Where do you want this?”
“Recycling,” May said.
He unfolded it, glanced at the printed material, and put it in the right bin. Christopher took a stool, leaving his crutches where he could reach them without blocking the door. Athena asked whether he’d eaten, and he answered yes with the fatigue of someone who had already supplied documentary evidence.
“What did you have?”
“A sandwich.”
“What kind?”
“Chicken.”
Jacob leaned against the counter. “It was good. He found the place.”
That restored some of Christopher’s interest. He told Athena about the patio, the parking, and the dressing Karen had warned him not to get. She listened while May divided the clean napkins into stacks.
The door opened again before Christopher finished. Ethan came in with his bag over one shoulder and an expression May recognized from shifts that had required more attention than he’d expected.
Not bad. Not something to ask him about across the kitchen.
“Hey,” Jacob said.
Ethan touched his shoulder in passing and put the bag beside the wall. “You brought the laptop?”
“No.”
“Good.”
Jacob looked briefly betrayed. Christopher looked pleased.
May waited until Ethan reached the sink, then held up her phone. “That’s closer. Can you check if there’s a wider one?”
He dried his hands. “I’ll look.”
“Not a screenshot.”
“I know.”
“My mom made me say it.”
Athena ignored the accusation. She had opened the refrigerator and was examining how much room remained after the pitcher.
“Three is too many.”
“I told you,” May said.
“Put one in the dining room.”
May set down her phone and obeyed. She used both hands, kept the object level, and placed it on the sideboard where her mother pointed. The dining room was cooler than the kitchen and out of the line of afternoon sun. She adjusted the covering once, checked the door, and went back.
Christopher watched from his stool. Jacob was reading the ingredients on Eddie’s extra package, apparently deciding whether it counted as dinner. Neither asked a question. May could feel her shoulders relaxing too soon and corrected the impulse by finding another task.
“Dad,” Christopher said, “did you get the thing?”
Eddie looked at him.
“For Ravi,” Christopher added.
“Yes.”
Jacob turned the package over. “He asked this morning too.”
“I know,” Eddie said.
“Is it something he needs tomorrow?”
“He needs to stop worrying about it.”
Christopher made a face at his father, who made a smaller one back. May hid a smile by reaching into the grocery bag. It wasn’t the exchange itself that amused her; it was how quickly they found their ordinary rhythm inside all the preparation.
Harry came through carrying a flat board wrapped in brown paper.
“This can go—”
“Not there. He’ll see it,” Athena said.
Harry stopped before setting it on the counter. Christopher turned far enough on the stool to look at him.
“I’m right here.”
“Then don’t look,” Athena told him.
Jacob laughed, and Christopher accepted the instruction with a theatrical groan. Harry carried the board back into the hall. May picked up her phone to check the photograph and found the full-resolution file waiting.
It would work.
She didn’t send that answer until Jacob had gone outside with Eddie to move the folding tables. When she did, she used three words and no explanation.
May: Yes. Thank you.
Ethan looked at her phone, then at her. She nodded. He put his own away.
“What else?” he asked.
“Ice tomorrow. Not now.”
“I know.”
“Everyone keeps asking.”
“I wasn’t going to get ice now.”
She gave him the revised list instead of answering. Ethan read it carefully, asked about one quantity, and wrote his name beside the pickup. He didn’t take responsibility for the whole sheet. May appreciated that more than she would have appreciated a general promise to help.
Her phone rang while Ethan was writing on the list. Karen’s name appeared, and May answered with the phone against her ear rather than add another voice to the kitchen.
“Hi.”
“Do you still want the big bowls?”
“We have them. Jacob’s washing the last ones.”
“Okay. Fruit only, then. And the bags for the kids.”
“Yeah. Thank you.”
“What time are you getting there?”
May looked at the counter she’d been clearing since three. “I’m already here.”
Karen laughed softly. “Tomorrow, May.”
“Early. Mom hasn’t said how early.”
“Ask her before you promise anything else.”
That was good advice and too late. May had already agreed to collect something on her way, bring the extension lead Harry had left at her place, and arrive with enough time to deal with the photograph. She asked Karen about Mara instead. Karen said she was choosing clothes with Denny offering opinions nobody had requested. Tomorrow’s ride was arranged. Nobody needed May to arrange another one.
After they hung up, May checked her own list rather than her mother’s. She’d left work with tomorrow mentally sorted into a handful of jobs. Now she had six messages she hadn’t answered and the suspicion that she’d promised to bring two things she hadn’t bought.
Harry came in for the scissors.
“Did you get the batteries?” she asked.
“For what?”
“The lights.”
He looked at the unopened packet beside her elbow. “Those plug in.”
“The other ones.”
“I thought you were bringing those.”
May stared at him long enough to remember the exchange. She had said she’d check. Checking had somehow become buying without either of them stating the change.
“Okay. I’ll get them.”
“I can.”
“Are you going out?”
“In a bit.”
She told him the size and quantity, then made him photograph the old packet. He complied without the protest she’d expected. As he lowered the phone, an incoming message made him grin.
“Ravi?” May asked.
“He wants to know if he has to wear something nice.”
“Tell him to bring swimming shorts.”
Harry typed. “He said he has those.”
“Then he’s dressed.”
She returned to her own screen, removed the batteries from her list, and felt disproportionately grateful to lose one small errand. Harry was still messaging when he went through the door, the scissors held safely closed in his other hand. He wasn’t only carrying things for her mother. He was making his own plans for a party he expected to enjoy.
May wanted that too. She wanted to spend some of tomorrow with a drink in her hand instead of a list. For now, letting Harry buy the batteries would have to count as progress toward it.
Outside, the tables scraped into place. Jacob said something May couldn’t hear. Eddie answered with a laugh, then asked Ethan to come to the door.
May stayed in the kitchen, close enough to hear the conversation and far enough not to become another person looking at Jacob.
“What time does he finish, exactly?” Eddie asked.
“His slot’s eleven forty,” Ethan said. “He said before one.”
“If they run late?”
“I’ll already be there.”
“You’re meeting him there?”
“Yes.”
“Okay.”
From farther out, Jacob said, “You can ask me.”
“I did,” Eddie said. “You gave me a range.”
“Because I don’t run the assessment.”
“Then Ethan can tell me when you leave.”
“I can text.”
“I know.”
May put the list back on the cupboard door. Her mother had chosen the nineteenth weeks ago, before half the small details became things people had to remember. There had been work calendars, birthdays, appointments, and the narrowing window before the house became a property strangers could view.
“The nineteenth is perfect,” Athena had said.
She said it again now, checking the space through the back door. “Everybody can get here. Nobody needs to rush away.”
“You said that about the last party,” Harry reminded her from the hall.
“And did they?”
He considered. “No.”
“There you go.”
May returned to the table stacks. There were jobs she could do without anyone needing to check what she’d done: remove the labels from the serving bowls, wash the new pitcher, make a place for the towels that wouldn’t require wet people to cross the kitchen.
She started with the bowls. Jacob came inside for water and took the sticky one from her when he saw the label tearing.
“Hot water,” he said.
“I tried.”
“Longer.”
“You can do it.”
He did. He held the bowl under the tap until the adhesive softened, then rubbed it away with the edge of the sponge. May washed the next one beside him. For a few minutes, the work became so ordinary that she forgot to think about tomorrow at all.
“How’s the presentation?” she asked.
“Better than this morning.”
“Did Chris help?”
“He told me when I got boring.”
“Helpful.”
“It was, actually.” Jacob rinsed the bowl. “He stopped me explaining the same thing twice.”
“I can see that.”
He glanced at her, deciding whether she meant the explanation or Christopher’s intervention. She didn’t clarify. He put the bowl on the drying mat and reached for another.
“Are you nervous?”
“A little.”
“About questions?”
“About being done.”
May looked at him, but he was checking the bottom of the bowl for another label. She gave him room to continue. He didn’t. After a moment, she passed him the clean towel.
“You’ll get dinner before you have to think about it again,” she said.
“That seems to be everybody’s plan.”
“Good plan.”
“I’m eating,” he said, not quite defensive.
“I know. I saw your sandwich.”
He smiled. That was enough conversation for the sink. May let him carry the bowls to the table without adding anything he hadn’t asked for.
On her phone, the photograph had finished downloading. She saved it in the right folder, checked it once more, and closed the screen as Christopher came beside her to ask which drinks were his.
“Any of those,” she said, pointing.
“The blue one?”
“Yes.”
He took it and went back to the island. May returned her phone to her pocket rather than leave it faceup on the counter.
By six, the chairs were outside, the clean bowls were dry, and Harry had found the correct nozzle. One inflatable leaned against the fence, fuller than necessary, and another waited beside it. Eddie called for someone to help move the cooler. Jacob went before May could answer.
She watched through the open door while they lifted it. Eddie took the heavier end. Jacob noticed, changed his grip, and complained. Eddie said something that made him laugh.
Tomorrow would require all of them to arrive, eat, swim, and stay. Tonight, May only needed the right photograph, the right place for everything, and no one asking the wrong question before dinner.
She checked the cupboard list once more and crossed out a finished task.
By dinner, someone had put a folding chair where Athena usually stood to open the back door.
She moved it herself. The legs caught on the mat, and she lifted it higher, carried it outside, and set it near the others. The pool held the last light in a broken rectangle. Harry had left the pump beside the fence. Two tables stood on ground that wasn’t quite level, and Eddie was crouched beside one trying to correct the wobble with a folded piece of cardboard.
“Use the other side,” Athena told him.
“I tried.”
“Then move it.”
Eddie stood, tested the table once more, and moved it six inches. It settled.
“There,” she said.
He looked at the cardboard in his hand and tucked it into his pocket. Jacob carried the last stack of chairs from the house, then stopped to judge where they belonged.
“Along the fence for now,” Athena said. “We’ll move them tomorrow.”
“We could put them where you want them.”
“I don’t know where I want them yet.”
He accepted that, set them down, and went back inside. Athena followed with the empty pitcher, noticing the small wet footprint one of the boys had left near the threshold. Nobody had been in the pool. Somebody had tested the water anyway.
She would find out who if it mattered. It didn’t matter tonight.
The kitchen was full without being crowded. May had claimed the counter nearest the refrigerator. Ethan stood at the stove watching the last pan, and Christopher occupied the island with the confidence of a child who knew which adults would make him move and which would work around him. Harry had washed his hands and was looking for something to eat before the food was on the table.
“Wait,” Athena said.
He withdrew his hand from the plate.
“I’m hungry.”
“That’s why we made dinner.”
He gave her a look she’d known since he was eight. She gave him the same answer she’d been giving almost as long and handed him the cutlery instead.
In the front room, a box sat beneath the window. It was sealed but not labeled. She knew what was in it: books from the shelves nearest the fireplace, the ones she wouldn’t need before the move. She had left the photographs out. Deciding what could wait inside cardboard had been easier than deciding what she wanted to see every morning until they left.
May had asked about the missing books when she arrived. Athena had said they were packed. May hadn’t asked a second question.
That restraint had been thoughtful. It had also made Athena want to tell her to ask whatever she wanted. The contradictory impulse passed before she acted on it.
There would be time for books later.
Ethan turned off the burner. “This one’s done.”
“Put it on the trivet.”
“Where?”
“The table. Harry.”
Her son took the trivet from its drawer and set it out. Eddie came in, washed his hands, and asked whether anything else needed carrying. Athena gave him the water pitcher. Jacob took the plates. Within a few minutes, the kitchen’s unfinished work had become dinner, and everybody found a place without needing her to assign it.
She sat last because the serving spoon had disappeared. It was beside the stove, where she’d left it. She brought it to the table and sat down before anyone could offer to do that part for her too.
“Eat,” she said.
They did.
The first conversation concerned lunch, which Christopher apparently believed they had already discussed thoroughly. The second concerned a truck that had blocked the street near Ethan’s building. The third was Harry explaining why the speaker he’d borrowed would be better than the one his mother already owned.
“Does it play music?” Athena asked.
“Yes.”
“Then put it where nobody trips over it.”
“I’m putting it by the wall.”
“With the cable secured.”
“Yes.”
She could hear his patience thinning. It would hold. Harry had become an adult without losing the belief that an obvious instruction was an accusation. She let the subject go and passed the bread.
Eddie asked Jacob whether he’d rehearsed the whole presentation. Jacob said yes. Christopher said twice, though the second time hadn’t required the timer. Ethan asked about a question on the method. Jacob explained it with a fork in his hand, then stopped himself.
“I’m doing it again.”
“I asked,” Ethan said.
“You did.” Jacob set the fork down. “Okay.”
Athena watched him finish the explanation without making anyone at the table responsible for understanding every detail. When he ended, Eddie asked one practical question about the next day. Jacob answered and returned to his food.
She liked seeing him eat at her table without first measuring what permission it required. She didn’t say so. It would have made him look down at the plate and consider something that was going well without his attention.
May reached for the water. “Do we need to move the rug tomorrow?”
“Which rug?”
“Inside the door. Everyone coming in wet.”
“Yes. Roll it up in the morning.”
Harry looked toward the back door. “We can put towels there.”
“We will.”
“And if people stay outside—”
“They won’t,” May said.
“I said if.”
Athena passed him the salad before they could spend dinner debating a condition neither believed would occur.
The question came from Eddie after the plates had been filled a second time.
“You sure you want all this before the listing?”
He wasn’t challenging her. She could hear the distinction. He’d spent the afternoon lifting things and would return tomorrow with whatever else she said they needed. He was looking at the house as something that would soon have to look ready for photographs and strangers.
“Yes.”
“I mean the pool, everybody staying, moving furniture.” He glanced at the table. “We can still do the party without making more work for you.”
“You’re making the work for you,” she said. “You’ll be here Wednesday.”
“I will.”
“Then that part’s settled.”
May looked between them, holding her glass. Harry continued eating but slower than before. The boys had become attentive without anyone telling them to listen.
Athena put down her fork. The answer needed to be complete enough that they wouldn’t keep trying to improve the day by reducing it.
“I’m not turning this place into a mausoleum while we still live here.”
No one interrupted. She looked toward the doorway, where the unmarked box remained in view.
The house they’d lost had held an entire history she couldn’t reconstruct by buying the same furniture. The loss had been physical first: rooms, walls, belongings, places her hands expected to find in the dark. Bobby had nearly died from smoke inhalation. Afterward, even the ordinary sound of him drawing a breath had required effort not to listen to.
They had rebuilt a home. Not a replica. Bobby had wanted space for the people who kept arriving, for children who became adults and adults who still needed somebody’s table, for meals larger than the invitation. They’d argued about finishes, agreed about the kitchen, and underestimated how quickly everyone would claim a favorite place.
Now she could see those places occupied.
“Bobby built this house for all of us,” she said. “Not so I could keep it clean until somebody else bought it.”
May’s gaze lowered briefly to the table. Athena continued before the silence acquired an obligation.
“And then he did die, and he will haunt all of us from Minnesota if we don't bring the house down like he intended.”
Eddie’s mouth moved before the rest of his expression caught up.
“Maybe not bring it down.”
“You know what I mean.”
“I do. I’m just—”
“Then tomorrow you can make sure we don’t do it literally.”
Harry laughed first, surprised out of being careful. May’s smile followed. Christopher looked at Eddie with the expectant interest of someone who wanted to hear him lose an argument politely.
Eddie lifted one hand. “Okay.”
“The realtor can come later,” Athena said. “Tuesday belongs to us.”
She picked up her fork. That mattered as much as ending the sentence. She wasn’t inviting testimonies. She wasn’t asking them to tell her what Bobby would have wanted as though he’d become unavailable to memory unless everyone spoke at once.
She knew what he would have wanted.
He would have wanted to know whether the smaller children had a safe place to sleep. He would have wanted food that held up when somebody arrived late. He would have worried about enough chairs and then spent most of the party standing in the kitchen. By eleven, he would have told someone to turn the music down a little and been ignored for exactly the length of time it took him to ask again.
She missed him with a precision no speech could improve.
“Who’s bringing the fruit?” she asked.
May consulted her phone. “Karen.”
“Good. Tell her we have the bowls.”
“I did.”
“Then eat before yours gets cold.”
The conversation returned, not because grief had been resolved but because she’d left a place for dinner to continue. Christopher wanted to know whether the inflatable Harry had brought would fit two people. Harry said technically. Eddie said not to treat technically as permission to sink somebody.
Jacob asked whether there were enough places to sleep.
“There will be,” Athena said.
“I can bring—”
“Ask May. She’s got the list.”
May looked up. “An extra blanket, if it fits.”
“It fits.”
“And your towel.” Ethan glanced at him.
Jacob sighed. Christopher laughed around a mouthful and had to put down his water before explaining why.
Athena didn’t need the whole story. She heard enough to know somebody had forgotten one once, and now the family would remember on his behalf for longer than the mistake deserved. That, too, was part of what the house had been built to hold.
When dinner ended, Eddie and Ethan began clearing. Jacob stacked plates until Athena told him not to put the sharp knife between them. He corrected it immediately. Harry took Christopher outside to inspect the inflatables, and May collected the remaining food.
Athena stayed seated long enough to drink her water.
From this angle, she could see the kitchen, the doorway, the slice of pool beyond the open back door. She could also see the place where Bobby would have stood deciding whether leftovers belonged in one container or two.
She let herself see it.
Then she got up and found the larger container.
“That one,” she told May.
“I was looking for it.”
“Bottom drawer.”
“I know now.”
They put the food away together. Behind them, Eddie rinsed dishes while Ethan loaded the dishwasher. Jacob dried the hand-washed pan, then checked whether the cloth was actually dry enough to do anything. He exchanged it for another without announcing the discovery.
“You can go work,” Athena told him.
He looked at the pan. “I’m almost done.”
“Finish that, then go.”
“Okay.”
She didn’t tell him tomorrow would be fine. He hadn’t asked whether it would, and she didn’t possess the appointment’s outcome any more than he did. He’d done the work. Tonight there was still a little more to do. She could give him enough dinner and an unobstructed exit.
He thanked her for the food. She told him to bring the blanket. The exchange spared both of them a larger farewell.
Ethan checked the time and looked toward Eddie. They settled the ride without Athena needing to attend to it. Jacob found Christopher outside to say he was leaving. Christopher called something after him about the fourth slide. Jacob answered through the doorway, and both sounded pleased.
After they left, the house didn’t feel emptied. Harry remained outside. Christopher was staying until Eddie finished helping with the last things. May had opened another package at the table and was checking what it contained against the list.
Athena took a roll of tape from the drawer and went to the back door.
“Harry.”
“Yeah?”
“Let me see the cable.”
He came over, holding the end of it. They followed its route from the speaker to the outlet, moving it away from the path people would use after dark. Athena held the tape while he secured the section nearest the wall. She watched him press down the edges and didn’t make him do it twice.
“That’s better,” she said.
He stood. “I know.”
She handed him the roll. “Put that where you can find it tomorrow.”
He went to do so. Athena tested the nearest table, found it steady, and looked over the yard.
People would occupy every part of it. The little children would need attention that couldn’t be delegated to a vague assumption somebody was watching. There would be drinks to separate, a route to the bathroom to keep clear, a point in the evening when someone needed a reminder that staying was easier than driving tired.
She made a note to herself about lighting and went back inside.
Eddie stood at the counter with his keys in his hand. “Anything else tonight?”
“No. Bring him before he decides this house is his.”
Christopher appeared behind him. “I heard that.”
“Then get your bag.”
He did, stopping to tell Harry he wanted the blue inflatable tomorrow. Harry refused to reserve it. Christopher began negotiating. Eddie let the conversation last until it reached a second round, then opened the door.
“Tomorrow,” he said.
“I’m coming,” Christopher answered.
At the door, Athena remembered the sleeping arrangements and stopped Eddie before he left.
“Make sure everybody knows they’re staying.”
“They know.”
“Knowing now and deciding after midnight aren’t the same.”
“I’ll remind them.”
“And there’s no parking across the neighbor’s drive.”
Eddie nodded. Christopher, who had already shouldered his backpack, waited beside him without pretending the reminder concerned his driving.
Harry came from the kitchen. “I can move my car in the morning.”
“Leave the clear space near the gate,” Athena said. “We’ll need it.”
“Okay.”
He and Eddie settled which cars could go where. Athena listened only long enough to confirm the access route would remain open. It wasn’t a complicated arrangement. It needed to be an arrangement rather than optimism.
Athena stood with them long enough to say goodnight. Eddie didn’t ask about the listing again. He said he’d be back in the morning, and she told him what time would be useful.
That was the answer she wanted from him.
When they’d gone, she checked the hall cupboard for spare linen. Two folded blankets, sheets, and a pillow with a clean cover. More were upstairs. They wouldn’t have a bed for every adult. They would have a proper place for the little ones before the evening became loud, and a place for everyone else to land when it stopped being fun to stand.
She took the blankets out and laid them over the back of a chair. The familiar task made the scale of tomorrow visible in a way the grocery bags hadn’t. Some of these people would sleep badly, wake late, and complain while drinking her coffee. Somebody would be embarrassed about where they’d fallen asleep. Somebody else would photograph it.
The anticipation came with a brief, sharp wish to turn and ask Bobby whether he’d counted the pillows.
She kept her hand on the cupboard door until it passed far enough that she could close it without a slam.
May found her with the second pillow.
“Where?”
“That chair.”
Her daughter put it beside the blankets, glanced at the cupboard, and fetched another cover from the shelf. Athena let her. There was no need to protect May from the knowledge that preparing a house to be full could make its missing person more apparent.
They didn’t speak about him. They fitted the cover, tucked the loose edge inside, and set the pillow down. Then May returned to the packages at the table, and Athena checked whether the extra bathroom hand towels had been put out.
Not yet. She found them in the dryer, warm enough that she stood holding the bundle for a second before folding it. Tomorrow they’d all be damp within an hour. She put them beside the sink anyway, then moved the spare toilet paper where nobody would have to search for it.
Athena could accept an excellent party and still insist people know where things were. The house had survived plenty of both. She intended to give it one more.
Back in the dining room, May let out a breath and leaned against the table.
“We’ve got a lot left.”
“We’ve got enough done.”
“Those aren’t the same thing.”
“They don’t have to be tonight.”
May looked at the packages and the covered things on the sideboard. “I’ll come early.”
“You’re here now.”
“I’m going home.”
“Then go home.” Athena took the scissors from beside her daughter’s hand and put them away. “Get some sleep.”
“You too.”
“I will.”
May didn’t quite believe her. Athena couldn’t blame her for that. She had, however, learned the difference between a task requiring tonight and one that became urgent only because she didn’t want to sit down.
The napkins could wait.
She walked May to the door, accepted the kiss on her cheek without making it a moment her daughter had to remain inside, and watched her reach the car. Harry called from the kitchen that he was putting the last drinks away.
“Not in the freezer,” Athena called back.
“I know.”
She closed the door smiling.
Tomorrow would be Bobby’s last house party. That truth wasn’t smaller because he wouldn’t be at it, and it wasn’t gentler because the music would be loud. The home he’d built would be full of the people he’d made room for. They would leave marks she could clean and noise she wouldn’t apologize for before anybody complained.
She went to the kitchen, checked that the refrigerator was shut, and turned off the light above the stove. The small lamp near the back door stayed on. Its reflection trembled across the pool.
For tonight, the house was ready enough.
The slide looked worse after dinner.
Jacob had liked the figure that afternoon. Now the two fitted curves crowded the data, the legend was too small, and the color he’d chosen to distinguish the second model became almost invisible when he dimmed the screen. He sat back, turned the brightness up again, and admitted that the problem had not arrived while he was at Athena’s. He’d simply stopped looking at it long enough to see it.
Through the partition, he could hear Ethan putting the lunch container away. The downstairs room held the dry warmth of a day that hadn’t quite left the building. Jacob had opened his door for the air but kept the desk lamp angled away from the living area. The map and postcard were still beside the monitor. He moved neither.
He changed the second line from pale orange to navy, added a different line style, and increased the legend. The result looked less elegant and became easier to read.
That was the job.
The presentation was one part of the assessment. The written report, references, analysis files, and responses to the project’s methodological questions were already uploaded. Tomorrow he would explain the work to two faculty members, answer questions, and receive the outcome of the last requirement. His advisor had confirmed the other credits. He had read that confirmation often enough that the phrases no longer felt like ordinary English.
He could trust the email without reopening it.
He reopened it.
Everything was still there. The transferred coursework, the completed summer modules, the final assessment pending. His B.S. in Biochemistry had become a list with one unchecked item. He read the final line, closed the message, and went back to the graph.
At Charleston, this result would have belonged to a different sequence of days. He would have discussed it with people who knew his work before they knew anything about his family. There would have been a lab he could walk into without being shown where supplies belonged, friends who already understood why his last year had become difficult, and probably a conversation about whether he was staying for something else.
He missed pieces of that life independently of wanting it back.
The distinction had become easier to recognize this summer. He could miss a particular afternoon, a restaurant, the voice of somebody leaning across a bench to ask for the marker, without deciding that Los Angeles was a temporary substitute. He could want to finish the degree without agreeing to become the person who had once thought the degree was the first step in a straight line.
On the screen, the residuals waited. They were less patient than those thoughts.
He opened the analysis file and checked which run he’d used for the figure. The answer was in the label. He checked it anyway, then made himself stop. Repeating a verification did not improve the data. It used the time he needed for the part he hadn’t rehearsed.
“Can I come in?” Ethan asked.
Jacob turned. Ethan stood beyond the open sliding door holding a glass and a piece of toast. He’d changed out of the clothes he’d worn to work. His hair was still damp near the temple, as though he’d washed his face and failed to dry it carefully.
“Yeah.”
“This is yours.”
“I ate dinner.”
“I know. It’s toast.”
Jacob accepted it. Ethan set the water on the desk where there was actually room, then looked at the graph.
“You changed it.”
“The line was disappearing.”
“Better.”
“You haven’t seen the other one.”
“I saw it this morning.”
Jacob had forgotten. He took a bite, caught crumbs before they fell onto the keyboard, and turned back to the screen. Ethan leaned against the edge of the doorframe rather than rearrange the room to sit.
“Do you want me to hear it?”
“The whole thing?”
“If you want.”
Jacob looked at the time. “Just the middle. The part Chris said I did twice.”
“Okay.”
He put down the toast, opened the presentation view, and began with the observation instead of the assay conditions. The change felt strange after several rehearsals in the old order. He hesitated, went back half a sentence, and found the place where he actually wanted to start.
The low-concentration data behaved like the straightforward model predicted. The high-concentration points did not. He explained what that suggested, what it couldn’t establish alone, and which controls made the alternative explanation worth testing. Halfway through, he heard himself say the same caution in different words.
He stopped.
“That,” Ethan said.
“Yeah.”
“The first time was clear.”
Jacob looked down at his notes. He’d written the caution twice because he was afraid of sounding too confident. The repetition hadn’t made him appropriately careful. It had made the answer sound as though he didn’t trust the first sentence.
He crossed out the second version.
“Ask something,” he said.
Ethan watched the figure for a moment. “Why fit both if you already think one is wrong?”
Jacob answered too quickly. He stopped again, frustrated now for a reason the graph had nothing to do with.
“Sorry. That sounded like I was arguing.”
“A little.”
“I know.” He breathed out. “The simpler fit gives us the comparison. I don’t get to call the second one better because it looks like the thing I expected. I have to show what it improves and what it costs.”
Ethan nodded. “Okay. That made sense.”
“They’ll probably ask about the controls.”
“Then answer that too.”
He did. Ethan listened without trying to become an examiner, and the question loosened another answer Jacob had memorized into something he could explain. The model wasn’t the result. It was a way of accounting for it. He’d written that sentence in the report. Saying it aloud made him hear where the rest of the paragraph had become unnecessarily defensive.
By the time he finished, the toast had cooled.
“Did you understand it?” he asked.
“Yes.”
“Or did it just sound like I understood it?”
Ethan smiled a little. “I understood enough to ask why you needed the comparison. I’d need more time with the methods to check the rest.”
That was a better answer than general reassurance. Jacob ate the remaining toast while Ethan examined a question in the margin.
“What happened at work?” Jacob asked.
Ethan looked up. “Why?”
“You were quiet at dinner.”
“I was tired.”
Jacob waited without turning the wait into a request.
“Patel stopped me moving into an encounter,” Ethan said. “I thought I could help. I hadn’t actually worked out what I was going to do.”
“Did you do it?”
“No. She stopped me first.”
“Okay.”
Ethan rubbed the side of his thumb. “I knew the limit. It wasn’t that.”
Jacob could hear how much the distinction mattered. He didn’t offer a story from Newton or the ride-along to make the correction smaller. Ethan had his own work. He could bring it into this room without Jacob claiming the nearest piece of it.
“What did she say?”
“That being comfortable there doesn’t mean my role gets bigger.”
Jacob considered that. “Was she right?”
“Yeah.”
Neither of them added anything for a moment. The lamp hummed faintly when Jacob touched its base. He moved his hand away.
“That still sounds annoying,” he said.
“It was.” Ethan’s shoulders lowered. “I got the research work done. That went fine.”
“Good.”
“And I ate the wrap.”
“I saw.”
Ethan glanced toward the kitchen. “Did you put the rice under the label?”
“Yes.”
“Great.”
The smile they shared wasn’t a resolution of the hospital day. It belonged to the rice. Jacob was learning to leave things at the scale where they happened.
Ethan pushed away from the frame. “I’ll let you finish.”
“I’m nearly done.”
“You said that before we went to dinner.”
“Different nearly.”
Ethan didn’t answer. He picked up the empty plate and went to the kitchen. Jacob heard the tap start, then stop, followed by the cupboard closing. The sounds gave him a useful measure of how long he’d been looking at the same sentence.
He deleted three words.
Before the export, he checked the report’s acknowledgments. They weren’t part of the marks. He’d included the people who’d helped with the work, not every person who had helped him remain alive and capable of doing it. The distinction had felt cold when he first wrote the page. Now it felt necessary. One document couldn’t carry every kind of gratitude.
He found the line thanking the summer teaching staff and read it once. They had accepted the question he brought them, redirected it where necessary, and expected him to do the next part. Their expectations had been specific. There had been comfort in that, even on the days he complained about how much they required.
The last module’s deadline had fallen during a week when he wanted to be outside. He’d finished it anyway. The lab analysis had taken longer than he expected. He’d done the extra reading, found the error in his own method, and revised the work. None of that became less real because he’d also gone to the beach and the zoo.
At some point over the summer, he’d stopped thinking of ordinary pleasure as proof he wasn’t taking the degree seriously enough. Not completely. The old reflex still returned when he closed the laptop before everything was done. But he could now recognize the reflex without always obeying it.
Tonight, he had to stop because the work was ready, not because he’d exhausted himself into permission.
His phone lit beside the notes.
Christopher: Slide four.
Jacob smiled and answered.
Jacob: I fixed it.
Christopher: Don’t talk fast.
Jacob: I’ll try.
The reply was a thumbs-up. Jacob put the phone facedown and rehearsed that section one more time, deliberately leaving space after the first result. The pause felt too long while he was speaking. On the timer, it added only a few seconds.
He’d mistaken speed for confidence in the first rehearsal. He’d been trying to outrun the chance that somebody might hear uncertainty. The work contained uncertainty. He knew where it was. Explaining it would be better than racing past it.
He went to the kitchen for more water and found Ethan opening a bag of tea.
“Want one?”
“Not now.”
“Okay.”
Jacob filled the glass. “How many times did you practice your last presentation?”
Ethan considered. “Enough that I got tired of hearing it.”
“Did you stop then?”
“No.”
“Helpful.”
“I should’ve.” Ethan pushed the bag aside. “I changed one part the night before and forgot the change while I was talking.”
“What happened?”
“I said it the old way. Then corrected it.”
Jacob looked down at the glass. That wasn’t a disaster. He could see how easy it would be to rehearse as though any unplanned sentence would invalidate the whole room.
“I’m not changing anything else,” he said.
“Okay.”
Ethan didn’t ask whether he meant it. Jacob returned to the desk and compared the last two versions once. The new figure was clearer. The shorter explanation was better. He deleted the temporary copy so he couldn’t open the wrong one at eleven forty and call the resulting panic bad luck.
Then he closed the analysis file. Its questions would remain interesting tomorrow even if nobody required another answer from him. That seemed worth remembering. He didn’t have to promise a research career to retain an interest in the subject he’d spent years learning.
At ten, he exported the final presentation. At ten seven, he found an inconsistent abbreviation, corrected it on two slides, and exported it again. At ten twelve, he copied the file to the backup drive and checked that it opened. The drive went into the pocket of his bag with the printed instructions.
He’d done enough checking to know it was there.
He put the bag beside the door, out of the path to the bathroom, and turned back to the desk for the one task that couldn’t be exported. He read the questions without answering them aloud. Then he closed the notes.
There would be questions he hadn’t predicted. He could understand the work without anticipating every possible way somebody might ask about it. The thought was sensible. Accepting it took another few minutes.
When he emerged into the living area, Ethan was on the sofa reading something that had nothing to do with UCLA. His feet were on the floor, his phone faceup beside him. The room had settled into lamplight, the terrace beyond it dark enough to reflect the interior.
“Finished?”
“For tonight.”
Ethan moved the book from the other cushion. Jacob sat, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees until his back objected. He leaned against the cushion instead.
“Is there a thing later?” Ethan asked.
“What kind of thing?”
“Commencement. If you finish in summer.”
“There’s the regular ceremony. I’m not going.”
“You can?”
“I think so. I didn’t check the whole form.”
Ethan looked down at the book, then back at him. “Are you okay with that?”
“Yeah.”
“I’m asking because—”
“I know why you’re asking.” Jacob let the first edge in his voice subside. “I don’t mind.”
Ethan waited.
Jacob looked through the open door at the desk lamp. He’d left it on. The map was visible beneath the edge of the screen, a piece of a day he hadn’t planned and wouldn’t have wanted to miss.
“I liked college,” he said. “I didn’t like every part. I liked enough of it that I wanted to finish. That doesn’t mean the thing I’m missing is walking across a stage.”
“Okay.”
“They’ll put the degree on the record. I’ll get the piece of paper. I’m not giving up the actual thing.”
“I wasn’t saying you were.”
“No.” Jacob rubbed a hand over his face. “Sorry. I’m hearing questions nobody’s asking.”
“You’ve practiced those too.”
“Apparently.”
Ethan set the book on his lap. “You don’t have to convince me.”
Jacob knew that. It was still easier to hear once.
He sat with the knowledge for a moment. Outside, a car passed slowly enough that its light traveled across the terrace glass before disappearing. The room returned to its own reflection. Jacob could see Ethan’s shoulder beside his without looking directly at him.
“I just want to finish it,” he said.
“Then finish it.”
The answer didn’t ask him to make tomorrow mean less. It didn’t require him to admit it meant more. Jacob nodded and stayed on the sofa until his legs stopped feeling like they still belonged under the desk.
After a while, Ethan returned to the book. Jacob checked his phone, answered Eddie’s reminder about the blanket, and put it away before opening the course portal again. He hadn’t needed to see the portal. He didn’t need to finish the impulse either.
He got up, switched off the desk lamp, and went to wash.
Sleep came later than he wanted and earlier than he’d feared. He woke once to the ordinary sound of somebody using the kitchen, checked the time without picking up the phone, and went back to sleep. When the alarm sounded in the morning, the room was lighter than he expected.
Tuesday.
He lay still long enough to let the day become a day rather than a list. Then he sat up, put his feet on the floor, and reached for the clothes he’d left on the chair. A clean shirt. Trousers without anything spilled on them. Nothing ceremonial.
The bathroom mirror showed a face that looked much like yesterday’s. He shaved the small area he’d missed near his jaw, washed his hands, and returned to the room to check the bag. The drive, the printout, the laptop, the charger. He zipped it shut.
In the kitchen, Ethan had left a mug beside the kettle.
“Morning,” he said from the island.
“Morning.”
“You slept?”
“Enough.”
Ethan looked at him briefly, then accepted the answer. He had toast on a plate and a bowl of fruit between two stools. Jacob poured the water, let the tea steep, and sat down.
Neither of them asked about the presentation immediately. Ethan told him the parking route he planned to use. Jacob said where he’d be afterward. They confirmed the meeting point once, with enough specificity that neither would have to stand in the wrong courtyard pretending it was the right one.
“You could just wait here,” Jacob said.
“I’m coming.”
“I can get back.”
“I know.” Ethan reached for the fruit. “I said I’d meet you.”
Jacob let the offer remain an offer. He ate, burned his mouth mildly on the tea despite waiting, and blamed himself rather than the kettle. Ethan finished first and began gathering the things they needed for Athena’s: towels, the blanket, something Harry had asked him to bring.
Tomorrow’s party was today’s party now. Christopher’s and Ravi’s birthdays had become a plan with bags beside the door. Jacob would finish the assessment, meet Ethan, and go.
He wanted that sequence. A room full of people would give the end of the academic day somewhere to go without requiring a conversation about it every five minutes.
He checked the time and stood.
Ethan came to the door while Jacob put on his shoes. The laces on one were shorter than the other. He’d been meaning to change them for a week. Today they would do.
“Text me when you’re done,” Ethan said.
“You’ll be there.”
“Text anyway.”
“Okay.”
Jacob straightened with the bag in his hand. Beyond Ethan, the loft remained exactly as it had been while the work occupied it: mug on the island, sunlight approaching the sofa, map and postcard on the desk. He hadn’t left a new assignment open. For the first time in months, he didn’t know what he’d put on that desk tonight.
The space after the assessment wasn’t an obligation to invent a new life by dinner. He had spent months giving the next required task most of his attention. A few hours without one could be unfamiliar and still be good. The desk would hold something again when he had something to put there.
He could find out later.
“See you after,” he said.
Then he opened the door and went.
The room was unlocked.
Jacob had arrived early enough to imagine waiting outside it, reading the instructions again while other people passed. Instead, the door stood open and a staff member was checking the projector. She looked up when he stopped at the threshold.
“Jacob Diaz?”
“Yes.”
“You can come in. We’re a little ahead.”
Ahead had not been part of the rehearsed sequence. He thanked her, entered, and put the bag on the chair she indicated. The room smelled faintly of dry-erase cleaner. A rectangular table faced the screen. Two glasses of water stood at one end, and a third waited near the place where he would present.
Nothing about it looked capable of ending seventeen months.
He took out the laptop, connected the cable, and watched the title slide appear too large before the display adjusted. The figure looked readable from the table. He changed to that slide, checked the legend, and returned to the beginning.
“Do you have audio?” the staff member asked.
“No.”
“Good. That’s the part it sometimes argues about.”
She showed him how to change the display if it failed, then left him with a few minutes. Jacob put the backup drive beside the laptop instead of leaving it hidden in the bag. He arranged the printed notes, moved the water away from the keyboard, and stopped arranging things.
The last assessment could begin without him improving the placement of a glass.
Through the window, part of the campus remained visible between trees. He’d spent enough of the summer here that the view no longer felt borrowed. He knew the route from this building to the place Ethan would wait. He knew where he’d stop if he wanted a drink. Familiarity had arrived in pieces while he was doing something else.
One faculty member entered with a notebook. The other came behind her carrying the report Jacob had uploaded. They introduced themselves, though he’d met one during a summer discussion, and checked the outline of the assessment with him. Presentation first. Questions afterward. Then a brief wait while they finalized the outcome.
“You’ve completed the other requirements,” the first said.
“Yes.”
“Good. Let’s hear the work.”
Jacob stood where the screen wouldn’t shine across his face. He could feel the pulse in his wrist as he rested his hand near the trackpad. It wasn’t particularly fast. It was simply available to his attention.
He began.
The first minute sounded more formal than he wanted. His name, the project, the purpose of the assay. He moved to the observation and found the cadence he’d used with Ethan. He knew what he was showing. He could tell them without reciting the page.
The low-concentration reaction rates fit the simpler model reasonably well. At the upper end, the departure wasn’t random scatter. He showed the residuals before introducing the alternative. The room remained quiet except for a pen moving across paper.
That quiet was not disapproval. He’d remind himself once and leave it alone.
At the methods slide, he described how the runs had been checked and which controls mattered to interpreting the decline. He gave the temperature and assay conditions without trying to make them sound like a story. When he reached the limits of what the data established, he paused long enough to let the distinction stand.
He didn’t say it twice.
The last slide arrived sooner than it had during the first rehearsal. He summarized the finding, the uncertainty, and the next experiment he would use to separate the remaining explanations. Then he stopped speaking.
The faculty member with his report looked up.
“Why did you choose that model?”
Jacob could hear Ethan’s question in the shape of it without hearing Ethan’s voice. He answered from the evidence rather than the fit’s appearance. The improvement had a cost in additional parameters. He’d compared the models, examined the residual structure, and avoided presenting a better visual fit as a mechanism proved.
“And if the high-concentration points weren’t present?”
He looked at the graph. “I wouldn’t have enough reason to distinguish them on this dataset.”
“So what does the lower range tell you?”
He explained the parameter estimate and the limits of the range. The answer came slowly enough that he could feel himself deciding which part of the question mattered. He didn’t apologize for the pause.
The second examiner asked about a control in the report. Jacob switched to the appendix slide and found the relevant run. The data didn’t answer every version of the concern. He said what it could exclude, then what it couldn’t.
“You’d repeat it?”
“I’d change that control, not just repeat the same run.”
“How?”
He described it. Halfway through, he realized he’d given the concentration without specifying the volume. He corrected that detail and continued. Neither examiner treated the correction as a confession.
The next question concerned uncertainty. He knew the calculation. He also knew the part of it that had frustrated him: the estimate became less stable when he removed a small number of points, and hiding that in an appendix would have made the main result look cleaner than it was.
He showed them the comparison.
“This is why I didn’t use the estimate alone as the conclusion,” he said.
The examiner nodded, looked at the printed page, and asked what he would tell someone who wanted to use it to design the next experiment.
That required a different answer. Not the summary. Not the caution by itself. Jacob took a breath and described the practical consequence of the uncertainty: which range he’d investigate, where more measurements would be informative, and why adding precision to the wrong part of the curve wouldn’t settle the question.
He liked the question.
The realization came while he was answering it. He’d spent so long wanting this requirement finished that he’d forgotten he could still want to talk about the work. The degree hadn’t become meaningless because he no longer knew what job would follow it. The things he’d learned still gave him ways of looking closely.
One examiner asked about something he hadn’t predicted. A methodological choice from an earlier section, an assumption he’d used but hadn’t emphasized in the talk. He looked at the report, then at the slide, and admitted he needed a moment.
“Take it,” she said.
He had an answer. It didn’t arrive as a memorized sentence. He had to build it from the design, the measurement, and the limitation he’d accepted when choosing the approach. The process felt less polished than rehearsing had. It also felt more like knowing the subject.
He finished and waited.
“All right,” the first examiner said.
They asked two smaller questions. The last one concerned the proposed follow-up. Jacob resisted the temptation to describe an entire future project in the answer. He gave the necessary next step and stopped.
Before they ended, the second examiner returned to the report’s discussion of the instrument. Jacob had described a check there more briefly than he had in the appendix.
“Why does this matter to the interpretation?” she asked.
He explained that an apparent decline at high concentration could be a measurement problem rather than a change in the reaction. The assay depended on what the instrument could distinguish, not simply what the enzyme was doing. He’d checked the relevant range rather than assume the signal remained equally informative everywhere.
“And the blank?”
“Matched to the conditions. Otherwise the comparison introduces a difference I’m treating as background.”
She asked him to describe the practical setup. He did, including the control he’d initially wished he could omit because it complicated the schedule. The fact that it had cost time wasn’t a scientific reason to resent the question. It had helped him avoid an answer he would otherwise have liked too quickly.
The first examiner turned back a page.
“That change came during the summer?”
“Yes.”
“What prompted it?”
Jacob named the observation rather than the conversation in which someone had pointed it out. Then he added the conversation too, because the work hadn’t become entirely his by surviving into the final report.
“I’d looked at the curve before I looked closely enough at the measurement. The discussion made me go back.”
“Was the second run what you expected?”
“Not exactly.”
“But useful?”
“Yes.”
He described the difference. As he spoke, the irritation he’d felt that week returned in a quieter form: the first analysis becoming inadequate, the realization that he had to do more work, the reluctance to discard something he’d already spent hours making clean. He had wanted the original account to be right. That wish had not improved it.
He could say so now without treating it as a failure of character.
“What would you retain from the first analysis?” the examiner asked.
He considered the comparison, the assumptions made explicit, the parts still supported by the data. Correcting the interpretation hadn’t required pretending the earlier work contained nothing worth keeping. He separated those pieces in the answer.
Both examiners listened. One wrote a short note. Neither helped him finish a sentence he could finish for himself.
That mattered more than he’d expected. During the summer, he’d often arrived aware of the transfer credits, the interrupted enrollment, the explanation attached to why he was completing this requirement now. In this room, they were asking about the work in front of them. He could answer as the person who had done it.
The first examiner checked the time and gave him room for any final clarification.
Jacob looked at the figure once more. There were things he could add. Most of them belonged to an answer he’d already given.
“No,” he said. “I think that covers it.”
The examiner closed the notebook.
“Thank you. If you can wait just outside for a few minutes, we’ll call you back.”
“Sure.”
He left the laptop where they said he could leave it, took his water, and went into the corridor. The door closed behind him with a soft latch.
Now he had nothing to do.
Not nothing forever. Nothing for these minutes. He stood beside the wall, then sat on a bench farther from the doorway so he wouldn’t have to hear indistinct voices and decide what they meant.
His hands looked ordinary around the glass. A faint dry mark crossed one knuckle. He had scraped it against the folding table at Athena’s yesterday. He remembered Eddie telling him to change his grip and his own unnecessary refusal before they’d lifted the cooler.
The thought made him smile.
He checked his phone. No new messages required an answer. Ethan had sent one earlier saying he was on his way. Jacob had left it unopened during the setup, and now read it properly.
Ethan: Same place. No rush.
He didn’t answer yet. He wasn’t done.
At Charleston, leaving had required phone calls, forms, and explanations that varied according to who was asking. Some people had received the truth. Some had received the smallest useful version. He remembered sitting with an email open and feeling unable to write a sentence that didn’t turn into more sentences.
Today the email could wait.
He wasn’t trying to justify a withdrawal. He wasn’t waiting for permission to disappear. He had arrived, presented the work, and answered the questions. Whatever happened next would follow something he’d completed in the room.
He let the glass rest on his knee.
A student walked past carrying a rolled poster. Someone else came from the lift with a paper bag that smelled of warm bread. The building had no reason to pause because Jacob had reached a bench at the end of an interrupted degree.
He was grateful for that, unexpectedly. The ordinary movement meant he didn’t have to perform the appropriate amount of emotion before he knew what the emotion was.
The door opened.
“Jacob?”
He stood too quickly, caught the glass before the water reached the rim, and followed the examiner back inside.
Both faculty members were seated now. The report lay closed. Jacob took the chair they indicated rather than stand beside the screen as though there might be another presentation.
“You’ve passed the assessment,” the first examiner said.
He heard the sentence. He understood every word. For a moment, understanding the sentence and locating himself inside it were separate tasks.
“Okay,” he said.
She smiled. “Congratulations.”
The second examiner gave him specific feedback: the clarity of the interpretation, the improvement in the methodological discussion, the place where the report could have distinguished the controls earlier. Jacob listened, nodding once when she reached the point he’d recognized during rehearsal.
There was no new assignment attached to the feedback.
He almost asked.
The first examiner explained that the result would be entered and the administrative record updated. His advisor had already confirmed the rest of the requirements. This completed the academic requirements for the B.S. in Biochemistry. The formal documentation would follow the university’s process.
Jacob looked at her.
“So there isn’t anything else I need to submit?”
“Not for this assessment. We have the final files.”
“And the degree requirements?”
“Completed.”
That word landed differently. There was no verb left waiting for him to perform.
He thanked them. The second examiner asked whether he had plans for the afternoon.
“A family party,” he said.
“Good timing.”
“Yeah.” He laughed once, quietly. “It is.”
They wished him well. He packed the laptop, put the backup drive away, and gathered the notes. He almost left the water on the table. The examiner handed it to him before he reached the door.
“Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.”
The exchange was so ordinary that he could finally believe the larger one had happened.
Outside the room, he stopped near the bench. He put the glass where the staff member had asked, checked that the bag was zipped, and opened Ethan’s message.
Jacob: Done.
He looked at the word before sending it. It didn’t contain passed. It didn’t contain finished my degree. Ethan would ask. Jacob would say it aloud somewhere that wasn’t this corridor.
He sent it.
The walk out took him past a noticeboard advertising events he no longer needed to fit around coursework. He glanced at one automatically, then kept going. At the stairs, he remembered where the exit led and chose it without checking his phone.
Sunlight waited at the door.
It felt warmer than it had on the way in. His shirt had pulled loose at one side while he sat. He corrected it, then wondered why, then left the other side alone. The bag was no lighter than before. He carried it differently anyway.
Ethan stood near the agreed meeting point, half in shade, looking at his phone. He looked up before Jacob reached him. The expression that crossed his face was immediate and held still long enough not to become a conclusion on Jacob’s behalf.
“So?”
Jacob stopped in front of him. “I passed.”
“Okay.”
“Okay?”
“Yeah.” Ethan put the phone away. “You did it.”
Jacob laughed.
He hadn’t planned to laugh. It came out too abruptly, then returned when he tried to say something. Ethan smiled without filling the space.
“It’s done,” Jacob said.
“I know.”
“They said the rest is administrative. The requirements are done.”
“Good.”
Jacob looked back toward the building. It hadn’t changed. There was no visible evidence that the room inside had given him something March 2024 had left unfinished.
Ethan reached for the strap at Jacob’s shoulder, paused, and held out his hand instead.
“You want me to take that?”
“No. I’ve got it.”
“Okay.”
Jacob adjusted the strap. He could carry the bag. He could also, now, put it down whenever he wanted. Nothing inside required him to open it tonight.
“How long were you waiting?”
“Not long.”
“You had time to get bored?”
“A little.”
“Sorry.”
“I brought my phone.”
Jacob smiled again, easier this time. Ethan had water with him and offered it. Jacob accepted, drank, and handed it back. The small sequence gave him something to do while the larger fact continued finding its place.
“Do you want to stay a minute?” Ethan asked.
Jacob looked at the patch of shade, the path, the people passing them. “Yeah.”
They moved out of the flow and sat on a low wall. The surface was warm through Jacob’s trousers. He put the bag between his feet and rested his hands on either side.
Ethan didn’t ask about the presentation at once. After a minute, Jacob began telling him anyway. The controls. The question he hadn’t anticipated. The examiner saying he could take a moment. He left out most of the technical explanation and found Ethan following without it.
“You got to use the new slide?”
“Yeah. It helped.”
“Good.”
“Chris was right.”
“He’ll like hearing that.”
“He already knows.”
Ethan smiled. Jacob watched a group cross the courtyard, talking over one another with the distracted urgency of people deciding where to eat. He had belonged to that kind of conversation once. He still could. The degree didn’t close the door on ordinary afternoons.
It closed one particular unfinished thing.
He didn’t know what to say about the seventeen months. He knew the number. He knew the beginning and now the end. Putting them beside each other in speech felt like more than he wanted to do on this wall.
Ethan leaned forward, elbows on his knees, and let him remain quiet.
After a while, Jacob took out his phone. Eddie’s message from the morning waited below Ethan’s. He opened it and typed a short answer.
Jacob: Finished. Passed. See you at Athena’s.
The response came almost immediately.
Eddie: Proud of you. See you there.
Jacob read it twice.
He put the phone away before Ethan could ask whether anything was wrong. Nothing was wrong. That fact required almost as much adjustment as the word completed.
“Ready?” Ethan asked.
“Yeah.”
They stood. Jacob took his bag, checked beneath the wall for anything he might have dropped, and found nothing. Ethan pointed toward the route to the car.
“This way.”
“I know.”
“You were looking at the other path.”
“I was looking.”
Ethan let that answer stand. They walked together at a pace that had no appointment left to meet. The party would be starting. Christopher would be there, and Ravi, and the rest of the family fitting themselves into Athena’s rooms.
Jacob had finished his degree.
Now he could go to their birthdays.
Jacob heard the music before Ethan turned off the engine.
It came from behind the house, a bass line interrupted by somebody shouting over it. Two cars occupied spaces that had been empty yesterday. Ethan parked where Eddie had told him to park, leaving the route near the gate clear, and looked toward the bags in the back.
“Blanket first or later?” Jacob asked.
“Later. Towels now.”
Jacob took the towels. His laptop bag stayed in the car. He checked that the door was locked without feeling compelled to return for it.
The assessment instructions were inside. They could remain there with the backup drive and the notes he no longer needed. It was a small act of separation, almost silly to notice. He noticed anyway.
Harry opened the front door before they reached it.
“Finally.”
“We’re not late,” Ethan said.
“You’re here now.” Harry took one of the towel bags. “Come in.”
Jacob followed him into a house that had acquired several more people and an entire second layer of color since dinner. Christopher’s name hung near the doorway in bright letters. Across the room, another decoration announced Ravi’s birthday. Somebody had tied balloons where they wouldn’t interfere with the path through the hall, and somebody else had already put a pair of shoes in that path.
Jacob moved around them. From the kitchen, Maddie called his name.
“Hey.” He stopped long enough to let her touch his arm.
“How did it go?”
“I passed.”
“I’m so glad.”
She said it warmly and without making the doorway the place where he had to explain the whole morning. Jee appeared at her side demanding to know whether Jacob had brought Pink. Maddie reminded her Pink had gone home with them.
“Right,” Jacob said. “I’m sorry.”
“She’s in the bag,” Jee told him.
“Good.”
She accepted his agreement and went to find someone who needed to see the flamingo. Maddie watched her go, then looked at Jacob once more.
“Go on. They’re waiting.”
He assumed she meant the birthday boys. He could hear Christopher beyond the kitchen, speaking with Denny about something that apparently required an immediate correction. Ethan put the towel bag near the designated stack and caught up beside him.
There was food everywhere.
Not ready everywhere. Bowls, covered trays, fruit, packets still being opened, and Athena directing two people at once without losing track of either. Karen stood beside the refrigerator. Hen leaned against the counter with a drink she hadn’t had time to finish.
Athena looked up.
“You ate?”
“Breakfast,” Jacob said.
“Then there’s food. Put something on a plate.”
“Okay.”
He was hungry now that she’d asked. The morning had occupied the place where appetite usually announced itself. He took a plate, accepted something Hen passed him, and tried to work out whether the covered things on the far counter were waiting for dinner or belonged to the birthday portion of the afternoon.
Three.
He saw that there were three before he saw what the third said. One had Christopher’s name. Another had Ravi’s. The final cake sat a little farther back, close enough to the wall that Jacob had to move to read the lettering.
Congratulations, Jacob
He stopped.
The plate remained in his hand. It was absurdly important not to tilt it. He could feel the food shifting as his fingers tightened along the edge.
For a moment, the words looked like something he’d caught in a photograph of somebody else’s day. Then his name became his name.
He looked up.
Ethan was beside him. May stood near the dining-room doorway with her phone lowered, not pointed at his face. Eddie had come inside without Jacob hearing him. Christopher appeared just beyond him, wearing an expression Jacob had seen several times this week and now understood all at once.
“What?” Jacob said.
Christopher smiled.
“Surprise.”
Jacob looked back at the cake as though it might provide instructions. The words were still there. Beside the dining-room doorway, a photograph he hadn’t noticed showed him at UCLA. Beneath it was his name again, this time on a decoration that definitely wasn’t for either birthday.
The room hadn’t changed. His understanding of it had.
Three is too many.
May putting one in the dining room.
Harry carrying things through the hall. Athena telling him not there. Eddie asking what time, exactly, and Ethan saying he’d already be waiting.
The thing.
Jacob turned toward Christopher.
“Ravi’s present?”
Christopher’s smile widened.
“There was one.”
Somebody laughed. Jacob did too, a short disbelieving sound that left him looking from one face to another.
“You all knew?”
“Yes,” May said.
“All of you?”
Athena took the plate from his hand before he could forget it altogether.
“Put that down a minute.”
“I didn’t—” He stopped, because he didn’t know what the sentence was meant to finish. He hadn’t asked for this. He hadn’t known. He hadn’t imagined that finishing the assessment and coming to a family party were parts of the same plan for everyone except him.
“I know,” Athena said.
She set the plate on the counter where he could find it again. The practical movement prevented the moment from becoming something fragile everybody had to protect.
Jacob looked at Ethan.
“You were asking about commencement.”
“I was.”
“Last night.”
“Yes.”
Ethan didn’t defend the question. Jacob could see that it had been real. The party hadn’t made the answer unnecessary; it had made Ethan want to know whether this was enough without telling him what this would be.
Jacob laughed again, less steadily.
“I had the presentation open.”
“You did.”
“And you were just standing there.”
Ethan’s smile broke wider. “I wasn’t going to tell you.”
“Clearly.”
Christopher moved closer, stopping where Jacob could turn toward him without anyone shifting the furniture. He wasn’t watching the cake. He was watching Jacob.
“You worked really hard,” he said.
There it was.
Not a speech about the things Jacob had survived. Not a reassurance that somebody would have been proud. Christopher had spent the summer within sight of the desk. He’d heard the rehearsals, seen the files, known the difference between Jacob taking a break and Jacob forgetting he needed one.
He had watched him work.
Jacob reached for him. Christopher came willingly, his arms rising around Jacob’s shoulders as Jacob bent enough to hold him properly. The room blurred at the edges before Jacob had time to decide whether that was going to happen.
“You’re crushing me,” Christopher said against his shoulder.
Jacob loosened immediately. “Sorry.”
“I didn’t say stop.”
He didn’t.
He kept an arm around Christopher, gentler now, and bowed his head for a moment where nobody could ask him for a suitable expression. Christopher’s hand pressed once between his shoulders. The pressure was ordinary, the kind a fourteen-year-old could offer without becoming responsible for an adult’s history.
Jacob took the next breath slowly.
“Thank you,” he said.
“You’re welcome.”
Christopher let go when Jacob did. Neither of them made the release an end to anything. Jacob straightened, wiped one hand across his cheek as though he’d become warm, and found May still holding the phone down.
“Did you get that?” he asked.
“Some of it.”
“Good.”
Her expression changed slightly. She raised the phone now, checked the image, and smiled without telling him what it looked like.
Eddie stood near the island. Jacob had questions for him. They were too large for this place in the room, with the cake behind him and Christopher still beside him. He settled for looking at him.
Eddie nodded once.
Jacob nodded back, badly. It would have to do for now.
“Three weeks,” Harry said.
Jacob turned. “What?”
“That’s how long you didn’t notice.”
“I was doing the work.”
“We noticed.” Harry grinned.
May put an elbow lightly into his side before the teasing became a job everybody needed to join. Harry accepted it and took a drink from the counter.
Athena returned Jacob’s plate.
“Now eat.”
He took it with both hands. “I’m trying.”
“You haven’t started.”
She was right. He found his fork and took a bite. It tasted unexpectedly vivid after the hours he’d spent drinking water and waiting. He ate another while the room resumed moving.
That was perhaps the strangest part. The reveal had happened, and now Karen needed space by the refrigerator. Hen asked where a serving spoon had gone. Jee came back with Pink, showed it to Christopher, and informed Jacob that the flamingo could not go in the pool.
“Good decision,” he told her.
She left satisfied.
The family hadn’t arranged itself into an audience he needed to reward by becoming overwhelmed correctly. They’d made room for the surprise, watched it reach him, and returned to the party without taking it away.
May touched the edge of the photograph.
“Ethan had the original.”
Jacob looked properly now. He knew when it had been taken. At the time, he’d thought he looked distracted, caught between one place he needed to be and another. Printed larger, the image showed something else as well: sunlight, a familiar building, his body occupying the campus rather than passing through it by permission.
“That’s the one you asked for yesterday.”
“Yeah.”
“I was right there.”
“You were reading ingredients.”
He remembered. He could almost see himself from her position, concentrating on the back of a packet while the evidence of this party moved around him.
“God.”
May smiled. “We had a lot to do.”
He looked beyond her into the dining room. Cards stood in a small group where there had been napkins yesterday. One carried his name in handwriting he recognized as Maddie’s. Another had Christopher’s, and the larger envelope beside it belonged to Ravi. The arrangement gave all three of them space without pretending their milestones were the same.
Jacob was grateful for that before he could explain why.
“Where’s Ravi?” he asked.
“Outside,” Ethan said. “He knows you’re here.”
Of course he did. Apparently everybody knew everything except Jacob.
He took another bite before the thought became a joke he’d say three times. Then he looked at the cake once more. Congratulations. His name. No cap he had to wear. No line he had to stand in while waiting for someone to pronounce it.
The degree had been completed in a quiet room. Here it had acquired voices.
“I thought this was for Chris and Ravi,” he said.
“It is,” Athena answered.
“I know. I mean—”
“And you.”
He looked at her.
She didn’t soften the statement into something he could politely decline. She moved a bowl out of Karen’s way and let the answer remain simple.
Jacob accepted it as slowly as he’d accepted completed.
Maddie came into the kitchen carrying a folded napkin. She had seen enough from the doorway to know the surprise had reached him, but she didn’t make him retell it.
“You found it,” she said.
“Eventually.”
“You did walk past the picture.”
“I was looking for food.”
She smiled. “That was the idea.”
Jacob glanced toward the cake. “Was everyone actually doing this for three weeks?”
“Not every minute.”
“You know what I mean.”
“Yeah.” Maddie put the napkin beside his plate. “We wanted you to have the day.”
He looked at her, and the sentence reached farther than the kitchen. They’d spent part of the San Diego drive talking about ordinary things. She’d let his answers remain his answers. She was doing that now too, giving him a truth without arranging the response it should produce.
“Thank you,” he said.
She touched his arm once and returned to Jee, who had found a new place Pink could not safely sit.
Jacob stayed by the counter to finish a little more food. He could feel the difference between hunger and the restless impulse to keep moving so nobody would see his face settle. Eating took long enough that he had to remain where he was.
Hen asked him about the assessment, a question narrow enough to answer.
“They gave you a hard one?”
“A couple.”
“You answer them?”
“Yeah. I needed a minute for one.”
“That’s what the minute’s for.”
He smiled. He didn’t tell her that being allowed the minute had felt important. She had probably heard it anyway.
“You keeping the notes?” she asked.
“For now.”
“Put them somewhere you don’t trip over them.”
“They’re in the car.”
“Good start.”
She moved toward Karen before the exchange became advice about the rest of his life. Jacob was grateful for the boundary. Finishing a biochemistry degree didn’t require him to stand at a birthday party and announce the job it would become.
The summer’s other questions were still there. Training programs. Advice he hadn’t yet taken. Work he wanted to understand better before choosing it. None of them had to be solved between the cake and the refrigerator.
Ethan stood on the other side of the island, letting Christopher explain which decoration he’d helped choose. Jacob watched Ethan listen. The morning’s quiet congratulations had not been a rehearsal for something larger. It had been its own moment. This one could be different without replacing it.
Jacob took out his phone, saw the message he’d sent Eddie, and almost laughed at it.
See you at Athena’s.
Eddie had known exactly what that would mean.
He locked the screen. Later, he would find out who had done which part. He would thank the people whose work was hidden beneath the visible things. For now, the evidence could stay larger than his inventory of it.
May came beside him to retrieve her drink.
“You don’t have to open everything now,” she said.
“I wasn’t sure.”
“Whenever. We’re here.”
He nodded. The last words landed gently because she meant the practical fact: nobody was leaving soon. There was time for the cards, the food, the photographs, and whatever he might eventually manage to say about them.
Jacob finished what was on his plate and set the fork down. His hands were steady now. The feeling wasn’t smaller. It had found somewhere to sit.
Christopher wanted to show him something outside. Jacob followed with the plate, passing the dining room again and catching the edge of the board Harry had carried beneath a towel. He stopped.
Now uncovered, it held photographs from the summer. Not an exhaustive record. A handful of moments somebody had chosen: campus, the loft, Cabazon, the beach, a candid from the zoo where Jacob was looking away from the camera. His name sat among them, and the degree beneath it.
He didn’t remember agreeing to half the photographs. That was how most of the summer had happened. He’d been doing something, standing somewhere, handing a child a drink or looking at an elephant, while somebody else noticed he belonged in the frame.
Christopher waited.
“Was this the thing?” Jacob asked.
“One thing.”
“How many things?”
“I don’t know. May did that part.”
Jacob looked back toward her. She had become occupied with someone arriving at the front door. He would thank her properly later. For now, he stood with Christopher and let himself look.
The Charleston years weren’t on the board. The work had begun there. The interruption had happened there. This wasn’t pretending otherwise. It was showing the part nobody from that earlier life could have photographed because it had happened after he left.
He had carried the unfinished degree west. Then, somehow, finishing it had become something other people expected to witness.
“Come on,” Christopher said.
“Okay.”
Outside, the music was louder, the light harsher after the house. Jacob blinked once and adjusted his path to leave space for someone carrying drinks. Buck stood near the grill with Chimney. Maddie had found a seat in the shade, with Nash settled where she could check him. Harry was already talking to Ravi, and Denny and Mara occupied the patch of space Christopher headed toward.
Buck looked up.
“There he is.”
Jacob’s first instinct was to look behind him. Then Buck crossed the short distance and clapped a hand against his shoulder.
“Congratulations.”
“Thanks.”
“You finish everything?”
“Everything academic. They’ll update the record.”
“So yes.”
Jacob smiled. “Yes.”
Buck’s grin widened as though Jacob had given him the answer he’d wanted without the qualifying clause. Chimney lifted his drink in acknowledgment, then returned to the grill before anything burned.
Another person said congratulations. Then another. Jacob thanked them, found a place to put his plate when he needed his hands, and discovered the afternoon could carry this much attention without asking him to remain at its center continuously.
Christopher reached Denny and immediately disputed something about the inflatable. Mara moved her chair enough to let Jacob sit if he wanted. He thanked her and sat on the edge rather than take it over.
Ethan arrived with water.
“Here.”
Jacob accepted it. “You all lied.”
“Mostly we didn’t tell you things.”
“That’s not better.”
Ethan laughed, then looked toward the house. “No.”
Jacob liked that he didn’t defend the distinction for another exchange. He took a drink and watched Christopher gesture toward the pool with the authority of someone who had turned fourteen a week ago and now intended to celebrate it again.
Ravi laughed at something Harry said. May emerged from the house carrying nothing for once. Athena stood near the doorway and looked across the yard as if checking that the room around her had extended to all its edges.
Jacob could see the cake only in memory from here.
He didn’t need to see it again to know what it said.
For a while, he stayed seated with his plate, listening to three conversations he couldn’t follow at once. The question he’d carried out of UCLA—what he was supposed to do with being finished—had acquired an answer that didn’t require a plan.
He could be here.
He looked once toward the doorway where his name hung among the others. In the quiet assessment room, the word had been completed. Here it was congratulations. Neither word erased what finishing had required. One recorded the work. The other let the people who had watched it happen stand beside him afterward.
They had made the day large enough to hold it.
Ravi’s birthday cards were getting wet.
Not soaked. A small dark crescent had appeared beneath the stack because somebody’s drink had left condensation on the table. He lifted them, wiped the surface with a napkin, and put the envelopes somewhere drier. Harry watched him do it while trying to connect a phone to the speaker.
“You can put those inside.”
“I know. I’m waiting to see if anybody wants the table.”
“They’ll take it if they do.”
That seemed likely. Ravi put the cards in a gift bag and went inside with them.
The house was full enough that crossing it required attention but not an apology at every doorway. A child passed him carrying a pink flamingo. Somebody called for more ice. Athena asked a question about the grill without leaving the kitchen, and a voice from outside answered.
Ravi had been here before. Today, his name was on things.
He’d been prepared for the birthday part. Eddie had explained it, Christopher’s birthday was close enough to his that combining them made sense, and Ravi hadn’t objected to spending an afternoon with people who would feed him. The graduation part had been explained separately. Now all three had become visible in the same room.
He set his bag beside the other cards in the dining room. Jacob stood near the photographs, looking at one closely enough that Ravi stopped rather than speak across him.
Jacob looked up.
“Hey.”
“Hey. Congratulations.”
“Thank you.” He glanced at the cards. “Happy birthday.”
“Thank you.”
They smiled at the exchange. It was easier than choosing the first thing to say about the occasions on which they’d previously occupied the same place.
Jacob looked toward the kitchen.
“You knew too?”
“Yeah.”
“You don’t even know me.”
“Apparently that wasn’t a requirement.”
Jacob laughed. Ravi did too. The line hadn’t needed an explanation, and he didn’t add one. He’d been asked whether he minded sharing the party. He hadn’t. There had been nothing difficult about agreeing to celebrate somebody finishing a degree.
“Did they tell you not to say anything?” Jacob asked.
“Very clearly.”
“That sounds right.”
Ravi set the damp napkin aside. “I’m glad it went well.”
“Me too.”
Jacob’s answer arrived with enough weight that Ravi left it alone. He looked at the photograph nearest them instead: Jacob at the beach, half turned toward someone outside the frame.
“That day looked good.”
“It was. Did you work?”
“Part of it.”
“Sorry.”
“It happens.” Ravi had seen the pictures. He remembered the enormous sandcastle because Harry had sent it with no context and then provided three explanations in separate messages. “Was the big one yours?”
“Everybody’s. I think Chris would dispute most of the credit.”
“Harry took quite a lot.”
“That sounds right too.”
May entered with a serving knife and looked between them.
“There you are.”
“Which one?” Ravi asked.
“Both. We’re doing pictures before somebody gets in the pool and ruins the chance.”
Jacob looked down at his shirt. “I haven’t got my shorts.”
“Your bag’s here. I mean Harry.”
Outside, Harry called that he’d heard her. May didn’t answer. She took the knife into the kitchen and waved them toward the back door.
Ravi followed Jacob out. Ethan stood by a chair with three drinks balanced badly between his hands. Ravi took one before he could drop it.
“Thanks,” Ethan said.
“You could have made two trips.”
“I’m realizing that.”
“Good to see you when nobody’s asking for a head count.”
Ethan smiled, then looked around the yard. “Give it time. Athena might.”
“That’ll be about dinner.”
“I hope so.”
The familiarity felt easy. They didn’t need to discuss why an ordinary family party counted as an improvement. Ravi had wanted to see him under circumstances in which a drink could be handed over without either of them measuring what else had to be done first.
May put down her own cup and asked Christopher to join them. Christopher came over from Denny and Mara, pausing to leave his things in a place where he could find them. Eddie moved a chair into the shade. Christopher sat, then told Jacob he could stand on the other side.
“I can sit,” Jacob said.
“Then sit.”
Ravi took the remaining place without May needing to arrange his shoulders. The three of them looked toward the phone. Christopher immediately asked whether she could see the number on the birthday decoration.
“Yes,” she said.
“All of it?”
“All of it. Hold still.”
Ravi smiled. Jacob’s first expression looked startled by the request, then settled when Christopher said something too low for May to hear. She took several pictures, lowered the phone, and checked.
“Good.”
“Can I see?” Christopher asked.
She brought it to him. Ravi leaned enough to see without reaching across anybody. The image had caught Jacob looking toward Christopher, Ravi smiling at both of them, and the bright afternoon beyond.
“Take one where we’re all looking,” Christopher said.
May did. Ravi liked the first one better, but the second belonged to the task. She sent both to the group before somebody could forget whose phone held them.
“One with Dad,” Christopher said.
Eddie came over. Then Buck wanted a picture, then somebody called for Athena, and the simple arrangement grew without quite becoming formal. Ravi stepped out when the photograph concerned a relationship he didn’t belong to and stepped back in when May asked.
He never had to stand at the edge wondering whether she meant him too.
Afterward, Christopher opened a card at the table. The envelope gave him trouble at one corner. He turned it, found the opening, and pulled the card free. Ravi looked away long enough to let him read it before asking anything.
“Who’s that from?”
“Maddie and Chim.”
“Nice.”
Christopher showed him the front. Then he read the message inside again, smiling to himself. Whatever had been written there mattered in a way Ravi didn’t need to inspect.
Harry brought over a bag with Ravi’s name on it.
“This one’s yours.”
“I saw the name.”
“I didn’t want you opening Jacob’s.”
“I was going to check.”
Harry sat nearby while Ravi took out the tissue. Inside was a small game Harry had mentioned in a conversation weeks earlier. Ravi had said he’d never played it. Apparently Harry had retained that as actionable information.
“You remembered.”
“Yeah. We can play later.”
“How many people?”
“Enough. May knows it.”
Ravi turned the box over. “Thanks.”
Harry accepted the thanks without pretending he hadn’t chosen it carefully. He asked whether Ravi wanted to open it now, then decided the pieces would get lost if they tried it on the outdoor table.
“Inside later,” he said.
“Okay.”
That later felt more substantial than an invitation to the party. It assumed Ravi would still be here when the food had been eaten and the obvious celebration finished. He’d planned to stay. Now staying had acquired something to do.
Harry had also tucked a receipt into the bag, folded small enough that Ravi might not have noticed it. Ravi left it there. The game was staying. He looked at the player count once more, then at May, who was coming through the doorway with water.
“How long does this take?” he asked.
“Depends how long Harry argues.”
“I don’t argue,” Harry said.
May looked at him. He took a drink instead of developing the defense.
“About half an hour,” she told Ravi. “Once you know it.”
“Good.”
“You don’t have to be good at it.”
“I wasn’t planning to be immediately.”
She smiled and went to answer Athena. Harry stayed, explaining one rule until Ravi told him he’d have to show him with the pieces. He accepted that too. For somebody who had once spent most station visits following familiar adults, Harry was increasingly comfortable making a plan nobody had assigned him.
Ravi liked being included in that plan. It didn’t feel like being tasked with entertaining somebody’s younger brother. Harry wanted players. Ravi wanted something to do with these people that wasn’t work.
His phone vibrated in his pocket. Another birthday message, delayed by a busy day and sent with several apologetic emojis. He answered with thanks and a photograph of the cake, then put the phone away. The people on the other side of it didn’t need a comprehensive account of the afternoon.
Christopher leaned over to inspect the game box.
“Can I play?”
“Yeah,” Harry said.
“After the pool.”
“That’s when.”
Christopher nodded, satisfied that no adult-only rule had appeared while he was reading his card. Then he went back to his own gift bag. It held something he evidently recognized, because he called Eddie over before taking it out.
Ravi watched the father and son share the small discovery. Eddie crouched beside the chair rather than stand over him. Christopher asked a question about one part of the gift, listened to the answer, and began working out what he wanted to do with it later. The birthday belonged to him in that practical way: he could be pleased without a room instructing him how pleased to look.
Ravi remembered several birthdays where the loudest part had been somebody insisting on another photograph. He was happy May had stopped when she had what they needed.
Chimney passed behind them carrying a tray.
“Twenty-six treating you okay?”
“So far.”
“Good. Carry this end.”
Ravi stood, took it, and helped put the tray on the cleared table. Chimney thanked him and pointed toward the food he could have when it was ready. There was no interruption between being celebrated and being useful in a small ordinary way. He didn’t mind the work. He minded only when work became the entire reason somebody wanted him in the room.
Here, his name was still on the cake.
He sat again with the game beside his chair and let Harry tell him about a film he wanted to see. Ravi had seen it already. He said so without giving away the ending. Harry asked whether it was worth the ticket, and Ravi answered honestly enough that they spent the next few minutes disagreeing about how much a cinema ticket should cost.
It was an unimportant conversation. Ravi enjoyed it without trying to make it lead anywhere.
On the other side of the table, Jacob opened a card and went quiet.
Ravi didn’t watch him read. He looked at the pool, where Denny was explaining something to Mara with a seriousness that the inflatable did not appear to deserve. Christopher called a correction from his chair, then returned to his envelope.
The ages were mixed without anybody treating that as a problem to organize away. Harry had stopped beside Ravi. Christopher was listening to a conversation between Ethan and Jacob. May was answering Karen, then waving someone toward the kitchen. People moved according to what interested them.
It made the gathering easier to join than one with a table marked for each group.
Athena called them inside for the cakes.
Ravi took his new game with him. Jacob collected two cards and an envelope. Christopher told Denny to leave the inflatable alone until he got back. Denny said he wasn’t doing anything. Nobody believed him enough to remain outside.
All three cakes had been brought forward now. Ravi’s name sat in blue icing. Christopher’s was brighter, with a detail he immediately inspected. Jacob’s cake looked almost restrained beside them, which made the congratulations across it stand out more clearly.
May stood near the counter with the knife.
“Not yet,” Athena told her.
“I wasn’t cutting it.”
“We need the candles.”
Harry found them. Somebody discovered the lighter had gone outside. Buck went to retrieve it, came back with two, and handed the one that worked to Athena.
The wait made Ravi laugh more than the eventual singing would have. Twenty-six had arrived yesterday without this degree of coordination. Today, an entire kitchen appeared committed to getting fire onto a birthday cake while two firefighters disagreed about which lighter belonged to whom.
Athena settled that by using one.
They sang for Christopher first.
He looked pleased and slightly embarrassed, concentrating on the candles before anyone asked what his wish was. Eddie stood beside him, near enough to help if asked and not reaching across the cake. Christopher blew them out, checked whether one remained lit, and dealt with it himself.
Then Ravi.
He had no idea where to put his hands. He settled them at his sides and endured the first half of the song before finding May’s amused face beyond the counter. Harry was singing too loudly on purpose. Chimney had joined him. Ravi looked away before he started laughing hard enough to miss the candles.
He made a wish quickly, without testing whether it was appropriately serious.
Then he blew.
The applause was ridiculous and warm. He thanked everybody, which nobody seemed to need him to do. Christopher asked whether he’d wished for something useful. Ravi told him he wasn’t allowed to disclose it. Christopher accepted the answer as a rule he might contest later.
Jacob looked relieved when the candles didn’t move immediately to his cake.
“We’re not singing a third birthday,” May said.
“Thank you,” he answered.
“We can still make noise,” Buck said.
They did.
Ravi joined the applause. Jacob looked down, then up, smiling with one hand against the counter as though the room had become unsteady for a second. Eddie touched his shoulder. The contact lasted only long enough to register.
Nobody asked for a speech.
Athena gave May the knife. Christopher specified the slice he wanted. Ravi chose his own cake first, then accepted a small piece of Christopher’s when offered. Jacob looked at all three, visibly unable to decide whether choosing his own was obligatory.
“Eat what you want,” Athena told him.
That solved it.
For the next several minutes, the kitchen concerned itself with plates, forks, icing, and how to get a piece to somebody who was still outside. Jee wanted the slice with the most decoration. Maddie negotiated that down to something she could actually eat. Nash slept through the noise in the arrangement Maddie had checked twice.
Ravi stood near the doorway with his plate. Hen came beside him and asked about his birthday yesterday. He told her about the meal, the phone calls, and the friend who had remembered too late and tried to conceal it by sending an unusually long message.
“Did it work?” she asked.
“No.”
“You answer?”
“Of course.”
She smiled. He liked that she didn’t turn twenty-six into a question about where he expected to be by thirty. The year would happen. He had work he cared about and a birthday cake on a plate. For the afternoon, those could remain sufficient.
When he returned outside, Harry had changed the music. May protested one song, then admitted it could stay because Christopher liked it. Christopher denied this too late, with enough of the chorus already sung that nobody needed to argue.
Jacob sat near Ethan with a fork balanced across his empty plate. He looked less stunned now. When Ravi approached, he moved the plate from the spare chair.
“You can sit.”
Ravi did.
“How long are you staying?” Jacob asked.
“Apparently until tomorrow.”
“Yeah. Athena told us.”
“I brought a bag.”
“So did I.” Jacob looked toward the house. “I thought I was being useful.”
Ravi smiled. “You brought the blanket?”
“Everyone knew that too?”
“Harry mentioned where people were sleeping.”
“Right.”
Jacob leaned back. The joke ended there, and Ravi was glad. He didn’t want the rest of the afternoon to become discovering how many versions of you all knew could be exchanged.
He asked about the zoo instead.
That worked. Jacob told him about the route they’d taken, Jee’s flamingo, and the time everyone had spent agreeing to walk somewhere before discovering the hill involved. Ethan supplied a detail from his car. Christopher, hearing the subject, came over to correct both of them about the shuttle.
Ravi listened. He could see the trip from the conflicting accounts better than he could have from one orderly summary. Nobody had experienced precisely the same day. They had still gone together.
“Would you go again?” he asked.
“Yes,” Christopher said before either adult answered.
Jacob looked at Ethan. “Probably.”
“With a little more warning,” Ethan said.
“That’s what I meant.”
Ravi thought he would like to go too. He didn’t say it as a request requiring them to manufacture another trip on the spot. There would be other afternoons. May had already begun talking about a place she wanted to try, and Harry had a game inside that still needed players.
The conversation moved to food, then music, then something Harry had seen online and couldn’t describe accurately enough for anybody else to find. May sat on the edge of the table until Athena told her to use a chair. She moved without stopping the story.
Ravi found himself laughing before he knew the reference.
That was new in a small way. He wasn’t waiting for a station story to give him a point of entry. He didn’t have to know everybody’s childhood to understand Harry arguing with his sister about a video neither could locate.
Beside him, Jacob checked a message, smiled, and put the phone away. Christopher returned to Denny and Mara. Ethan got up to fetch water and asked who wanted some instead of trying to carry an impossible number of cups.
Ravi raised a hand.
“One,” he said.
“Good,” Ethan answered. “I can do one.”
The afternoon began loosening into evening. The shade moved across the table. Buck checked the grill, Chimney brought another tray outside, and Athena opened the back door wide enough that the house and yard sounded like the same room.
May glanced toward the new game.
“We’re doing that later.”
“Harry said.”
“Good. Don’t disappear.”
Ravi looked around: his card bag inside, his shoes near the wall, the three cakes being covered for later, the chair somebody had moved so he could remain in the shade.
“I’m not going anywhere,” he said.
Athena lost her shoes before she finished her first drink.
She hadn’t misplaced them. She’d taken them off beside the back door after catching a heel against the edge of a towel somebody had dropped, put them together beneath the bench, and walked barefoot into her own kitchen. Within ten minutes, two more pairs had joined them. By the time she returned, the arrangement looked like a place she’d designated rather than a decision she’d made because the shoes had started to annoy her.
She let it become that. There were worse things for people to imitate.
The yard had filled while she was inside. Buck stood at the grill with a plate he kept forgetting to eat from. Chimney had taken over the next batch. Karen had found a position from which she could see the pool and still talk to Maddie, whose attention moved between the conversation and the baby monitor beside her cup. Hen was saying something that made both women laugh. Near the fence, Ravi and Harry were trying to determine whether the speaker was facing the right way. The answer appeared to depend on where Harry expected people to dance.
“Not over there,” Athena called.
Harry looked up. “We’re moving it.”
“Keep the path clear.”
He pointed at the space he’d left. She nodded and went to check the drinks.
The nonalcoholic cooler needed ice. The other one needed its lid shut. She dealt with the lid, called Eddie’s name, and pointed toward the bags he’d brought. He came over with one, opened it against the edge of the cooler, and spread the ice without getting it into the grass.
“Better,” she said.
“Anything else?”
“Eat something.”
He glanced toward the tables. “I did.”
“Then sit somewhere.”
Eddie gave her the look of a person who recognized an instruction she wasn’t following herself. He went anyway, taking a drink to the chair beside Buck. Athena watched him settle long enough to be sure he’d actually done it, then returned to the house with the empty bag.
Inside, the party had acquired its own geography. The dining room held gifts, cards, and cakes that had already lost their clean edges. People stopped there to look at a photograph or read a message, then continued toward the kitchen. The front room contained a cluster of abandoned bags and three people talking across the space where Athena had planned to put the spare bedding later. Somebody had opened a window. A small breeze lifted the edge of an envelope on the table.
She moved it beneath a heavier card. Nothing else required correcting.
At the kitchen island, Jacob was showing Christopher something on his phone. Denny leaned close enough to see. Mara stood on the other side, waiting for them to return to a question she’d apparently asked before the demonstration began. Ethan came from the sink with a clean cup and put it into her hand.
“Here.”
“Thanks.” She turned to Christopher. “So are you coming or not?”
“Yes. I’m looking at this.”
“Look after.”
Jacob lowered the phone. “It’s not going anywhere.”
The younger three moved toward the back door, negotiating the next part of the evening among themselves. Christopher had already chosen how he wanted to get to the pool and where he wanted his things left. Eddie had checked the route earlier. Now it required only that the adults stop leaving cups in it.
Athena removed one cup from the edge of the doorway and carried it to the sink.
“Whose is that?” Ethan asked.
“Someone who can get another.”
Jacob smiled. He had changed into swimming shorts and a different shirt. The academic morning no longer showed in his clothes, though he still looked occasionally surprised to find his name among the decorations. Athena had seen him stop at the photograph twice. Both times, he’d left without anybody needing to explain what he was looking at.
“You enjoying yourself?” she asked.
“Yeah.”
“Good.” She pointed at the platter beside him. “Take that outside.”
He took it. Ethan followed with the napkins, and Athena found herself alone in the kitchen for almost thirty seconds.
She drank.
The first cold mouthful made her realize how much time she’d spent carrying the glass rather than using it. She set it down where she could reach it again and leaned against the counter. Beyond the door, music continued under voices, splashing, somebody calling for a towel. The refrigerator hummed at her back. A serving spoon lay across a folded cloth, waiting to be needed.
This was what the house sounded like with no one trying to be careful inside it.
She wanted more of it.
May entered carrying a bowl.
“Empty,” she said.
“There’s more in the fridge.”
“Do we need it now?”
Athena looked out at the tables. “Bring it. They’ll eat.”
May filled the bowl, then put down the spoon and picked up her own cup. “I’m sitting down.”
“Go.”
“You too.”
“I’m coming.”
Her daughter looked unconvinced. Athena took her drink and followed closely enough that May had no cause to return and collect her.
The table near the fence had become the young adults’ temporary center without preventing anybody else from claiming a chair. Ravi sat with Harry and Jacob. Ethan was standing beside them, explaining why Harry’s description of something he’d seen could not possibly be correct. May put down the bowl and joined the argument immediately.
Athena passed them. They didn’t need her to referee that one.
Hen made space on the bench.
“Finally.”
Athena sat. “Don’t start.”
“I didn’t say anything.”
“You said enough.”
Hen smiled and passed her a plate. Athena accepted it, took food from the platter, and discovered she was hungry despite tasting half the meal while it was being prepared. Across from them, Maddie had Jee beside her with a towel around her shoulders. Jee was telling Karen something about the flamingo. Karen listened as though the correction mattered, which it plainly did to Jee.
The older child nearest the pool called for Eddie. Athena looked up with him. Christopher wanted someone to move the inflatable, not come get him. Eddie answered from his chair, asked one clarifying question, and sent Buck because Buck was already standing.
Buck crossed the yard, moved what needed moving, and received three conflicting instructions from the children. He chose the one from the person whose route was blocked. Athena ate another bite.
“He’ll be in before he finishes the food,” Hen said.
“Who?”
Hen looked toward Buck.
“He was always going in,” Athena said.
“He said he wasn’t.”
“Then he said something wrong.”
Maddie laughed, quietly enough not to interrupt Jee. Buck turned at the sound without knowing the subject and looked suspicious. Athena lifted her glass toward him. He shook his head and went back to the grill.
For a while, she remained seated. Not monitoring every room. Not getting up because somebody else had stood. Chimney brought over a platter, put it down between the drinks, and took a seat long enough to eat. Karen asked Hen about a story Athena had missed. Hen began it again, making the important part shorter because the first version had apparently included details nobody needed.
Athena laughed before the end.
She’d missed this particular tiredness: the fullness of food, heat, company, a day spent making enough room for people rather than deciding what could be packed away. Her feet rested on the warm ground. The hem of her trousers had picked up a little dust. She saw it and did nothing.
Harry changed the music.
May objected from the next table. He held up a hand, asking her to wait for the part he meant. It arrived, and the objection turned into reluctant recognition. Ravi laughed at both of them. Then Harry changed it again, this time to something several adults knew immediately.
“There,” Chimney said.
“You like that one?” Maddie asked.
He looked at her as though she’d had years to discover the answer. She smiled and held out her hand.
They went first, finding a patch of space beyond the table where nobody would have to move a chair. Chimney made one exaggerated step that caused Maddie to laugh and tell him not to do that again. He did it once more, smaller. She kept dancing.
Hen watched, then looked at Karen. Karen put her cup down before the invitation finished forming. They joined them without announcing that the music had become appropriate for dancing. It simply had.
Athena stayed seated until May came over.
“Mom.”
“What?”
May held out her hand.
Athena looked at it, then at the area Harry had insisted they would need. “You all planned this too?”
“No. Come on.”
She put down her glass and took her daughter’s hand.
The ground was warm and slightly gritty beneath her feet. May started laughing at something Harry shouted, lost the beat, and found it again when Athena pulled her closer. Athena knew the song well enough not to think about it. Her body remembered where the next phrase went before her attention could turn it into memory.
She let that happen.
Harry joined them, briefly, with the confidence of a young man who expected his mother to tolerate him being ridiculous in public. Athena did, until he nearly stepped on her foot. She caught his arm, moved him aside, and resumed dancing while he protested that it had been close but not actual contact.
May laughed harder.
Across the yard, Buck had finally put down his plate. Eddie was saying something to him, pointing toward the pool. Buck answered, then reached for the hem of his shirt.
Hen saw it first.
“There he goes.”
Buck looked toward her. “I was going to get in.”
“We know,” Athena said.
He left his shirt on a chair, checked the space at the water’s edge, and entered without landing on anybody. The resulting noise was still large enough to interrupt the song. Christopher immediately gave him a task. Denny splashed him before he completed it.
Athena shook her head, smiling, and stayed with the music.
When the music slowed, Athena went inside for the swimming things she’d put upstairs that morning. She’d left them there deliberately. If she had to search for them, she would find three other jobs on the way and decide the pool could wait.
It had waited long enough.
She changed, put the dry clothes where she could find them again, and came back with a towel over one arm. May saw her at the door and stopped talking long enough to smile.
“You’re going in.”
“That’s what the pool is for.”
“I know.”
Athena laid the towel on a dry chair and went to the steps. Buck moved out of her way without needing to be asked. The first touch of water was cooler than the air, then warm enough that her shoulders lowered as she descended. She took the last step, let herself float away from it, and listened to the sound change when the water reached her ears.
The party softened without disappearing. Bass through the water, voices above it, a small splash against her arm. She stood again, wiped her face, and found Christopher watching from nearby.
“You got in,” he said.
“So did you.”
“I was always getting in.”
“Then we agree.”
He smiled and turned back to Mara. Athena moved to a space where she wouldn’t interfere with their game. Hen came down the steps a minute later, making a face at the first cool contact before committing the rest of herself.
“Better once you’re in,” Athena said.
“Everybody says that.”
“And everybody’s right.”
Hen joined her. They stood with their hands beneath the surface, talking about the music while the water carried some of the day’s weight off their feet. Athena had spent hours on those feet. Now she could feel her calves stop working at being upright.
Buck crossed near them with the inflatable. He was trying to return it to Christopher without being splashed by Denny, a task he approached with more optimism than evidence supported. Water struck his shoulder. He looked at the boy, then at Athena.
“Don’t look at me,” she said.
“I wasn’t.”
Hen laughed. Buck moved farther away, still protesting, and the children resumed their arrangement of rules. Athena let her hands rise with the small wake he’d made. The pool lights weren’t on yet. The water held a wavering strip of sky, pale enough that she could see her own fingers through it.
For ten minutes, she did nothing useful.
She talked. She listened. She laughed when Hen told the rest of the story she’d shortened at the table. Once, May came near with a phone and asked whether they wanted a picture. Athena said yes, drew Hen closer, and let her daughter take it without checking whether her hair looked like she’d been swimming.
She had been swimming.
That could be what the photograph showed.
When she got out, the evening air felt cooler on her wet shoulders. She wrapped the towel around herself, put her feet down carefully on the dry route they’d kept open, and went to change. At the door, she passed Harry carrying cups.
“Where’s your drink?” he asked.
“On the table.”
“I’ll get it.”
“Thank you.”
She let him do that part. Upstairs, she dried properly, put the towel where it could air, and dressed in the lighter things she’d left out. Nobody called for her while she was gone. The party continued without needing her to remain available at every moment.
Downstairs, Harry handed her the glass. May had saved her chair. Athena sat long enough to finish the water he’d added and felt, with uncomplicated satisfaction, that the night was still young.
By the next song, Ethan and Jacob had been drawn over, though neither seemed to know which one had agreed first. Harry talked Ravi into joining them by moving a chair that Ravi had no reason to protect. Ravi rose, made room for May, and discovered that was apparently participation enough to begin.
They weren’t all dancing well. They were dancing comfortably, which Athena preferred. Jacob spent a few seconds watching the others before loosening his shoulders. Ethan said something in his ear over the music, and Jacob laughed without needing to answer. May moved between them and Harry. The arrangement shifted every time somebody wanted a drink.
It didn’t resemble a photograph somebody had planned.
Athena was glad May kept the phone away for most of it.
When the song ended, she returned for her glass and found it empty. She checked the time, drank water before asking for anything else, and ate the remaining food on her plate. Hen sat beside her, warm from dancing, and pulled her hair away from the back of her neck.
“It’s a good night,” she said.
“It is.”
They left the statement there. No qualifier. No need to establish which sorrow it coexisted with. The night was good, and people who had earned more good nights were inside it.
At the pool, Buck was arguing with Christopher about the inflatable’s intended use. The argument appeared to concern whether Buck was allowed to claim it after being asked to move it. Eddie went over, listened to one sentence, and decided the issue belonged to them. He returned carrying a wet towel.
“Whose?” Athena asked.
“No idea.”
“Hang it.”
He did, adding it to the line they’d improvised along the safe edge of the yard. The first towel had made the solution look temporary. Six made it look like a plan.
Inside, the kitchen had filled again. Karen was cutting fruit. Ravi carried empty cups to the counter and found a place to put them without blocking her. May opened the refrigerator, remembered what she’d gone for, and came back out with the right container. Somebody had dropped icing onto the floor.
Athena cleaned the icing because she was standing nearest it. Then she left the cloth by the sink for the next person. She wasn’t going to spend the evening walking behind the party erasing its evidence.
She passed through the dining room and stopped beside the photographs. A card had fallen flat. She propped it up, glanced at the three names, and heard Christopher laughing from outside.
Fourteen. Twenty-six. A degree completed.
Enough reasons for one day. Not competing reasons. People could receive something different from the same crowded house.
Jee found her there.
“Athena.”
“What do you need?”
“My towel.”
“Where did you leave it?”
Jee considered the question with the expression of someone encountering an unreasonable expectation. Athena took her hand and went to look. They found the towel draped over Maddie’s chair. Jee recognized it immediately, wrapped it around herself, and said she’d known it was there.
“Good,” Athena said. “Now we both do.”
Maddie thanked her and checked the time. The little ones had their own evening to finish, and the adult party wouldn’t require them to remain awake inside it. Athena pointed her toward the room they’d prepared. Maddie nodded, collected what she needed, and went in with Jee. Chimney followed with the monitor and the bag.
That part of the house quieted. The rest did not.
As dusk approached, Harry switched on the lights they’d placed along the edges. The path remained clear. The speaker cable stayed where they’d taped it. Wet people began remembering they were wet only after they reached the kitchen, leaving small dark footprints Athena could follow from the door to the cooler.
She met Buck at the refrigerator.
“Towel.”
He looked down. “Right.”
“Not later.”
He went back for it, laughing at himself before she had to. Athena took another drink and leaned against the island while Karen finished putting away the food that needed cooling. The rest could come out again when people wanted it.
Jacob entered behind Ethan with his hair still dry and a towel over one shoulder. He asked whether anything needed moving. Athena gave him the covered platter and told him where it belonged.
“Then go enjoy yourself,” she said.
“I am.”
“Keep doing it.”
He smiled and went.
Athena watched the doorway after he’d passed through it. Beyond him, the yard had become a field of overlapping voices and moving light: Ravi reaching for a chair, Christopher calling across the pool, May taking a cup out of Harry’s hand before he could leave it somewhere foolish, Eddie laughing with Hen. The house held the quieter rooms behind her, the louder ones ahead, and people moving easily between them.
She had wanted it full.
Now it was.
When Harry put on another song she knew, Athena left her glass on the counter and went back out before anybody came to ask.
Ethan lost the round because he wasn’t listening.
Harry had explained the rule twice, once while opening the box and once when May told him the first explanation had skipped the important part. Ethan had understood both versions. Then somebody called from the kitchen, he turned to see whether they meant him, and the card in his hand became the wrong card to put down.
“You can’t do that,” Christopher said.
“Right.” Ethan took it back.
“You already showed us.”
“I know.”
Harry laughed and moved the card to the discard pile. “You’re done.”
“Apparently.”
Ethan sat back while the game continued without him. The dining-room table held cards, small pieces, and a bowl May had filled with the last handful of crisps from an open bag. Ravi was trying to read his next card without Christopher seeing it. Jacob had drawn the chair nearest the doorway and kept moving his foot when somebody passed.
“Pull it in,” May told him.
“I did.”
“Pull it in more.”
He did. The next person passed without making him move again.
The game had begun as Harry’s plan for later. Later had arrived when several wet people wanted to dry off and somebody else wanted to sit somewhere with less music. It hadn’t created a fixed group. Mara had joined for one round, left when Denny called, and been replaced by Christopher. May kept threatening to leave if Harry made another decision without checking the rule, then stayed because she wanted to win.
Ethan had wanted to win too. Now he wanted another chance to make the same mistake look less foolish. He kept that wish to himself.
Ravi read the instruction, hesitated, and looked at Harry.
“That means all of us?”
“Except you.”
“Okay.”
He put the card down. Jacob made a noise of immediate protest. May looked at her own hand, then at Ravi, and began laughing.
Christopher won.
He didn’t announce it until Harry had finished checking whether there was some other way the round could end. Then he collected what belonged to him with a satisfied expression and asked whether they were playing again.
“One more,” May said.
They played two.
Ethan paid attention this time and still lost, which made the first loss easier to accept. Ravi learned quickly. Jacob made a decision he knew was bad because, he said, the good one was boring. Harry told him he’d regret it. He did, without appearing particularly sorry.
The room was warm with six people and the open door. From outside, laughter arrived in bursts over the music. A towel hung from the back of Jacob’s chair, not yet wet. Ethan could see the edge of the UCLA photograph above his shoulder. Occasionally somebody coming through the room noticed it, looked at Jacob, and congratulated him again.
Each time, Jacob smiled as though he was getting used to being the person they meant.
When the last round ended, May began collecting cards before Harry could suggest another. Ravi helped sort them. Christopher wanted to know whether the game could come to Eddie’s sometime. Harry said yes, as though that had never been in doubt.
Ethan picked up the empty bowl and took it into the kitchen.
No one had called for him after all. The name he’d heard earlier had belonged to somebody standing near the grill. He rinsed the bowl, put it upside down on the mat, and left it there rather than look around for another task to justify being in the room.
Patel’s correction hadn’t turned every ordinary movement into a lesson. He could carry a bowl because it was empty. He could also leave the kitchen when it was no longer his problem.
He poured water into two cups.
Jacob arrived while he was putting the bottle away.
“I was getting one.”
“Here.”
“Thanks.”
He drank half of it standing beside the island, then checked the time on his phone. His eyebrows moved slightly.
“What?” Ethan asked.
“Nothing’s due.”
Ethan smiled. “Right.”
“I just checked the time to see what I should be doing.”
“You were losing a game.”
“I was having fun.”
“You were.”
Jacob put the phone away. It wasn’t an embarrassed movement. He seemed to be testing how much effort it took to stop responding to a deadline that no longer existed.
They went outside together. The yard had changed while they were at the table. The grill was off, though food remained covered nearby. More towels hung along the fence. Christopher returned to the younger group, leaving his things where he wanted them rather than where somebody had put them for convenience. Buck sat on the edge of the pool with his feet in the water. Eddie stood behind him holding a plate.
Near the quieter side of the yard, two chairs were empty.
Jacob pointed with his cup. Ethan nodded, and they took them.
The chairs faced slightly away from the music, close enough to remain inside the party but not directly in the path between kitchen and pool. Ethan could hear the song. He could also hear Jacob exhale when he sat.
“Tired?”
“A little.”
“Long day.”
“Good day.”
Ethan looked at him. “Yeah.”
They watched Harry attempt to persuade Ravi to get into the pool. Ravi appeared to be negotiating the timing rather than the premise. May joined the conversation, made a point Ethan couldn’t hear, and walked away apparently satisfied.
Jacob laughed softly.
“What?”
“She’s making everyone stay.”
“Everyone is staying.”
“I mean here. Not going off to do something useful.”
Ethan looked toward the kitchen. “That’s harder for some people.”
“I noticed.”
Jacob’s glance touched him and moved on, warm rather than accusing. Ethan drank his water. He didn’t need to tell him about the bowl or the fact that he’d resisted washing three other things while he was there.
The pool lights had come on. Water reflected them across the nearest wall in thin moving bands. Somebody splashed, somebody protested, and the protest ended in laughter. The air had cooled enough that Ethan no longer wanted to change where he sat every few minutes.
From inside, a child’s voice rose briefly and was answered by Maddie. Then the sound quieted. Chimney appeared at the door, checked the yard, and returned inside with a cup of water.
The party could be loud without demanding that every person remain equally loud.
Ethan turned his cup between his hands. “Can I ask one more thing about the ceremony?”
Jacob looked over. “You already did.”
“I know.”
“Last night.”
“I’m remembering.”
Jacob smiled, then looked back at the yard. “What?”
Ethan had thought about the question while Jacob was in the assessment room. At the time, the party had still been something Ethan knew and Jacob didn’t. Asking afterward had seemed easier. Now he could see how easily the question might become an attempt to make Jacob confirm that Ethan and everybody else had chosen correctly.
He didn’t want that from him.
“I don’t mean whether you liked this,” he said. “I can see you do. I mean if you still wanted the other thing, you could.”
Jacob watched him for a moment.
“Ethan, I would’ve walked across a stage for six seconds.”
He lifted his cup toward the yard: Christopher and Denny disputing the inflatable again, Ravi laughing with Harry, May crossing toward Athena, the open doorway with light spilling through it. He didn’t make a grand gesture. He indicated the place they were actually sitting.
“I’ve been graduating for like eight hours.”
Ethan laughed.
Jacob did too, looking pleased with the discovery rather than the line. The afternoon had begun in a quiet room and continued through a photograph, a cake, cards, food, people saying congratulations until the word no longer startled him.
“Okay,” Ethan said.
“Okay.”
This time, there was no question attached.
Jacob leaned back, stretching one leg until his knee stopped pressing against the edge of the chair. His towel slipped from his shoulder. He caught it, folded it once, and put it across his lap.
“I wasn’t trying to give up something I wanted,” he said.
“I believe you.”
“Good.”
Ethan let the conversation end there. No explanation of what the family had done for him. No summary of the interrupted seventeen months. Jacob knew the morning’s work and the afternoon’s surprise better than Ethan could explain either.
They sat while the next song started.
Athena was dancing again, this time with Hen nearby and May briefly holding somebody’s phone. Ethan couldn’t tell whether she was recording or taking a picture. After a moment, she handed it back and joined them. Harry called something across the yard that made Athena turn and point at him. He raised both hands.
Jacob smiled into his cup.
“She meant it,” he said.
“What?”
“Bringing the house down.”
“Not literally.”
“Eddie already covered that.”
“He might need to again.”
Ethan watched Buck stand and retrieve something from the table. It wasn’t a concern yet. He could keep watching without inventing one.
His phone vibrated.
He checked the screen because the reflex remained, found a notification that could wait, and set it facedown on the small table between the chairs. Jacob glanced at it but didn’t ask.
The unread message wasn’t about Fall. Even if it had been, there was no decision for Ethan to force into existence by watching the screen. Ten interns. Five places. A useful day yesterday and another useful day ahead, whichever answer eventually came.
Tonight was scheduled off.
He had arrived with a towel and a change of clothes, not the reading. Patel would have approved of the omission and had no reason to know it had occurred. Ethan could leave that small success without an audience.
Jacob reached toward the table, saw Ethan’s cup still in his hand, and withdrew his own hand.
“Want anything else?”
“No. You?”
“Not yet.”
They remained seated. The absence of an errand felt almost indulgent. Ethan had spent enough of the summer inside other people’s plans that he was still surprised when doing nothing together could be the plan.
Across the pool, Mara called Christopher’s name. He answered without leaving the conversation he was having with Denny, then listened properly when she called again. Harry returned from the house carrying the game box to put it somewhere dry. Ravi pointed out a spot that would not become somebody’s drink table. Harry used it.
The connections kept shifting. Ethan didn’t need to keep track of every one to belong to the evening.
After a while, Jacob asked what Ethan wanted to eat tomorrow.
“Tomorrow?”
“When we get home.”
“We’ll probably have leftovers.”
“Probably. I mean after that.”
Ethan looked at him. The question had no deadline underneath it. Jacob wasn’t working out how quickly he could eat before returning to an assignment. He was imagining an evening that would belong to itself.
“We could go out,” Ethan said.
“Yeah.”
“If we’re awake.”
Jacob laughed. “That might matter.”
They considered places near the loft, rejected one because the food had been disappointing last time, and kept another because neither could remember a reason not to. Ethan didn’t make a reservation. Jacob didn’t open a map. The suggestion stayed small enough to change tomorrow without becoming another thing they had to complete.
“What was your first class like?” Ethan asked.
“At Charleston?”
“Yeah.”
Jacob rubbed one thumb along the towel’s hem. “I went to the wrong room.”
“Really?”
“It was the room on the schedule. They’d changed it. I missed the email.”
“How long before you noticed?”
“Long enough.”
Ethan smiled. He’d been doing an equivalent version of that all summer, following information that had once been correct while somebody else had forgotten to update it.
Jacob described the first ten minutes: a subject he hadn’t signed up for, a professor saying a name he didn’t recognize, his own determination not to look as confused as he felt. When the attendance list reached him, the mistake became impossible to conceal. He’d left, found the right room, and arrived late with no particularly good explanation.
“Did anybody care?” Ethan asked.
“Not much. I cared a lot.”
“That sounds familiar.”
“Did you do it?”
“Not exactly. I spent a whole orientation standing with the wrong group.”
“For what?”
“Different program.”
“How?”
“Someone said to wait there. I waited.”
Jacob laughed, then tried to stop because Ethan was still explaining. The attempt failed. Ethan found himself laughing too, less at the old mistake than at the memory of being so committed to looking like he understood the instructions that he hadn’t asked which instructions he was following.
He told the whole story badly, corrected the order once, and finished with the staff member who had finally asked why his name wasn’t on the list. Jacob shook his head.
“You went back?”
“I had to.”
“Right.”
For a few minutes, finishing college belonged to the same conversation as beginning it: wrong rooms, schedules, the people they’d sat beside before knowing whether they would become friends. Jacob remembered a lab partner who always borrowed a pen and always brought his own coffee. Ethan remembered a class where the only available seat put him directly beneath the cold air.
They weren’t trading a record of what had been lost. They were talking about being students. Ethan liked hearing Jacob remember something irritating without the irritation turning into an explanation of the year that followed.
Jacob looked toward Christopher, who had begun another argument with Harry. “I think Chris is going to ask more questions than either of us did.”
“He already does.”
“Good.”
Ethan nodded. The younger boy had no reason to inherit their embarrassment about asking where he was supposed to be. He was already comfortable making adults clarify an answer that didn’t answer the question.
The conversation settled again. Ethan watched the pool lights tremble across a cup someone had left on the far table. He didn’t want to be elsewhere. He didn’t need the afternoon to become a promise about all the afternoons after it.
Tomorrow they could eat somewhere, or bring leftovers home, or decide they were too tired to leave the sofa. The fact that Jacob would be there mattered more than selecting the correct version now.
Jacob looked toward the dining-room window. The photographs were partly visible through the glass, broken by reflection.
“I didn’t know half those pictures existed.”
“May had some. Everybody sent others.”
“Everybody.”
“Pretty much.”
“You sent the UCLA one.”
“Yes.”
Jacob looked at him. “I thought you deleted it.”
“Why?”
“I said I looked distracted.”
“You did look distracted.”
“Great.”
“It wasn’t a bad picture.”
Jacob considered that, then nodded. Ethan was glad he didn’t ask what made it good. He could answer, but the answer would have required more attention than the quiet chair needed.
He’d kept the photograph because Jacob was in it, on campus, in the middle of the summer they were living. At the time, that had seemed sufficient. It still did.
May approached with a bowl.
“You two hiding?”
“Sitting,” Jacob said.
“You can do both.”
She offered the bowl. Ethan took a piece of fruit. Jacob took two, then remembered his cup and put it on the table before trying to manage everything with one hand.
May looked toward the pool. “Harry’s getting in again. Ravi’s going too.”
“Good,” Jacob said.
“You?”
“Later.”
“You said that earlier.”
“It’s still later.”
She gave him a look but didn’t turn the answer into an obligation. Ethan liked that. The party had enough people in the water without deciding everybody else’s enjoyment had to look the same.
May took the bowl away and stopped beside Maddie at the door. The two of them spoke quietly. Maddie smiled, checked the monitor, and came back outside with Chimney. Jee had apparently settled. The adult part of the evening could continue without keeping her awake to prove it was fun.
Jacob finished the fruit and put his cup down.
“I’m going to find Ravi in a bit,” he said.
“Okay.”
“Chimney told me to talk to him ages ago.”
“You don’t have to do that tonight.”
“I know. I want to.”
Ethan nodded. The conversation belonged to Jacob. He could be pleased it would happen without deciding how useful it should be.
For another few minutes, neither stood. The chairs had become comfortable and the cups remained on the table. Ethan could sit beside Jacob because he wanted to sit beside him. He no longer needed a reason involving a ride, an assignment, or something one of them had promised to bring.
Then the music changed, and Jacob recognized the opening before Ethan did.
“Oh.”
He stood, taking the towel from his lap. Ethan looked up.
“You’re going?”
“Yeah.”
“For this?”
Jacob smiled. “You coming?”
Ethan stood too. His knees had stiffened slightly. He picked up both cups, carried them to the proper place, and joined Jacob before the song had gone far enough to make the decision awkward.
Harry was already back in the water. Ravi had left his shirt on a chair. May made room as the two of them approached, and Athena looked over long enough to smile before returning to Hen.
Jacob entered the noise with none of the hesitation he’d carried into the kitchen that afternoon.
Ethan followed.
The quiet pocket stayed behind them, available if either needed it again. The party had not ended while they sat. It had kept enough space for them to leave it briefly and come back.
When he reached the others, May put a hand on his arm to make him wait while somebody crossed with drinks. He waited, then moved where she pointed. Jacob had already found the rhythm, badly enough that Harry laughed and joined him. Ethan laughed too. He could spend the next few minutes getting no better at it.
His phone was in his pocket. His cup was put away. Nothing required a check before he could enjoy the part of the night he’d come back for.
For tonight, that was all the plan Ethan needed.
Ravi had lost a sandal.
Jacob found him at the quieter end of the pool, looking beneath a chair while balancing his drink on the flat of one hand. The other sandal stood beside his bare foot. There were three towels in view, two shirts, and somebody’s unopened bag of crisps, none of which explained where the missing shoe had gone.
“What color?” Jacob asked.
“Black.”
“That helps.”
“There’s only one of the other one.” Ravi indicated his foot.
Jacob looked beneath the next chair and found it tipped against the leg, almost entirely hidden by a dark towel. He pulled it out and handed it over.
“Thanks.”
“You leaving?”
“No. I wanted to walk inside without stepping on whatever Harry left by the door.”
“Good reason.”
Ravi put it on. Jacob took the empty chair, moved the towel into his lap, and sat. From here, he could see most of the yard without being in the middle of any one conversation. Ravi sat beside him with the drink still intact.
“You got in?” he asked.
“Not yet.”
“It’s warm.”
“That’s what Buck keeps saying.”
“He’s right.”
“I’m not arguing with him.”
Ravi smiled and took a drink. The silence that followed wasn’t empty. Music crossed the yard. Denny called to Mara, Christopher answered a question nobody had asked him, and May laughed from the other side of the table. Jacob could sit for a minute without manufacturing a subject.
Eventually he pointed toward the house.
“I’m sorry I helped ruin your first game.”
“I won.”
“The second one.”
“That still counts.”
“Fair.”
Ravi looked pleased. He wasn’t accepting an apology he needed. He was enjoying the reminder that Harry had spent ten minutes teaching him how to lose and then lost to him.
“Do you play things like that?” Jacob asked.
“Sometimes. Not that one.”
“Neither had I.”
“You looked like you knew it.”
“I looked at the rules while Harry was arguing.”
“That explains it.”
They laughed. Jacob leaned back, folding the towel once more because it kept sliding toward the ground. He was beginning to understand how the chairs had become covered in things nobody remembered leaving there. Every conversation made the object in a person’s hand less important than the next sentence.
Ravi asked about the film Harry wanted to see.
“Have you seen it?”
“Yeah.”
“Did you like it?”
Jacob hesitated. “Parts.”
Ravi smiled immediately. “Same.”
They discovered they disagreed about which parts. Jacob liked the middle, Ravi thought the middle was where it forgot what had made the beginning good, and both had been irritated by the ending for different reasons. Explaining those reasons required neither to sound particularly clever. Jacob couldn’t remember the name of one actor. Ravi supplied the wrong name, corrected himself, and finally pointed at a different film until Jacob knew who he meant.
The conversation took long enough that Harry came past, heard the film being dismantled, and stopped to defend it.
“You both watched it, though.”
“Yes,” Ravi said.
“So it worked.”
“You told me it was good after I’d seen it.”
Harry looked at Jacob for support. Jacob took a drink instead.
“Fine,” Harry said. “I still want to see it.”
“You can,” Ravi answered.
Harry accepted that and continued toward May, still looking faintly betrayed. Jacob waited until he was out of earshot before laughing.
It felt unexpectedly easy.
He knew Ravi’s name, his job, his place among Eddie’s coworkers. He’d seen him doing that job while the building around them became something people had to survive. None of those facts had told Jacob whether he would be comfortable sitting beside him and disagreeing about a film.
Now he knew that too.
Ravi put down his cup.
“How was the assessment?”
“Good. Hard enough that I was glad I’d practiced.”
“Did they tell you right away?”
“After a few minutes. They made me wait outside.”
“Long few minutes?”
“Yeah.”
Ravi nodded. “I hate those.”
“They had a bench. I think that helped.”
“Better than standing by the door.”
“Definitely.”
Jacob looked toward the dining-room window. From this angle, the photograph reflected more light than image. He could still find the place where his name hung.
“I’m glad it’s done,” he said.
“You looked glad.”
“I’m getting used to it.”
“Take your time.”
Ravi said it casually, not as a prescription. Jacob appreciated that. He’d had enough people trying to identify the correct speed for returning to a life. Tonight, he could be pleased slowly.
Someone called Ravi’s name from near the cooler. He looked up, answered a question about his drink, and said he was fine with what he had. The conversation returned without either of them needing to apologize for the interruption.
Ravi asked what the project had actually been about.
“The one this morning?”
“Yeah. I saw biochemistry on the board. I didn’t know what you did for the last part.”
Jacob gave him the short explanation: measuring a reaction, finding a pattern that didn’t match the first model, checking whether the pattern belonged to the chemistry or the way they’d measured it. Ravi listened, then asked a question that made Jacob pause.
“How long before you knew which one it was?”
“I still can’t say every part of it with certainty.”
“But you passed?”
“They weren’t asking me to get the answer I wanted. They were asking whether I understood what the answer could be.”
Ravi considered that. “Okay. That makes more sense.”
Jacob liked explaining it to someone who didn’t immediately connect the degree to a job he should choose. Ravi wanted to know what the work had been. That was a different kind of attention.
He described the control that had changed the analysis. Ravi asked another practical question about the measurement. Jacob answered without giving him the whole presentation, and discovered he could keep the explanation interesting when he wasn’t trying to prove he’d earned the right to finish it.
“You liked it,” Ravi said.
“Some of it.”
“You sound like you did.”
Jacob looked down at the towel, then back at him. “Yeah. I did.”
There was room for that answer. Completing the degree hadn’t required disowning the subject so the next possible career would look inevitable.
Jacob rubbed his thumb along the seam of the towel.
“Chimney said I should talk to you,” he said.
Ravi turned slightly. “About?”
“Training. Academy. That part.”
“Okay.”
“A while ago. I didn’t mean to make your birthday an appointment.”
“You haven’t.”
Jacob smiled, relieved. He’d been avoiding the conversation partly because he wanted it to happen and partly because wanting it made every available moment look too consequential.
“I’ve been looking at some programs.”
Christopher, approaching with a towel, heard the last sentence.
“You’ve been looking at those programs for like two months.”
Jacob closed his eyes briefly. “Thank you, Christopher.”
“You’re welcome.”
Ravi laughed. “Two months?”
“Not all day.”
“A lot,” Christopher said.
“Do you need something?” Jacob asked.
“My water. It’s under that chair.”
Jacob moved his foot so Christopher could reach it. Christopher took the bottle, checked the lid, and went back to Denny and Mara without lingering to supervise the adult conversation he’d improved.
Ravi watched him go.
“So you’ve read things.”
“Some things.”
“Probably more than some.”
“I know the requirements aren’t the whole job.”
“No. They’re the things you need to find out before you get surprised by them.” Ravi leaned forward, forearms on his knees. “What did you want to know?”
Jacob considered the questions he’d collected. Entry requirements. Training sequences. Timing. The differences between routes that looked similar until he read the details. Ravi could answer some of those, but not all, and several belonged to an official person rather than Eddie’s colleague at a party.
He chose the one that had remained after the information.
“What was different from what you expected?”
Ravi took a moment.
“How much of it was being bad at something in front of people.”
Jacob looked at him.
“Not the important safety things,” Ravi added. “They don’t just let you keep doing those wrong. I mean learning. Getting shown something, trying it, finding out the part you thought you understood wasn’t the part you were doing.”
“And doing it again.”
“Yes. While somebody watches.”
Jacob could see why that would be difficult in a way the published requirements didn’t describe. He was comfortable asking questions when he could choose their moment. He was less comfortable discovering the question by making the mistake.
“Did you hate that?”
“Sometimes. Then you get less bad.”
“That’s encouraging.”
“It is.” Ravi smiled. “I didn’t say it stayed fun the whole time.”
He described the repetition, the physical work, the need to pay attention when tired, and the difference between remembering an instruction and carrying it out correctly under supervision. He didn’t give Jacob a heroic version. There were awkward days, drills he’d wanted to finish sooner, details he’d underestimated, people who made some tasks easier and others harder.
Jacob listened without turning every sentence into a line for his notes.
He’d done enough research to recognize the broad shape. The useful part was the texture: boots that felt different after hours, an instruction that sounded simple until hands had to perform it, the embarrassment of being corrected and the greater embarrassment of resisting a correction everybody else had already understood.
“And probation?” he asked.
“Different. You’re at work. You’re still learning all the time, but being useful isn’t just passing the next test.”
“How do you know when to ask?”
“If not knowing can get somebody hurt, ask.” Ravi said it without hesitation. “Other things, you start figuring out which questions need a person and which need you to look where the answer already is.”
Ravi described one day when he’d been sure the problem was speed. He’d tried to get through a task faster, missed a small part of the sequence, and had to start over. The correction had been simple. Accepting how simple it was had taken longer.
“You went faster the next time?” Jacob asked.
“No. I did it right. Then it got faster later.”
“That sounds obvious when you say it.”
“It sounded obvious when they said it too.”
Jacob smiled. He could picture the frustration without being told the task made Ravi exceptional. Everybody had work they’d learned by discovering their hands hadn’t caught up with their understanding.
“What helped?” he asked.
“Not trying to fix every mistake at once. And listening to the person actually teaching me instead of the five opinions I’d collected afterward.”
“You got five?”
“Probably more.”
Ravi glanced toward the table, where Chimney was demonstrating something with a fork while Buck disputed the demonstration. Jacob followed the glance and laughed.
“I can imagine.”
“Some of them were good opinions.”
“Just not all at once.”
“Exactly.”
The explanation let the people involved remain people, not a row of ideal mentors. Ravi could like the work and still remember being annoyed with someone. He could have benefited from help and still have needed a quiet hour away from everybody providing it.
Jacob recognized that more readily than he would have recognized an account of being transformed by the academy.
Ravi asked what Jacob thought would be hardest. Jacob didn’t answer with the most respectable concern. He admitted he disliked being watched while he learned something he couldn’t yet do well.
“You just did an assessment,” Ravi said.
“After practicing.”
“There’s practice.”
“I mean the beginning of it.”
Ravi nodded. “Yeah. That part can be uncomfortable.”
He didn’t tell Jacob discomfort was proof he should pursue it. He didn’t tell him it was proof he shouldn’t. The answer left the practical problem intact, which Jacob preferred. He could think about whether he wanted the work enough to learn it under those conditions.
“I’m not expecting to walk in knowing things,” Jacob said.
“Good.”
“I just don’t know how much I’m expecting not to know.”
Ravi smiled at that, not unkindly. “You find out.”
Jacob laughed once. It was the only answer that could honestly fit the question tonight.
Jacob nodded. He liked that the answer contained no promise that confidence would announce itself all at once.
Ravi glanced toward Eddie, who was listening to Hen near the table.
“You’ve got people who can tell you more about the department than me.”
“I know. That’s not the part I was avoiding.”
“What part?”
Jacob watched the water move against the pool edge. “Every question becomes a question about what I’m doing with my life.”
Ravi was quiet for a moment.
“You can ask about the first week without promising anybody the rest.”
“Good.”
“But if you want the actual current requirements, check the current requirements. Mine were mine.”
“I will.”
That boundary made the conversation easier rather than less useful. Jacob wasn’t receiving a route he had to follow. He was hearing what a person near his age had experienced and deciding which parts needed more thought.
He mentioned the course Hen had told him about, carefully enough not to describe information as a commitment. A short course in late August. Supervision. A chance to learn more. Things he’d discussed and still needed to decide.
Ravi listened.
“Are you signing up?”
“I haven’t decided.”
“Okay.”
No persuasive follow-up. No delighted expression because Jacob had finally admitted a calling. Ravi accepted the answer and asked which part of the information Jacob was still trying to sort.
Jacob named it. Ravi didn’t pretend to know that program well enough to settle the question. He suggested the kind of person who could answer it and left the actual decision where it belonged.
They paused when Buck called for somebody to hand him a towel. Harry did it, then stepped back before Buck could shake water over him. The attempt failed. Harry protested with enough volume to make several people turn.
Ravi laughed and leaned back again.
“This is a lot better than Newton,” he said.
Jacob looked down at the towel. “Yeah.”
The name brought back the noise before the image: a space becoming unsafe, instructions that mattered because there wasn’t time to improve them, the effort of keeping track of what had to happen next. Jacob didn’t need to tell Ravi all of it. Ravi had been there.
“I mostly tried not to get in the way,” Jacob said.
Ravi turned toward him.
“That’s not all you did.”
Jacob shrugged slightly. “I wasn’t doing your job.”
“No. You weren’t.”
The agreement stopped Jacob preparing to defend the limitation.
“I was working,” Ravi continued. “I saw you listen. I saw you help. You didn’t decide you knew better, and you didn’t make yourself another person somebody had to rescue.”
Jacob looked at him.
“Those things mattered,” Ravi said.
There was no recruitment in his voice. No comparison between Jacob and some imagined academy class. He was describing a thing he had observed.
Jacob could accept that more easily than a claim about who the event proved he was.
“Okay,” he said.
Ravi nodded once and picked up his cup.
For a while, they watched the pool. The building in memory receded enough for the house in front of them to become the only one requiring attention. May came past with two empty glasses, asked whether either of theirs needed taking, and accepted no from both.
Jacob had questions left. He could ask them another day.
“Do you ever have a day off where you don’t do anything?” he asked.
Ravi smiled. “Define anything.”
“Not laundry. Not shopping. Not fixing whatever you didn’t have time to fix.”
“Sometimes.”
“What do you do?”
“Eat something I didn’t cook. Watch something. See somebody who isn’t asking me to carry equipment.”
“That sounds good.”
“It is. What do you do?”
Jacob almost said coursework.
He stopped, smiled, and looked toward the kitchen.
“Apparently I go to somebody else’s birthday and find out it’s mine too.”
“Not your birthday.”
“You know what I mean.”
“I do.”
They laughed. The conversation had reached something they could both make fun of without making it smaller.
Jacob told him about the zoo’s food stop, the attempt to choose a place everybody would eat, and the green sauce he had no intention of competing with Ethan and Maddie over. Ravi had an opinion about the best food after a long shift. Jacob disagreed with one ingredient and learned Ravi’s objection to the version he’d eaten.
The discussion became specific enough that Ravi took out his phone to find the place he meant. He showed Jacob the menu, then opened the photograph that proved the portion was larger than it looked online.
“Send me that,” Jacob said.
“The place or the photo?”
“The place. I believe the photo.”
Ravi opened a new contact. Jacob gave him the number and waited while Ravi typed it. His phone vibrated a few seconds later.
Ravi: Don’t judge it by the parking.
Jacob laughed.
Jacob: That bad?
Ravi read the message while sitting beside him and shook his head.
“You’ll see.”
“All right.”
Jacob saved the number. Not Ravi Academy. Not Eddie’s coworker. Ravi.
Across the yard, Harry called them back to the table because somebody had found more cake. Ravi stood first and picked up the abandoned towel beside his chair.
“This yours?”
“No.”
“Then I’ll hang it.”
Jacob took his own, followed him, and found the conversation continuing as they walked: a different film, a better ending, a place Ravi thought Jacob might like when he had an afternoon that didn’t belong to an assessment.
Jacob had several of those now.
He hadn’t chosen a new career from the poolside chair. He had learned a little more about training, let somebody keep an accurate account of Newton, and acquired a person he could text about lunch.
At the table, Ravi asked where he wanted to sit instead of assuming the conversation was over now that the questions had been answered. Jacob took the chair beside him. Harry began the film argument again, May asked which part he meant, and Ravi supplied just enough information to get all three of them disagreeing.
Jacob stayed. There was no interview left to complete. He wanted to hear the rest.
For one evening, that felt like plenty.
Eddie couldn’t find the lid.
The container was the right size for the food left on the platter. The lid beside it was almost the right size, which made him try twice before admitting it belonged to something else. He set it down, opened the drawer Athena had shown him, and found six more possibilities stacked beneath a colander.
None matched.
He could hear Buck laughing outside. A song ended, another began, and somebody called for Harry to turn it up. Harry did, briefly, before Athena told him the volume had already been fine.
Eddie shut the drawer and looked again at the counter.
The lid was under the platter.
He lifted one edge, pulled it free, and stood holding it for a moment while reconsidering the last two minutes. Then he covered the food, labeled it with the tape Athena had left beside the refrigerator, and put it where she’d cleared space.
The kitchen had become warm enough that he could feel the heat through the back of his shirt. He hadn’t been cooking. He’d come inside to move the dishes out of the way, found food that shouldn’t remain on the counter all evening, and started putting it away. The job was almost finished. That mattered because there were always enough small jobs to turn being helpful into missing the party.
He didn’t intend to miss this one.
On the way through the house, he’d picked up the bag holding Christopher’s cards because it had been left beside a chair people kept moving. Now it stood on the dining-room table, safely above the damp towels. Eddie could see the edge of the card his son had read twice.
Fourteen had once sounded impossibly far away.
He didn’t need a baby photograph to measure it. Christopher’s bag held a shirt he’d chosen, things he expected to manage himself, and a phone Eddie still asked too many questions about. The boy had wanted the party large. He had wanted Denny and Mara there. He had also wanted Jacob’s part to work, enough that keeping the secret had become something he checked on at breakfast.
Eddie had heard him say you worked really hard.
He hadn’t taught him that line. Christopher had seen the work and named it. Watching Jacob receive it had made Eddie look away long enough to swallow before anybody asked him anything.
He put the memory down for a moment and carried another bowl to the kitchen. It wasn’t going anywhere.
At the island, three stacks of used plates waited beside a bowl of forks. He separated the things that could be thrown away from the things somebody would want back, scraped what needed scraping, and made room by the sink. The dishwasher wasn’t ready for another load yet. He could leave the clean ones until it finished rather than open it in the middle because he wanted the counter clear.
There was no emergency in a stack of plates.
Christopher appeared in the doorway carrying his water bottle.
“Dad.”
“Yeah?”
“Where’s my bag?”
“Where you left it.”
Christopher gave him a look.
Eddie remembered the movement earlier. “I put it beside the chair. Not under it.”
“Which chair?”
“Inside. Front room. The one with your towel.”
“Okay.”
He went to find it. Eddie let him. The route was clear, the things were reachable, and Christopher knew what he wanted from the bag. Offering to get it would have saved only Eddie the discomfort of standing still while his son crossed the room.
He filled the bottle Christopher had left on the counter, capped it, and waited.
When Christopher returned, he’d found a dry shirt and had an opinion about where the bag should have been put. Eddie listened, agreed to leave it there next time, and handed over the water.
“You good?”
“Yes.”
“Feet?”
“Fine.”
“Want to sit for a bit?”
“I am sitting. Outside.”
“All right.”
Christopher shifted the shirt over one arm and went back to his friends. He had turned fourteen a week ago. That fact had not changed his body overnight or granted Eddie a new set of instructions. It had changed some of Christopher’s expectations about being asked questions he could answer for himself.
Eddie was trying to keep up.
At the pool earlier, he’d felt the familiar impulse to choose the easiest route before Christopher had finished looking. He’d waited instead. Christopher chose a route that worked, told him what needed moving, and then spent the next half hour concerned with things Eddie had no reason to decide.
That was going well. Eddie could let it go well.
He wiped the space where the water bottle had stood and put the cloth near the sink. Outside, Christopher called Denny’s name. Denny answered, and Mara said something that made both boys laugh. The sound was clear through the open door.
Christopher returned a few minutes later, this time without needing anything moved.
“Can Denny come over next week?”
“Which day?”
“I don’t know yet.”
“Find out which day.”
“Can he, though?”
Eddie looked at him. Christopher wasn’t asking for a schedule. He was asking whether the plan was allowed to begin.
“Yes. We’ll work out the day.”
“Okay.”
“Ask him what works for his family too.”
“I was going to.”
“Good.”
Christopher remained beside the island, inspecting the covered container. Eddie let the conversation have a second subject without asking what it was.
“Did Jacob know anything?”
“I don’t think so.”
“He looked really surprised.”
“He was.”
Christopher smiled. “I thought I’d messed it up yesterday.”
“You didn’t.”
“When I asked about the thing.”
“He thought you meant Ravi’s present.”
“I said that.”
“You did.”
Eddie could see him replaying the exchange, checking the result against the moment when he’d nearly given the surprise away. He’d held the secret with the earnestness he usually gave a plan he wanted everybody to enjoy. Now he could stop checking.
“It worked,” Eddie said.
Christopher nodded, satisfied. Then he noticed the stacked plates and asked whether they had to clean everything tonight.
“Not everything.”
“Tomorrow?”
“Tomorrow.”
“Before we leave.”
“Yes.”
He accepted that without bargaining. Eddie had already told him nobody was going to leave Athena the whole mess, and Christopher had not mistaken being a birthday boy for immunity from carrying things he could carry.
“Can I leave my bag in here?”
“Dining room. Keep it out of the way.”
Christopher went to move it himself. Eddie watched long enough to see him choose a place near the wall. The bag stayed reachable, the path stayed clear, and the boy returned outside without needing Eddie to approve the exact position.
Those were small things. They still added up to an evening in which Eddie could sit down later and believe his son was managing what belonged to him.
He finished sealing the container, then put the marker away. The empty spaces in the kitchen were temporary. Someone would come in wanting food, another person would open the refrigerator, and a third would forget why they’d entered. The house wasn’t supposed to remain tidy around them.
He wanted Christopher to remember it this way: useful, crowded, ordinary enough that people could make mistakes and be corrected without the correction becoming the whole night. A place adults enjoyed themselves and children weren’t required to keep them cheerful.
From outside, Athena laughed. Eddie smiled before looking up.
Buck came in dripping less than he had earlier, which meant he had at least remembered the towel.
“You need a hand?”
“I’m done.”
Buck looked at the plates.
“Those can wait,” Eddie said.
“Good.”
He took water from the refrigerator, offered the bottle, and leaned against the island while Eddie drank. The music changed again. Buck recognized it, smiled, and glanced toward the yard.
“Athena’s having fun.”
“She said she would.”
“Yeah.”
Buck looked at the kitchen, the open cupboards, the food moved into containers. Eddie knew the look. It held the outline of a person who would once have stood in the middle of this work and made it seem organized before anybody noticed how much of it there was.
Neither of them named him.
The house had plenty of Bobby in it without requiring every silence to become a conversation about his absence. Eddie could hear Athena outside, telling Harry something in a voice that was more laughter than warning. Buck heard it too. His face eased.
“Come out when you’re done,” he said.
“I told you I’m done.”
“Then come out.”
Eddie smiled. “In a minute.”
Buck accepted the answer because it was one he gave often enough himself. He went back with the water, and Eddie closed the drawer he’d left open.
He checked his phone.
The party thread contained photographs, brief questions nobody needed anymore, and the message from Ethan that had told him they were leaving campus. Eddie had read it then, answered with the parking reminder, and put the phone away. Now he looked at it without any task attached.
Jacob had passed.
He had known by the time Ethan sent the message. Jacob’s own text had arrived first: Finished. Passed. See you at Athena’s. The words had been exactly enough. Eddie had wanted to call and had not. There would be a moment at the house, and Jacob deserved to leave campus without Eddie making him explain the morning before he’d reached the car.
The restraint had been harder than it looked.
He opened the planning exchange, checked that nothing remained unresolved, and stopped before scrolling back through three weeks of it. The outcome was outside. He didn’t need to reconstruct every errand to believe it had worked.
May had found the photographs. Harry had carried things. Athena had made the house available and then made it impossible for anybody to apologize for using it. Ethan had kept the timing. Christopher had held his part with enough pride that Eddie had worried he would give it away simply because he wanted Jacob to know how good it would be.
He had nearly done that.
But he hadn’t.
Eddie put the phone on the counter while he folded the last empty grocery bag. He had been checking exact times because exact times mattered to a surprise. Jacob had thought it was dinner planning. That explanation had been true too. Eddie could hear him complaining about the repeated questions, hear Ethan answering without looking at him, and remember trying not to smile where Christopher would see.
Now the secret was over.
The family had kept one thing from Jacob long enough to give it to him intact.
Hen entered with two glasses and a serving spoon.
“You hiding?”
“Putting food away.”
“Done?”
“Yes.”
“Then stop.”
She set the glasses down, put the spoon beside the sink, and took a piece of fruit from the covered bowl before replacing the cover. Eddie looked toward the counter.
“What?” she asked.
“Nothing.”
“You were going to fix something.”
“Probably.”
Hen smiled. She didn’t stay to supervise the stopping. She returned outside, taking her drink with her, and Eddie remained by the refrigerator long enough to finish the water.
He had nowhere else to be tonight.
Work was covered. The car could remain where it was. Christopher had what he needed, and the house had room for all of them to sleep badly together rather than leave somebody cleaning it alone at three in the morning. The plan had been clear before anybody started drinking. Nobody needed to make a responsible decision from a worse position later.
He liked that kind of plan.
On the dining-room table, the cards had shifted again. Somebody had moved the gifts closer to the wall to make room for the game. Jacob’s photograph stood beyond them, a little crooked. Eddie went to straighten it, then stopped with his hand near the frame.
It could remain crooked until tomorrow.
He looked at the picture instead.
May had asked Ethan for the original because the first copy didn’t print well enough. Eddie had seen three versions, approved one, and then claimed he had no opinion about the placement because May and Athena plainly did. Looking at it now, he was glad he’d let them decide. It was visible without commanding the whole room.
Jacob occupied the campus in the photograph as though he had somewhere to go next.
He did.
That was enough for Eddie to stand with for a moment.
He didn’t need to place the picture beside an older one to prove the difference. He remembered too much of the older days without help. Here, the shirt was clean, the sun was bright, and the degree had become a thing somebody could congratulate him for finishing.
A voice called from outside. Eddie turned automatically, heard someone else answer, and stayed where he was.
Jacob entered carrying the covered plate May had sent him to fetch.
“Wrong way,” Eddie said.
Jacob looked down. “She wanted this in.”
“Oh. Counter.”
He put it down, checked the cover, and went to the sink. His hair was still dry. The towel over his shoulder was the same one he’d carried around all evening without apparently using it. Eddie resisted asking whether he ever intended to get in the pool. There was time.
Jacob washed his hands, dried them, and looked at the stack of plates.
“Want me to do those?”
“No.”
“You sure?”
“They can wait.”
Jacob nodded. He seemed to consider leaving. Instead, he stayed beside the counter, looking toward the photograph Eddie had almost straightened.
Eddie took the empty plate from beneath the newly covered one and put it near the sink. The small noise gave both of them something to look at.
“You did this,” Jacob said.
Eddie glanced up. “Everybody did. May handled the pictures. Athena—”
“That’s not what I asked.”
He stopped.
Jacob wasn’t asking for a list of contributions. He knew there had been a list. He had spent the afternoon discovering who had done which part, thanking people, reading cards. Now he was looking at Eddie with the steadiness Eddie recognized even when it cost him something.
“You didn’t have to,” Jacob said.
“Yeah. I did.”
The answer came without rehearsal.
Jacob looked toward the open door. Music, laughter, a chair scraping softly, somebody asking where the extra water was. He took a breath that almost became a laugh and didn’t.
“Seventeen months.”
Eddie held his gaze when he turned back.
“I know.”
There was nothing useful to add.
Eddie knew the number. Jacob knew he knew. The room held that understanding without asking either of them to turn it into an account of every day between.
He reached for Jacob’s shoulder and kept his hand there for a moment. Jacob stood still, then leaned just enough that the contact became something he was accepting rather than enduring.
Eddie squeezed once.
Outside, Harry called Ravi’s name. The ordinary interruption didn’t take the moment away. It gave it somewhere to end.
Jacob looked down, rubbed a hand across the back of his neck, and smiled without quite managing his usual expression.
“Thank you,” he said.
Eddie nodded. “You’re welcome.”
He let go.
For a few seconds, they stood beside the counter, neither reaching for a task. Eddie didn’t ask about the assessment. Jacob had told him the important part. He didn’t ask what came next. There would be other days for questions that required calendars and decisions.
This day belonged to what had already been done.
Jacob picked up the unused towel.
“I should probably stop carrying this.”
“You could use it.”
“Later.”
Eddie smiled. “That’s what everyone keeps saying you say.”
“It keeps being true.”
He folded it over his arm instead. The answer sounded more like him now, not because the feeling had passed but because he could carry it without losing the rest of his voice.
Eddie switched off the brightest light above the counter. The smaller one stayed on, leaving the kitchen usable without making it feel like a place where a job was waiting. Jacob looked toward the yard and took a step.
“You coming?”
“Yeah.”
They went together.
At the doorway, someone had left a wet footprint broad enough to belong to Buck. Eddie stepped around it. Jacob stepped over the towel beside it and picked it up before it could become the next person’s problem. He hung it with the others and continued without making the act the reason he had returned outside.
Ravi moved a chair to make room. May called Jacob over to look at a photograph. Christopher sat beside Denny, talking fast about a game he wanted to play later. When he saw Eddie, he lifted his water bottle enough to show he still had it.
Eddie answered with a small nod.
Everything didn’t require another check.
Buck sat beside Hen at the table, his plate empty at last. He made room when Eddie approached and asked whether he’d finished hiding.
“Yes,” Eddie said.
“Good.”
Athena passed behind them, touched the table to steady herself while stepping around a chair, and went toward May. She had a drink in one hand and the unmistakable intention of staying in the party rather than managing it from the kitchen.
Eddie sat.
Jacob looked at May’s screen, laughed at what he saw, and called Ethan over. Ethan came, looked, and shook his head while smiling. Ravi asked to see it too. Harry leaned in from the other side, apparently certain the photograph concerned him.
The little cluster shifted to accommodate all of them.
Eddie watched long enough to see Jacob remain in its center without becoming trapped there. Then Christopher asked him a question, and he turned to answer his son.
The night had more time in it.
Christopher’s question turned out to concern the next song, not a problem Eddie needed to solve. Eddie didn’t know the title. Buck did, or thought he did, and got corrected by Harry from across the table. Christopher laughed at all three of them and went to ask May.
Eddie leaned back. The kitchen could wait. The photograph could stay crooked. For once, the thing he wanted to give his nephew was already happening without another task from him.
He intended to stay for all of it.
At twelve seventeen, May discovered she had forty-three photographs of the same moment.
Three were good. Eleven were blurred enough that she couldn’t identify the person nearest the camera. The rest showed people beginning to look toward her, finishing looking toward her, or being distracted by whatever Harry had said after she asked him to stop talking. She kept the three, deleted nothing from anybody else’s phone, and sent a message to the group.
May: Send me the originals. Not screenshots. Anything from today.
Harry answered from the chair beside her.
“Anything?”
“Not whatever you’re about to send.”
“You don’t know what it is.”
She looked at him. He grinned and turned his screen away.
The table had become a dry place for phones, cups, and the game box Ravi was determined not to lose pieces from. The cards had been put away. A bowl of fruit sat beside the last slices of cake, covered until somebody wanted another. Nobody had declared dinner over, and nobody had declared the next part begun. The night kept finding new things to do after the things they’d planned ran out.
May had expected to be tired by now.
She was tired. She was also having too much fun to act on it.
Across the yard, Christopher had acquired a second wind that made his father check the time with an expression May recognized from her own teenage summers. Eddie wasn’t trying to send him to bed. He was trying to understand where the energy had come from after an hour in which Christopher had seemed entirely content to sit and eat cake.
Denny and Mara appeared willing to help him use it.
The game had migrated out of its box and into an argument about something entirely different. Ravi was trying to remember a film title from Harry’s description. Jacob had named two possibilities. Christopher rejected both, then described the same scene more accurately than Harry had managed.
“That one,” May said.
Harry looked at her. “I said that.”
“You said there was a car.”
“There was.”
“There are a lot of films with cars.”
Ravi laughed and found it on his phone. The result settled the title without settling whether Harry had described it well. May enjoyed that part more than she would have enjoyed everybody agreeing. Her brother was comfortable enough with the group to persist when nobody was making his argument easy.
Christopher took the phone when Ravi offered it, checked the image, and passed it back. Then he called Mara over because she had seen the film and could apparently settle a different question about the ending. Denny followed her. Within a minute, the table contained three conversations with only one subject between them.
May stopped trying to follow every sentence.
She listened to Mara, who had a much more decisive opinion than any of the adults. When Harry interrupted, Mara finished anyway. Jacob nodded at the last part and said she was probably right.
“Probably?” Mara asked.
He smiled. “Right.”
That satisfied her. Christopher looked pleased to have brought in the person who could end the argument. May watched him settle back into the chair, his water bottle within reach, his friends close enough that he no longer had to call across the yard to include them.
The evening had made room for the older conversation without requiring the younger three to become quieter versions of the adults. They came and went, disagreed, asked questions, and knew when they wanted to be somewhere else. Harry wasn’t automatically in charge of them simply because he’d grown up beside them.
He had his own conversation to finish.
May liked seeing that too.
A picture arrived from Karen: Christopher, Denny, and Mara, all three laughing at something outside the frame. May saved it before the next message covered it. Whatever had been happening at the adult table wasn’t the whole party. She wanted the carousel to show the rest.
“Send me that one where you’re all by the fence,” she told Harry.
“Which one?”
“The one I took on your phone.”
He found it. This time, he sent the right file without a joke attached. May thanked him and put her phone down before he could accuse her of spending the entire night looking at it.
Harry looked up from his phone. “We’re getting back in.”
“You just dried off.”
“Then it’ll be a fresh towel.”
“That’s not how the towel supply works.”
He left the phone facedown and went toward the pool. May watched long enough to see him stop at the edge and check who was where before entering. The splash still made three people complain. Harry apologized to exactly one of them.
Jacob stood near the house with a towel over his shoulder.
The same towel.
May got up.
“It’s later,” she told him.
He looked toward her. “I can see that.”
“You said later.”
“I did.”
“So?”
Jacob glanced at the pool. Ethan stood beside him with a drink. Ravi was sitting near the steps, dry again, talking to Buck. None of them looked likely to force the issue for her.
“You don’t have to,” Ethan said.
“I know.” Jacob took the towel off his shoulder. “I want to. I just kept sitting down.”
“That part’s easy to fix,” May said.
He put his phone on the table, left the towel where he could find it, and went to the steps. No one threw him. No one had to pretend a surprise shove was the only way an adult could enjoy a pool. He entered with the cautious expression of someone expecting the water to be colder than everybody had promised.
It was apparently fine.
“See?” Harry called.
“Yes, Harry.”
Christopher smiled from the other side. Denny moved the inflatable out of Jacob’s path. Mara said something that made Jacob laugh before he reached them.
May took a photograph.
Then another, because Jacob looked up at precisely the wrong moment in the first. In the second, he was laughing, water lifting against his chest as Harry attempted to explain whatever rule they’d invented. Ethan remained near the edge with his drink. Ravi stood and put his cup down, apparently persuaded to join them again by the conversation rather than a formal invitation.
The dry people were becoming outnumbered.
May looked at her mother.
Athena had changed after her swim and now stood beside Hen with a glass. She appeared entirely pleased that the party had outlasted the stage where anybody could reasonably claim they were about to leave.
“You’re staying dry?” May asked.
“For now.”
“That’s what Jacob kept saying.”
“Then he finally listened to you.”
May smiled. Her mother didn’t need convincing to stay in the night. She’d been in it since before the first person arrived.
The next set of photographs came from Maddie. May sat with them long enough to see the afternoon from a place she hadn’t occupied: Jacob coming through the door, Jee showing him Pink, the moment before he noticed the third cake. She had her own images of the reveal. Maddie’s showed the approach to it, the ordinary few seconds in which he still thought he was at somebody else’s celebration.
May saved them in order.
Another message arrived from Eddie. Fewer pictures. Good ones. Christopher beside his cake, Jacob with his arms around him, the back of Ethan’s head at the edge of a frame where everyone else was looking toward the kitchen. May enlarged the hug and let it fill the screen.
She was glad she’d kept her phone down for part of that moment.
She was glad somebody else had not.
From the pool, Jacob called her name.
She looked up.
“Did you get Harry?”
“Doing what?”
Harry protested before the explanation. May raised the phone. Whatever he had done could apparently be demonstrated again, because he did it while telling them it hadn’t looked like that the first time.
The photograph came out badly. The laughter did not.
May put the phone down and went nearer the edge, staying on the dry part where she wouldn’t have to hold the device over water. Christopher told her what the game had become. It sounded less like a game than several people agreeing to disagree about whose turn it was. She declined to arbitrate.
“You’re older,” Denny said.
“That doesn’t make me interested.”
Jacob laughed, and May took that picture too.
Ravi brought her a dry cloth after seeing her wipe a drop from the screen with the hem of her shirt. She accepted it, cleaned the lens properly, and discovered how many of her last photographs had been softened by that one small mark.
“Better?” he asked.
“Much.”
“Good.”
He returned to the pool before she could make helping her a job he needed to remain available for. May checked the image again. Jacob had his head turned toward Christopher, both laughing, and the water behind them held a streak of light from the house.
She kept it.
Not because it explained anything. Because that was what they’d looked like.
She took one wide picture from the doorway, then left the phone on the table and went to sit beside Karen. The conversation there concerned tomorrow’s food, not the kind anybody planned to buy but the amount still in the refrigerator. Karen said nobody was taking the whole responsibility home with them. People would choose what they wanted.
May agreed. She could already imagine Harry leaving with a container he’d forget to put away until somebody texted him.
“Tell him before he goes,” Karen said when May mentioned it.
“I will.”
“Once.”
May laughed. Karen smiled back, and the conversation moved on. Her brother could be reminded without needing May to manage his entire Wednesday.
At one ten, her mother’s phone rang.
The sound barely reached May over the music. Athena heard it because the phone was beside her glass. She picked it up, looked at the name, and moved closer to the kitchen doorway without leaving the yard.
“Elaine.”
May watched the small change in her posture. Not alarm. Attention.
“Yes. We’re here.” Athena listened. “No, that’s us.”
Hen looked up. Buck, hearing his own name in a separate conversation, turned and then followed Hen’s gaze. May moved toward her mother, close enough to be useful if she needed something and not close enough to crowd the call.
Athena listened again.
“It’s Bobby’s last house party.”
The sentence was quiet enough that May almost missed it. It wasn’t a plea for exemption. It was context given to someone who would understand why the house was full at this hour.
Athena nodded once at the answer.
“We’ll bring it down. Everybody’s staying here.” Another pause. “No. Nobody’s driving.”
She looked toward Harry and pointed at the speaker. May reached him first.
“Down,” she said.
“How much?”
“Enough that people in their own houses can stop listening.”
He lowered it. The sudden change made several voices seem too loud. They lowered too, unevenly, as people discovered they no longer needed to shout over the song.
May returned to her mother.
“Elaine Maynard,” Athena told her after ending the call. “Neighbor complained. There’s a unit coming through.”
“Are they stopping?”
“They can if they need to. We’re turning it down.”
“Okay.”
Athena went to the back door, checked the sound from there, and asked Harry to reduce the bass as well. He did. The music remained audible inside the yard. It no longer felt like something that would travel through somebody’s closed window and insist on occupying their bedroom.
May understood the complaint.
She also understood her mother picking up the glass again.
The party paused in the strange way groups paused when they expected official attention. Buck put down his drink. Chimney looked toward the side passage. Ravi, still in the water, asked what was happening. Harry explained, less accurately than May would have preferred.
“We’re not being shut down,” she corrected. “We’re being asked to be quieter.”
“That’s what I said.”
“It wasn’t.”
He let that go.
The patrol car came slowly along the street a few minutes later. May saw its light through the front window when she went inside for a dry cloth. Several people followed her gaze. For one ridiculous second, everybody seemed to stop moving, including people who had no idea what anybody else had seen.
Athena stood at the open front door and raised her glass in acknowledgment.
The passenger window lowered.
“Evening,” the officer called.
“Morning,” Athena answered.
The officer smiled. “Keep the noise down for us.”
“Already lowered it.”
“Thank you. Everybody staying?”
“Everybody.”
He looked toward the parked cars, then nodded. “Have a good night.”
“You too.”
The officer’s attention moved once over the quiet street, the parked cars, and the open doorway. May stood far enough back not to join a conversation her mother was already handling. Nobody offered a badge or a name that would make the neighbor’s sleep less important.
Athena remained by the door until the car moved on, then turned to May.
“Leave the front closed. We don’t need the noise coming out both sides.”
May shut it. Inside, the music was barely audible from the front room now. She checked the window nearest the street, closed it too, and returned through the house rather than invite everybody to stand on the pavement discussing the complaint.
The change made the party feel more contained, not smaller. Light stayed in the yard. The conversation stayed among the people who had chosen it. Whoever had called could return to a bedroom that didn’t have to participate.
The car continued without a siren. May watched until it passed out of view. Inside, people were already returning to the conversations they’d stopped in the doorway. She followed them back to the yard.
Harry waited by the speaker with exaggerated stillness.
“Don’t turn it back up,” she told him.
“I wasn’t going to.”
“Good.”
He changed the song instead.
People resumed moving. The pool game returned at a volume that required somebody to lean closer to hear the next rule. The change made it funnier, somehow. Christopher kept insisting his version was obvious while explaining it for the fourth time. Jacob disagreed, laughed, and ended up with water in his mouth when Harry moved the inflatable at the wrong moment.
He came up coughing once, perfectly capable of objecting on his own behalf.
“Harry.”
“Sorry.”
“Move it that way.”
Harry did. No one needed rescuing. May kept the phone down until Jacob was laughing again.
When he got out, he finally used the towel.
“There,” May said.
“You’ve been waiting to say that.”
“Hours.”
He laughed and dried his face. The water had flattened his hair in a way that made him look younger without changing anything else. His phone was still where he’d left it. May pointed toward it.
“Can I look at your pictures?”
“Yeah.”
He unlocked it and handed it over. She opened the day’s images and found more than she’d expected: campus, an empty bench, Ethan waiting in the shade, one badly framed cake photograph Jacob had taken after the reveal.
“This one’s terrible,” she said.
“I was distracted.”
“I can tell.”
She sent the ones she wanted to herself and handed the phone back before he had to wonder what else she was looking at.
“I can make you a post tomorrow,” she said.
“Okay.”
“On your account.”
“I understood.”
“You’ll have to let me in.”
“Tomorrow, May.”
She accepted that, smiling. Tomorrow had already arrived by the clock. Neither of them meant the clock.
Ravi came over with his towel and asked whether Jacob wanted more water. Jacob said yes. May took one too, then put the phone away long enough to drink it.
May opened the pictures Jacob had sent and found the one of Ethan at campus. It wasn’t particularly polished. The frame caught the edge of a tree and too much pavement, but Ethan had looked up while Jacob took it, smiling before there was time to decide what expression belonged in a photograph.
She knew where she wanted that feeling in the sequence, even if she didn’t use this exact image. Morning, surprise, the people who’d kept him company before he knew why everyone was waiting. Not a row of posed faces congratulating a degree. A day.
She made a note on her own phone so she wouldn’t trust the order to memory after sleeping.
Then she stopped organizing it. The day wasn’t finished yet. Jacob was drying his hair badly, Ravi was telling him where he’d left his shoes, and Harry had apparently decided another slice of cake was a sensible answer to one thirty in the morning.
May took a fork from the table and joined him.
For the next hour, the party became smaller conversations inside the same enormous gathering. People moved from water to chairs, chairs to kitchen, kitchen to the rooms where the music sounded like a distant suggestion. Maddie checked the children. Chimney brought out food that could be eaten without reheating anything. Athena sat with Hen and Karen, laughing at a story May could not hear from the table.
The night didn’t need the speaker loud enough to reach the neighbors.
It had plenty of noise of its own.
May collected three more photographs, then stopped. Harry was asking her a question. She made him repeat it because she’d been looking at the screen, answered properly, and stayed in the conversation after putting the phone facedown.
The lower music made it possible to hear Ravi properly without leaning over the table. He was telling Harry about a place he should try, and Harry was objecting to the parking before he’d seen it. Jacob laughed, apparently already familiar with that warning.
May asked for the name. Ravi sent it to the group, then put his phone away. The conversation returned to the food instead of remaining on the screen. May followed it, ate the last bite of cake on her plate, and forgot about collecting anything for several good minutes.
The images would still be there.
She wanted the rest of the night too.
At four thirty, Athena found a piece of cake on the windowsill.
It was on a plate, at least. The fork rested beside it. Whoever had put it there had taken two bites and apparently discovered something more interesting than finishing. Athena moved the plate to the kitchen, covered the remaining slice, and put it beside the others. There would be enough cake in the morning for people to make poor breakfast decisions.
She expected to join them.
The music was still playing, quietly enough now that the refrigerator interrupted it when its motor started. Harry had left the speaker at the volume she asked for. Nobody had complained about that since the patrol car passed. The conversations had gradually drawn closer together, then thinned as people grew tired enough to stop trying to finish every story.
In the front room, Christopher was asleep on the sofa.
He’d chosen it half an hour earlier, after telling Eddie he wasn’t tired and then asking where the spare pillow was. Eddie had brought the pillow without reopening the argument. Now he sat in the chair beside him, phone in hand, reading something with the concentration of a person determined not to become the next one asleep.
Athena left them to it.
Denny and Mara had settled nearby. Karen had made sure their things were within reach and that the route through the room wasn’t blocked by bags. One blanket had slipped toward the floor. Hen lifted it back over Denny without waking him, then checked the chair where Karen had left her own drink.
“You finished with that?” Athena asked.
“A while ago.”
She took the cup. Hen thanked her in the low voice people began using near sleeping children even when there was still a party outside.
Upstairs, Jee and Nash had been asleep for hours. Maddie had checked them often enough that the monitor no longer required her to turn every time it made a sound. She and Chimney had claimed the room nearest them, bringing the last things in before sitting down. The little ones weren’t waiting for the adult night to end.
That part had gone the way it should.
On the landing, Maddie had left a small bag outside the room so the zipper wouldn’t wake anyone when she needed something. Athena moved past it carefully. From behind the door came the brief sound of Nash settling and Chimney answering a sleepy question in a voice lower than his voice had been all night.
The room was dark except for the lamp they’d chosen. Jee had Pink beside her pillow, far enough from her face that Maddie had evidently adjusted it before leaving her. The flamingo’s bright color remained visible even in the low light. Athena checked only what needed checking, then eased the door back to the position Maddie had left it.
Downstairs, Karen was folding one of the spare blankets before changing her mind and spreading it over the place she meant to sleep. Hen took the other edge, and together they made it fit.
“That’s enough,” Karen whispered.
“I’m not doing more,” Hen answered.
Athena smiled without speaking. She knew how many times that answer had been given in the house tonight. It was becoming more believable as people grew too tired to invent another task.
She put a spare pillow beside them. Karen touched her wrist in thanks. Hen looked up long enough to meet her eyes, then returned to the blanket.
There was no gathering to arrange. No reason to bring the people who understood the night best into one room and make them name what was missing. They had already spent the evening inside that knowledge, dancing, eating, checking children, carrying dishes. Athena didn’t need a final statement from them to know they’d felt it.
She took the empty cup because it was within reach and left the rest alone.
Athena returned to the kitchen. Three cups, two empty bottles, the plate from the windowsill. She disposed of what could be disposed of, put the rest beside the sink, and stopped before beginning another load.
The room was usable. Morning could do the rest.
Beyond the back door, the yard held people in the places the night had left them. Ravi sat on a lounger talking to Harry, whose sentences had begun losing their endings. May occupied a chair near the table with a towel over her shoulders, dry enough to use as a blanket. Ethan and Jacob sat beside her. Buck stood near the pool, collecting things that would be harder to see once the lights were off.
He looked up when Athena came out.
“That’s the last one,” he said, holding an inflatable against his hip.
“Put it by the fence.”
He did. Water ran off it into the grass. Athena watched the pool settle after the last movement, its surface reflecting the lights without anybody breaking the pattern.
Everyone was out.
She checked the steps herself, then the route back to the house. Towels hung where they could dry. The speaker cable remained secured. There was a cup near the edge that would otherwise end up in the water. She moved it.
Buck followed with two more.
“You can sit,” she told him.
“So can you.”
“I will.”
They both knew that answer.
She took the cups inside, then returned and sat where May had made room by pulling the next chair closer. Her daughter handed her water without asking whether she wanted it. Athena drank.
Jacob looked toward the house.
“Chris asleep?”
“Yes.”
“He said he wasn’t.”
“He got over it.”
Jacob smiled. The water had dried in his hair unevenly. He looked tired, pleased, and too comfortable to correct the way he’d folded himself into the chair. Ethan had one elbow on the table and the other hand around an empty cup.
Athena took it when he offered.
“You have a place inside,” she said.
“In a minute,” he answered.
“Take as long as you need. Just don’t wake everybody finding it.”
He nodded.
Harry finished whatever he’d been saying to Ravi, or decided not to. Ravi answered quietly. They both laughed, a smaller sound than before, then sat without starting another subject.
The night wasn’t ending by agreement.
It was running out of people willing to resist sleep.
May had a small red mark near her ankle from the edge of a sandal. She rubbed it absently while listening to Harry fail to complete a story. Athena pointed at the shoes beneath her chair.
“Take those off.”
“I did.”
“Then stop thinking about putting them back on.”
May laughed quietly. “I wasn’t.”
Athena believed about half of that. Her daughter liked to remain ready for the next thing somebody might need. Tonight, the next thing was sleep.
Ravi asked whether the floor space inside was still where Harry had shown him. Athena said yes and added that there was another blanket in the cupboard if he wanted it.
“I’ve got one,” he said.
“Good.”
Jacob offered the one he’d brought before remembering it was already intended for his own sleeping arrangement. Ethan reminded him. Jacob looked down at the bag beside his chair and laughed at himself.
“Right.”
The mistake was small and tired. Nobody turned it into a lesson about his generosity. Athena drank the rest of her water and set the cup down with the others.
At this hour, people looked less arranged. The clothes they’d chosen had become simply what they were wearing. Hair had dried unevenly. Voices lost the effort they used with an audience. She could recognize each person through the weariness without needing any of them to make the night impressive for her.
Athena remembered parties where Bobby had begun putting away the food while still claiming he wasn’t suggesting anyone leave. He would check the doors, look for a missing bag, ask somebody whether they had a ride, and find another plate for a person who’d arrived too late for the first meal. By the time everybody noticed the evening was over, he would have done half the work of making the end comfortable.
Tonight, the work had moved through other hands.
Chimney had carried bedding. Hen had checked the younger ones. Karen had made the room safe to cross in the dark. Eddie had put food away. Buck had cleared the water. May had moved cups, Harry had kept the path lit, and the boys had carried whatever was nearest them without being asked to become somebody else.
Athena missed Bobby.
She didn’t have to say it for the absence to occupy its actual size.
May leaned her head briefly against her mother’s shoulder. Athena rested a hand on her arm. Neither turned the contact into a conversation. After a moment, May straightened and took another drink.
“I got so many pictures,” she said.
“Good.”
“Some are terrible.”
“Keep the good ones.”
“I’m trying.”
Athena smiled. Her daughter had spent enough of the night gathering evidence that she deserved not to sort it at five in the morning.
“Tomorrow,” she said.
“Today.”
“After sleep.”
“Okay.”
May put the phone into her bag rather than leave it on the table. Jacob watched the movement and remembered his own phone, retrieving it from beside the speaker. He checked the screen, put it away, and stood.
“I think I’m done.”
“You’ve been done,” Harry said from the lounger.
Jacob smiled without answering. He took the towel, picked up the blanket he’d brought, and waited for Ethan to rise. The two of them went inside with Ravi following to find the space he’d agreed to use. Harry remained for another minute, then apparently decided nobody would believe him awake enough to finish his story.
He came over and kissed Athena’s cheek.
“Night.”
“Get some sleep.”
“I’m going.”
He took his empty cup with him. Athena watched until he reached the door, then looked toward Buck.
“You too.”
“In a second.”
He was checking the same part of the yard he’d checked twice already. She recognized the need without permitting it to become endless. When he reached the table again, she stood and handed him the last empty bowl.
“Inside,” she said.
He accepted the bowl. “Inside.”
They went together.
The front room had changed while she was out. Eddie was no longer reading. His phone lay facedown on his leg, and his head had tipped against the chair. Christopher slept nearby, his things left where he could reach them after waking. Hen had found a place beside Karen. The borrowed blankets made the room look less like an arrangement of furniture than a place people had decided they trusted enough to stop moving.
Buck set down the bowl quietly.
He looked toward Eddie, smiled faintly, and took the remaining place without waking him to ask whether the chair was comfortable. It didn’t look comfortable. Morning would establish that.
Athena crossed to the dining room. Ravi had laid out a sleeping bag where nobody would need to step over him to reach the bathroom. Harry was adjusting another beside it, still claiming he wasn’t particularly tired. May stood at the doorway, pointing out the pillow he’d overlooked.
“Use that.”
“I have one.”
“Then put it under your head.”
Harry laughed quietly and did.
May went upstairs. Athena waited long enough to hear her footsteps reach the landing, then checked the downstairs bathroom. Clean hand towel. Clear floor. Light left low enough to find the door without illuminating the entire hall. She moved one pair of shoes beneath the bench and left the rest together.
In the living area nearest the kitchen, Jacob had chosen the floor space beside a sofa. The blanket he’d brought lay folded over his legs. Ethan sat on the sofa, taking off his shoes with the slow concentration of somebody approaching sleep before admitting it.
“You need anything?” Athena asked.
Jacob looked up. “No. Thank you.”
“Pillow?”
“Got it.”
Ethan lifted one from beside him to prove the same. Athena nodded, turned down the lamp, and left them enough light to finish without talking.
There was somebody in every room that could reasonably hold somebody.
The house had achieved a state she’d spent weeks preparing to leave and a day preparing to make possible. Full bags, loose blankets, glasses waiting by the sink, people who would wake hungry and complain about the floor before helping her clean it.
She would have time to feel whatever selling it required.
Right now, it was still their house.
At the kitchen doorway, she stopped to find the small lamp’s switch. The counter had been cleared in strips rather than all at once. A clean space for the kettle, another for the food, another where somebody had placed the cups that could wait until morning. The arrangement had no single author. It worked.
She remembered Bobby disliking a blocked counter more than a messy room. He wanted a place where the next useful thing could happen. Even during a party, he would move something aside so another person could set down a plate without asking where it belonged.
Athena put the kettle back in that space.
Then she stopped.
The gesture had reached what it needed to reach. She didn’t have to tidy the whole kitchen to complete a memory.
From the front room came a faint scrape as Buck adjusted where he was sitting. Eddie woke enough to murmur something. Buck answered softly. Then both were quiet again. Athena looked toward the room without going in.
They could settle each other.
She checked the hall floor one last time for anything a sleepy person might step on, found a bottle cap, and put it in the bin. The tiny sound seemed louder now that the conversations had ended.
The house was not empty. It was simply no longer spending energy announcing every person inside it.
She returned to the yard once more, alone this time. The sky had begun to change. Not sunrise yet. A paler edge behind the roofline, darkness becoming less certain around the trees. The pool lights still glowed. Reflections lay across the water in long unbroken strips now that nobody was moving through it.
For the first time all night, she could hear the street.
A car passed at the far end. A bird began and stopped. The speaker was silent; Harry had switched it off before going inside. The extension lead remained where he’d taped it. The chairs held the shapes of people in towels without any people still in them.
Athena took out her phone.
She framed the house and the pool together, leaving the chairs, the lights, and the open space in view. It wasn’t a listing photograph. Nothing had been straightened for a stranger. The image contained the morning after the home had done precisely what they’d built it to do.
She took one picture, checked it, and sent it to May.
Athena: For your collection. Look after you sleep.
No answer came.
Good.
She looked at the image once more before leaving the yard. In the photograph, the lights made the windows look warmer than they felt from outside. She knew the rooms behind them: blankets laid over people, a phone put facedown, a child’s bag beside a chair. The picture held none of those details directly. She could still see them in it.
That was the photograph she wanted to keep.
Later, the house would be photographed from the same general angle by somebody interested in its dimensions. The chairs would be placed neatly. The pool would be clear of toys. The light would be chosen for the walls, not for the hour when the last voices finally stopped.
Those pictures would have a job.
This one had a night.
Athena slipped the phone into her pocket. A little wind moved across the water, breaking the reflection before allowing it to settle again. She stood long enough to feel the air cool her bare arms, then went toward the door.
Inside, the first light of morning had begun making shapes out of the furniture without waking the people using it. She could see the edge of the dining table, the gift bags, the three cake containers covered for later. Birthday candles had been gathered onto one small plate.
She left them there.
Morning could decide whose they were.
She put the phone away and switched off the brighter outdoor lights, leaving the safe route visible while she went in. The pool was clear. The children were inside. She secured the door to the yard so nobody small and newly awake could wander out before an adult knew it. The last check belonged to safety, not to an inability to stop.
At the front door, she checked the lock. Then the window nearest the street. She did each once.
The kitchen held the small lamp she’d left on. She turned off the overhead light, looked at the covered food, and decided the dishes could remain exactly where they were. Nobody was going to arrive for a viewing before they woke. The realtor would get the house later.
She went upstairs.
On the landing, she paused at the sound of Nash shifting in his sleep. Maddie’s voice answered softly from the room, an ordinary sleepy sound that required no other person’s intervention. Athena continued past it.
Her own room was quiet.
She washed, changed, and put the glass of water where she could reach it. For a moment, she stood beside the bed with both hands resting against the folded towel she’d carried up. The day had left her body pleasantly heavy. Her shoulders ached from doing more than she usually did without stopping long enough to notice.
She put the towel down.
Outside the window, dawn made the edge of the curtain visible. Downstairs, no one spoke. No music resumed. The house settled around the sleepers, holding the small noises they made without asking them to wake and prove they were there.
Athena got into bed.
She could hear one small sound from downstairs, then another: a floorboard, someone shifting, the soft end of a sentence that didn’t become a conversation. None required her to get up. The doors were checked. The pool was clear. The children were with the people responsible for them.
Athena turned onto her side and let her eyes close. Morning had arrived without needing her to begin it immediately. For a few hours, the house could hold the family while every one of them rested.
She didn’t set an alarm.
For once, the quiet had come because everybody was still here.
Jacob woke certain he had missed something.
The room was too light. His phone wasn’t where it usually was. His back felt as though he’d slept on a surface selected by somebody with no interest in backs, and the first coherent thought he managed concerned the time.
Eleven thirty-eight.
The assessment.
He sat up.
Then he remembered.
Yesterday. Eleven forty. The projector, the questions, the bench outside the room. Passed. Requirements completed. Ethan waiting in the shade. Three cakes.
There was nothing to submit.
He remained upright with the blanket around his legs, letting that fact catch up with the alarm his body had already produced. Nobody had given him an extension. Nobody had agreed to excuse the missed work. The work was finished.
He laughed once, quietly.
On the sofa, Ethan opened one eye.
“What?”
“Nothing.”
“You okay?”
“Yeah.” Jacob looked at the phone again. “I thought I was late.”
Ethan closed his eye, then opened it. “For?”
“Yesterday.”
“You did yesterday.”
“I’m realizing.”
Ethan smiled into the cushion. He wasn’t ready to move yet. Jacob gave him the blanket’s loose edge so it wouldn’t remain under his foot, then took a minute to work out how to stand without making the floor part of his spine permanently.
The house smelled of coffee.
That helped.
He found his shoes, left them beside the blanket, and went to the bathroom with his change of clothes. The route was clear. Somebody had left the light low and a clean hand towel beside the sink. He washed, looked at himself, and discovered the pool had not improved his hair by drying it overnight.
He wet it again and accepted the result.
In the kitchen, Eddie stood near the coffee maker with a mug in each hand. Buck sat at the island, looking offended by daylight. Athena was nowhere in view.
“Morning,” Eddie said.
Jacob looked at the clock. “Almost.”
“Close enough.”
He put a mug down. Jacob took it, thanked him, and drank carefully. The coffee was hot enough to make caution worthwhile.
“How’d you sleep?” Buck asked.
“On the floor.”
“That wasn’t the question.”
“It’s most of the answer.”
Buck smiled and shifted on the stool. Eddie looked as though the chair he’d chosen had made its own contribution to the morning. None of them seemed inclined to compare it in detail.
There was cake on the counter.
Jacob looked at it, then at the refrigerator.
“Food’s in there,” Eddie said.
“I know.”
“You were looking at the cake.”
“I can have both.”
“You can.”
Jacob began with the leftovers because they required less negotiation with his empty stomach. Ethan arrived while he was heating a plate, carrying the folded blanket and an expression that suggested folding it had used most of his available energy.
“Coffee?”
Eddie pointed. Ethan found a mug.
Ravi appeared holding one of his sandals and searching for the other. Jacob pointed toward the chair where he’d left it, and Ravi looked mildly annoyed to discover he had misplaced the same item twice in one night.
“I found it yesterday too,” Jacob said.
“That was today.”
“I’m not ready for that.”
Ravi smiled, put the sandal on, and went to find coffee. Harry came behind him, claimed a stool, and asked whether anyone had seen the charger Christopher was already holding.
Christopher lifted it.
“Mine?” Harry asked.
“Yours.”
He handed it over. Harry thanked him, then tried to remember what he’d come into the kitchen for before the charger.
“Food,” May said from the doorway.
“Probably.”
She moved past him to the coffee. Jacob watched the room fill with people in yesterday’s clothes and today’s fatigue. None of them looked like the photographs May had been collecting. He liked them anyway.
He’d thought finishing would produce a cleaner dividing line. Before, work due. After, new person. Instead, his back hurt, his friends wanted caffeine, and he was choosing which container to heat. The difference was real enough without improving his morning face.
He took another bite and let the day begin at that scale.
The first half hour happened slowly. People emerged, found water, found caffeine, asked where their phones were, and discovered somebody else had put the phones somewhere safe. Christopher appeared with his crutches and went directly to the chair that gave him the easiest position at the island. Denny arrived behind him. Mara took the place beside them with a glass of water and no interest in anybody’s opinion about how late they’d stayed awake.
Jee came down with Maddie, already talking about Pink.
Nash was awake, fed, and unimpressed by the number of adults moving around him. Chimney carried him while Maddie found something Jee would eat. Karen joined them, checked the younger three, and made herself coffee before asking what needed doing.
“Breakfast first,” Eddie said.
“Good answer.”
Athena appeared just after noon.
She looked at the kitchen, the people, the cake somebody had now cut, and took a clean mug from the cupboard.
“Nobody touch anything until I’ve had this,” she said.
Harry, coming behind her, put down the bag he’d been about to lift.
“I was helping.”
“You can help in ten minutes.”
He accepted that and found food.
Jacob leaned against the counter, eating the last of his breakfast. He had not opened the course portal. He’d checked the time twice, both times with the same brief jolt of expectation before remembering there was no academic task waiting beneath it.
The afternoon was going to contain work.
It simply wouldn’t be coursework.
That difference felt larger than the degree certificate he hadn’t received yet.
When Athena finished the first cup, the house began returning to itself.
Not all at once. Nobody had the energy for an immediate coordinated transformation. Hen started with the dishes. Karen took the food. Eddie and Buck went outside. Maddie and Chimney collected the smaller children’s things, separating what needed washing from what had only been moved. May found a roll of trash bags and handed Harry one before he could ask what he was supposed to do.
Jacob took another.
“Outside?” he asked.
“Start with the cups,” May said.
He went.
The yard looked more disorganized in daylight because the music no longer gave every object a reason to be where it was. Towels hung stiffly from the fence. A chair faced nothing. The table held empty plates, a spoon, two bottle caps, and one birthday candle somebody had put aside instead of throwing away.
Jacob kept the candle.
He didn’t know whose it had been. It wasn’t an important relic. He simply couldn’t make himself put the whole afternoon in the same bag as the used napkins. He set it beside the empty cake plate and returned to the actual trash.
Ethan came out with a second bag.
“Recycling,” he said.
“Good.”
They worked opposite sides of the table, occasionally passing an object over when it belonged in the other bag. A cup that still held water went to the sink first. The game box had remained dry and closed. Ravi found it, checked the contents, and put it with his own things.
“Harry didn’t lose anything?” Jacob asked.
“I haven’t counted yet.”
“You should.”
Ravi smiled. “I will.”
Then he took the loose chairs and began stacking them with Harry. Nobody had to remind either that leaving was later.
The chairs required more negotiation than the cups. Athena wanted two back near the table, three put away, and one moved to the other side of the yard because somebody had discovered it was uncomfortable where it stood.
Jacob asked which one before lifting anything. She pointed. He took it, found the uneven patch beneath one leg, and moved it far enough that the complaint made sense without condemning the chair.
“Here?”
“There.”
He set it down. Ravi carried the next one, and together they returned the smaller table to its usual place. The work went faster when they stopped trying to improve the arrangement beyond what Athena had asked for.
She knew where she wanted the furniture.
They could give her that.
At the back door, a damp towel had become a temporary barrier. Ethan lifted it into the basket. Christopher came through afterward with a bag of small things he’d been asked to sort, not waiting for anybody to narrate the route as an accomplishment. Jacob moved the empty bag out of his way and went back to the chairs.
The yard changed in several small decisions. A clear path. A folded table. A basket filling with wet fabric. The poolside surface drying beneath the afternoon light. Nothing happened dramatically enough to announce the end of the party, but the party was ending all the same.
By one, the trash was separated, the tables were clear, and the towels had become the next problem. Dry ones could be folded. Damp ones needed spreading out or washing. A few were wet enough to leave a trail if anybody carried them carelessly through the house.
Jacob put those in the basket Hen had brought to the door.
Christopher sat beside a low table sorting the things people had left behind: sunglasses, a charger, a small toy, a watch somebody had taken off before swimming. He called names when he recognized an object and waited for the owner to come get it. Denny helped him identify what belonged to Mara. Mara corrected both of them and took her things herself.
The job mattered. It also let them argue without anyone needing to carry a heavy wet basket while using crutches.
Eddie moved the basket when it was full.
Jacob went back to the tables.
One leg had sunk slightly into the softer ground. He and Ravi lifted that end while Harry moved the chair blocking the route. The table came free with an undignified sucking sound that made all three of them pause.
“There,” Ravi said.
“I thought we’d broken something,” Jacob answered.
“Not yet.”
They carried it where Athena wanted it and checked the legs before folding anything. The second table behaved better. By the time both were put away, Jacob’s back had decided movement was preferable to the floor after all.
Inside, the dishes were disappearing.
Not by magic. Hen had organized a wash-and-dry line, Buck had been redirected from carrying furniture to carrying clean plates, and Ethan was emptying the dishwasher so the next load could begin. Karen put leftovers into containers and asked people what they wanted to take rather than giving everybody the same portion.
“That one,” Jacob said when she asked him.
“Enough for two?”
“Yeah.”
“Take some fruit too.”
He did, because there was fruit and he wanted it. Mara chose a container of her own. Karen found a lid, passed it over, and continued without making the choice a subject for the room.
The kitchen filled with the sound of rinsing, cupboard doors, people thanking whoever moved out of their way. Athena wiped the island after the last dishes left it and stood looking at the clear surface for a moment.
Jacob saw it.
The night before, the island had been a place to lean while somebody handed him a plate. Now it was a clean expanse waiting for whatever came next. The difference didn’t require a speech. It was visible beneath Athena’s hand.
Jacob dried a platter while Hen rinsed the next one. He’d offered to take her place at the sink. She’d said no, then handed him a towel, which made the offer useful without making it a contest.
“You getting any more sleep when you get home?” she asked.
“Probably.”
“Good.”
He turned the platter to dry the groove around its edge. From outside came the sound of a chair being moved, then Harry asking Ravi to lift rather than drag it. Ravi answered, and the dragging stopped.
Hen passed him another dish.
“You enjoyed it?”
“Yeah.”
“You looked like you did.”
Jacob smiled. He didn’t add the explanations he’d been giving before anyone asked. The degree was done. The party had been good. He could answer one question with one true word and let the dish carry the rest of the silence.
When the last platter was dry, he put it away where Athena directed. The cupboard closed on a stack that would soon be packed or used in another house. He couldn’t know which. For today, returning it to its shelf was enough.
May began taking down the decorations.
She did it carefully, separating what could be kept from what had been made for one day only. Christopher asked for the piece with his name. Ravi wanted his cards and the game, not necessarily the balloons. Jacob looked toward the graduation board and discovered he wanted that without knowing where he would put it.
“This is yours,” May told him before he asked.
“All of it?”
“Yes.”
She lifted it away from the wall. Beneath it, the paint was unchanged. No visible mark proved the photographs had been there. Jacob took the board with both hands and carried it to the safe space near the front door.
The board was heavier than the photographs themselves. Its corners pressed against his palms as he carried it, and he had to turn sideways near the doorway to avoid catching it on the frame. Ethan came back from the car, saw the problem, and held the door without taking the board out of Jacob’s hands.
“Thanks.”
“Put it on that side. It’ll fit.”
Jacob checked the space and nodded. He returned inside first because he didn’t want the cards lost beneath a bag or the cake left behind while they concentrated on the large thing.
May had gathered the envelopes neatly. He recognized names on some, handwriting on others, and one corner where Christopher had pressed too hard with the pen. He put that one near the top.
None of it had been part of the academic requirement. Nobody needed to inspect these things before recording the degree. They were simply what the family had wanted to give him after the work was done.
He could carry them home.
He went back for the cards.
One at a time, the party stopped being something attached to the house and became things people would carry out of it. A bag of gifts. A container of food. A rolled banner. A photograph protected between two pieces of cardboard because May didn’t want it bent.
Jacob understood the practicality.
He didn’t like every part of watching it happen.
In the yard, the pool had lost the last floating evidence of the night. Buck and Eddie checked the water and the surrounding route. Harry coiled the lead after unplugging the speaker. Ravi held the end so it didn’t drag through a damp patch. The improvised towel line emptied.
The chairs returned to their ordinary positions.
Jacob looked from the doorway and could see how a stranger would see the property: space, light, a pool, a house that could be shown without explaining which person had slept on which patch of floor. The party had made the home more itself. Cleanup was making it available to become somebody else’s.
Athena came beside him.
“You got your things?”
“I think so.”
“Check before you leave.”
“I will.”
She looked at the yard once, then went to answer Maddie. Jacob didn’t try to hold her there with a conversation about what the empty table meant. She had people to say goodbye to and plenty of time afterward for the parts he couldn’t share.
The departures began after three.
Not as a line. People discovered they had everything, waited while somebody else found one missing thing, said goodbye, and then said it again to the person they’d forgotten was in another room.
Maddie and Chimney gathered Jee and Nash. Jee wanted to show Jacob Pink one more time before going. He admired the flamingo properly, accepted a brief hug, and told her he’d see her soon. Maddie touched his shoulder and said congratulations again, quieter now.
“Thank you,” he said.
“You look tired.”
“I am.”
“Good tired?”
He considered. “Mostly.”
She smiled, not asking him to improve the answer.
Hen and Karen left after the younger ones had checked the lost-property table twice. Denny called goodbye through the doorway. Mara took her own bag and the food she’d chosen. Christopher reminded Denny about next week. Eddie told them to work out the day later.
Ravi found Jacob near the board.
“It fits in the car?”
“It should.”
“Good.”
They stood with the awkwardness of a new friendship finding the appropriate goodbye. Jacob solved it by lifting his phone.
“I’ll try that place.”
“Tell me before you go.”
“Yeah.”
Ravi smiled. “Congratulations again.”
“Happy birthday again.”
They laughed, and the exchange stopped being awkward.
May asked for Jacob’s phone while Ethan carried the first bag to the car.
“The post,” she reminded him.
“Right.”
He unlocked it, opened the account, and handed it over. She took the available chair, looked at the images she’d gathered, and began doing something more deliberate than adding a single picture. Jacob left her to it while he collected the food.
When she returned the phone, she said she’d finished.
“Okay,” he answered.
“Look later.”
“I will.”
He didn’t look now. Athena was saying goodbye to Harry, Buck was carrying the last bag somebody had forgotten, and Eddie was checking whether Christopher had everything before they left. The house was still full enough to need his attention.
Jacob took the board out to the car. Ethan helped slide it into a place where it would remain flat. The laptop bag was still there, containing work Jacob no longer had to open. He put the cards beside it.
When he returned for the final goodbye, Athena stood in the kitchen.
“Thank you,” he said.
“You already said that.”
“I’m saying it again.”
She accepted that with a small nod and touched his arm.
“Go home. Get some rest.”
“You too.”
“I will.”
He believed her more than he had yesterday.
Ethan waited near the door with the last bag. Jacob took his share, looked once through the rooms, and went out beside him.
There was no assignment waiting at home.
He carried the evidence of that with both hands.
At home, the blanket smelled faintly of the party.
Jacob noticed it while carrying it through the door: sun-warmed fabric, a little pool water, somebody’s laundry detergent beneath the rest. He put it beside the hamper instead of folding it back into its place. Ethan set the food on the island and went to the refrigerator. The loft had stayed exactly as they’d left it.
That felt improbable.
The mug Jacob had used Tuesday morning was still beside the sink. His notes lay closed on the desk. The Cabazon postcard and San Diego map remained where they’d been, two pieces of summer waiting for the third thing he carried in with both hands.
He put the graduation board against the partition near the desk.
Not hung. Not arranged. Safe enough until he decided where it belonged.
“There?” Ethan asked.
“For now.”
“Okay.”
Ethan left it alone. He put the cards beside the board, separated the towels that needed washing from the dry one neither of them had used, and found a place for the cooler bag. Jacob took the laptop out of the car bag last.
He didn’t open it.
The movement was so unfamiliar that he stood with the closed machine in his hands for a moment before putting it on the desk. There was no file he needed to check. No report that would become late if he failed to remember it tonight.
He shut the bedroom door halfway, collected clean clothes, and went to shower.
The water felt hotter than he expected. He adjusted it, washed the pool from his skin, and stood for another minute with one hand against the tile while the day’s tiredness found him properly. The floor at Athena’s had left a stiff place between his shoulders. It eased under the water without becoming a revelation about anything else.
He dried, dressed, and emerged into a quieter version of the loft. Ethan had gone upstairs. From the mezzanine came the sound of a drawer, then the bathroom door. Jacob could hear enough to know where he was without needing to see him.
He liked that.
In the kitchen, the leftovers waited in containers with labels that had survived the ride. He opened one, decided neither of them was hungry enough yet, and put it back. Then he washed Tuesday’s mug because it was there.
The small task didn’t become a list.
Before sitting, he unpacked the cards. The envelopes had bent slightly inside the bag but none of the cards was damaged. He laid them on the desk in a loose row and opened the one he’d read least carefully at the party.
The message was short. It didn’t need to be longer. The room in which he’d first opened it had been crowded enough that the words reached him between somebody asking for a fork and Christopher calling his name. Here, he could read them without missing the next thing.
He kept the envelope.
Then he put the backup drive beside the laptop and took the assessment printout out of the bag. The instructions had become a record of something already done. He could file them later instead of leaving them at the center of the desk.
The map stayed where it was.
Jacob moved the printed instructions to the blue folder and discovered the surface beneath them. A pale rectangle of wood, several small marks, one stray paper clip. He picked up the clip, put it in the drawer, and closed the drawer without checking whether everything else inside was arranged.
He didn’t have to prepare the workspace for tomorrow.
That was the part he kept forgetting.
From upstairs, Ethan called to ask whether he wanted food yet. Jacob said not immediately. Ethan answered okay and left the question there. The loft gave them room to be tired separately without either needing to make it a withdrawal.
Jacob looked at the board one more time. It could stay leaned against the partition until he had enough energy to choose a place. Keeping it didn’t require immediately knowing how it would fit into the room.
He went to the sofa and sat.
His phone held more notifications than usual. The party thread accounted for several. Ravi had sent a picture of the game box with every piece apparently present. Christopher had sent a photograph of one of his birthday things set up at home. May had sent nothing directly since telling Jacob to look later.
It was later now.
He opened Instagram.
The first image was himself at UCLA.
For a moment, he thought somebody else had posted and tagged him. Then he saw the account. His account. The photograph was the one Ethan had taken, the original May had asked for while Jacob read the ingredients on a packet in Athena’s kitchen.
He remembered handing over the phone that afternoon.
He had expected a picture.
May had posted a carousel.
Jacob leaned forward and looked at the first frame properly. In the larger view, he stood outside the building with his bag at his side, sunlight catching one edge of his shirt. He remembered being irritated about something small that day. The photograph didn’t show the irritation clearly enough to make it the point.
It showed him there.
He swiped.
The second image caught the moment in the kitchen when he’d read his name on the cake. His mouth was slightly open. The plate was still in his hand. Behind him, Ethan looked as though he was trying not to smile too quickly, and Christopher had already lost that argument.
Jacob laughed.
He’d known he was surprised. He hadn’t known the surprise occupied quite that much of his face.
The next image was the hug.
Christopher’s arms around his shoulders. Jacob bent toward him, face partly hidden. Eddie stood beyond them, looking down at something the photograph did not identify. Athena’s hand was visible near the plate she’d taken away.
All those people had been in the room while Jacob knew only the person he was holding.
He stayed on the image longer than the first two.
Then Eddie.
Not the kitchen moment from late that night. Something earlier, outside, the two of them standing close enough that Eddie’s hand rested against his shoulder. Jacob had been looking toward someone beyond the frame. Eddie had not.
The photograph made no speech on his behalf.
It didn’t need one.
He enlarged the picture of Eddie before moving on. There was a crease near his uncle’s mouth that Jacob recognized from the moments when he was trying not to let the whole feeling reach his face. It wasn’t an expression Jacob could explain from one photograph. It was familiar enough that he didn’t need to.
In the kitchen later, the words had been brief. You did this. You didn’t have to. Yeah, I did. Seventeen months. I know.
The picture belonged to an earlier hour, before those words, and still seemed to carry the same answer.
Jacob put it back at its normal size.
The next image caught Christopher sitting forward, attentive to something beyond the camera. His birthday decoration appeared at one edge. The photograph had been included inside the carousel rather than left out because it wasn’t directly about graduation.
Jacob was glad May had done that. Christopher had turned fourteen. Ravi had turned twenty-six. Their celebrations had not become props for the surprise. The day had room for each of them to matter in a different way.
He looked at Christopher’s face, remembered the simple sentence in the kitchen, and found himself smiling before he swiped again.
The three honorees came next. Christopher, Ravi, Jacob, with the birthday decorations visible behind them and none of the three apparently looking at precisely the same thing. May had included the less orderly picture. Jacob was glad.
Then the cakes.
Three names. Two birthdays. Congratulations.
He swiped again and found himself beside Ethan, laughing at something he couldn’t remember. Ethan’s head was turned toward him. A cup sat between their hands on the table. Neither was looking at the camera.
Jacob looked toward the stairs.
Ethan was still upstairs. The shower had stopped. He would be down in a minute, looking for food or asking what Jacob had done with the dry towel.
Jacob returned to the picture.
He didn’t know who had taken it. He didn’t need to know immediately. It was one more thing that had happened while he was busy being there.
The next frame widened to the yard. People occupied almost every part of it: chairs, table, pool, doorway. Buck near the water. Hen and Karen together. Maddie laughing with Chimney. Harry blurred at the edge because he’d apparently moved while the picture was taken. Athena stood in the middle of it with a glass, barefoot and smiling.
Jacob could almost hear the image.
Then himself and Ravi near the pool, sitting with drinks. He remembered the conversation, the sandal, the film, the questions that had not required him to choose a life on the spot. Ravi was saying something in the photograph. Jacob was listening without the expression he’d brought into the assessment room.
May had noticed that too.
The pool picture was worse in the best possible way.
Harry had a hand in the air. Christopher was laughing. Jacob looked wet, startled, and entirely incapable of claiming he’d remained dignified through the night. Ravi appeared at one side. Denny and Mara occupied the other. Somebody’s inflatable had defeated the composition.
Jacob laughed again.
He hoped Harry had seen it.
Dancing came next. Athena and May, Hen nearby, Maddie and Chimney half turned toward each other. The image had enough movement in it that the edges softened. It looked like music rather than people standing still while music happened elsewhere.
Then sleep.
Blankets. A chair somebody should not have chosen. Christopher on the sofa. Harry on the floor with one arm over his face. Ravi’s sleeping bag positioned with more sense than most of the arrangements around it. Jacob could see his own blanket at the edge of a frame, but not enough of himself to object.
May had been merciful.
Or she’d saved the worse ones.
The final image was dawn.
The house and pool, lights still reflected in the water, chairs left where the night had used them. No person stood in the frame. Jacob knew where they all were. Asleep inside. Nobody had driven away. Nobody had left Athena with the morning.
He stopped swiping.
The quiet picture held more of the party than it should have been able to.
Below it, May’s caption began in lowercase.
i had the time of my life fighting dragons with you 🎓🌅
(aka: 17 months later. turns out i finished it anyway. got ambushed. ended up in a pool. apparently everyone had been lying to me for three weeks. details unclear.)
📸: everyone, apparently
Jacob stared at it.
Then he laughed hard enough that Ethan called down from the mezzanine.
“What?”
“May.”
“What did she do?”
“You have to see.”
Ethan came down carrying the towel he’d used, put it with the others, and stopped beside the sofa. Jacob held out the phone.
“She got the voice right,” Ethan said after reading.
“That’s upsetting.”
Ethan smiled and handed it back. “You let her.”
“I thought one picture.”
“You didn’t specify.”
Jacob looked at the caption again. He hadn’t. He was glad he hadn’t.
The comments had become another version of the party.
May: you’re welcome. please stop pretending you don’t know how to smile in pictures.
Harry: the towel finally got used. historic.
Christopher: We knew for three weeks and you didn’t notice anything.
Eddie: Proud of you.
Ravi: Good party. Congratulations again. Next time you can win the game.
Ethan: Really glad I got to be there.
Jacob read the last one twice.
Ethan sat at the other end of the sofa, looked at his own phone, and appeared entirely unaware that a short public sentence could require that much attention. Jacob liked the sentence because it didn’t make a claim about what Ethan’s being there meant. It said he’d wanted it.
Jacob had wanted him there too.
He liked the comments, answered Christopher with an admission that he had apparently been busy, and sent May a message.
Jacob: You posted my entire life.
May: only the parts where you looked good.
Jacob: I saw the pool picture.
May: you’re welcome.
More comments appeared while he was answering the first ones. Buck had apparently written something, deleted it, and returned with a shorter version that still included too many exclamation marks. Chimney replied beneath Harry’s towel comment. Maddie left a sentence Jacob read slowly before liking it.
He didn’t need to answer every person immediately. The post could remain there while the conversation continued at its own pace. That was a new feeling too: evidence of the milestone existing somewhere he didn’t have to keep holding it up.
He saved one of the pictures from the comments someone had added, then went back to the opening frame. May had chosen the order well. The university came first, not because it was more important than the house but because the work belonged to the story before the ambush did.
He could see the day’s shape without being told what every part meant.
For a while, he simply looked.
He put the phone down briefly to get water. Ethan went to the kitchen with him, opened the leftovers, and asked whether the food was ready for reheating or whether somebody had put a piece of cake in the wrong container.
“That one’s food,” Jacob said.
“Cake is food.”
“You know what I mean.”
They ate at the island, slower than they usually ate when one of them needed to leave. Jacob told Ethan which picture was his favorite and changed his mind twice while explaining. Ethan chose the hug, then admitted the dawn picture was good too.
“Athena took that,” he said.
Jacob looked up. “You know?”
“May said.”
“Right.”
He imagined Athena in the yard after everyone else went inside, looking at the house before switching off the lights. The photograph didn’t tell him what she’d been thinking. It told him she’d kept the image.
That was enough.
After dinner, he returned to the sofa and opened the post again.
A new notification sat above the others.
Nicole Kelley liked your post.
He stopped with his thumb against the edge of the screen.
The loft continued around him. Ethan rinsed a plate. A car passed outside. The refrigerator began its ordinary low sound. None of those things paused while Jacob read the name again.
Below the post, a new comment appeared.
Nicole: Congratulations. I knew you would finish.
He read it once.
Then again.
The sentence was public. It sat among May’s teasing, Harry’s towel comment, Eddie’s pride. Jacob didn’t know what to do with its place there any more than he knew what to do with the words.
He didn’t delete it.
After a while, he liked the comment.
The small heart changed state beneath his touch. Nothing else changed with it. He hadn’t agreed to a conversation they hadn’t had. He hadn’t refused one either.
He opened the messages.
The blank space where a new sentence could go looked simpler than it felt. He began with thank you, added the question before he could spend another ten minutes deciding whether it was too much, and sent it.
Jacob: Thank you. How are you?
He rested the phone against his knee.
The typing indicator appeared.
Disappeared.
Returned long enough that he straightened slightly, then vanished again.
Jacob looked toward the kitchen. Ethan was drying the last plate, back turned. He didn’t need to call him over to witness the waiting. He didn’t need to make a decision about the whole distance while a screen showed three dots.
The reply arrived.
Nicole: Doing well.
Jacob sat with it.
He could ask another question. He could leave the exchange where it was. Neither choice would tell him what the sentence contained beyond the words she’d sent.
He left it.
Then he returned to the carousel.
The first image appeared again: campus, bag, sunlight. His own face before he knew everybody else had made plans for the end of the work.
Ethan came back to the sofa.
“What did May post, exactly?”
Jacob swiped to the second picture. “Apparently my entire life.”
Ethan leaned enough to see. Jacob held the phone between them and continued.
The cake. Christopher. Eddie. Ravi. The crowded yard. The pool picture Harry deserved to be teased about for at least a week. Athena dancing. People asleep in a house that had stayed open long enough to hold all of them.
Jacob’s name moved through the images without becoming the only name that mattered.
That was part of why he liked them.
He had finished the old degree. The house would be listed. Summer would continue until its calendar stopped calling itself summer, and the ordinary responsibilities would return without asking whether he’d had enough time to enjoy this.
None of that took the night out of the photographs.
The post wasn’t going to bring back the year before he left Charleston. It didn’t offer that. The images began with the summer he’d actually lived and followed it into a house full of people he hadn’t once known how to imagine around him.
Some of the photographs were blurred. Some showed him distracted, tired, laughing too hard to keep his eyes open. May had kept those where they belonged. He wouldn’t have chosen every one himself. That was part of why seeing them mattered.
He’d been busy inside the moments. Other people had seen him from the outside and decided he was worth keeping in the frame.
Jacob turned back to the pool picture once, let Ethan see Harry’s expression properly, and heard him laugh.
Then he went forward.
At the final image, he stopped again.
Ethan looked at it with him. The phone was warm from being held. Outside the loft, evening had deepened. On the desk, the map and postcard waited beside the board Jacob would find a place for tomorrow.
He saved the dawn picture.
Then he put the phone down and stayed where he was.
Everybody had been there.
Chapter 20: Ethan Begins
The rental car smelled like warm plastic and somebody else's lemon cleaner. Maddie stood beside the open passenger door while Ethan made a second circuit of it, phone in one hand, bending to photograph a mark above the rear wheel.
"Did you get this one?" she asked.
He came around to look. "Yep. And the bumper. And the thing on the windshield that might be a dead bug."
"Probably a dead bug."
"I'm documenting its condition anyway." He took the picture, then tucked his phone away. "You ready?"
She nodded and got in. The seat was lower than she expected. She adjusted it while he put their bags in the trunk, listening to the muffled scrape of wheels against the lining. Two bags. Two people. No diaper bag tucked at her feet, no small voice asking whether they were there yet, no calculation about when Nash had last eaten.
Her phone lit up before Ethan closed the trunk. Chimney had sent a photograph of Jee sitting cross-legged on their bed with Nash beside her, supervised by the edge of his father's hand. Jee's hair had escaped whatever arrangement she'd agreed to that morning. She was showing the baby a book held too close to his face.
Chimney: She's explaining the plot. He has some notes.
Maddie smiled, thumb resting on the picture. It was still early in Los Angeles. She'd left a list on the counter that Chimney hadn't needed and checked the refrigerator twice before they'd gone. He hadn't objected. He'd just picked up Nash, kissed her, and told her to call when they were settled.
He could have come. They could have made the car seats and bags and feeding schedule work. Neither money nor time had kept him home. When she'd raised the possibility again, he'd looked at Ethan, who was pretending not to listen from the other end of the kitchen, and said, "Go with your son, Maddie. We've got this."
Now her son opened the driver's door and dropped into the seat with a little sigh. His curls had been flattened unevenly by the flight. He ran a hand through them, checked the mirrors, and glanced at the photograph on her screen.
"How're they doing?"
"Jee's reading to Nash." She turned the phone so he could see.
"He looks concerned."
"He always looks concerned when she gets that close."
"Fair." Ethan buckled his seat belt. "Tell her I want the review."
Maddie sent that, followed by a message saying they had the car and were leaving Bradley. She added a heart, then resisted adding three more reminders about things Chimney had already done hundreds of times. He answered with a thumbs-up and a second photograph, this one apparently taken at Jee's insistence. The book now covered half of Nash's face.
She laughed softly and put her phone away.
Ethan started the car. The vents blasted cold air at their knees before he found the controls. He adjusted the temperature, checked that she wasn't freezing, and eased them out of the space. The navigation voice wanted him to turn left. He waited for a shuttle to lumber past, then did.
For a while, Bradley was signs and barriers and unfamiliar corners. Maddie watched him handle them without the uncertain pauses she'd expected from someone returning after months away. At the exit, he shifted forward to see around a truck, waited, and joined the traffic heading south.
"You don't need that, do you?" she asked, nodding toward the map.
"Not once we're out. I'm letting it get me through the rental-car part."
"Very generous of you."
"I don't trust airport roads. They change one thing and suddenly you're returning the car you just rented."
At the first long light, he checked the route again and frowned at the phone holder. It leaned to one side, letting the screen slide lower every time the car moved.
"Can you hold that a second?" he asked.
Maddie steadied the phone while he adjusted the clip. He waited until the light was still red before testing it with one finger. The screen stayed upright. She let go, then caught a cable slipping toward his feet.
"This too?"
"Thanks."
She wound the spare length loosely and put it beneath the console, leaving enough room that he wouldn't pull it tight if he moved the phone. It was a small job, barely worth acknowledging. Ethan thanked her anyway.
For a moment, she was simply somebody in the passenger seat helping with a car neither of them knew. She hadn't expected to find that comforting. They had spent so much time learning how not to make everything significant that an uncooperative phone clip felt almost like progress.
"Have you told everyone when we're getting there?" she asked.
"More or less. Mom knows. Tyler knows. Hannah knows whatever Tyler told her, which could be wrong."
"Should we check?"
"She'll check him. She always does."
He smiled at the road. Maddie tried to remember whether she'd ever heard him describe a family disagreement without inserting an explanation of why it wasn't serious. Today he didn't. He trusted the complaint to be understood as a complaint, not evidence that something was wrong.
"Do they like surprises?"
"Depends on the surprise."
"I meant visits."
"Oh. No. Mom likes knowing what time she's feeding people." He paused. "Dad likes pretending he doesn't need to know and then asking where everybody is."
Maddie laughed. "So we were right to call ahead."
"Definitely."
The light changed. He left the intersection smoothly, and she settled her hands in her lap. She had called Rose before the trip, though not for long. They'd discussed dates and flights and whether Maddie needed anything. Rose had sounded pleased. Maddie had found herself thanking her for the invitation twice, then worrying afterward that she'd made it sound as though she needed permission from a stranger to see her own son.
It wasn't that. She was going to someone's home. Asking about plans was normal. So was being nervous.
She could allow herself both without asking Ethan to tell her which feeling was acceptable.
"I'm looking forward to meeting them," she said.
He looked at her, then back at the road. "They're looking forward to meeting you."
"Good."
He nodded, satisfied with that exchange, and reached to turn the vent away from his hand. The phone holder stayed where they'd put it.
The little screen drew its blue line. Beyond it, Connecticut opened in green slopes and pale sky. The morning had warmed since they'd landed. Leaves still held the deep, tired color of late summer, with nothing like the autumn Maddie remembered from the last weeks she'd spent here. Somewhere farther south was the city she'd entered with a different name and left without her baby.
Ethan merged, glanced at the dashboard, and relaxed back into his seat.
"About an hour," he said. "Depending on traffic."
"Okay."
"We can stop if you want coffee."
"I've had coffee."
"Airport coffee doesn't count."
"It definitely counts to my stomach."
He grinned. "All right. No coffee."
There was something different about his voice. Not an accent, not anything she could neatly identify. He sounded less careful. The words came quickly, their ends bumping into the next thought as he pointed out which lane tended to back up and remembered a trip to Bradley when Tyler had insisted on leaving with forty minutes to spare.
"For the whole drive?"
"And security. Apparently he thought the plane would wait."
"Did he miss it?"
"No. Dad drove him at a time that made sense and let him complain about it the entire way. Then sent me a picture of him asleep at the gate."
She pictured Kit doing that. She had photographs of him, stories, the shape of him assembled from Ethan's references: a practical man with patience that wasn't infinite, a father who had taught him to fix things and could apparently tolerate a full hour of complaining without changing the departure time.
They were going to meet today. Rose too. Maddie had rehearsed introductions in the shower and disliked every version. Thank you for taking care of him sounded too small, as though he'd been a plant she'd asked them to water. Thank you for raising him sounded enormous and final, something that would require everyone to stop what they were doing and stand beneath it.
She didn't want to make Ethan stand through that.
"Are they expecting us straight away?" she asked.
"Mom said to come whenever. They're getting groceries." He checked the mirror before moving around a slower car. "They always say they have everything, then remember twelve things on the way out."
"Sounds familiar."
"I told her we weren't bringing a whole plane full of people."
"She knows."
"She says that, and then there'll be food for a whole plane full of people."
Maddie could hear affection in the complaint. She'd heard him talk about Rose before, of course. There had been phone calls, messages passed along, a few moments when he stepped away to answer and returned with the distracted expression of someone who'd just been told to eat something. But today each reference landed against an approaching place. There was a kitchen behind the word Mom. There was a driveway at the end of Dad's trip from the airport.
There were rooms she hadn't seen.
Ethan reached for the radio and stopped. "Music?"
"Sure."
"You can pick."
"You're driving."
"That doesn't mean you have to listen to whatever this is." He pressed a button, caught half a commercial, and pressed it again.
A song Maddie knew came on. Not one attached to any particular event; she'd heard it in stores, in cars, while folding laundry. She left it there. Ethan tapped his fingers against the wheel at the next stretch of open road, missing the rhythm and then catching it. The movement was easy, unperformed.
She watched his hands for a moment. He'd driven her before. He'd driven children she'd trusted him with, managed a day that had become much longer than anyone planned, brought everyone home tired and pleased. The competence wasn't new. What was new was how little attention he seemed to spend proving it.
He knew where they were going.
Maddie turned toward the window. A tractor-trailer passed in the other lane, cutting off her view before leaving behind trees and an exit sign. She tried to remember this stretch from 2004 and couldn't. She'd come into New Haven from Boston, looking down more than out. She'd watched for faces, uniforms, anything that might require her to answer a question. Roads had been distances she needed to cover, not places to learn.
"Have you been back since you moved?" she asked.
"Not properly." His mouth twisted. "I've been saying I would, and then school happened, and work, and everything else."
"They understand."
"I know. It's still weird."
"What is?"
"Being the person who has to visit."
She didn't answer too quickly. He kept his eyes on the road, one hand resting low on the wheel. The song ended, giving way to a bright voice talking about Labor Day savings.
"I was there all the time," he said. "Even at Yale. People would ask if I was going home for the weekend, and I was like, I was home last night. I left a bowl in the sink this morning."
"You lived there the whole time?"
"Yeah. It made sense. I could get to campus. I liked being there." He shrugged one shoulder. "Sometimes I stayed with friends if we were out late. But my stuff was at home."
He'd told her that before in pieces. She realized she'd unconsciously arranged those pieces into the usual story: a childhood house, then college, then California. Separate boxes. He was describing something much more continuous. Morning classes and family dinners. A brother borrowing something from the room next door—or the same room; she remembered him mentioning that—and parents who knew whether he had come in after midnight.
"And now your stuff's in Los Angeles," she said.
"Some of it. Mom sent a picture of a box and asked if I wanted it shipped. I told her no."
"What's in it?"
"No idea. That's why I told her no. It might be a bunch of cables I was saving for something stupid."
Maddie smiled. "You should probably find out."
"Eventually. I have to defend it first."
"Against what?"
"Tyler. He's been acting like he inherited everything I didn't take."
"Did he?"
"No." The answer came with enough force to make her laugh. Ethan glanced at her, pleased, then looked back to traffic. "He can use the desk. That's different."
The drive settled around them. He talked about Hannah's messages, about a neighbor whose dog used to chase basketballs, about a road closure he'd forgotten until the navigation offered an alternative. Maddie asked questions and sometimes got answers that doubled back through two other stories before arriving where they'd begun.
She didn't mind. She hadn't known that Ethan could talk this much before lunch without needing something to organize. He interrupted himself to point out a building, admitted he'd remembered the building wrong, and laughed when she asked whether she should be taking notes.
"No. I don't know why I'm telling you that."
"Because we're here."
He considered it for half a second. "Yeah. Probably."
Her phone vibrated against her thigh. She checked it expecting Chimney, but it was a calendar reminder she'd forgotten to turn off. Nothing urgent. She cleared it and noticed that she'd been holding her shoulders high.
She lowered them.
The seat belt lay across her chest. Beneath it was a heartbeat that hadn't settled into a race but hadn't quite found its ordinary rhythm either. She'd been all right on the plane. She'd been occupied with bags and gates and whether they would need jackets. Now there was nowhere to put her attention except the highway and the approaching city.
Ethan noticed when she went quiet. She could tell by the brief look he gave her, the way he turned down the radio without asking whether the volume was bothering her.
"We don't have to do everything today," he said.
"What do you mean?"
"The tour. Or anything. We can just go to the house."
"Did I say something?"
"No." He paused. "You got quiet."
"I was looking."
"Okay."
He accepted it, but his fingers shifted on the wheel. Maddie didn't want him monitoring her for the whole visit, deciding which parts of his home she could bear to see. She'd come to meet his family and learn the places behind his stories. She'd also come knowing that some of those places existed in her own history.
"I want to see it," she said. "I might be quiet sometimes."
"That's fine."
"You don't have to fill every quiet bit."
"I wasn't—" He stopped, glanced at her, and made a small face. "Okay. Maybe a little."
She reached across and squeezed his forearm, then let go before he needed to change lanes. "You can also talk. I like hearing it."
That seemed to help more than a reassurance would have. He told her about a stretch of road he and Tyler had once misunderstood while practicing for a driving test, carefully refusing to identify which brother had been behind the wheel. She let him keep the mystery. By the end of the story, his shoulders had loosened again.
Traffic thickened as they approached New Haven. The signs became names she recognized, some with a startling clarity. Recognition didn't arrive in order. One word on a green board reached her before a whole skyline did. Then a curve in the road, then the way buildings gathered more tightly beyond the barrier.
She pressed her palm flat against her knee.
Ethan gave the car ahead of them space and didn't comment. He knew this wasn't only his return. They'd discussed that much before booking the trip. He'd asked whether she was sure, and she'd said yes because she was. Being sure hadn't made the highway exit ordinary.
"I thought I'd remember more," she said.
"It's been a long time."
"I know."
"And you weren't exactly sightseeing."
"No."
He let the word stand. There was no careful explanation afterward, no attempt to turn it into a lesson. A motorcycle moved past them. Ethan tracked it in the mirror, checked the lane, and stayed where he was.
When they left the highway, the change was immediate: traffic lights, storefronts, people waiting at corners. A man carried a paper bag against his chest. A woman stood beside a stroller, shielding her eyes as she checked the signal. Nothing stopped to acknowledge Maddie entering the city again.
She was grateful for that.
Ethan pointed with two fingers without taking his hand far from the wheel. "That way's campus. We'll go over there later, if you want."
"I do."
"And there's a place we can get something to eat. Unless Mom's already made enough for the plane."
"Then we'll save room."
He smiled and turned onto a quieter street. The houses grew farther apart. Trees leaned over parked cars. Someone had left a child's scooter across the edge of a driveway, its handlebars turned toward the grass.
Ethan's phone made a short sound. He waited until they were stopped at a light, checked the preview, and handed it to her.
"Can you read that?"
Rose: Still at the store. Don't let your brother convince you we need another bag of chips. See you soon. Love you.
"He says you need another bag of chips," Maddie read.
Ethan groaned. "She knew."
"Should I answer?"
"Tell her we're nearly there. And I haven't spoken to him."
She typed exactly that, then returned the phone to its holder. At the next turn, Ethan barely consulted the screen. He slowed beside a row of houses and leaned forward, looking past a parked van.
"There," he said. His voice changed again, becoming simpler. "That's ours."
Maddie looked where he was looking.
For years she'd imagined finding out where her baby had gone. She'd never pictured doing it like this, from the passenger seat while that baby, grown and impatient with a brother she hadn't met, checked for a safe place to park.
Ethan switched off the navigation. The blue line vanished.
"We've got time before they're back," he said. "Want me to show you around?"
She looked at the house, then at him.
"Yes," Maddie said. "I'd like that."
Ethan parked a little past the house, leaving the driveway clear. He switched off the engine and immediately checked his phone, thumbs moving fast enough that Maddie had to wait before asking whether he wanted her to bring her bag.
"Hm? No. We can leave it." He looked up. "Sorry. Tyler's asking where we are."
"Here."
"That's what I said. Apparently that's not specific enough."
He sent another message and opened his door. Maddie took her purse, checked that she had her phone, and followed him onto the sidewalk. The air felt softer than it had outside the airport. Somewhere nearby, someone was mowing, the low grind of the engine catching against the houses before moving away.
Ethan waited until she had closed the door, then locked the car. He did it without checking twice. Keys in his pocket, phone in the other, he stepped toward the house and turned to look up at it.
Maddie looked too.
She'd seen the house in the background of photographs. A piece of porch railing, a window behind Rose's shoulder, one winter picture in which the yard was mostly white and Ethan was doing something to Tyler that neither of them appeared to have agreed on. The photographs hadn't given her the distance between the front door and the street. They hadn't shown her where the afternoon shade would fall.
It wasn't a remarkable house. That helped. A hose lay coiled beside the steps, not very neatly. There were marks where something had scraped the porch paint. A planter held flowers past their best, still trying. Near the driveway sat a trash bin with its lid pushed back, waiting for someone to remember it.
Ethan saw her looking at it and grimaced. "Dad'll say he was about to do that."
"Was he?"
"Probably." He crossed to the bin, closed it, and rolled it a few feet out of the way. He didn't disappear around the house or launch into fixing anything else. When he came back, he wiped his palm down his shorts and pointed upstairs.
"That one. Mine and Tyler's."
"The window?"
"Yeah."
She followed his hand. A second-floor window stood partly open, its screen making the room beyond difficult to see. One curtain had been pulled farther back than the other.
"You shared?"
"The whole time."
"You never wanted separate rooms?"
"Oh, we wanted separate rooms constantly." He laughed. "There wasn't another bedroom to put us in. We'd get annoyed and start measuring things like somehow we'd find an extra six feet."
"Did that help?"
"No. We measured badly."
He moved onto the grass for a better angle. Maddie stayed beside him, her shoes sinking slightly where the ground softened near the path. She tried to picture twelve-year-old Ethan arriving here and looking at that window. She knew he had been twelve. She knew there had been other houses before this one. She didn't know what he had carried or who had brought him or whether he'd looked up at all.
Today he stood with his hands on his hips and complained about an old curtain.
"That's still his stupid one," he said. "He swore he was going to replace it."
"What was wrong with it?"
"Nothing. He just wanted something else. Then he realized he'd have to pay for it."
"Practical lesson."
"He learned it very quickly."
A breeze pushed through the leaves over the curb. Maddie could hear an irregular tap from somewhere behind the house, perhaps a branch touching a fence. She looked toward the porch instead of trying to identify it.
"Did you come in this way?" she asked.
"When I first got here?"
She nodded.
"Yeah." He touched the pocket with the keys, then let his hand fall. "Same door. The steps were worse. Dad fixed them a while ago."
He didn't make it an important statement. Maddie examined the steps anyway: solid treads, one patch of lighter wood, a railing polished where hands had passed. Kit had fixed something his son used. Ethan could tell the difference between then and now because he had been here to use both versions.
"Is that where the picture with the snow was taken?"
"What picture?"
"You and Tyler. He's falling over, I think."
"Oh." Ethan's whole face brightened. "He deserved that."
"What did he do?"
"Started it."
"That's not very specific."
"He threw snow down the back of my shirt. Like, actually down it. Not a snowball. He walked up and shoved it in."
"So you pushed him over."
"I assisted him into the snow."
"Ethan."
He laughed, caught, and stepped back onto the sidewalk. "Yes. I pushed him over. Mom was already taking pictures, so she got the whole thing. He tried to get her to delete it."
"Did she?"
"She sent it to everybody."
Maddie smiled. She could imagine Rose doing that much more easily than she could imagine herself in the yard that day. It wasn't jealousy exactly. The feeling had edges, but they didn't point toward the woman she'd yet to meet. She wanted the day, impossibly: the cold, the laundry afterward, the minor irritation of children dripping on a floor. Not ownership of the photograph. The hours around it.
Ethan glanced at the open window again. "We could go in, but I want to show you the street first. Before we get trapped eating."
"Trapped?"
"Mom'll sit us down. Then there'll be stuff. Then Dad'll say, while you're here, can you look at this, and we'll never leave."
"You sound very inconvenienced."
"I am." He grinned at her, ruining the complaint, and offered his elbow with exaggerated politeness. "Come on."
She took it for a few steps. His skin was warm through the thin sleeve of his shirt. Then the sidewalk narrowed around an overgrown hedge and they let go naturally, one behind the other until there was room again.
The neighborhood wasn't arranged for a tour. Ethan didn't have a neat route or a list of significant buildings. He pointed out a patch of sidewalk where an old tree had lifted the concrete, a fence that used to be lower, a house whose owners had once been convinced the children were deliberately hitting their garage with a ball.
"Were you?"
"Not deliberately."
"How many times?"
He hesitated.
"Ethan."
"It depended on the day."
She laughed and stepped over the lifted slab. He put out a hand, not quite touching her, then dropped it when she cleared the obstacle. A car rolled past with its windows down. The driver raised two fingers from the wheel. Ethan raised his hand back.
"Who was that?"
"Neighbor. I don't think he recognized me until we were almost past."
"You recognized him."
"His car's the same."
She looked after it. He knew people by their cars. There had been time for that knowledge to become automatic, unremarkable. In Los Angeles, he was still learning which streets connected and which exits were worth avoiding. Here he could look through a windshield and greet someone without stopping the story he'd been telling.
A sprinkler started suddenly in a yard ahead of them. Ethan stopped short, catching Maddie's sleeve lightly before the first arc of water reached the sidewalk. They waited while the head turned, then moved past during the gap.
"Still does that," he said.
"Does what?"
"Gets the sidewalk better than the lawn."
"You've had practice."
"Tyler used to just run through it."
"And you?"
"Depends how hot it was."
The water swept back behind them. Maddie looked at the damp patches on his shoes, then at the grass. She'd been imagining him only arriving here, unsure where to put his belongings. He had also spent years judging when to run through a sprinkler. That was the kind of time she kept forgetting: not milestones, not losses, just hundreds of small decisions that had left him knowing a particular patch of sidewalk.
"Did Rose mind when you got wet?"
"If we got everything else wet." He smiled. "Which usually happened."
"Usually."
"We were meant to take our shoes off. We'd remember about halfway through the kitchen."
"And then go back?"
"Then somebody would yell, don't move, and bring a towel."
He described the towel with unexpected precision: not its color, but where it would be left afterward, hanging over something until someone finally put it in the wash. Maddie could picture it. She didn't need a photograph or a date to believe there had been wet footprints in the house.
"Was Kit home during the day?"
"Sometimes. Depends what he was working on. Mom was around more." He glanced toward the houses. "Dad might be out at a property or come back covered in whatever he'd been doing. He'd tell us not to touch his tools, then ask us to bring one."
"Did you like helping?"
"Yeah. Not every time. Sometimes I wanted to do something else."
She liked that answer too. She'd heard enough about his repair skills to imagine an endlessly interested apprentice beside a patient father. He was describing a child who sometimes wanted to go outside instead, and a father who could presumably survive that refusal.
"What would happen?"
"He'd ask Tyler. Or do it himself. Or say I had to help with this one thing before I went." Ethan shrugged. "Depends what it was."
Normal answers. Different days. No single rule explaining the entire relationship.
Maddie stepped around a fallen twig and noticed how little she was watching the house now. Ethan had taken her attention outward, into the area his family occupied without owning every part of it. The place had neighbors and sprinklers and errands. It had inconveniences he'd grown used to.
She could learn some of those now, even if she would never acquire them in the same way.
"Show me where you used to play," she said.
He looked ahead, deciding which direction to take, then pointed farther along the street.
A little farther on, he slowed beside a driveway.
"We'd start here sometimes."
"Start what?"
"Manhunt. Depending on who was allowed out and whose parents were already sick of us."
"Like hide-and-seek?"
"Sort of. Teams. More running. More arguments."
"About the rules?"
"About everything. Boundaries, who got caught, whether touching a sleeve counted." His smile widened. "It counted if you were the person touching the sleeve."
"And didn't if you were wearing it."
"Exactly."
He showed her where the street bent toward a less tidy stretch of green. She could see trees beyond the houses, thicker than the ones planted along the sidewalk. Nothing about the view told her how far the children had gone or how often adults had called them back. Ethan pointed out the direction without leading her into it.
"Hannah used to insist she could come, and then get mad if anybody helped her."
"How old was she?"
"Little. Eight when I moved in. Older by the time she was coming out all the time."
"Did you mind?"
"She was annoying." He said it affectionately, then seemed to reconsider how it might sound. "We all were. She just wanted to do whatever we were doing."
"You were her big brothers."
"Yeah." He looked toward the trees. "She'd say we couldn't tell her what to do because we weren't her parents. Then we'd tell her to go home and ask them, and she'd get even madder."
Maddie could hear Jee in that, years early. She wondered whether Ethan had noticed the resemblance, then decided not to ask. Hannah deserved to be the person in his story, not immediately translated into a child Maddie knew.
"Is she home now?"
"Yeah. She and Tyler are supposed to meet us later." He took out his phone, checked something, and made a noise through his nose. "He's still asking where we are."
"Maybe he's worried."
"He wants to know if we're getting food."
She watched him type with both thumbs, walking slowly enough to avoid the uneven sidewalk. This was a brother's message, not a crisis and not something requiring a careful response. He could be irritated by it while anticipating the person who'd sent it.
Maddie looked back. The house was partly hidden now by a tree and the parked van. She couldn't see the window from this angle.
"Did you ever think you'd live somewhere else?" she asked.
"Like California?"
"Anywhere."
"Eventually. I didn't have a whole plan when I was twelve." He put the phone away. "Later, yeah. College, work. Whatever happened."
"But Yale didn't mean leaving."
"No."
"Did people give you a hard time about living at home?"
"A little. Mostly people who thought being on campus was the only way to do it properly." He shrugged. "I could still see friends. I could get to class. I didn't have to pretend I knew how to cook everything."
"You cook now."
"I cook some things now. That's different."
"What was the worst attempt?"
He looked at her. "Are you collecting things to ask Mom about?"
"Maybe."
"Then I'm not telling you."
"You know she'll tell me anyway."
"I know. I'm trying to delay it."
They turned at the corner instead of continuing toward the trees. Ethan pointed out the direction of the bus route he'd used and described how long the trip to campus could take when traffic was bad. Sometimes he'd driven. Sometimes he'd stayed late and arranged a ride. It wasn't a single picturesque commute. It was weather, timetables, finding a parking space, deciding whether he had time to go home between things.
Maddie asked where he studied. He named places, then admitted that most of the time he spread out at home and annoyed Tyler by occupying too much desk.
"Your desk?"
"Both. Depends which part of the room."
"That sounds fair."
"It wasn't. I had more books."
"I'm sure that was your argument."
"It was a good argument."
She smiled, then found herself looking at his face longer than she'd intended. He was twenty. Not twenty-one yet. She knew the date with a certainty that didn't require a calendar. All the years between that birthday and this one had become things she could touch only through questions.
He noticed her looking and rubbed his cheek.
"What?"
"Nothing."
"Do I have something on my face?"
"No."
"Okay." He waited, less ready than before to hurry past the quiet.
"I like hearing you talk about it," she said.
"The desk?"
"All of it."
He looked down, nudging a pebble away from the edge of his shoe. "Most of it's boring."
"Not to me."
The admission came out more bare than she'd meant. She didn't take it back or explain it until it disappeared. Ethan nodded once and resumed walking. A few yards later, he pointed out a place where the group used to gather while deciding what to do, which apparently took longer than actually doing it.
He was giving her more.
At the next driveway, a basketball hoop had been lowered, its net tangled around the rim. Ethan stopped to inspect it from the sidewalk, squinting as though he might be able to diagnose the problem without touching anything.
"You don't have to fix it," Maddie said.
"I wasn't going to."
"You looked like you were."
"It's tied." He pointed. "I think somebody did that on purpose."
"Then definitely don't fix it."
He laughed and left it alone. She was glad. This neighborhood didn't need him to improve it before she could see it. The grass could be too long in one yard. A hoop could be unusable. Someone could have a broken flowerpot beneath their front steps. It was a place people lived, not a exhibit prepared for the woman who had missed it.
They walked back on the opposite side of the street. Ethan showed her which window belonged to Hannah. She couldn't tell much from the outside beyond the edge of a blind and something resting on the sill. She asked whether Hannah had ever wanted to share a room.
"With us?"
"Maybe when she was little."
"No. She wanted to come in ours and take things back to hers. Completely different arrangement."
"Did you let her?"
"Depends what she took."
"What did she take?"
"Chargers. Pencils. Stuff she said we weren't using." His voice rose in a recognizable sibling grievance. "Which is easy to say when somebody isn't in the room."
"Did you take things from hers?"
He was quiet for a moment. Then he said, "That's not relevant."
Maddie laughed hard enough to have to slow down. Ethan's grin became broad and unguarded. He looked younger with it, more like the boy she kept trying to imagine, though she knew better than to assume she had found him by catching one expression.
Near the house, they paused beneath the tree at the curb. The shade was broken by moving leaves, warm patches crossing her arms. Ethan took out the keys, looked at them, then checked the time.
"They'll be a little while," he said. "We could go see the other places."
She knew which places he meant. They had talked about them before leaving Los Angeles, in a conversation neither had tried to make casual. The hospital was easy to name. The fire station had taken her longer.
He didn't name either now.
Maddie looked at the house once more. She had thought arriving here would be the hardest part: meeting the people who had raised him, finding herself at the edge of a family that had become permanent without her. Instead, for these first few minutes, Ethan had made her a companion on a familiar walk. She had been allowed to ask whether he stole his sister's pencils.
She wanted to keep that. She also didn't want to spend the day avoiding the places she'd agreed to visit.
"Okay," she said.
"Only if you want."
"I do." She adjusted the strap of her purse. "Can we start with the station?"
"Yeah."
He didn't reach for a better answer. He unlocked the car and held the passenger door while she got in, then closed it gently. From the seat, the upstairs window was visible again, pale curtain moving behind the screen.
Maddie watched it until Ethan came around to the driver's side.
"He still has his stuff in there?" she asked.
"Tyler? Yeah."
"Yours too."
"Some." Ethan sat down and reached for the seat belt. "I didn't take everything."
"Will you this time?"
"I don't know. Maybe a couple things." He looked at the house and smiled a little. "There's no rush."
New Haven, 2011
Amelia had put a book on top of the good scissors, which meant Ethan had to move the book before he could get them, which meant she looked up before he was finished.
"Those are mine."
"I need them."
"You have scissors."
"Mine don't cut."
"They cut paper."
"Badly."
She held out her hand. Ethan kept the scissors against his chest for a moment, considering whether he could persuade her by not moving. Then he gave them back. Amelia set them beside her notebook and returned to the paragraph she'd been writing.
He stood at the table and watched her. Her handwriting ran forward in a slant he couldn't make his own letters do. She had drawn a line through something instead of erasing it. Ethan thought that was allowed only if you didn't have an eraser, but hers sat beside the notebook, pink and perfectly available.
"What're you doing?"
"Homework."
"It's Saturday."
"That's why I'm doing it."
"I did mine."
"I know."
He waited. Amelia wrote another sentence. Outside, something rattled against the side of the house, and the refrigerator made the clicking noise it made before getting louder. Ethan looked toward the kitchen, hoping someone might come through with a suggestion better than leaving Amelia alone.
Nobody did.
"What do you have to write?"
"A summary."
"Of what?"
"A book."
"Which book?"
She lifted it so he could see the cover. He leaned closer, examining the picture. There were words he knew and one he wasn't sure about, but he didn't ask because she'd already put it down again.
"Can I read it?"
"Later."
"Now?"
"Ethan."
He hated when she said his name like that. Not angrily, exactly. Like he was being a problem she had already explained. He went back to his place at the other end of the table and pulled his paper toward him.
The drawing was meant to become a map. He'd made roads first, then houses, then a park that kept getting smaller because he'd forgotten where the road was supposed to turn. Now there wasn't enough room for the place where the treasure went.
Amelia had said there didn't have to be treasure on every map. Ethan thought she was wrong about that.
He pressed the crayon harder, coloring a square green. The paper wrinkled under his hand. He flattened it with his forearm and tried again.
"You're going to go through it," she said without looking up.
"No, I'm not."
"All right."
He colored more carefully, annoyed that she had made him do it. The square became grass. He added three trees and a bench, then drew a person on the bench with legs that were much too long.
"That guy's tall," Amelia said.
"He's standing."
"Then why's the bench behind his knees?"
"Because."
She made a small noise and looked back at her work. Ethan erased the person with an eraser that didn't work on crayon, leaving a gray smear over the green. His face got hot. He wished she hadn't looked.
He could start over. He had other paper. But he had already made the road and two good houses, and starting over would mean all of that hadn't counted.
"Can you draw him?" he asked.
"In a minute."
"You said that before."
"No, I didn't. You asked for the scissors before."
He knew that was true. It still felt like she had said it before, because he had been waiting for her to be done since he sat down. He slid the map away, then pulled it back when its corner hung over the edge.
Amelia wrote slowly now. She chewed the end of her pencil and looked at the book, then wrote another line. Ethan copied the way she sat, one leg folded under him. The chair hurt his foot, so he changed back.
"Is it hard?" he asked.
"A little."
"Why?"
"Because I don't know what part to put in."
"Put all of it."
"Then it wouldn't be a summary."
He considered that. "Put the best part."
She looked at him. "That's actually not bad."
He sat straighter.
"But I still have to finish."
"I know."
He didn't, really. She had been doing it for ages. He decided not to say that. Instead he took another sheet of paper and started a sign in big letters. The first E came out good. The next letter leaned, and he made it thicker until the leaning looked intentional.
Amelia glanced over, then went still.
"Is that my paper?"
He looked down. There were small printed lines on the back, but the front was mostly empty. He'd found it in the pile beside her elbow.
"It was blank."
"It's not blank. That's my worksheet."
"I didn't know."
She reached across and took it. Ethan let go because she'd said it was hers, but his stomach dropped when she turned it over and stared at the thick crayon marks showing through.
"Why didn't you ask?"
"I thought—"
"There's a whole stack right there." She pointed toward the counter. "That's what it's for."
"I thought this was some."
"It was under my book."
He hadn't thought about that. The paper was paper. If there had been something important on it, it should have been on the side he could see.
Amelia put it down harder than she needed to. "You can't just take everything."
"I don't take everything."
"You took my scissors."
"You got them back."
"And now I have to ask for another worksheet."
"You can erase it."
"It's crayon, Ethan."
He knew. He'd just tried. The knowledge made it worse, because he didn't have anything useful to say and she was looking at him as though he should.
"I didn't mean to," he said.
"I know, but you still did it."
The words caught in his chest. He pressed his lips together and looked down at the map. The tall person was still there, worse now because of the gray patch. The trees looked like lollipops. He didn't want Amelia to see it anymore.
He folded the paper once, too sharply, and pushed it beneath his coloring book.
"I'm not doing it."
"Okay."
"I'm done."
"Okay."
She picked up her pencil. Ethan stared at the top of her head, the loose hairs near her ear. He wanted her to understand that okay wasn't the right answer. He also didn't want to say anything else and make her tell him something else he'd done wrong.
Amelia's mom came into the kitchen carrying a basket of laundry against her hip. She stopped when she saw them.
"What happened?"
"He drew on my worksheet," Amelia said.
"I thought it was blank." Ethan spoke before she was finished. "I didn't know."
"All right." The basket landed on a chair. "Can you still read it?"
Amelia turned it over. "Mostly."
"Then use it for now, and we'll see what you need to replace."
"I need a clean one."
"Then we'll work that out. Ethan, the drawing paper's on the counter."
"I know."
He said it too loudly. She looked at him, not cross, but waiting. He swallowed and stared at the table.
"Okay," he said.
She touched his shoulder as she passed. Her hand was warm from the laundry. Then she opened the refrigerator and asked whether they wanted apple slices.
Amelia said yes. Ethan said no because he was angry, then watched the plate appear beside his elbow and took one anyway. Nobody commented. Amelia's mom carried the basket away, calling back that they should put the scissors where little hands wouldn't knock them onto the floor.
Ethan looked at his hands. They weren't that little.
For a while, he ate the apple in very small bites. Amelia went back to writing. The worksheet stayed on the other side of her notebook, the thick first letters of his name visible at the edge.
He wished he'd written something else. Then perhaps it wouldn't be so obvious who had done it.
"I'm sorry," he said.
Amelia paused. "I know."
"I really didn't know."
"I know." She looked at him properly. "Just ask next time."
"Okay."
She wrote two more sentences. Ethan counted the remaining apple slices and took the smallest one. He was still embarrassed. The room didn't seem to know that. The refrigerator kept humming. A car went past. Upstairs, a door opened and closed, and somebody moved the vacuum without turning it on.
Amelia finally put down her pencil and stretched both arms above her head.
"Done?" Ethan asked before he could stop himself.
"Almost. I have to read it."
He waited while she read, following the movement of her eyes. She crossed out a word, wrote another above it, and shoved the book back a few inches.
"Now I'm done."
He tried not to look too pleased. "Okay."
"What were you making?"
"Nothing."
"You were making a map."
"It was bad."
"I didn't say that."
"You said the guy was tall."
"He was."
Ethan looked away. Amelia moved her chair closer, the legs scraping against the floor. She pulled the coloring book toward her, but didn't lift it.
"Can I see?"
He shook his head.
"All right." She took a clean sheet from the counter and set it between them. "Should we make another one?"
His attention betrayed him. "Of what?"
"The house."
"There isn't treasure in the house."
"You don't know that."
"Yes, I do."
She leaned back, thinking. "We could hide some."
"What kind?"
"Something from your room."
"That wouldn't be treasure. That would be mine."
Amelia laughed, which made him less certain he wanted to stay upset. "Fine. Something from my room."
"What?"
"You can't know yet. You're going to find it."
He thought about that for a moment. "You can't make it too hard."
"I won't."
"Or put it up high."
"I won't."
"And no bathroom."
"Why no bathroom?"
"Because."
She accepted this rule with a solemn nod. Ethan liked that. He also liked that she was using clean paper from the correct stack, because now he knew where it was and wouldn't make the same mistake again.
Before she started, Amelia tipped the crayons onto the table so they could see which ones they had. Ethan counted them, separating the green from the broken green because she said two halves still counted as one crayon.
"It makes two," he argued.
"It makes two pieces."
"You can use both."
"Okay. Two pieces."
He accepted that because she hadn't made him put one away. He lined them up beside the paper, then changed the order so the colors he needed most were nearest his hand. Amelia borrowed the brown without asking. He looked at her until she noticed.
"Can I use this?"
"Yes."
She returned it afterward. That pleased him more than winning the argument about how many crayons they had. She had remembered he could ask too.
Amelia's mom came back through the kitchen and asked what they were making. Ethan started explaining before Amelia could, describing the treasure and the map and the rules about bathrooms. He talked so quickly that the beginning got lost beneath the end.
"Slow down," she said, smiling. "I can't keep up."
He took a breath and started again. Amelia corrected one detail. He corrected her correction. Amelia's mother watched them for a moment, then said she'd like to see the map when it was finished.
"It's going to be better than the other one," Ethan said.
"I'm sure it'll be good."
"The other one's bad."
Amelia looked at him. "I didn't say it was bad."
"I said it."
Their mother brushed a crumb from the table. "You can keep working on it. It doesn't have to be finished yet."
Ethan hadn't thought of that. He had decided it was bad and therefore done. He looked toward the coloring book, then away, not ready to pull it out while two people were watching.
"Later," he said.
"All right." She went to put something in the cupboard. Ethan watched her reach above the shelf, wondering whether treasure could go there if someone was allowed to help. Then he remembered he'd told Amelia not to put anything up high.
He had made the rules. He would have to follow them too.
When the cupboard closed, Amelia nudged his shoe with hers.
"You're going to draw or just boss everybody?"
"Draw."
"Good."
He nudged her shoe back. She didn't move it away. They sat with their feet touching beneath the table while she found a pencil sharp enough for the outline.
Ethan thought of another rule and told her she couldn't change the hiding place after he started looking. Amelia agreed, then added that he couldn't claim she'd moved it just because he couldn't find it.
"I wouldn't."
"You might."
He thought about the places he could search. She was probably right, but he wasn't going to tell her. Instead he pushed the paper into the space between them and waited for the first line.
Amelia drew a rectangle. He leaned in, interested despite himself, while she divided it into rooms.
"That's the kitchen," she said.
"It isn't that big."
"It's a map. It doesn't have to be exact."
"The hall's bigger."
"Then draw the hall."
He took the pencil she offered and added two lines. They weren't straight, but she didn't tell him. She showed him where the stairs should go and let him make the little marks across them.
He worked carefully, tongue pressed against the corner of his mouth. When he finished, Amelia turned the paper so the front door faced him.
"You have to start here."
"Can I go anywhere?"
"Downstairs. Not in Dad's tools."
"I know that."
"And not in my drawers."
"Then how am I supposed to find it?"
"It won't be in my drawers."
"What if you forget?"
"I won't forget where I hide it in five minutes."
He watched her get up. "You can't tell your mom."
"Why?"
"Because she might help."
"You don't want help?"
"Not from her." He considered this. "From you. If I need it."
"Okay."
She told him to close his eyes. He covered them with both hands but left a space between two fingers until she said his name. Then he shut them properly. Her footsteps went toward the living room, paused, came back, and went away again.
"You're tricking me," he called.
"Don't look."
He pressed his palms harder against his face. There were little moving colors behind his eyelids. He tried to decide whether her steps had gone near the couch or the shelf. He knew the downstairs well enough to make a guess. That pleased him: knowing where things were, knowing how long it took somebody to cross from one room to another.
"Okay," Amelia said. "You can look."
She was back at the table, pretending to read the book she'd just finished writing about. He thought that was unfair, because her face might tell him where she'd gone.
"What am I finding?"
"You'll know."
"Amelia."
She smiled. "It's small. Purple."
That was enough to start. Ethan picked up the map and went into the living room. He examined the couch first, bending to look underneath without sticking his hand into the dark. There was a lost crayon and something that looked like a cracker. No purple thing.
He came back to the doorway. "You didn't put it under there."
"Nope."
"Can I have a clue?"
"You've only looked in one place."
"I looked behind it too."
"Two places."
He checked the shelf, standing on tiptoe to see the lower surface of the one above his head. He didn't climb. She'd promised not to put it up high, and he trusted that part. A basket held magazines. He lifted them one at a time and put them back in a less tidy pile.
From the table, Amelia said, "Be careful."
"I am."
He found the purple thing behind a folded blanket: a little plastic ring with a fake jewel, much too big for his finger. He held it up.
"This?"
She applauded twice. "You found it."
"It wasn't very hard."
"You asked for a clue."
"I didn't use it."
"You're welcome."
He returned to the table and placed the ring in the middle of their map. "Now you have to find something."
"Okay."
"And I get to make it hard."
"Not too hard."
"Medium."
She agreed to medium. He found a small toy car, hid it behind the empty flowerpot near the living-room window, then returned to give her instructions. He forgot to make her close her eyes until she pointed it out, so they had to start again.
Amelia searched badly on purpose at first, which he noticed and told her to stop doing. Then she searched properly and found the car faster than he'd wanted. He made a noise of disappointment.
"I can see purple cars," she said.
"It's blue."
"Oh. Then I can see those too."
He laughed. She handed it back, then unfolded the first map from under his coloring book. The crease ran across the park and through one of the houses. Ethan reached for it, but she turned it toward the light.
"Do you want help with the person?"
He nodded.
She didn't erase what couldn't be erased. She drew a little dog over the gray patch instead, its back rounded, tail pointing up. Ethan inspected it, then added a leash going toward the tall person's hand.
"Now he's walking the dog," he said.
"Now he is."
He took the green crayon and filled the grass around them more gently. Amelia sharpened his blunt pencil over the bin and returned it with the point facing herself. He accepted it carefully. The worksheet still lay beside her book. It was still ruined on one side. They hadn't forgotten it.
But she was sitting beside him, looking at his map, and when he asked if she would help cut out the sign, she picked up the good scissors.
"You hold the paper," she said.
He held it steady while she cut.
Ethan didn't pull up directly in front of the station. He found a place a little farther along, where the rental car wouldn't block anything, and let the engine idle while he checked the signs.
"Here okay?"
Maddie nodded. He put the car in park.
For a moment, neither of them moved. The air conditioner whispered through the vents. Beyond the windshield, the street looked like a street: parked cars, a person waiting to cross, a delivery van slowing while its driver searched for an address. Maddie had expected the building to announce itself more forcefully.
Then she saw the entrance.
Her hand tightened around the strap of her purse.
Ethan turned down the fan. Not off; the car would warm quickly in the sun. He adjusted it just enough that she could hear the city outside, and then sat back with both hands resting on his thighs.
"Is it the right one?" he asked.
"Yes."
The answer surprised her with its certainty. Some things had changed. She couldn't have listed every difference, but paint and signs and the edges of the street weren't exactly as she'd left them. The shape of the entrance was enough.
"Yes," she said again, more quietly.
She'd wondered whether returning would make the night become clearer. It didn't. There were pieces she had never lost and others that had blurred without permission. She knew what she'd dressed Ethan in. She remembered the weight of the car seat against her leg. She didn't remember the make of the car parked nearest the station or whether she'd turned left at the end of the street.
Those details had existed. She'd walked through them. They hadn't stayed.
Now there was daylight across the pavement. Ethan leaned forward slightly, looking past the windshield pillar.
"I've been by," he said. "Not inside. Just past it."
"Did you know?"
"Which one? Yeah. It was in the records."
She looked at him. He kept his attention on the building, speaking without accusation. A fact from a file, then a place he'd passed while living in the same city. Maddie didn't know whether she was relieved he'd known or hurt by the idea of him having this address before he had hers.
Probably both. She didn't need to decide in the car.
"What did you think?" she asked.
He breathed out through his nose. "Depends when."
She waited.
"When I was little, I don't think I really understood what a station had to do with anything. I knew you left me somewhere people would find me." His fingers moved against the seam of his shorts. "Later I understood more."
"Did you ever want to come in?"
"Not really. What would I ask?"
Maddie didn't have an answer. There wasn't a question that could turn a building into the woman who had walked away from it. There wasn't a person inside who owed him the rest of his childhood.
She looked toward the entrance again.
"I rang the bell," she said.
Ethan turned to her.
The words had come before she decided to offer them. She held onto the next ones carefully, checking them against what she actually remembered rather than what she'd wished she'd done.
"I waited. Then I put you just inside. I left your information with you."
"Yeah."
"I heard you cry."
His face changed, but not into anything she could name. He looked back at the station. Maddie lowered her eyes to the purse on her lap.
"I don't need you to say anything," she added.
"I wasn't sure what to say."
"I know."
She had wondered, before coming, whether she should apologize here. Whether the station would demand the words in a way their kitchen in Los Angeles hadn't. Now Ethan sat beside her, listening without trying to guide her toward a particular sentence, and the rehearsed apology felt wrong.
Not because she had no regrets. Because an apology couldn't turn this into a simple mistake that she would promise not to make again.
"What did people tell you?" she asked. "When you asked about me."
He rubbed a thumb along the seam at his knee. "What they knew. Sometimes what they thought."
"Was that different?"
"Yeah." He paused. "Some people were better at saying they didn't know."
She nodded. That answer hurt, though she was glad he had enough distance now to distinguish a guess from a fact.
"Did you believe them?"
"Sometimes. I was little."
"Of course."
He looked at her, perhaps hearing something in her voice. She steadied it before he could feel obliged to help.
"I mean, you shouldn't have had to work that out yourself."
"I didn't always." His attention returned to the entrance. "I had people. Not all the same people. But there were people."
Maddie listened. She wanted to remember that sentence accurately, not take it as permission to stop grieving what he'd gone through and not dismiss it because the comfort was incomplete. He was telling her something about his actual childhood. She could let it be his.
"I'd like to hear about them," she said.
"Some of them."
"Some of them," she agreed.
He leaned back, looking less braced. She hadn't asked for a complete accounting. He didn't owe her a list of every person who had kept him while she was absent.
Beyond the windshield, someone came out of the station and crossed toward a vehicle. Maddie watched the person check a pocket, turn back, and disappear inside again. A forgotten item. An ordinary interruption. She couldn't tell whether they had been alive in 2004, much less working here.
She hadn't come to find a witness.
Ethan followed her gaze. "Do you want to ask anything?"
"No. I don't think anybody here could answer what I'd ask."
He considered that, then nodded.
She wanted to know whether he'd been held quickly, whether somebody had warmed him, whether the crying stopped. There might be records. There might not. Asking a stranger on a holiday morning wouldn't give her the baby back or make Ethan's beginning into something she could inspect until it stopped hurting.
She had left information so he could be cared for. She could hope people had used it. She could sit beside the man he'd become without turning him into proof that every minute after she left had been all right.
"I'm glad you're here with me," she said.
He looked at her hand on the purse and rested his own beside it, not grabbing, just close enough that she could touch him if she wanted.
She put her fingers over his for a moment. Then they let go.
A car passed close enough to make the rental rock slightly. Ethan watched it, then looked at her again. She could see him deciding whether to ask something. She wanted him to, even if she couldn't answer neatly. She'd spent too many years having the conversation only with herself.
"Were you trying to make sure somebody was here?" he asked.
"Yes."
"Okay."
She waited for something larger. He simply nodded and rubbed his palms once against his thighs. That was the question he had wanted answered. She could give him that without turning it into a defense of every choice she'd made afterward.
Her eyes burned. She blinked, looking toward the dashboard until the dials became distinct again.
"You had a little blue hat," she said.
Ethan's gaze dropped to her hands. "Really?"
"Mm-hm." She made a small shape between her fingers before she realized she was doing it. "Tiny. Everything was tiny."
"I was early."
"Five weeks."
"I know."
She smiled faintly. Of course he knew. He had a birth date, a medical history, things she had written down so the people who cared for him afterward would not have to guess. He didn't need her to recite the file.
"You yawned while I was doing the straps," she said instead.
His eyebrows drew together. Then he looked away, not distancing himself so much as giving the detail somewhere to land.
Maddie pressed the heel of her hand beneath one eye. It was a ridiculous thing to remember, a yawn. Babies did it constantly. Nash had done it against her shoulder the night before she left, his whole face briefly involved. But she could still see Ethan's mouth, the effort of it, how entirely unaware he had been of her fear.
"You don't have to remember everything," he said.
She lowered her hand. "I'm not trying to."
"Okay."
"I've remembered that for a long time."
He nodded. A siren sounded somewhere distant, grew sharper for a few seconds, then moved away from them. Maddie's body noticed before her attention did. Her shoulders rose; she let them fall when she realized the sound wasn't coming from this building.
Ethan didn't reach for the keys or suggest leaving. He wasn't timing her. That helped more than she could explain.
"Do you want to go closer?" he asked eventually.
She considered the sidewalk, the entrance, the possibility of someone looking out and asking what they needed. They didn't need anything the crew could provide. She didn't want to interrupt a day with a story they hadn't asked to carry.
"Not today."
"All right."
"Are you disappointed?"
He looked surprised. "No."
"I said we'd visit."
"We are." He gestured toward the windshield. "We're here."
The simplicity of that loosened something. She didn't owe the day a particular performance. She could sit in the car beside her grown son and look at the place she had left him. She could decide that being here was enough for now.
Ethan reached for his water bottle and offered it to her first. She took a sip. The water was warmer than she'd expected, but it gave her something to swallow besides the tightness in her throat.
"Thank you."
He accepted the bottle back. "Want the hospital next?"
"Yes."
"You sure?"
She nodded. "Just drive past. We don't need to go in."
"Okay."
He checked behind them, waited for a gap, and eased out of the parking place. Maddie kept looking at the station until the angle made it impossible. Then she faced forward.
The route to the hospital was ordinary traffic. Ethan stopped at a light, checked for a cyclist, and made a turn with the navigation muted. Nothing about the car changed. Her purse still lay on her lap; the bottle sat in its holder; a receipt from the rental counter had fallen partly beneath his leg.
She focused on those things while the city moved around them.
"I didn't know it well," she said. "When I lived here."
"New Haven?"
"Not like you do."
"I had more time."
"Yes."
He didn't make the answer sad. He'd had more time, and friends, and reasons to go places besides staying unseen. Maddie could acknowledge that without wishing his city had been smaller merely because hers had been.
At the next intersection, a group of people crossed slowly, one person walking backward while talking to the others. Ethan waited without impatience. Maddie watched the backward walker reach the curb and wondered whether he ever looked around before choosing a direction.
"I used to buy groceries in little trips," she said. "Not much at once."
"Because you couldn't carry them?"
"Partly." She hesitated. "And because I didn't want to be out long."
He nodded, keeping his eyes ahead. "Did anybody know you?"
"Not many people. The name they knew wasn't mine."
"Emily."
"Yes."
Her son's last name had outlived the woman she'd invented. Bennett was on forms, on his schoolwork, on the badge he wore in Los Angeles. She had chosen it because it could hide them. He had lived inside it for twenty years.
Ethan didn't ask whether she wanted him to change it. She was grateful. Today wasn't a day to reach backward and take something from him because she understood its origin differently.
"Was there anybody you could call?" he asked.
"Omar."
"Your friend from school."
"Yes."
He glanced at her. "Did he know about me?"
"No."
The answer was sharp enough that she softened her voice before continuing. "I didn't tell him I was pregnant. He knew I needed somewhere to go. He helped me find it."
Ethan absorbed that with a small nod. She could tell there were more questions behind it, but he let the next stretch of road remain quiet.
When the hospital came into view, it was larger than the picture she carried of it. Or perhaps she had made that picture small enough to manage. Buildings, signs, entrances serving purposes she hadn't understood while being brought through them in labor. Ethan slowed with traffic, and Maddie looked up at the name.
Yale New Haven Hospital.
There it was. A place where people came in daily with fear, relief, annoyance, bags, paperwork. A place that had continued delivering babies through every year she hadn't known what happened to hers.
"Over here?" Ethan asked.
She considered the entrances and shook her head slightly. "I don't think it's exactly the same."
"We can go around."
"You don't have to find the exact door."
"All right."
He pulled into an available legal space rather than hovering near an active entrance. The hospital remained visible beyond the side window. Maddie turned in her seat to look, her seat belt drawing taut across her chest.
She remembered a man beside the bed who wasn't supposed to be part of the story at all. A landlord who had understood enough not to ask the wrong questions, who had taken her inside and waited until the baby's heartbeat could be heard. Christian. She hadn't spoken his name aloud in years.
"There was someone who drove me," she said.
Ethan rested an elbow against the door. "To the hospital?"
"Mm-hm. My landlord."
She could feel the distinction arriving in him: not a boyfriend, not a family member, not someone whose name he had found in the records. Just a person who had answered a knock.
"Were you friends?"
"Not really. He was kind." She looked at the hospital. "I didn't know what to do with that for a while."
Ethan's expression gentled, but he didn't rush to interpret it. "Did he know?"
"About the pregnancy, yes. About everything else, not everything. Enough."
"What was his name?"
"Christian."
He repeated it quietly, apparently checking whether it meant anything to him. It didn't seem to. She hadn't given a surname. The man in her memory was Christian outside a door, Christian carrying groceries, Christian with his keys in his hand. Ethan knew a father called Kit in a house across town. Maddie had no reason to put those people together.
"He wasn't there when you were born," she added. "He waited until I was all right. Then he went to lock up my apartment."
"He sounds decent."
"He was."
She wished she'd found a way to thank him properly. That thought was old too, worn from handling. She had left keys behind before dawn and given him no explanation he could use. There had been danger and fear and a sequence of choices she could no longer rearrange. Gratitude had not been the thing she managed well.
Ethan looked at the hospital again. "Did he come back?"
"Not to the delivery. When we got home, he'd put a crib together."
"For me?"
She smiled, surprised by the small question. "For you."
"That's nice."
"Yes." Her breath caught, and she let it out carefully. "It was."
She didn't offer the full story of coming into the apartment. That belonged to a different day, a different telling. Here, in the rental car, it was enough that Ethan knew someone had made room for him before either of them understood how long they would have there.
"Do you ever wonder what happened to him?" he asked.
"Sometimes."
"Would you want to find out?"
She considered it. "I don't know what I'd say."
"Hi?"
The tentative suggestion made her laugh, just once. Ethan smiled when he heard it.
"That would be a start," she said.
"He might remember."
"He might."
They sat through the passage of an ambulance moving along a separate access route. Ethan watched it without trying to identify anything about the patient inside. She was glad he could be here as her son, not as someone searching for a clinical lesson.
Maddie loosened her grip on the purse strap. Her fingers had left red lines across her palm. She smoothed them with her thumb until they began to fade.
"What did you want to know most?" she asked.
"When?"
"Before we met."
He looked down at the steering wheel. The answer took longer than the questions about the blue hat or Christian had.
"What happened," he said finally. "I guess. If you were okay."
She swallowed.
"And why. But not just why you left me. Why everything." He gave a small, helpless shrug. "That's a lot to ask a person on a porch."
"It was a lot to answer."
"Yeah."
Neither of them smiled at that. They had made it through the porch and the days afterward, through some answers and some ordinary dinners, through learning how to be together without every encounter returning to the beginning. Now they were here, and she could feel the beginning beside them without having to live through all of it again.
"I'm glad you asked," she said.
He looked at her. "Me too."
Then he reached for the water bottle, took a drink, and checked the mirror. She watched his hands settle back into the work of driving.
"You hungry?" he asked.
"A little."
"Good. I can show you campus without either of us passing out."
"Were those our only choices?"
"There's a third choice where I get annoying."
"I think I'll eat."
He smiled and started the car. Before he pulled out, Maddie looked once more at the hospital. It didn't return anything to her. No missing day became available, no door opened on the years she had spent wondering.
But Ethan was beside her, warm from the sun through the windshield, waiting for a gap in traffic.
She turned toward the road with him.
New Haven, 2013
The form had been in Ethan's folder since Wednesday. On Thursday he had put it on the kitchen counter beside the mail. On Friday it was still there, underneath an advertisement for windows, so he'd moved it back to his folder before anyone could throw it away.
Now it was Saturday, and the teacher needed it on Monday.
He took it out while the toast cooled. The bottom corner was soft where he'd worried it between his fingers. He pressed it flat against the table and read the instructions again, though he already knew them.
An adult had to sign. There was a place to say yes and a place to say no. He couldn't do either himself.
Across the kitchen, Amelia's father stood with his hand on the kettle, looking through the window. The kettle had stopped boiling. Ethan watched him for a moment, then spread butter carefully to the edges of the toast.
"Do you want some?" he asked.
The man turned. "What?"
"Toast."
"Oh. No, thank you."
Ethan put the knife down. He'd made one piece, but he could have made another. It would have been easy. He knew which setting not to use because it burned one side before the other side was done.
The form lay beside his plate. He turned it so the blank signature line faced the other chair.
"There's a thing from school," he said.
"All right."
"It's for next week."
"All right."
The kettle lid clicked. Amelia's father poured water into a mug and forgot to put the tea bag in first. He noticed, looked at the mug, then reached for the box.
Ethan waited. There was time. He didn't have to ask right that second.
He ate the toast slowly so he would still be there when the man came to the table. Crumbs fell onto the plate. He gathered them with his thumb, then stopped because the butter made them stick.
The man didn't sit down. He took the mug out of the kitchen, turning off the light as he passed the switch even though Ethan was still eating. Daylight came through the window, so it wasn't dark. Ethan looked at the form and folded it along the crease already in it.
He could ask later.
From upstairs came the sound of a door being pulled open. It wasn't Amelia's door. He knew how hers sounded. The bottom used to drag a little, and she'd lift the handle even though that wasn't what made the door scrape. He'd told her that once. She'd told him he could fix it, then laughed when he said he didn't know how.
Her door stayed shut now.
Ethan carried his plate to the sink. There were other dishes in it. He rinsed his plate, set it beside them, then rinsed the others because the water was already running. A mug had a dark ring that wouldn't come off. He rubbed it with the rough part of the sponge and got water on his sleeves.
He rolled them up. His right sleeve kept falling down, so he pushed it above his elbow. The mug still had a little stain. He put it on the rack with the handle turned out, the way he'd seen it done.
Nobody had asked him to wash dishes. Nobody said thank you. That was all right; there wasn't anybody in the room to say it.
He wiped the counter too, moving the mail in one pile instead of leaving it spread out. He didn't move anything that looked important. Once he had put a bill somewhere else and they hadn't been able to find it until he came home from school.
This time he kept everything together.
The form went back inside his folder.
Ethan had finished his homework the night before. Usually that would have meant he could watch television or ask whether they were going somewhere. He stood by the kitchen doorway, considering both possibilities. The living room was quiet except for a sound from the television that didn't seem to be words.
He went in and found Amelia's father sitting with the remote in his hand. A program had ended. The next one was starting. The man looked at the screen without changing it.
"Can I sit?" Ethan asked.
"Of course."
He sat at the other end of the couch. There was a blanket between them, folded into a square. Ethan put his hands in his lap so he wouldn't pull a loose thread from it.
The program wasn't something he watched. Two people were talking about a house. They wanted to knock down a wall. Ethan wondered whether there were pipes in it, then wondered whether he should ask.
He didn't.
After a while, the man looked over. "Did you eat?"
"Yeah."
"What did you have?"
"Toast."
"All right." He paused. "Are you still hungry?"
"No."
That wasn't quite true. One piece of toast hadn't been much. But he could get something himself later. There were apples and yogurt, and he knew how to open the packets without making a mess.
On television, the wall came down in pieces. A woman clapped her hands over her mouth. Ethan tried to figure out whether she was pleased or frightened. The man beside him rubbed the side of his face and looked away.
He remembered sitting here with Amelia, her feet tucked under her, the remote always nearer her hand. She had let him choose sometimes. Not as often as she said she did. If he complained, she'd tell him it was her turn, and he would say it had been her turn last time too.
There wasn't anybody to argue with now.
He looked at the remote. It stayed where it was.
Amelia's mom came downstairs wearing the sweater she'd had on yesterday. Her hair was pulled back. She stopped in the doorway when she saw Ethan, then asked whether he had brushed his teeth.
"Yes."
She nodded. "Good."
He hadn't. He'd been waiting to ask about the form, then doing the dishes. The lie made his stomach tighten, even though it was a small lie and easy to fix. He got up and went to the bathroom, moving quickly before she remembered to check anything else.
The toothbrush tasted too strongly of mint. He used less paste than usual. He brushed for the whole time anyway, watching the bubbles gather against his lips. There were only the bottles they used now around the sink. Amelia's things weren't there.
He didn't ask where they had gone.
When he returned downstairs, the television was off. Both adults sat at the table. His social worker was there too.
Ethan stopped with one hand on the doorframe.
He'd seen her car out front without noticing it properly. He had thought it belonged to somebody across the street. Now he knew why the grown-ups were sitting together without mugs in their hands.
"Hi, Ethan," she said.
"Hi."
"Come sit with us."
He went to the chair where he'd eaten breakfast. His folder was on the counter. He wanted to get it, because an adult was finally right there and could sign the form. But there was something about the space left for him that made him sit without it.
The social worker asked how school was going.
"Good."
"Still liking your class?"
"Yeah."
He answered quickly. If school was good and his class was good, there wasn't anything else to fix. He hadn't gotten in trouble. He had done the work. He had even stopped asking for extra sheets when he finished, because the teacher could be busy with someone else.
Amelia's mom had a tissue folded between her fingers. She turned it over, then pressed it flat against her knee.
"We need to talk about something," she said.
Ethan looked at her face. She was already crying a little. Not like the first days, when everything had been loud and people kept coming through the front door. These tears stayed close to her eyes until she wiped them away.
He nodded.
She looked at Amelia's father. He leaned forward, elbows on the table, then changed his mind and sat back.
"You haven't done anything wrong," he said.
Ethan hadn't thought he had until the man said that. Now he tried to remember whether there was something he'd forgotten. The mug still had a stain. He'd said he'd brushed his teeth before he actually had. He'd moved the mail, but not far.
"I know," he said, though he didn't.
"We're having a hard time," the man continued. "You know that."
Ethan nodded. Everybody was having a hard time. At school, people had stopped asking him about Amelia because he hadn't known what to say. At home, sometimes the milk ran out and nobody noticed until he held the empty carton. Sometimes they ate dinner very late. Sometimes there wasn't a proper dinner, just pieces of things on plates.
He knew.
"We thought we could—" The man stopped. Amelia's mom touched his hand.
She spoke instead. "We're not taking care of you the way we should."
"You are."
The answer came fast. Ethan looked from one to the other. He had a bed. There was food. They asked about school when they remembered. He didn't need everything to be the same as before.
"I can do stuff," he said. "I washed the dishes."
"I saw." Her voice broke around the words. "Thank you, sweetheart."
He looked down at his hands. There was a tiny wet patch on one sleeve. He tucked it beneath the table.
"You shouldn't have to do that because we've forgotten," she said.
"I don't mind."
The social worker stayed quiet. That frightened him more than if she had started explaining. It meant this was something the adults had already decided before he came downstairs.
Amelia's father pressed his lips together. "We can't keep fostering right now."
Ethan stared at him.
The sentence didn't seem to belong to this kitchen. Fostering was a word from visits and forms and things people talked about when they thought he was watching television. It wasn't a word Amelia used when she called him downstairs.
"What do you mean?" he asked.
His voice sounded small. He tried again. "I already live here."
"We know."
"I've been here a long time."
"I know." The man looked as though Ethan had said something that hurt. "We know."
"Then I can stay."
Amelia's mom put the tissue over her mouth. Ethan watched her, alarmed. He'd made her cry more. He hadn't meant to. He wanted to explain that he could be quiet, that he didn't have to ask for a ride to something or make them buy anything extra. He could get his own breakfast. He already had.
The social worker leaned forward slightly. "We're going to find a place where someone can take care of you properly."
"They do."
"They care about you very much."
He heard the difference without knowing how to explain it. They cared. They just didn't want him living here.
He looked at Amelia's father. "Is it because of her?"
The man closed his eyes briefly.
Ethan wished he hadn't asked. He had tried not to say Amelia's name much, because sometimes it made a whole room stop. He hadn't even said it this time. It still stopped everything.
"We miss her," Amelia's mom said. "And we haven't been able to do what you need. That isn't your fault."
He knew Amelia dying wasn't his fault. He hadn't been at the lake. He'd been home. The phone had rung, and then grown-ups had moved in ways he hadn't understood until somebody told him. He knew you couldn't make a person drown by staying in your own house.
This was different.
Their daughter was gone. He was still here. Now they were saying he should be somewhere else too.
He didn't say that out loud. It would make them cry, and there wasn't an answer that would make Amelia come back.
"Where?" he asked.
The social worker explained what she knew. Another home. Someone who had room for him, someone she would talk to about the things he needed. There would be a plan for school. They would bring his belongings. He didn't have to leave everything behind.
He asked whether it would be today.
"Not this minute," she said. "We'll do it carefully."
Carefully sounded like something that should make it less bad. He couldn't work out how. He would still wake up in a different room. The door would sound different. He wouldn't know which setting burned the toast.
Amelia's father reached across the table, then stopped short of his hand. "We want to see you. This isn't goodbye forever."
Ethan nodded because he couldn't say anything.
"We mean that."
He nodded again.
The social worker asked whether he had questions. He had too many, but most of them didn't seem like the kind she could answer. Would Amelia be angry if he stopped living in her house? Could he still think of her as his sister? Had he waited too long to ask for the form to be signed?
He thought of the form because it was easier.
"There's something from school," he said.
All three adults looked at him.
"In my folder. It needs a signature."
"Of course," Amelia's mom said. "Bring it here."
He got up. His knees felt strange, too light beneath him. He took the folder from the counter and slid out the paper, careful not to let the other things fall. A spelling sheet and a picture he'd drawn stayed inside.
She read the form. It was for a school activity, not a difficult choice. She checked the yes box, then signed her name on the line he'd been trying to get someone to see for three days.
"Monday?" she asked.
"That's when I have to bring it."
"All right." She handed it back. "There you go."
Her hand lingered near his for a moment. Ethan kept looking at the signature. It was the same handwriting he'd seen on other papers, the same loops and quick little line at the end. He'd wanted it this morning. Now having it didn't solve the thing that was wrong.
"Thank you," he said.
She started crying again.
The social worker suggested that he could take some time, that they didn't need to talk about everything at once. Ethan stayed beside the chair. He didn't want to leave the room and have the grown-ups make more decisions while he wasn't there.
"Can I take my books?" he asked.
"Yes," Amelia's father said immediately. "All of them."
"And my clothes?"
"Of course."
He looked toward the living room. There were things in the house that were his and things that belonged to everyone. He hadn't thought about the difference for a long time. A game Amelia had taught him was on the shelf. It wasn't his game. He didn't ask for it.
The social worker said she could help him work out what to pack. Amelia's mom said they would help too. Their voices were kind. That was almost worse than if they had been angry, because he could tell they weren't trying to hurt him and it was happening anyway.
He sat down again with the folder on his lap.
Nobody asked him to be brave. Nobody told him he was lucky. Amelia's father got a glass of water and set it in front of him. Ethan drank a little because the man waited to see whether he would.
Ethan looked at the counter. The dishes he'd washed were drying. One spoon lay sideways across the rack, touching the mug he'd tried to scrub clean.
"I can put those away," he said.
"Leave them for now," Amelia's father answered.
"They're done."
"They can wait."
Ethan kept his feet beneath his chair. He didn't understand why it was suddenly better for him not to help. He'd been trying to make the kitchen easier all morning. If he left the dishes, somebody else would have to do them.
The social worker asked whether he'd like another drink. He shook his head. The glass in front of him was still mostly full, and he didn't want somebody to carry it away before he'd decided whether he needed it.
Amelia's mom wiped her eyes and looked at him.
"You can be upset," she said.
He stared at the folder. That sounded like permission, but he didn't know what to do with it. He didn't want to cry in front of three people. He didn't want to tell them they were wrong and make her cry again. He wanted the conversation to become something else, something that could end with him staying.
"I'm not mad," he said.
She nodded as though she believed him. He wasn't sure he believed himself.
His stomach hurt. He'd told Amelia's father he wasn't hungry, and now he couldn't tell whether that had been a lie anymore. He rubbed the edge of the folder against his thigh, feeling the plastic catch on the fabric.
The social worker said they could talk again before anything happened, that he wouldn't have to understand every part of the plan right now. Ethan listened for a part that meant they might change their minds. There wasn't one.
He asked whether he would have to tell his teacher.
"We'll help with school," she said.
"Okay."
He was relieved for half a second. Then he pictured the teacher bending beside his desk, speaking quietly while everyone else watched, and wished he hadn't asked.
The kitchen clock clicked over another minute.
Outside, someone started a car. Ethan thought of the map he and Amelia had made, roads too wide, houses leaning, the little dog she'd drawn over the place he'd ruined. He didn't know where that paper was now. It hadn't been important enough to keep somewhere safe. They had made other things afterward.
He didn't ask anybody to find it.
Amelia's mom reached for the folder. "Is there anything else in here you need us to look at?"
He shook his head, holding it closer before he knew he was doing it. She let her hand fall.
"Okay," she said.
He looked at the signed form one more time, then slid it back into the pocket so the soft corner wouldn't catch.
Monday, he would give it to his teacher. He knew how to do that part.
He closed the folder and kept it on his knees.
Ethan handed Maddie a paper-wrapped sandwich before he took his own out of the bag. She hadn't asked him to pay for hers. He'd simply ordered, checked which bread she wanted, and moved his card toward the reader while she was still deciding whether to object.
Now they stood near the Green with crumbs threatening the rental-car key in his hand, and she decided to let him buy lunch.
"Thank you," she said.
He nodded around a bite, then pointed with the sandwich.
"We can go that way after."
"Finish eating first."
"I can walk and eat."
"Can you explain things and eat?"
He looked at the sandwich, conceding the difficulty. They found a bench with enough shade to make sitting pleasant. Maddie set her purse beside her and pulled the wrapping back carefully. Ethan took the end nearest the path, knees angled away so somebody could pass without navigating his feet.
It was a holiday, but the city wasn't empty. People crossed the Green carrying bags or drinks. A small child stopped to inspect something in the grass until an adult came back for him. Farther away, two people were arguing gently about directions, both looking at the same phone and arriving at different conclusions.
Ethan watched them for a moment. "They're going to go the wrong way."
"Do you know where they're trying to go?"
"No."
"Then how do you know?"
He smiled. "They've been standing there a while."
"So have we."
"We have sandwiches."
Maddie took a bite instead of answering. The food helped. It was hard to remain entirely inside an old night while making sure mustard didn't fall onto her clothes. She had needed something ordinary after the hospital, and Ethan had provided it without saying that was what he was doing.
He ate quickly, then slowed when he realized she was still halfway through. She told him not to wait on her account. He said he wasn't waiting and immediately asked a question about the children, which made her suspect he was.
"Did Jee get mad that we weren't taking her?"
"A little. Until Chimney told her they'd do something together."
"What?"
"I don't know. She negotiated."
"Smart."
"She learned from somebody."
He looked pleased enough by the possible accusation that Maddie laughed. A little of the tightness left her ribs. She reached for her water, then remembered he'd put it in the bag beside him. He passed it over before she finished looking.
"You don't have to watch me the whole time," she said.
"I was getting mine." He held up the second bottle.
"Okay."
She believed him. She also appreciated that he wasn't annoyed by the question. They were learning when help meant help and when either of them was trying to manage a feeling the other person hadn't asked them to fix.
Ethan crumpled the sandwich paper loosely and kept it inside the bag. He didn't get up until she had finished. Then they carried the trash to a bin and started walking.
Campus appeared in pieces rather than as one grand entrance. Ethan pointed out a building he'd used, then corrected himself about which doorway he'd usually gone through. Maddie looked up at the stone and windows, trying to place his actual days against them.
"When you came here, did it feel strange?" she asked.
"Yale?"
She nodded.
"A little. Then I had to find classrooms and it got annoying."
"That's a fast adjustment."
"I could admire buildings or be on time. Apparently I couldn't always do both."
He showed her a route he had taken between things, not pushing at locked doors or pretending the holiday would offer every room. Some spaces were open to pedestrians; others weren't. He accepted that and adjusted their walk. His city didn't need to provide a perfect tour to prove he'd lived in it.
Maddie liked the places he showed her most when they weren't impressive. A spot where he had waited for someone. A corner where he'd eaten something on a day he didn't have time to go home. A path he'd used often enough that his feet turned toward it before he explained why.
"And you went home after?"
"Usually."
"To the same bedroom."
"Yeah." He glanced at her. "You keep sounding surprised."
"I think I was imagining college differently."
"Dorms?"
"Probably."
"I had friends in dorms. I just didn't live in one."
"Did you miss anything?"
He considered it while they waited for another group to pass. "Some stuff. Not enough to make me want to move out just for that. I could stay late. Tyler and I both had things going on. It wasn't like we were sitting in our room every night waiting for Mom to make dinner."
"But sometimes she did."
"Oh, definitely. I'm not saying I was suffering."
She smiled. They walked past a gate he said had confused him more than once when it was shut and he'd forgotten the other way around. He was mildly embarrassed by how often he'd done that. Maddie found it reassuring. The young man who knew so many things could lose time arguing with a closed gate like anyone else.
"Did Kit help with applications?" she asked.
"Both of them did. Mom kept asking whether I'd actually sent things or just made lists about them."
"Had you?"
"Mostly sent them."
"Mostly."
"There were a lot." He ducked his head, smiling. "I didn't know what I wanted to do with all of it yet."
"You don't have to have known."
"I know. I just felt like everybody else did."
The admission was familiar. Maddie remembered being young enough to think a confident answer meant somebody had already understood the entire life behind it. Nursing school, medical school, moving to Boston: plans said aloud could sound far sturdier than they were.
She left her own history out of the answer. Ethan was talking about his education, not inviting her to explain how certainty had failed her.
"What made it interesting?" she asked. "The classes."
He looked up, grateful for a question with something concrete inside it. He described liking work that connected one thing to another, understanding why something happened rather than remembering that it did. He also complained about a piece of coursework he'd thought would be straightforward and hadn't been.
Maddie didn't understand every term. She stopped him twice to ask. He answered without embarrassment on either side, drawing an imaginary shape in the air when words weren't enough, then admitting the shape wasn't helping.
"It made sense in my head."
"Keep going. I think I'm following."
He did. For a few minutes he was absorbed in something he'd learned, not in the fact that he was telling it to his biological mother on a trip twenty years late. Maddie listened and asked another question because she actually wanted to know the answer.
"Did you ever get sick of it?" she asked when he paused.
"School?"
"Any of it. Going back and forth. The work."
"Oh, yeah." He answered with immediate relief. "Sometimes I wanted everybody to stop asking what I was doing next."
"Did you tell them?"
"Not always nicely."
Maddie laughed softly. "I can imagine."
"No, you can't. I was worse."
There was no pride in the claim, but no shame either. He was allowing himself to have been difficult, something she'd seen him resist in other settings. She wanted to ask how Kit and Rose had responded. Then she realized he might answer more freely if she didn't make every ordinary confession into an inquiry about his parents.
"What did you do when you didn't want to work?" she asked instead.
"Anything else. Games. Go out. Get Tyler to do something stupid."
"Did he need encouragement?"
"No. Usually I did."
She glanced at him. He grinned, unrepentant.
"That sounds like it should worry me."
"It was mostly normal stupid. Staying out too late. Thinking we could finish something in ten minutes that took two hours."
"Mostly."
He laughed. "I'm not giving you a list."
"All right."
She meant it. He could keep some of his adolescence without hiding it in shame. She didn't need to take possession of every mistake in order to believe she was his mother now.
They walked past a place where he used to sit with friends, its empty seats catching the sun. Ethan slowed, looking at it for a moment before continuing.
"It's weird how fast you forget little things," he said.
"Like what?"
"That I used to come through here all the time. I'd think about the next thing, not where I was."
"You were living here."
"Yeah."
Now he was showing it to someone. Maddie understood the difference. Places could become important after you left them, not because they'd been magical, but because they had held your life while you were busy paying attention to something else.
She didn't tell him that. He had already stopped to notice.
At the next corner he asked whether she wanted to sit for a bit. She said her feet were fine. He admitted he'd meant because he wanted to finish his water, which made her smile and feel slightly foolish for assuming every offer was about her.
They paused in the shade while he drank. Maddie looked at people passing without trying to identify who belonged on campus and who was visiting. Ethan leaned one shoulder against a low wall, phone tucked away, and for a few minutes neither of them needed to explain anything.
Then he screwed the cap back on and pointed out where they'd go next.
A pair of cyclists passed, one calling a warning before the other. Ethan stepped aside. His explanation broke off, then resumed with a different example as they moved away from the busier path.
There was no résumé in it. He hadn't told her how impressive anything was. He'd told her about getting something wrong and being annoyed enough to understand it properly.
She could recognize that boy a little.
His phone buzzed. He checked it, stopped walking, and looked around.
"What?" Maddie asked.
"They're here."
"Tyler and Hannah?"
"Yeah. He says behind us, which isn't helpful if he keeps moving."
Maddie turned. At first she saw only unfamiliar faces. Then a young man near the edge of the path lifted both arms with the exaggerated despair of someone who had apparently been standing there for hours.
Ethan groaned. "There he is."
The young woman beside Tyler said something Maddie couldn't hear and pushed one of his arms down. He left the other raised until Ethan acknowledged him. Then they both came toward them.
Maddie had seen photographs. Recognition still arrived a second after the people did. Tyler was close enough to Ethan's age that their shared school year made sense. Hannah looked younger, though not like the small child in the stories she'd heard that morning. Both were watching Ethan rather than inspecting Maddie.
Tyler reached him first and caught him in a hug hard enough to interrupt whatever greeting he'd started.
"Took you long enough."
"I told you where we were." Ethan shoved his shoulder, ineffective while Tyler was still holding him. "You were the one asking about lunch."
"Because I was hungry."
"You're always hungry."
"So are you."
Hannah waited half a second, then reached around both of them to grab Ethan's arm.
"Move," she told Tyler.
He released Ethan with a complaint and stepped aside. Hannah hugged her brother tightly, face turned against his shoulder. Ethan's hand settled at the back of her head for a moment before she pulled away and looked him over.
"You didn't bring anything?"
"What was I supposed to bring?"
"I don't know. Something."
"From the airport?"
"Never mind." She smiled at Maddie before Ethan could answer. "Hi. I'm Hannah."
"I know. It's lovely to meet you."
Maddie offered her hand, then Hannah seemed to decide against that distance and leaned in for a brief hug. Maddie followed her lead. The contact was warm, uncomplicated, and over before either of them had to negotiate it.
Tyler introduced himself as though Ethan hadn't already said his name fifty times. His handshake became an easy squeeze and release. He looked from Maddie to Ethan, then back again.
"Did he make you walk everywhere?"
"He's been very considerate," Maddie said.
"That's not an answer."
"We've had lunch."
Tyler looked offended. Ethan laughed.
"I told you."
"You told me after."
"You asked after."
Hannah glanced between them, then said to Maddie, "They'll keep doing that."
"I was starting to suspect."
Ethan made a face at his sister. She ignored it and asked whether Maddie had had a good flight. The question was ordinary enough to give her somewhere to begin. They talked about the airport and the rental car while Tyler checked his phone and complained that Ethan hadn't answered the last message.
"I was talking," Ethan said.
"I can see that."
Maddie stepped out of the path of a person carrying two drinks. Hannah noticed and moved with her, continuing the conversation without making the adjustment a production. Tyler drifted to Ethan's other side. The four of them began walking together almost without deciding to.
Their pace changed. Ethan stopped being a guide delivering information and became a brother inside an unfinished argument. Tyler asked him about something he'd left in the bedroom. Ethan said it wasn't Tyler's. Hannah said neither of them had used it in years, which somehow offended both.
"What is it?" Maddie asked.
"A speaker," Hannah said.
"A working speaker," Ethan corrected.
"Barely," Tyler said.
"It worked when I left."
"Then you should've taken it."
Ethan turned toward him. "What did you do to it?"
"Nothing."
The answer was too fast. Maddie looked at Hannah. Hannah lifted her eyebrows, declining to testify. Ethan noticed and made a noise that sent Tyler into a grin.
They weren't performing for her. She could tell because nobody stopped to explain all the references or check whether she approved of the teasing. They included her when there was something to include her in, and otherwise allowed her to walk beside them and hear how they sounded together.
She had wanted that more than she'd realized.
"Mom called," Hannah said when the speaker argument ran out. "They're back."
"Already?" Ethan checked the time.
"Yeah. She said don't rush. Which means come home soon."
"It means don't rush," Tyler said.
"You'll say that until she calls you."
He looked at his phone as though the accusation might summon her. Ethan laughed again, a quick bright sound Maddie had heard more often today than during some entire weeks in Los Angeles.
Hannah asked whether they had seen the house yet. Maddie said they'd walked around the neighborhood. Tyler immediately asked whether Ethan had shown her where he'd fallen off a bike.
"That wasn't—" Ethan stopped. "Why would I show her that?"
"Historical significance."
"You were there."
"Yes. That's why I remember it."
"Did he get hurt?" Maddie asked.
"No," Ethan said before Tyler could embellish. "Not really. Scraped up."
"Complained a lot," Tyler added.
"Because you kept touching it."
"I was checking."
"You were poking."
Hannah stepped between their lines of sight, not quite between their bodies. "Are we going back or standing here?"
They went back. Tyler took the empty water bottle from Ethan and asked whether he was saving it for some reason. Ethan said no and reached for it anyway. Hannah pointed toward a bin before the argument could develop.
Maddie watched Tyler drop it in and return without breaking stride. He caught up beside Ethan, bumped his shoulder, and immediately began another conversation. There was no need to repair the first one. Nobody had been hurt by having their empty bottle mocked.
She let the bicycle story remain unfinished rather than asking for every detail. There would be time. That idea was new enough to make her pause over it: there might be more than one opportunity to hear about the ridiculous things Ethan had done as a teenager.
Tyler fell into step beside her while Hannah and Ethan walked ahead. He asked whether she was staying long and whether the children had come. Maddie explained that Chimney was home with them.
"He wanted us to have the trip together," she said.
Tyler nodded, glancing toward Ethan. "That's good."
It wasn't an assessment of Chimney's importance. Tyler sounded pleased that she was here, which let Maddie accept the answer without explaining the whole arrangement.
"Ethan talks about them," he added.
"The children?"
"Everybody. But yeah."
She looked ahead at her son. Hannah was saying something with one hand cutting through the air. He listened, then laughed and gave her a brief sideways hug without stopping. She complained about being moved off course and immediately stayed close enough for his arm to rest against hers.
"He talks about you too," Maddie said.
Tyler's smile shifted, becoming less theatrical. "Hopefully nothing terrible."
"A few things."
"That's fair."
They reached a crossing and waited with the others. Ethan checked both directions, but Hannah pressed the button first and told him she knew how roads worked. He raised his hands in surrender. Tyler called him bossy. Ethan said he hadn't done anything yet.
Maddie stood among them while traffic passed.
He had a brother who could mock him, a sister who could refuse his help, and parents waiting for them to come home without needing them to hurry. None of it was perfect. The speaker might actually be broken. Somebody would probably argue about where to put the bags.
She wanted to see that too.
When the signal changed, they crossed together. Ethan turned back once to make sure she was coming, then looked forward when he saw her beside Tyler.
"Ready to meet them?" he asked.
Maddie felt the question low in her chest. She had spent the morning following him into places that belonged to their beginning. Now they were going to the people who knew the life that had followed.
"Yes," she said.
He smiled, then Hannah told him to stop walking so fast, and the four of them slowed.
New Haven, 2014
Ethan was halfway through explaining why his teacher had marked the answer wrong when the front door opened. He stopped with his pencil still pointing at the worksheet and listened to the familiar sequence: keys in the bowl, shoes being pushed off, the bag landing beside the chair instead of on it.
His foster mother came into the kitchen with her hair coming loose around her face. She looked at the pencil, then at the woman standing beside the sink.
"Have I missed breakfast court?"
"Just the opening argument," the sitter said.
"It isn't an argument," Ethan told them. "It's right."
His foster mother pulled out a chair. "Show me."
He moved the worksheet across the table, careful not to drag it through the damp ring beside his glass. She read the question, rubbed an eye with the heel of her hand, and read it again.
"Okay. I see why you did that."
"Because it's right."
"I see why you did that," she repeated, looking up at him. "Let me wake up enough to decide the rest."
"You've been awake all night."
"Exactly."
The sitter smiled and went to collect her things. Ethan had been awake for nearly an hour. He'd heard her moving around before he got up, then she'd made breakfast while he looked for the worksheet he was sure he'd left beside his bag. It had been inside the folder, where she'd suggested he look first.
He wasn't going to mention that part.
His foster mother thanked her, checked something about the next shift, and waited while she pulled on her jacket. The house became quieter when the door closed. Ethan watched his foster mother fill a mug, then open the refrigerator as though she hadn't seen inside it before.
"There's eggs," he said.
"I know."
"And the waffles."
"I know."
"And—"
She turned toward him. "Are you hungry again?"
"No. I was helping."
"Thank you. I can see the eggs."
He smiled, because she was smiling. She put the plate she'd found in the refrigerator into the microwave and returned to the table while it warmed. He pushed the worksheet closer.
She pointed at the question. "It asks how he knew."
"I wrote how."
"You wrote what happened."
"That's how."
"Maybe. What told him it had happened?"
Ethan read it again. He remembered the story. He'd finished before most of the class and gone back to make his handwriting easier to read, so having the answer marked wrong felt particularly unfair. He tapped the sentence with the pencil.
"This."
"Then put that in."
"But she knew I meant it."
"She might not have."
"She read the story too."
His foster mother looked at him over the mug. "She's checking whether you did."
He considered that, displeased. The microwave beeped. She went to get the plate, shook her fingers when the edge was hot, and brought it back with a towel underneath.
"You can still ask her," she said. "Just maybe ask before you tell her she's wrong."
"I didn't tell her."
"Good start."
He erased part of the answer. She ate while he rewrote it, letting him take his time. The pencil left a little dent in the paper where he'd pressed too hard the first time. He worked around it and made the last word smaller to fit the line.
"How was work?" he asked when he finished.
"Busy."
"Busy busy?"
"Busy enough that I forgot where I put my coffee."
"Did somebody take it?"
"No. I left it where I don't usually leave it."
"Where?"
She looked toward the counter, thinking. "Beside some paperwork. Very exciting."
"Was there anybody with something stuck in them?"
She stopped chewing, then laughed softly. "Why?"
"Last time there was."
"Last time I told you about a splinter."
"A big splinter."
"It was."
He waited. Sometimes she had an interesting thing she could tell him without saying anyone's name. Sometimes she said not everything at work belonged in their kitchen. He had learned that asking twice didn't improve the answer.
"Mostly regular busy," she said. "People waiting. People feeling awful. Somebody who was much happier when we found a place for them to sit."
"Because they didn't have to stand?"
"Because they didn't have to stand."
He nodded. That wasn't a very good story. It was still an answer, and she had come home, and there were eggs on her plate. He watched her sprinkle pepper over them and decided he could ask about something else.
"Can we go to the library?"
"Later. I need to sleep first."
"I know. Later."
"What do you want to get?"
He described the book he'd started reading at school and the other one that might be in the same series. He wasn't completely sure it was the same series; the covers looked alike, but that didn't prove anything. His foster mother listened and asked whether he'd written the title down.
"I remember it."
"Write it down anyway."
He used the back of a scrap of paper rather than his worksheet. She watched him spell the title, corrected nothing, and took another sip of coffee. The kitchen clock sounded loud between their words.
She had a piece of paper of her own beside the mug. Ethan had seen it when she emptied her bag. He could read some of the printed words, but the page faced away from him, and she kept putting her elbow near it.
"Is that work?" he asked.
"Sort of."
"What kind?"
She put down the fork. "There's something I need to talk to you about."
He stopped writing.
The pencil stayed against the paper, making a dot darker than it needed to be. He lifted it before it went through. His foster mother saw his face. "It's not something you've done."
"I didn't think it was."
That wasn't true. He'd thought of the worksheet, the way he'd argued, the library trip he had just asked for. He could stop asking for books. He could read the ones they had.
She pulled the printed page toward herself, not hiding it now, just making room to rest her hands.
"I've been offered a job. A travel-nursing position."
"Travel where?"
"A different hospital. Then, after that, another one. Different assignments."
"Like when they send you to another floor?"
"Farther than that." She smiled a little. "Different places to live."
He looked at the paper again. It had numbers on it and a block of words he couldn't read from this angle. He imagined her bag in the car, the one she took to work, with more things stuffed into it.
"For how long?"
"The assignments last a while. A few months at a time, usually."
"Then you come back?"
"Not after every one."
He put the pencil down very carefully. She watched him do it, then continued before he could make the question into something smaller.
"If I take it, I can't keep being your foster mother while I'm moving from place to place."
Ethan looked at her plate. There were still eggs left. He had expected her to finish eating, then go to bed, then take him to the library when she woke up. That was what the morning was supposed to do.
"Why can't I come?"
"There are rules about where you live and who takes care of you. And it wouldn't be fair to keep moving you around for my work."
"I move around anyway."
She drew in a breath and let it out slowly. "I know."
"Then I could move around with you."
"I can't arrange it that way."
He understood can't as a word that sometimes meant you weren't allowed and sometimes meant a grown-up didn't want to. He couldn't tell which one this was. She looked tired, but not in the ordinary way she looked after work. Her eyes stayed on him instead of drifting toward the clock.
"Did you say yes?" he asked.
"Yes."
She didn't soften the answer into maybe. He hated it for a second and was glad she had answered at the same time. If she'd said maybe, he would have spent the whole day thinking of ways to change it.
"When?"
"We have some time. I'm talking with your social worker. We're going to make a plan before I leave."
"How much time?"
She told him what she knew and what wasn't decided. Ethan listened for dates, counting days against school. There was enough time for the library. There was enough time for more breakfasts. It wasn't enough time to make leaving become a thing he didn't mind.
He rubbed the side of his thumbnail with his other thumb.
"Do you want to go?"
She looked at the paper, then at him. "I do want to try this work. That doesn't mean I want you to be hurt."
He didn't say she could stay, though the words were right there. She knew she could stay. Adults knew what staying was. He didn't have to explain it.
The refrigerator switched on. Ethan looked at the little list held to its door with a magnet. It had his name on it beside a reminder for school. She had written it. He couldn't make that belong to a house where he wouldn't be living.
"Will you still know where I am?"
"If you're comfortable with it, we'll talk about keeping in touch."
"Will you call?"
"I'd like to."
He wanted a stronger answer. He also remembered people saying they would call and meaning it when they said it. Meaning it hadn't always made the phone ring later.
He picked up the pencil again and turned it between his fingers.
"I don't know," he said.
"That's okay. You don't have to decide this morning."
She didn't reach across and take his hand. He was glad. He didn't want her to feel how cold his fingers were. He hadn't noticed until he wrapped them around the pencil.
His waffle plate sat empty near the edge of the table. A little square of syrup had dried into one corner. He could take it to the sink. He stayed where he was.
"Are we still going to the library?"
Her face changed, not into a smile exactly. Something eased and hurt at once.
"Yes. After I sleep."
"Okay."
"Unless you'd rather do something else."
"The library."
"Then the library."
He nodded. He had the title written down. There was something he could still do today, and it wasn't packing. She finished her eggs while he examined the corrected answer on the worksheet. It was better now. He could see that. He was annoyed that she had been right, then annoyed with himself for being annoyed about a school question when this other thing was happening.
"Will I have to change schools?" he asked.
"We're going to try to avoid that. Your social worker will talk with you."
"You don't know."
"Not yet."
He nodded, though he wanted to throw the pencil. He didn't. The pencil hadn't done anything, and if it rolled beneath the refrigerator he'd have to find another one.
His foster mother took her mug to the counter. "I'm going to sleep for a bit. You can be upset with me, Ethan."
He looked up. "I'm not."
"All right."
She didn't argue with him about it. He appreciated that, then wished she would ask again, then didn't know which version he actually wanted.
"Can I leave this here?" He touched the worksheet.
"Of course."
"It won't get thrown away?"
"No. Put your folder beside it so I know."
He did. The folder made the paper look like something that belonged there. She set the printed job page beneath her own bag instead of leaving it on the table between them.
"Do you need anything before I go lie down?"
"No."
She stood by the doorway for a moment. He could feel her waiting, but he kept looking at the worksheet. Eventually she told him where she would be and reminded him that the daytime arrangements hadn't changed. There would be someone with him while she slept, the same as usual. He said he knew.
The doorbell rang before she reached the sink. Ethan looked toward the hall, and she reminded him who was coming. The woman who stayed with him during the day had a bag with a paperback sticking out of it. She took off her jacket, asked whether he'd eaten, and accepted his yes without inspecting the plate to make sure.
His foster mother spoke with her by the doorway. Not secretly; Ethan could hear the words about sleeping and the library, about the folder on the kitchen table. Nobody had packed the day away. There was still a person coming to sit in the house, still an afternoon that included him.
He looked at the printed page beneath the work bag. He could ask to see it. He could probably read most of it if she explained the words about the job. But the page wasn't an invitation. Reading it wouldn't make him someone who could go.
The daytime sitter went to put her bag beside the chair. His foster mother returned to the kitchen and noticed him looking at her work bag.
"Do you want to ask anything else?"
He shook his head, then changed his mind.
"Will it be another emergency room?"
"Yes."
"So the same job."
"Mostly. A different place."
"Then why do you want to?"
She leaned against the counter. "I'd like to work in other hospitals. See how they do things. Live somewhere different for a while."
He considered that. Adults were allowed to want a different place. He had wanted this place, and wanting it didn't count in the same way.
"Don't you like it here?"
"I do."
"Then—" He stopped. He'd already asked the question. She'd answered. He didn't have a better version that would turn it into an answer he liked.
She waited anyway.
"I like it here," he said.
"I know." Her voice went softer. "I'm glad you've liked it."
He rubbed a bit of eraser dirt off the worksheet. He didn't want liked, as if the house was already something he had to describe afterward. He liked it now. He was sitting in it.
His foster mother reached toward the paper, then stopped short of touching it.
"You can tell your social worker that. What you like here. What you want her to think about when she makes the next plan."
"Like the school?"
"Yes."
"And the library."
"That too."
He nodded. Those were things someone could try to keep. He could make a list of them, though he didn't want another list on the table yet.
"Do I have to tell her I'm sad?"
"You don't have to use that word if it isn't the right one."
"What if I don't know?"
"Then you can say you don't know."
He looked toward the doorway. The sitter was turning a page in her paperback, leaving the kitchen conversation alone. He wondered whether she'd known before he did. He didn't ask. He didn't want to collect all the people who'd known the day was different while he was still arguing about his worksheet.
"I don't want a different house," he said.
His foster mother looked at him, and this time she didn't try to make him choose a part of the house that could go on a list.
"I understand."
He almost said she didn't. She wasn't going to be sent to a house somebody else had chosen. But she wasn't saying it would be easy either, or that he would like the new place more. He let the answer stay where she'd put it.
The sitter called softly that she was going to make tea and asked whether his foster mother wanted some. She said no, thank you, she needed to stop drinking things and actually go to bed.
Ethan looked at the mug. He could complain that she hadn't slept yet, but he wanted a little more time with her awake.
"Can you check the answer one more time?" he asked.
She pulled out the chair and sat. She read what he'd written, then nodded.
"That explains it."
"Even if she thinks it doesn't?"
"Then you can ask her to show you what she's looking for."
"Before I tell her she's wrong."
"Preferably."
He smiled without planning to. The smile felt wrong for a second, then ordinary. He wasn't finished being upset. He could still think the teacher was wrong too.
She went to rinse her plate first. Ethan watched her from the table. The towel was folded over the oven handle, one corner hanging lower than the other. She straightened it as she passed, then stopped and looked back.
"I like having you here," she said.
His throat tightened. He stared at the line he'd rewritten.
"Okay."
"I mean that."
He nodded.
She didn't make him answer with something kind. That helped, though it didn't make him feel better. She left her mug on the counter because she wasn't finished with it, and he was relieved she hadn't washed it and put it away. The morning still had something unfinished in it.
Ethan waited until her footsteps moved down the hall, then pulled the library scrap toward him. He read the title. Underneath it, he wrote the name of another book he might want, then crossed it out because he wasn't sure.
He remembered how Amelia used to cross things out rather than erase them. The memory arrived quickly, a pencil moving across paper, and he shut the notebook over the scrap before he had to think about the rest.
He wasn't forgetting her. He just didn't want to explain her to this kitchen again.
After a few minutes, his foster mother came back for the mug she'd left. She saw the closed notebook and didn't ask why. Instead she said she'd forgotten to ask whether he wanted the book with pictures of the machines too.
"I might," he said.
"Write it down. We can look."
"You said we can't get all of them."
"Not all of them. A few."
He considered the number of days a library book could stay out. He could finish the story before she left. Probably the other one too, if it wasn't very long. He didn't know what would happen if he still had a book when he moved, whether he could return it from another house or whether somebody would have to bring him.
"What if I haven't finished?"
"We can work that out."
He looked at her.
"The book," she said gently. "If you haven't finished the book."
"Okay."
She took the mug and went down the hall again. Ethan opened the notebook. The second title was still readable beneath the line he'd drawn through it.
He didn't erase the line. He wrote the title again underneath, more neatly, so there would be no question which book he meant when they got there.
Rose opened the door before Ethan finished putting the key in it.
"There you are."
He barely had time to pull the key back out before she caught him against her. Maddie stopped at the foot of the steps with the smaller bag, watching his free arm go around Rose's shoulders. He bent a little to make the hug fit. Rose kept him there for another second, then let him go far enough to look at him.
"Did you eat?"
"Yes, Mom."
"He bought lunch," Maddie said.
Rose looked past him and smiled. "Good. Come in. Tyler, take that bag, please."
Tyler took the handle from Maddie before she could say she had it. Hannah slipped past them, calling that they hadn't been out for very long and she didn't know why everyone was acting like they'd crossed an ocean. Rose ignored the commentary and reached for Maddie.
"It's lovely to finally meet you."
"You too."
The hug was brief but firm. Maddie felt Rose's hand between her shoulder blades, warm through her shirt, and returned the pressure before stepping back. The woman wasn't a photograph anymore. She had a voice Maddie recognized from the phone, a loose thread at her cuff, and a small mark of flour or dust near her wrist.
Rose let go before Maddie had to decide how long the hug ought to last. There was no inspection afterward, no searching look she needed to answer. She could hear Hannah asking Tyler to stop leaving a bag where somebody would trip, and Ethan telling both of them he could take his own things.
Rose looked toward him. "I know you can. Leave them for a minute."
He obeyed, dropping a hand he'd already extended toward the handle. Maddie had seen him accept help from Chimney, but there was something particular about this small surrender in the doorway. Rose didn't make it a favor. She was telling her son to stop organizing the luggage and come inside.
Maddie moved her purse to the other shoulder. "I brought something for you. It's in the bag."
"You didn't need to."
"I know."
"Then thank you. We'll find it when we aren't all standing in the hall."
Maddie nodded, relieved not to have to excavate the gift while everybody waited. Hannah backed up another step, and Ethan checked that Maddie had room to pass. He wasn't escorting her into a place he'd only described. He was bringing her home.
"Sorry about the store," Rose said. "We thought we'd be back before you."
"They gave me a tour."
"Some of it," Ethan added. "We didn't break anything."
"Excellent. Keep going." Rose stepped aside. "Shoes wherever. Not in the middle of the doorway, preferably."
Hannah pointed at Tyler's feet without saying anything. He moved them. Ethan laughed and put his own shoes against the wall, toes turned away from the path. Maddie followed him into a hallway that smelled faintly of food and something clean, not the sharp lemon cleaner from the rental car. There were coats near the door and a photograph she couldn't examine while everybody was moving.
Tyler took the bags just far enough that they wouldn't block the entrance. Ethan reached for his, then abandoned that when a man's voice came from the other room.
"Leave it a minute. Come here."
Kit appeared with a dish towel in one hand.
Maddie saw him before she understood what she was seeing. The photograph Ethan had shown her hadn't done this. Neither had the surname she knew belonged to his family. Age had changed the face, of course: lines at the eyes, a little less dark in his hair. But the way he stopped in the doorway, giving people room instead of entering it as though they should move, was familiar before anything else.
Ethan went to him. Kit put the towel aside and hugged his son, one hand coming up firmly against his back. He said something low that Maddie didn't catch. Ethan answered into his shoulder and pulled away smiling.
Then Kit looked at her.
He didn't look surprised.
That was the part she would remember later, though she couldn't make sense of it yet. He had been waiting. Not just for guests to arrive. For her to see him.
"Christian?"
The name left her before she could decide whether it was possible. Ethan turned toward her. Rose went still beside the doorway.
Kit smiled, small and careful.
"Emily. But I guess your real name's Maddie, right?"
Maddie couldn't answer immediately. Her hand had closed around the strap of her purse again. She felt the pressure at the base of her thumb and loosened it without taking her eyes from him. Ethan looked between them.
"What?"
Tyler had stopped moving the bag. Hannah stood behind Rose, her expression changing as she looked from her father to Maddie.
"Your dad," Maddie said, then stopped. It wasn't a sentence. It wasn't enough to make the two lives join. "You're Christian."
"I am. Kit, mostly, these days."
Ethan stared at him. "You know her?"
"Yes."
"How?"
Maddie looked at Ethan. He'd heard the name in the car, carried it for part of an afternoon without attaching it to the father waiting at home. She hadn't supplied a surname. She'd been talking about a man she'd known briefly twenty years earlier, not considering whether his legal name might belong to someone standing beside a dish towel today.
Maddie could feel Rose beside her, still giving her room to answer. She looked at Kit's face again, searching now not for resemblance but for a place to start. There were ordinary explanations available. They'd met in another life. He'd helped. She'd left. None of them was small enough for the first sentence, and none was wrong.
Ethan waited. His father waited too. Maddie let go of the purse strap completely and made herself say the plainest part first.
"He was my landlord," she said.
Ethan's eyes went back to Kit.
"In 2004," she added. "Here."
For a moment, the house seemed too quiet. There was sound somewhere behind Kit, something clicking or settling in the kitchen. Maddie could hear it with absurd clarity. She had imagined saying hello, thanking him for raising Ethan, trying to find somewhere to set her purse. She had not imagined being called Emily while Ethan watched.
Kit moved first, but only to gesture toward the chairs beyond him.
"Why don't we sit down?"
"Would you like some water?"
"Yes. Thank you."
Maddie heard her own answer as though she'd supplied it for somebody else. She could manage water. She could manage sitting. Kit stepped aside, and they moved into the room without becoming less bewildered merely because there were chairs.
Ethan sat near her, not quite on the same cushion, knees pointed toward Kit. Tyler perched where he could watch his father's face. Hannah stayed beside Rose until she came back with glasses, then took one and set it down for Maddie.
Maddie thanked her. She put the purse beside her feet rather than keeping it across her body. The strap had left a shallow mark on her palm.
Kit sat opposite them. Rose chose the chair nearby. Their proximity was ordinary, a pair of parents in their own living room. Maddie didn't know yet what Rose knew. She wasn't ready to begin counting.
Kit looked from Maddie to Ethan. "I wasn't sure how you'd want to talk about this."
"Neither was I," Maddie admitted. "I didn't know there was anything to talk about until you walked in."
"He can ask," she said.
Ethan looked at her.
"Whatever you need to ask. I'm here."
"You were talking about him in the car," Ethan said to Maddie. He looked back at Kit. "And I've been calling him Dad for years."
He let out a disbelieving laugh. "Okay. I need a minute."
"You can have a minute," Rose said.
She didn't fill it. Nobody did. Tyler picked at the seam on the edge of his seat, then noticed what he was doing and let it go. Hannah looked toward her father as though she had a question but wasn't sure whether it belonged before Ethan's.
Maddie looked around the room properly for the first time. A book lay open on a side table. There was a pair of reading glasses beside it, a cable disappearing behind a cushion, a photograph of the three children at ages she couldn't place without asking. Kit had lived in this room with Ethan for years. Somewhere before all of that, he had stood outside her apartment with groceries she had been reluctant to accept.
It couldn't be that simple. It was that simple.
She looked at his hands. Older now, a mark near one knuckle, the same practical stillness when there wasn't a task to do. Her memory had kept Christian young because she'd never seen anything that came afterward. The man opposite her had become somebody's father while she kept remembering him with his keys in his hand.
"I wondered about you," she said.
His face softened. "I wondered about you too."
The answer carried more than she could address in front of everyone. She left the rest for later. Today would have room for later; she was beginning to believe that, even with the afternoon rearranging itself around them.
From the kitchen came a faint beep. Rose turned her head.
"I need to turn that off."
She got up, telling them she would be right back. Hannah followed to help. The small interruption let Maddie take a breath she hadn't realized she'd been holding. Nothing required the whole house to stop operating because her past had walked into the room.
Tyler reached down for a bottle of water he'd brought with him and offered it toward Ethan. Ethan shook his head, then changed his mind and took it.
"Thanks."
Tyler nodded. For once he didn't add anything. Maddie saw the restraint and understood it as part of the same familiarity she'd watched in the city. A brother who could be loud could also know when not to be.
Kit waited until Ethan had taken a drink. "Omar put us in touch in 2004. Maddie needed a place where she could keep to herself, and I had an apartment available."
"Omar," Maddie said, remembering. "You two went to high school together."
"We did. He asked me not to pry, and I didn't."
"And you had that little apartment upstairs," Maddie said. "That's why you were there when I knocked."
"Some nights. Rose and I had our house by then. She was pregnant with Tyler. But I kept the second-floor apartment at the far end of the hall for nights I worked late, or when something broke and I needed to be on-site early. Came with managing the building."
Tyler looked up. "You had a whole other apartment?"
"Not a glamorous one," Kit said. "Mostly a bed, a coffee maker, and whatever tools I'd left out."
Rose smiled. "And a husband who'd come home with a story about a pipe bursting at two in the morning."
"That happened once."
"Twice," she said.
Hannah gave a quiet laugh. Maddie felt the room loosen around a fact that had seemed impossible only minutes ago. She'd knocked on Christian's door after midnight because she knew he was there. She hadn't known about the home, or the wife, or the baby on the way.
"I didn't know about Rose," she said.
"You didn't ask," Kit replied, without accusation.
"I wasn't asking anybody much of anything."
"I noticed."
Maddie looked down. She could still remember the groceries outside the door, not as a whole scene she needed to enter, but as an arrangement of ordinary things she hadn't known how to accept.
"He left things," she said. "Food. What I needed."
"Prenatal vitamins," Kit added.
Ethan's attention moved sharply to his father. "You bought those?"
"Yes."
Rose leaned forward to move one of the glasses that sat too close to Tyler's elbow. He noticed and shifted his arm. Life continued in small corrections around the story.
"When I went into labor, I didn't know who else to ask," she said. "I knocked on his door."
"I drove her to the hospital," Kit said. "You were early. She needed to get there quickly."
Ethan looked at him, then at Maddie. "The hospital we saw today," he said. "That was you."
Tyler shifted in his seat. "And you had no idea you'd end up raising him."
"Not a clue," Kit said.
Hannah nudged Tyler's arm. Ethan gave a quiet laugh, but his eyes stayed on Kit.
"While you were both in the hospital, I put a crib together in the apartment," Kit said.
Ethan looked up. "You built the crib?"
"I did."
"The one you told me about in the car," Ethan said to Maddie.
"That one."
Maddie remembered opening the apartment door and finding the crib ready for them. She had told Ethan about it only hours earlier, never imagining she would learn who had assembled it before the day was over.
"You helped me when I needed it," she told Kit. "And you let us have those six weeks to ourselves. I've always been grateful for both."
Kit nodded. "I'm glad."
Kit glanced at Maddie. "Then one day the keys came through my door. I thought you'd left town with him."
"I didn't know about the fire station," Kit continued. "Not until Rose and I read your placement information in 2016. Ethan Reed Bennett, born October twenty-seventh, 2004, in New Haven. The circumstances matched what I remembered. I couldn't prove you were Emily's baby, but I couldn't shake the possibility."
Ethan looked at him. "Who else knew you suspected?"
New Haven, 2016
Ethan had put the plates out the way he'd been told, small ones for cake, larger ones beneath the stack of napkins. He'd checked the forks twice. There were enough if nobody took two.
The woman he lived with moved the small plates to the other end of the counter.
"Not there."
"You said beside the napkins."
"I said leave room for the cake."
There was room. He looked at the empty space, then at the plates she'd moved, and decided it didn't matter. The cake would fit either way.
"Okay."
She passed him a cloth. "Wipe that bit, please."
He wiped it. The counter was already clean, but a small drop of water had appeared beside the sink while he'd been getting the plates. He followed it with the cloth, then folded the cloth over the edge so it wouldn't leave a mark.
The television was on in the other room. He could hear the beginning of something he'd wanted to watch. He wasn't supposed to turn it on before the visitors arrived, though somebody else had done it anyway. Asking about that would create a conversation he already knew how to lose.
He stood by the counter until the woman noticed.
"What?"
"Can I go sit down?"
"In a minute. Bring the drinks first."
He opened the refrigerator. There was milk, fruit, cartons he knew belonged to particular people. Nothing in the house looked like they couldn't afford to have him. He had clean clothes, a bed, school supplies. He'd been told more than once that he should be grateful to have somewhere comfortable.
He was grateful. He also wanted to sit down.
The bottles were cold against his wrists. He carried two at a time rather than trying to prove he could manage all of them. Once he'd dropped something while carrying too much, and the woman had told him not to show off. This time he made three trips.
By the last one, the television had been turned up.
He glanced through the doorway. A boy who belonged to the house sat on the couch with a controller in his lap, though the game wasn't running. He looked at Ethan and nodded toward the screen.
"It's starting."
"I know."
"Come on."
Ethan set the last bottle down. "She said wait."
The boy shrugged and looked back at the television. He hadn't been told to wait, so he didn't have to think about it anymore.
Ethan envied that more than the controller. He washed his hands, not because somebody had asked, but because the cold bottles had left them sticky and he didn't want to be accused of marking the couch. He dried them on the towel kept for hands, not the one he'd used on the counter. Rules like that were easier when you remembered them before somebody corrected you.
"Anything else?" he asked.
The woman looked at the table, the drinks, the cake box still closed near the wall. "No. Don't make a mess."
He nodded and went to sit at the end of the couch. The other boy moved one leg enough to make room. Ethan kept his own feet on the floor. He'd been told not to tuck them beneath him with shoes on, and then told not to leave the shoes in the living room when he took them off.
The program had already passed the part he'd wanted to see. He watched anyway.
"Did you finish your homework?" the boy asked.
"Yeah."
"Can I look?"
"What for?"
"Mine's confusing."
Ethan looked at him. They weren't in the same class, but some of the work overlapped. He could probably explain the part the boy meant. He didn't want to spend the whole program doing it.
"After."
The boy shrugged. "Fine."
It was an easy answer. No accusation. Ethan settled a little farther back against the cushion and tried to catch up with what was happening on the screen.
The doorbell rang before he managed it.
People came in carrying a bag, a card, somebody's jacket that immediately needed a place to go. Ethan stood because the adults stood. The woman introduced him to someone who had already met him and apparently forgotten.
"This is Ethan. He's staying with us."
The visitor smiled. "Oh, yes. How are you?"
"Good."
"How's school?"
"Good."
"A good student, then."
He nodded because he didn't know what else to do with that. He wasn't sure the visitor was asking. The woman had moved on to take the bag, and somebody was telling the boy on the couch how much taller he'd become.
Ethan stepped out of the doorway so another person could come through.
The visitors were relatives. He knew that much, though he didn't always remember who belonged to which adult. They knew things about the house that he was still expected to ask about. One opened a cupboard without asking for a glass. Another pushed the thermostat button, complained that it was warm, and received a laugh instead of an instruction not to touch it.
They were allowed to forget themselves. Ethan watched for a few minutes, then went back to the kitchen when somebody asked for more napkins. There were more in a drawer. He knew which drawer because he'd been told not to use the decorative ones.
"Here," he said.
"Thank you." The visitor took a handful and continued talking over his shoulder.
He stood there with the packet, waiting to see whether anybody else needed one. Nobody looked at him, so he put it away.
The cake box opened. He liked the smell of it, sugar and something warm even though the cake wasn't warm anymore. There was enough for everyone. He counted slices in his head before anyone cut them, estimating how wide they would need to be.
A woman with a phone came into the kitchen and asked for a picture before the cake was touched. People shifted around the table. The boy from the couch moved reluctantly, still watching the television through the doorway.
Ethan moved too. He didn't think about it until the woman he lived with touched his upper arm lightly.
"Could you take this one?"
She passed him the phone.
"Okay."
He stepped back. The screen showed the table, the cake, people whose faces were half hidden behind one another. He asked somebody to move a little and got a joke about already being old enough not to need to be in photographs.
"Just press there," the woman said.
"I know."
He pressed. Then he took another because someone had been blinking. He checked it, holding the phone low so nobody would think he was doing something else on it.
"Got it," he said.
"Take a few."
"I did."
"Another one with everyone smiling."
He lifted the phone again. They smiled, mostly. Someone's arm went around the boy's shoulders. Another adult leaned close enough that their cheeks nearly touched. Ethan watched the small frame gather everybody together and waited until the faces were clear.
He pressed twice.
"Can I be in one?" he asked while passing it back.
The woman looked down at the photographs. "These are for the family. We can do another later."
She said it distractedly, already enlarging the picture to check something. Ethan stood with his hand still out, though the phone was gone.
"I live here."
She looked up.
"What?"
"I live here too."
"I know. Don't start."
He looked toward the table. Nobody else seemed to have heard, or everybody had decided not to. The visitor with the card was talking about traffic. The boy had gone back toward the couch.
Ethan could stop. He knew that. The rule wasn't written anywhere, but he knew it better than the one about towels: don't make a thing out of something an adult had already dismissed.
He hadn't asked to be adopted. He'd asked to stand near a cake.
"You said everyone," he said.
"I meant everyone in this picture."
"That doesn't make sense."
Her face tightened. "Watch your tone."
Heat came into his cheeks. He looked at the cake, then at the empty place near the end of the table where he could have stood without anybody moving.
"I took all the pictures."
"And I said thank you."
She had. He couldn't accuse her of not doing that. He didn't know how to explain that thank you wasn't the thing he'd been asking for.
"You can take one of me," he said.
"Ethan, we'll do it later."
"Just say no, then."
The room changed. Not everyone stopped talking, but enough people looked over that he wished he hadn't said it so loudly. The woman set the phone on the counter.
"Come here."
He was already there. He moved closer anyway.
"I'm not having an argument in front of guests."
"I wasn't arguing."
"You are now."
He closed his mouth. His jaw felt tight. He could still hear the television, voices laughing at something he couldn't see. The program he'd wanted was going on without him.
"We've made sure you have everything you need," she said more quietly. "I need you to be helpful, not difficult."
He stared at a little crack in the edge of the counter. Helpful was the word people liked for him. He could explain homework, carry things, do what he'd been told. If he did those things, adults said he was easy to have around. If he wanted something they hadn't planned to give him, he became difficult before he finished asking.
"I was helpful."
"And then you started this."
He swallowed. There wasn't a version of the sentence that would make her look at the empty place near the table and understand what he'd wanted.
"Okay."
She waited, apparently expecting more.
"What?" he asked.
"An apology would be a start."
He looked toward the visitors. Someone was watching now. Not openly, just from the side while pretending to examine the cake.
"Sorry," Ethan said.
"For?"
He hated that question. It meant the first apology hadn't counted, and the next one had to use words that belonged to the adult rather than him.
"For arguing."
"Thank you."
She picked up the phone again. Ethan stood still until she told him he could go back to the couch. He went, carefully, not stamping or dragging his shoes. He could hear a line from the television and knew he had missed another part.
The other boy looked at him.
"What happened?"
"Nothing."
"You were loud."
"I know."
The boy considered that, then moved the controller aside to make room again. Ethan sat. They watched the screen without talking for a few minutes. The kindness of the extra room on the cushion made him feel worse for a moment, then better. The boy hadn't decided he was difficult. He just didn't know why he was angry.
When the cake was cut, somebody brought him a plate. There was a fork on it and a slice the same size as the other boy's. Nobody withheld food. Nobody told him he hadn't earned cake.
He ate it because he wanted it, then felt silly for having expected something else to happen. There were rules in this house. He knew most of them. The ones that weren't written down were the hardest to predict.
A visitor stopped beside the couch and asked what they were watching. Ethan answered. The boy beside him supplied a detail he'd missed. For a minute, all three of them had a normal conversation about a television program.
Then the visitor asked the other boy about school and turned away from Ethan without meaning anything by it that he could prove.
He finished the cake slowly.
The phone remained on the counter. He could have asked again. Perhaps later had really meant later. Perhaps they would take a photograph after the dishes were cleared, when it was just the people who lived here.
He didn't ask. The woman called from the kitchen. "Ethan, can you bring those plates?"
He looked down at the plate on his knees, then at the other boy's. The other boy was still eating.
"Just the ones you're finished with," she added.
Ethan got up and carried his own plate. He passed the place where the visitors had stood and looked at the little space he'd wanted to occupy. It was occupied by a chair now. Nobody had left it empty for him.
At the sink, he rinsed the plate before stacking it. The woman told him he didn't need to rinse everything, just put it down.
He obeyed. Then he realized he was waiting for another instruction and stepped away from the counter.
"Can I get my book?"
"Of course. You don't need to ask about a book."
He did need to ask about leaving the room when guests were there. He had been corrected for that before. But explaining it would sound like another argument, so he nodded and went only as far as the bag he had left near the doorway.
The book was inside, bent slightly where something else had pressed against it. He smoothed the cover and held it against his chest for a moment before returning to the couch.
He could still hear people talking about photographs. Someone asked for one to be sent. The woman said she would do it later, then picked up the phone and sent it straight away.
Ethan opened the book.
He read the first sentence three times before any of it made sense. The story had a boy who could go somewhere else when he wanted. Not anywhere, and not without trouble, but he could decide to get up and go. Ethan liked that part even when the boy made a stupid decision.
A little later, one of the visitors came back to the couch and asked whether Ethan would take another picture. The woman who'd first offered the phone was busy now, and this visitor wanted to be in one with the others.
Ethan looked up from the book.
"Can somebody else?"
The visitor blinked. "Are you in the middle of something?"
"Reading."
"Oh. All right."
There was no argument. The visitor went to ask someone else. Ethan kept the book open, staring at the same sentence while his heart beat faster than it needed to. He hadn't said he wouldn't do it ever. He hadn't shouted. He'd asked if somebody else could.
Across the room, the woman he lived with looked toward him. Ethan saw her see the book, the visitor walking away, the camera being passed to another person. Her mouth tightened slightly, but she didn't call him over.
He looked back down.
The other boy nudged him with an elbow. "What's wrong?"
"Nothing."
"You keep saying that."
"Because—" Ethan stopped. The boy hadn't done anything wrong. He'd made room on the couch twice. "I wanted to be in the picture."
"You can be in another."
"She said that already."
"So?"
"So she didn't do it."
The boy looked toward the kitchen. "It's not finished yet."
Ethan nodded. He didn't want to explain why later sounded different when it was said to him. It would make him sound like he was complaining about a small thing, which he was. The picture was small. The space beside the table was small. He still wanted it.
"They do those pictures a lot," the boy said. "They're boring."
"Okay."
"I mean, you didn't miss much."
Ethan looked at him. The boy was trying to help. He wasn't telling Ethan that he deserved to be left out. He just hadn't ever needed to want a place in a photograph before he could complain about having to stand there.
"I know," Ethan said, though he didn't agree.
The boy went quiet. After a moment, he asked whether they could watch something else when the adults were done. Ethan said yes. It was easier to answer a question about the television than one about the picture.
He turned a page without reading the bottom of it, noticed, and turned back. The same sentence sat there waiting. He read it slowly, forcing himself to pay attention to each word.
A laugh came from the table. He didn't look up. The adults were looking at the new photograph. Someone said it had come out well.
Ethan pressed a finger against the edge of his own page so he wouldn't lose his place again. He was angry enough now that he wanted to say something nobody would be able to ignore. He could stand up and tell the woman she'd asked him to help all morning and then talked about family as if he was the person hired to carry things.
He knew what would happen after that. She would call it rude. There were plenty of witnesses to agree with her, and none of them had watched him put the forks out before they arrived.
He stayed on the couch.
The anger didn't disappear because he stayed. It sat with him while he read, making every sound from the kitchen seem louder. He didn't understand why adults thought being quiet meant the problem had stopped.
The boy beside him glanced at the cover.
"Is that good?"
"Yeah."
"What's it about?"
Ethan told him. Not much, just enough that the question had an answer. The other boy listened, then said he'd maybe read it when Ethan was done.
"You can," Ethan said.
"Okay."
It was a small promise he knew how to keep. Finish the book. Hand it over. No photographs, no explanation of who belonged to whom.
He read another page. This time he understood it the first time. His face wasn't hot anymore, though something beneath his ribs stayed tight.
From the kitchen, the woman told somebody how good he was at helping. Ethan heard his name, the word polite, the remark that he hardly needed to be asked.
He looked up.
She wasn't looking toward him. She was telling the visitor about the boy who carried plates and didn't make a mess. The boy who had raised his voice over a photograph had already been put away.
Ethan looked back at the book. He moved his thumb to hold the page flat and didn't offer to do anything else.
Rose answered before Kit did.
"I did."
Ethan looked at her. "Since I came here?"
"Since we read your file," Rose said. "Your dad told me about Emily, and about the baby he'd helped her bring home. We talked it through."
"And Tyler and Hannah?"
"Nope," Tyler said. "Finding out live in stereo, with you, buddy."
"Same," Hannah said. She glanced at their father. "This is a lot."
"You're telling me," Ethan said.
Kit rested his forearms on his knees. "I told your social worker, too. What I remembered, what I suspected, and what I couldn't prove. I thought it might help fill in some of the gaps in your early history."
"Why didn't you tell me?" Ethan asked. It was a question, not an accusation.
"Because I had no way to find her," Kit said. "Emily Bennett was the only name I knew, and I couldn't even be sure she was your mother. You'd just come to us. Rose and I didn't want to give you a lead you could spend years following with nowhere to go."
Ethan nodded after a moment. "Yeah. I think you made the right call. I would've tried to find Emily Bennett, and there was nobody by that name to find."
"What about the DNA test?" Ethan asked. "When we learned Maddie's name in 2019?"
"I looked at photographs after we had her real name," Kit said. "But I couldn't tell whether Maddie Buckley was the Emily I remembered."
"And you only knew for sure after I moved to LA," Ethan said.
"A few months ago," Kit confirmed. "When you started telling us the details about New Haven, the hospital, the apartment. Everything finally lined up."
"You could've called," Ethan said, still sounding more amazed than upset.
"I wanted to," Kit said.
"I asked him to wait for this visit," Rose said. "You were coming home, and Maddie was coming with you. I thought you should both hear it together, in person."
Ethan glanced between them, then shook his head. "You know what? This would've been a terrible phone call."
Hannah laughed, and Ethan did too. The sound didn't erase the strangeness of what they'd learned, but it belonged in this house, where his family had always been allowed to laugh around difficult things.
Rose asked whether anyone needed more water. Hannah got up to help her, and Tyler moved a glass so it wouldn't be knocked over when they passed. Maddie stayed beside Ethan. Her phone vibrated in her purse, and she glanced at the screen just long enough to see Chimney's name.
Chimney: How's the visit going?
She looked at the message, then at Kit opposite her. There was no short answer available. She didn't want to turn the room into a phone call or make Ethan's first reaction something she reported before he'd finished having it.
Maddie: We're together at the house. A lot to tell you later. Everything's okay. Love you.
She sent it and put the phone away. Chimney didn't answer with a demand for details. The space he left her felt familiar and generous.
Ethan noticed her putting the phone away. "Chimney?"
"Checking in," Maddie said.
Hannah looked at Maddie. "Does anyone else call you Emily?"
"No. Not anymore."
"That must've been weird to hear," Hannah said.
"It was," Maddie admitted.
Kit nodded. "I won't keep doing it."
"I know."
"Did knowing about her change your mind about taking me in?" Ethan asked Kit.
Maddie's chest tightened. Kit answered without looking toward her first.
"We were already considering your placement," Kit said. "The connection mattered to me, but it wasn't why we wanted you here."
"We got to know you," Rose said. "That's why you stayed."
Ethan nodded. Maddie felt his shoulder brush hers as he shifted. She didn't move away, and he didn't apologize for the contact.
Rose stood to check the food, asking Hannah to come with her. Tyler asked Ethan whether he wanted to put the bags upstairs, then stopped when Ethan looked at him.
"No rush," Tyler added.
"Thanks."
Kit remained in his chair. He hadn't excused himself now that the difficult part had been spoken. Maddie looked across at him, seeing someone older than the Christian she remembered, and also exactly the person who had once waited outside her door without demanding that she open it.
Ethan leaned back beside her and closed his eyes briefly.
Nobody made him get up.
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There were two beds, which was better than a bunk bed because Ethan wouldn't have to ask which part he was supposed to sleep in. One had a sweatshirt on it and a pillow pushed sideways. The other had been made so neatly that he wasn't sure he should set his bag down.
He kept holding it. Tyler stood near the desk, watching him watch the beds. He was about Ethan's age, maybe a little younger. That didn't make it less strange to be in his room.
"You can put it there," Tyler said.
Ethan looked at the clean bed.
"It's yours."
"For the bag?"
"For sleeping." Tyler frowned, then seemed to realize how the answer sounded. "And the bag. Whatever."
Ethan lowered the duffel carefully onto the edge. A box sat beside his foot, one corner softened from being carried against too many things. He had a backpack too. The straps had left warm marks on his shoulders.
The man who'd brought the box up stood in the doorway with Ethan's social worker behind him. Christian O'Brien. Kit, he'd said downstairs. Ethan had repeated the shorter name once to make sure he'd heard it correctly.
"That's the last one," Kit said. "Unless we missed something in the car."
"No."
"Okay."
Kit didn't open the box to check. He looked around the room instead, then toward Tyler.
"Show him the space we cleared."
Tyler turned toward the dresser. "These two drawers."
He pulled one open. It was empty. The other stuck for a moment before moving, and he yanked it too hard, making the contents of the drawer above shift audibly.
"Don't pull it right out," Kit said.
"I wasn't."
Tyler pushed it back, then opened it more carefully. Ethan looked inside as though there might be something else he needed to notice. Two empty drawers. He could fit the clothes if he folded them properly.
"You can change which ones you're using," Kit said. "If there's a better way."
Tyler looked at the dresser, then at his father, not entirely pleased with the possibility of more rearranging. Ethan saw it and shook his head.
"Those are fine."
"All right."
Tyler opened the drawer above Ethan's and pushed a loose sleeve back inside. It didn't close on the first try. He pressed the clothes down with both hands, then tried again.
Ethan watched. The empty drawers had cost Tyler space. He hadn't known the actual shape of that until he saw the sleeve getting caught.
"I don't need both," he said.
Tyler looked at him.
"The drawers."
Kit shook his head. "We cleared two for you. Tyler can sort his things."
"I already sorted them," Tyler said.
"Then fold that properly and it'll fit."
Tyler opened the drawer again and pulled the sleeve free. He didn't look at Ethan while he did it. Ethan wasn't sure whether that was better or worse.
He shifted his bag on the bed. "I can keep some stuff in here."
"You can," Kit said. "You don't have to."
Tyler folded the shirt badly, but better than before. The drawer closed. He looked relieved, then reached for something else on the dresser as though he hadn't been.
Ethan couldn't tell whether the adults had asked Tyler before making room. He didn't want the first thing between them to be a complaint about something Ethan hadn't requested.
"You can have that bit," Tyler said, pointing to the top of the dresser. "I don't use it."
There was a mark in the dust where something had been moved. Ethan noticed, then pretended not to.
"Thanks."
"Just don't put wet things there."
"I won't."
"Like cups."
"I know."
Kit looked at the dresser, then at Tyler. "We'll find a coaster."
Tyler nodded, apparently satisfied that the rule had been heard. Ethan looked at the clear space. It was big enough for a few books, not all of them. He could put the ones he used most there if he decided to take them out.
The closet had also been divided. Not exactly in half; one side had a few things pushed farther along the rail to make space. Tyler pointed out which hangers Ethan could use, then reached for a pair of shoes on the floor and moved them with his foot.
"Those are mine."
Ethan hadn't touched them. He nodded anyway.
The social worker came far enough into the room to stand beside the bed. She asked whether he had questions. He looked at the dresser, the closet, the two desks or pieces of desk space, the open window letting in the sound of a car outside.
"Where do towels go?"
Kit answered without making the question sound odd. Bathroom hooks for towels in use. Clean ones in a cupboard they'd show him. Laundry in the basket, unless it was wet, in which case not crumpled beneath everything else.
Tyler looked away at that last instruction.
"That's not just for you," Kit told Ethan.
Ethan nodded. He'd already guessed.
Rose came to the doorway carrying a glass of water. She asked before handing it over, then waited until he had somewhere to set it. Ethan moved a book from the top of his backpack so the glass could go on a clear part of the desk.
Tyler watched him. "There's room there."
"I know."
The room was his too, apparently. Ethan could see how the adults intended it. Tyler's books had been shifted, his drawers rearranged, his things moved to make a place. That didn't tell Ethan how long the arrangement would last or what would happen the first time Tyler wanted something back.
The social worker sat on the edge of the clean bed, leaving plenty of room beside the duffel.
"We've talked about the plan," she said. "Do you remember?"
"Yeah."
"Tell me if anything here feels different from what you expected."
He looked at Tyler, then away. Sharing a room wasn't unexpected. He'd known about the children. He just hadn't known the sound of Tyler's voice or the exact expression he would make when his father said the drawers could be changed again.
"It doesn't," Ethan said.
Rose stood beside Kit, not blocking the doorway. "We want you to settle in. This isn't supposed to be another short stop."
"Okay."
"We know you may need time."
He nodded. Adults said time when they wanted him to feel something he didn't feel yet. Sometimes they meant a week. Sometimes they meant by dinner, before someone asked whether he liked it here.
Kit leaned one shoulder against the doorframe. "You don't have to unpack everything this afternoon. But the space is yours to use."
Ethan looked at the duffel again.
"Okay."
The social worker went through the remaining practical things with him. He listened. She would check in. There were numbers he could use, a plan for school, people he could speak to if he needed help. He knew how this part worked, though he still had to pay attention in case something was different.
Tyler stayed near the desk throughout, shifting his weight, looking occasionally toward the hall. Ethan could tell he wanted to do something else. He wondered whether the adults expected him to entertain the new boy for the whole afternoon.
When the social worker stood, Ethan stood straighter too, though he hadn't sat down.
"Anything you want to ask me before I go?"
He considered asking whether she thought he would stay. She had already told him what the plan was. Asking again would make her say it again, not make it stronger.
"No."
"All right. You know how to reach me."
"Yeah."
She touched his shoulder briefly, then let go. Rose said she'd walk her down. Kit stayed another moment to ask whether they needed anything moved before he left them to it.
Tyler said no. Ethan said no a little afterward.
"Okay. We'll be downstairs."
The footsteps moved away. Ethan heard low voices, the front door, then more movement below them. He couldn't catch the words. Nobody had closed the bedroom door, so he could still see the hall.
Tyler looked at the duffel. "You can open it."
"I know."
"What've you got?"
"Clothes."
"Besides clothes."
"Books. Stuff."
Tyler nodded, not satisfied but apparently willing to accept that answer for now. He picked up the sweatshirt from his bed and threw it toward a chair. It missed the back and slid onto the seat instead. He left it there.
Ethan looked away before Tyler caught him noticing.
"You play anything?" Tyler asked.
"What do you mean?"
"Games." He gestured toward the things near the desk. "Not like sports. Unless you do sports."
"Some games."
"Which ones?"
Ethan named a couple he'd played. Tyler immediately asked how far he'd got in one of them. Ethan answered more carefully than the question needed, because he hadn't been able to play it for a while and didn't know whether the answer would sound stupid.
Tyler didn't seem to think it did.
"I can show you," he said. "If you want."
"Later, maybe."
"Okay."
He looked toward the window and then back at Ethan, who was still standing beside the bed. "You can sit."
"I know."
Tyler's face changed slightly. "I'm not telling you to."
"I know." Ethan wished he had a different answer available. He sat on the edge of the bed, near enough to the bag that his knee touched it.
The mattress dipped. It was comfortable. He hadn't expected it not to be. Most of the beds he'd slept in had been comfortable enough. The part that changed was everything around them.
Tyler reached toward the window and nudged the curtain back where it had caught.
"Does the light bother you?" he asked.
"No."
"At night, I mean. Outside."
Ethan looked at the street through the glass. "I don't know yet."
"Oh. Right." Tyler let the curtain fall. "We can close it."
"Okay."
"And if you've got to get up, just don't step on my shoes."
"Where are they?"
Tyler glanced toward the pair he'd moved with his foot. "Usually there."
Ethan looked at the path between his bed and the doorway. He would have to remember that. It was strange to discuss walking through a room in the dark with somebody he'd only just met.
"Do you sleep with the door open?" he asked.
"Sometimes."
"What if I want it open?"
Tyler shrugged. "Then leave it open."
Ethan waited for the rest of the rule, but there wasn't one. Tyler wasn't being generous about it. He didn't seem to mind.
"Okay."
"Unless Hannah keeps coming in. Then shut it."
Ethan looked toward the hallway. "Does she?"
"All the time." Tyler paused. "Not when we're asleep. Mostly."
Ethan almost smiled. He'd lived with children before. A younger sister coming in was an ordinary problem, even if he couldn't yet imagine being one of the people whose sleep she might interrupt.
Tyler sat on his own bed and looked at the space between them.
"We're in the same grade," he said.
"That's what they told me."
"Yeah. So you'll know somebody."
Ethan nodded. That was something. It wasn't a whole school solved, but it was a face he could recognize when everybody else was looking.
"Are there a lot of people?"
"In the grade? Yeah. Not all in every class."
"I know that."
"I know you know." Tyler frowned. "I'm just saying."
Ethan looked down. He hadn't meant to be sharp. He'd been answering questions all day, and now the easiest ones kept coming out wrong.
"Sorry."
Tyler shrugged. "It's fine."
A girl appeared in the doorway carrying a doll by one leg. Hannah. Eight, he'd been told. She looked at Ethan's bag, then at Tyler, then at the empty part of the desk.
"So there's another boy."
Tyler rolled his eyes. "You knew that."
"I know." She stayed in the doorway. "I don't like boys."
"You're here all the time."
"Because you have things."
"Get your own things."
She looked offended, then turned her attention to Ethan. He sat still. He didn't know whether he was supposed to join the argument or wait for it to end.
"Do you like dolls?" she asked.
Tyler made a noise.
Hannah looked at him. "I wasn't asking you."
Ethan glanced at the doll hanging from her hand. Its hair had caught around one arm. He could see where a small shoe had been pushed onto the wrong foot.
"I don't know," he said. "Depends what you're doing."
She considered the answer more seriously than he'd expected.
"She's going to work."
"Okay."
"And the other one has to stay home because the car's too small."
"What car?"
Hannah disappeared from the doorway. Tyler watched her go, then looked at Ethan.
"Now she'll bring everything."
"Oh."
"You don't have to play if you don't want."
"I know."
He wasn't sure he did. Hannah had asked him a question, and he'd answered, and now there might be rules about disappointing her. But Tyler's voice didn't sound like an instruction. He sounded mildly exasperated about the amount of plastic likely to arrive in the room.
Hannah came back with a car under one arm and another doll clutched against it. She set them on the floor beside Ethan's bed, then went away again.
Tyler put a hand over his face.
"See?"
Ethan almost smiled.
Hannah returned with a small house and stopped when it wouldn't fit neatly through the doorway at the angle she'd chosen. Tyler told her to turn it. She told him she knew. He got up anyway, took one side, and helped her bring it in without knocking the frame.
"Not in the middle," he said.
She put it in the middle.
"Hannah."
"There isn't room anywhere else."
"There would be if you hadn't brought your entire room."
She ignored him and sat on the floor. Ethan moved the box farther under the desk so it wouldn't be in her way. He didn't open it. Hannah watched the movement, then handed him the doll with the tangled hair.
"You can be her."
"What's her name?"
She told him, then changed it because she'd used that name yesterday. Ethan waited through the decision. The doll's arm was still caught in the hair, so he worked the strands loose before trying to make her sit in the car.
"That one's driving," Hannah said.
"Then this one can go here."
"There isn't a seat."
He examined the car. She was right. There were two spaces, but something had been stuffed into one. He lifted it out: a tiny plastic bag or cushion, he wasn't sure which.
"Now there's a seat."
Hannah leaned forward. "I forgot that was there."
Tyler looked over from his bed. "Great. Transport solved."
"Don't touch them," Hannah said.
"I wasn't."
Ethan sat on the floor because it was easier than bending from the bed. Hannah passed him the other doll and began explaining where they were going. The story changed while she told it. Work became shopping, then somebody's birthday, then an emergency because one doll had forgotten her shoes.
"What kind of emergency?" he asked.
"She can't go without shoes."
"Can't she get them?"
"No. She's late."
He looked at the little house. "They're in here?"
"Probably."
"Then I'll find them while you park."
Hannah nodded, pleased. He opened a tiny cupboard and found three shoes, none matching. She said it didn't matter because they weren't going to look that closely. Ethan accepted that and put two beside the doll.
Tyler watched for a moment, then picked up something from his desk and stopped commenting. The room settled around the game: Hannah talking, Ethan asking a question when he needed to understand what she'd decided, the sound of someone moving dishes downstairs.
He wasn't very good at making the dolls do things. Their legs wouldn't bend the way he wanted. Hannah showed him, impatiently at first, then more carefully when she realized he was actually trying.
"You have to do this."
"Oh."
"Not that far. She'll fall."
He moved the doll back. "Like that?"
"Yeah."
She smiled at him for the first time. It was quick, already moving on to the next part of the story. Ethan noticed anyway.
Rose came to the doorway and looked at the floor.
"Everybody getting along?"
"She's taken over," Tyler said.
"I can see that." Rose looked at Ethan. "You don't have to do anything you don't want to."
"It's okay."
"You sure?"
He looked at the doll, then at Hannah, who was waiting to see whether he would stop.
"Yeah."
Rose nodded. "All right. Leave a path to the door, please."
Hannah moved the car. Tyler pointed out that she'd moved it into a different part of the path. She moved it again, grumbling, and Rose left them to negotiate the remaining inches.
Ethan played until Hannah decided the dolls needed to go home. She gathered them with more care than she'd brought them, then asked whether she could leave the house there until later.
Tyler said no.
Ethan didn't contradict him. It was Tyler's room too, and the little house occupied nearly all the space between the beds. He helped Hannah move it toward the doorway. She carried the dolls while he handled the awkward roof, then took the house back when it was safely through.
"Later?" she asked.
"Maybe," he said.
She accepted maybe and went down the hall.
Tyler looked at Ethan. "She likes you now."
"She just wanted somebody to play."
"That's usually how it starts."
Ethan sat on the bed again. His bag had shifted when he'd got up, its handle falling against the blanket. He opened the zip far enough to find the shirt he'd want later, then stopped.
The two drawers were still empty. He knew how many clothes would fit in them. He could use the closet, put the books on the space Tyler had shown him, make it easier to find everything in the morning.
Instead he took out the shirt and laid it beside the bag. One thing. Enough for now.
Tyler opened his own drawer and moved something into it without paying attention. He had no reason to count what could be packed quickly or decide whether using a shelf would make leaving harder.
Ethan zipped the bag again, not quite all the way, and kept the handle facing out.
Rose came back with a plate of bread and a small dish of butter. Maddie moved the water glasses to make room. The pitcher had left a damp ring, and she caught it with a napkin before setting the plate down. It gave her hands something to do while Ethan opened his eyes and sat forward again.
"Dinner's going to be a little while," Rose said. "You don't have to wait to eat something."
"We had lunch," Tyler told her.
"I know."
He took a piece anyway. Hannah came in behind Rose, looked at the space he'd occupied, and made him move his knee so she could pass. Maddie watched Ethan reach for the bread without asking whether it was for him. For a moment, that small certainty felt more startling than everything Kit had told them.
Ethan tore his piece in half. "Was I really that weird when I got here?"
Rose looked at him. "What do you mean?"
"The settling-in thing. You keep saying it."
"Weird isn't the word I'd use."
"Fine. Difficult."
"No." She sat down again. "Careful."
He looked at the bread, then at Tyler. His brother had become unusually occupied with the butter knife. Maddie couldn't tell whether there was a memory between them or whether Tyler simply didn't want to answer for him.
"You didn't unpack much," Rose said. "We'd given you space. You used some of it, but you kept quite a lot ready to go."
"For how long?" Maddie asked before she could stop herself.
Rose glanced at Ethan. He shrugged once, permission enough for her to continue.
"A while. Not everything stayed packed. It happened gradually."
Maddie nodded. She didn't ask for a date when somebody had finally decided he was safe. There couldn't have been one date that did all of it.
Ethan ate a bite, then brushed crumbs from his hand into the napkin. "I didn't think it would be the last place."
Kit stayed in his chair. "We knew you couldn't take our word for it right away."
"You kept saying I could put things away."
"Because you could."
"I know." Ethan gave him a faint smile. "I know now."
Maddie looked at her son's face. She knew the adult habit of arriving prepared, making himself useful, figuring out what a room needed before he asked for anything. She'd seen it at the house and the loft, in the way he could find a task almost as soon as he walked through a door. She hadn't seen the bag waiting beside a twelve-year-old's bed. Now somebody had given that image to her, and it would stay.
"Did you think we'd send you away?" Hannah asked.
Ethan turned toward her. "I didn't know what you'd do."
She looked down at the bread. "You played with me."
"Yeah."
"So I thought you liked it."
"I liked playing with you."
Hannah looked at him again, working through the difference. Maddie let her do it. Nobody needed to rush the child she had been into understanding everything the older child had brought with him.
Tyler set the butter knife down. "You told me you were used to sharing."
"I was."
"That's not quite the same as liking it."
Ethan laughed softly. "You left your shoes everywhere."
"I still do."
"I've noticed."
The exchange was brief and familiar. Hannah took a second piece of bread, pulling it apart so she could put butter between the halves. Rose didn't treat the conversation as something fragile that required everyone to sit perfectly still.
Maddie found a clean napkin for herself and folded it once. "Was sharing with another boy new?"
"Not entirely," Ethan said. "Having a brother was."
He looked at Tyler, then at Hannah. "Before that, I had a sister."
Maddie's hands stopped on the napkin.
"An older sister?"
"Yeah. Amelia."
He said the name without looking away from her. It wasn't a name she remembered from one of their conversations, and she was afraid of pretending it was. She let herself hear it for the first time.
"Amelia," she repeated quietly.
"Her parents fostered me when I was little. About four."
"Was she older by a lot?"
"Six years."
Maddie nodded. She could picture the difference in ages more easily than either face. A little boy following a bigger girl around. Ethan wanting to know what she was doing, being allowed into some things and kept out of others.
"What was she like?"
Ethan leaned back, the remaining bread held loosely in his fingers. For the first time since they'd started talking about his childhood, his mouth moved toward a smile before he answered.
"Bossy."
Hannah looked offended on behalf of older sisters generally. Tyler glanced at her, wisely said nothing, and reached for his water.
"She'd tell me how to do something," Ethan continued, "then tell me I was doing it wrong even when I was doing what she'd said."
"Did you argue?" Maddie asked.
"All the time. About stupid stuff."
He looked at the napkin in her hands, then at her face. "Not bad arguing. Just—I wanted to do it my way."
"I understand."
"She'd be doing homework and I'd keep asking things. Sometimes she answered. Sometimes she told me to go away."
"Did you?"
"Eventually."
Maddie smiled. She could hear him at six or seven, not because she knew the exact sound but because she knew the grown version of the persistence. It comforted her to learn something ordinary she could recognize. Then the comfort hurt, because she hadn't been there to hear it.
"She taught me a lot," Ethan said. "Not like a teacher. Just things she already knew."
"Things about school?"
"School. Games. How to make stuff. How to tell when somebody was messing with me."
He paused. "Usually after she'd done it herself."
Tyler laughed once. Hannah smiled. The name belonged in a room that could laugh about the person attached to it. Maddie was grateful Ethan had started there rather than with a loss he could already see her preparing to hear.
"Do you remember something you made together?" Maddie asked.
Ethan thought for a moment. "Maps. Stupid maps."
"What kind?"
"Treasure. She'd draw it, then I'd argue because a room was in the wrong place."
Maddie smiled. "Was it?"
"Sometimes."
"So you improved it."
"I thought so." He rubbed a thumb against the napkin. "She didn't always agree."
Hannah looked at him. "You do that with me."
"I do not."
"You tell me where things should go."
"Because you put them in the doorway."
"Not everything."
Ethan smiled, then looked at Maddie again. "Anyway. Maps. Paper everywhere. She'd cut things out."
Maddie pictured the work rather than trying to supply a face she didn't know. Scissors on a table. A little boy insisting a staircase couldn't lead where somebody had drawn it. The ordinary impatience of a twelve-year-old who'd let him join and then regretted how many questions he had.
"Did you like being the little brother?" she asked.
"Mostly. I wanted to do whatever she was doing."
"And she let you?"
"Sometimes."
He smiled again. This time it stayed long enough for Maddie to smile back without feeling she was distracting him from what mattered. There had been pleasure in those years. He was giving her some of it.
She wanted a photograph. The want came so quickly that she had to stop it before it became a question. She didn't know whether he had one, where it might be, whether asking would turn a good memory into another thing missing. She could listen to the story he'd chosen instead of immediately asking for a different kind of proof.
"Were you there for a long time?" she asked.
"A few years. Until I was eight."
He put the bread down. Maddie noticed, then made herself stop watching every movement as though she could prepare for what he would say by reading his hands.
"She drowned," he said. "At a lake camp."
The room went quiet, but nobody looked surprised except Maddie. She drew a breath slowly enough not to make the sound into a question he had to answer.
"How old was she?"
"Fourteen."
Maddie looked at Hannah before she could help it. Sixteen now. Older than Amelia had ever become. Hannah met her eyes briefly, then looked toward her brother. The comparison had happened inside Maddie; she wouldn't make it something Hannah needed to carry.
"Were you there?"
"No." Ethan shook his head. "I wasn't at the camp."
She nodded. She was glad to know that, then hated the relief for how little it changed. He hadn't seen it. He had still lost her.
"I'm sorry," she said.
"Thanks."
He didn't offer reassurance. She didn't ask for it. Maddie put her napkin beside the glass and kept her hands still on her knees while Ethan looked toward the photograph on the side table.
"Her parents couldn't keep fostering me after that."
"How long after?"
"A few months."
Maddie swallowed. "They'd wanted you to stay before?"
"Yeah. I think so. We'd talked about it."
His voice changed slightly on the last sentence, not quieter so much as less certain about which part of the old conversation he could still trust. Maddie could imagine wanting to ask whether the parents had failed him. She didn't. Ethan had just told her about his sister, and he was allowed to remember the people who'd raised both of them without accepting a verdict from someone who'd never met them.
"They weren't bad," he said. "They were just—"
He stopped. Rose waited. Kit didn't supply a better word.
"They couldn't do it anymore," Ethan finished.
Maddie nodded. "Okay."
"I didn't understand it like that then."
"What did you think?"
He rubbed a crumb off the edge of the napkin. "That if I wasn't a problem, maybe they could."
She looked at his hands again despite herself. He had been eight. He shouldn't have had to work out how much grief a household could tolerate before deciding whether to ask for something for school.
"You were a child," she said, and stopped before the words became a speech.
"I know."
The answer sounded different from the one about unpacking. He did know. Knowing had taken years, and it hadn't made the boy he had been less earnest in his effort to help.
Rose spoke after a moment. "He'd had good homes that ended. That made it harder for him to believe a good home meant he could stay."
Ethan nodded, still looking down.
Maddie looked toward Kit. His face was steady, but his fingers had pressed together between his knees. She couldn't ask him to explain a childhood he hadn't witnessed. He'd encountered the child after it, and that was enough history to hold on its own.
"What came after Amelia's parents?" she asked Ethan. "Only what you want to tell me."
"There was a nurse. Emergency department. She was good to me."
Maddie remembered him mentioning some of that before, but not the place it occupied immediately after his sister. She waited while he took his water and drank.
"She worked nights, so there were people who stayed with me. It wasn't just me by myself."
"Okay."
"She helped with school. We'd go to the library. Normal stuff."
"What happened?"
"She took a travel job. Couldn't keep fostering me if she was moving around."
Maddie nodded. Another adult with a reason, another ending a child couldn't alter by being loved. She could understand the nurse's choice and still want to reach backward and stop Ethan from having to pack.
"Then other places," he said. "Some were okay. Some weren't really—" He stopped again. "They had room. That wasn't always the same thing."
"No," Maddie said.
"I had what I needed." He glanced at Rose. "Mostly. I don't mean I was starving or anything."
"I wasn't assuming that."
He looked at her, apparently checking whether she'd understood. She kept her answer small enough that he didn't have to argue with her pity.
Maddie reached for her glass, then realized it was empty. Rose noticed and moved the pitcher closer, letting her pour rather than doing it for her. She filled it only halfway and put the pitcher down carefully.
"Did you tell someone when a place wasn't right?" she asked.
"Sometimes."
"Your social worker?"
"Sometimes her. Sometimes I didn't know what to say."
Maddie nodded. A clean room and meals could be described on a form. She didn't know how a child described the way people looked past him without being asked whether he was simply shy.
"It wasn't always one big thing," Ethan said. "You'd ask something and they'd act like you were asking too much. Or they'd talk about their family and you weren't in it."
Tyler looked at him. Ethan shrugged, not asking anybody to respond immediately.
"I got annoyed. I wasn't nice all the time."
Maddie looked at his face. "I wouldn't expect you to be."
"Good."
The answer held a little dry humor. She was glad he'd used it. He wasn't becoming a perfect child in retrospect to make the story easier for her to hear.
Rose nodded. "He could argue when he got here too."
"Thanks, Mom."
"I'm agreeing with you."
"I know."
Maddie smiled. Rose hadn't offered the observation as a problem she'd solved by raising him correctly. Ethan was allowed to have come with opinions, anger, a voice he didn't always want to use politely.
She drank a little water and set the glass down. There were more questions in her throat than she could ask without exhausting him. She chose the one that seemed closest to what he'd actually said.
"You didn't always feel part of the family," she said.
"No."
Tyler looked down at the plate, then moved it closer to Ethan without saying anything. Ethan picked up the bread he'd put down and ate another bite. The movement loosened something in Maddie's chest. He could talk about being excluded while his brother made sure he could reach the food.
Hannah leaned against the arm of her chair. "You never told me the library part."
"Didn't I?"
"No."
"There wasn't much to tell."
"There is if you remember it."
He looked at her, then smiled slightly. "Okay. There was a library."
She gave him a look. "Don't be annoying."
"Sorry."
Maddie smiled too, though her eyes were wet. Hannah wasn't asking to be the only sister in his story. She wanted to know the story. That was a kind of generosity Maddie didn't need to announce to make it real.
Ethan finished the bread and brushed his hands together over the napkin. "I don't want to go through every house."
"You don't have to," Maddie said immediately.
"It's not all interesting."
She didn't tell him it was interesting to her. Interest wasn't the right word, and his childhood didn't become something he owed her because she had missed it.
"What you've told me matters," she said. "That's enough for today if you want it to be."
He nodded. Rose reached for the plate, then left it when Tyler took another piece. The room hadn't become an interview with a fixed list of questions. Maddie could stop asking even though there was so much she still didn't know.
She looked at Ethan. "Can I hold your hand?"
He blinked, then offered it. "Yeah."
She took it without pulling him closer. His palm was warm. A small rough patch near the base of one finger caught against hers, evidence of some ordinary work he'd done in a life she was learning. She didn't need to make it a symbol of everything he had survived.
"I'm sorry you lost her," she said.
His fingers closed gently around hers. "Me too."
She breathed through the ache in her throat. He had given her a name and a few habits and an age. She could grieve the girl she'd never known without claiming the grief as equal to his.
Rose looked toward the photograph Maddie had noticed earlier. "We have pictures from when he first got here. Not of Amelia. Of him and these two."
Ethan looked at it too. "Some awful ones."
"Some perfectly normal ones."
"They're awful."
Tyler grinned. "The haircut ones?"
Ethan let go of Maddie's hand so he could point at his brother. "You don't get to talk."
"I looked great."
"No."
Hannah laughed. Maddie watched the sound move between them, the name Amelia still present without needing to occupy every word that followed. Ethan hadn't put his sister away. He was sitting with the siblings he had now.
Rose asked whether Maddie would like to see the photographs after she'd checked something in the kitchen. Maddie said yes, then looked at Ethan to make sure she wasn't agreeing on his behalf.
"Fine," he said. "But I get to explain them."
"You can explain," Rose told him. "You can't confiscate."
He smiled and leaned back. Maddie took a drink of water, grateful for the cold against her throat. She had wanted to know the years she'd missed. Now she knew a little more, and she would have to find somewhere inside herself to keep it without asking Ethan to make the weight smaller.
Kit stood to take the empty butter dish when Rose asked for it. Tyler gathered the crumpled napkins. Hannah stayed where she was, looking at her brother until he noticed.
"What?" he asked.
"Nothing."
He waited. She shook her head and reached for the last piece of bread.
Maddie looked at the photograph again: three children who didn't need to resemble one another to fit inside the frame. She could see Ethan clearly now, younger and watchful, standing close enough to Tyler that their shoulders touched. She let herself look at him for a while. The smile in the photograph wasn't large, but he wasn't standing apart from the others. Hannah had taken the center as though it belonged to her. Tyler had left room beside him. Maddie could see the arrangement without knowing who had asked them to stand there, and for now that was enough. She put the clean napkin beneath her glass and turned back toward her son.
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The shelf was almost level. Ethan could tell because the book he had set on it wasn't sliding, but Tyler said that wasn't how you checked and brought a ruler anyway. The ruler had a chip near the end. Tyler held it along the front edge as though that would reveal something Ethan hadn't already noticed.
"You need the level," Ethan said.
"Then get it."
"Your dad's using it."
"Our dad's downstairs."
Ethan looked at him, then back at the shelf. Tyler hadn't paused to correct himself or looked pleased with the sentence. He was examining the small gap between the bracket and the wall, trying to decide whether they'd put it in the right place.
"He said he'd come check," Ethan said.
"Then he'll check." Tyler put the ruler down. "Stop staring at it."
"You're staring at it."
"I'm trying to help."
"So am I."
Tyler stepped back until his calf hit his bed, then sat with a grunt. Ethan laughed before he could stop himself. Tyler made a face at him but didn't look hurt. He lifted his foot and kicked lightly at the blanket hanging over the edge.
"Great. You do it, then."
"I can't do the wall bit."
"Dad already did the wall bit."
"I know. He said wait before we put everything up."
Tyler lay back on the bed. "Then wait."
Ethan set the book on the desk instead. It belonged to him. Most of the books stacked there did, though Tyler had one underneath the pile and kept forgetting which one. Their room had stopped having a clear line between possessions except where somebody cared enough to enforce it.
Ethan cared about the books. Tyler cared about a particular drawer and not having wet glasses put on the dresser. They both cared about the other one wearing their socks, though neither could reliably explain which black pair had belonged to whom first.
A loose sock lay beneath Tyler's bed now. Ethan nudged it with his toe.
"Yours."
"How do you know?"
"Because it's under your bed."
"That's not proof."
Ethan left it there. He had homework on the desk, a pencil balanced inside the fold so he wouldn't lose his place. He could finish before going out if Tyler stopped asking him to look at things they weren't allowed to fix yet.
Through the open window came the sound of someone bouncing a ball on the pavement. It was an uneven rhythm, a few hard strikes and then a scrape as the ball went somewhere it wasn't supposed to. Ethan looked up without leaving the desk.
Tyler rolled onto his side. "They're here."
"Probably."
"Definitely."
A voice called his name from below. Tyler sat up again and went to the window, leaning out only as far as the screen would allow. He hooked his fingers around the frame instead of pushing it.
"What?"
"You coming?"
"In a minute."
"Where's your brother?"
Ethan's pencil stopped.
He could see the edge of Tyler's face reflected in the glass, not enough to read his expression. Tyler looked over his shoulder and pointed unnecessarily toward Ethan, who was right there.
"He's doing homework."
"Tell him to stop."
Ethan looked down at the question he'd been answering. He had one part left, maybe two if the last answer didn't make sense. He could hear another voice outside, a girl telling the first speaker that shouting would not make him finish faster.
"It might," Ryan said.
"No, it won't," Sophie answered.
Tyler turned from the window. "Your presence is requested."
"I heard."
"Then come on."
"I've got to finish this."
Tyler came over and looked at the page.
"Are you writing a whole essay?"
"No."
"It looks long."
"It's an explanation."
"Explain shorter."
Ethan looked up. "That's not helpful."
"I wasn't trying to help with the work."
"I noticed."
Tyler grinned and leaned against the edge of the desk. Ethan moved his elbow because there wasn't room for both of them. There used to be more room on Tyler's side. Then Ethan had needed space for books, and they'd changed the arrangement, and Tyler had started putting things on Ethan's side anyway.
"That's my pencil," Ethan said.
Tyler looked at the pencil he'd picked up. "I wasn't taking it."
"Then put it down."
"I was looking."
"You sound like Hannah."
Tyler set it down immediately, apparently deciding that comparison was sufficient. Ethan laughed and caught the pencil before it rolled off the desk. He could tell his brother to put something back now. He didn't need to wait until the object had disappeared and then apologize for wanting it.
Outside, Sophie called that they had time. Ryan argued with her about how much. Ethan heard a foot scrape against the pavement, then the ball bounce again, farther from the window this time.
Tyler looked at him. "We can wait."
"Can you?"
"Yes."
He sounded offended enough that Ethan decided not to ask again. The fact Tyler was impatient didn't mean he was about to go without him. Ethan could remember afternoons when they had all waited for Tyler to find something he'd insisted was already in his pocket.
He looked back at the question. Ethan shifted his arm so he could see without bumping the pencil. The question wasn't difficult. It was the explanation underneath that took longer to write than it had taken to understand.
"How much?" Tyler asked.
"This."
"That's nothing."
"Then let me do it."
Tyler watched him for another second, then went back to the window. "He'll be a minute."
"An actual minute?" Ryan asked.
"No."
"Then don't say a minute."
"Fine. Several."
Sophie laughed. Ethan smiled down at the worksheet and began writing again. His brother. They had asked for his brother. Not the other kid, not Ethan staying with them, not the boy somebody had brought last year.
He knew they knew his name. Sophie used it all the time. That wasn't what made the words catch. Ryan had been asking where somebody was who belonged with Tyler, and Tyler had answered as if there wasn't a second possible meaning.
Ethan finished the sentence, read it, and crossed out one word. He rewrote it above the line in smaller letters. The answer was good enough. He didn't need to copy the whole page because it had one correction.
Tyler watched from the end of the desk. "Done?"
"Mostly."
"What's mostly?"
"I need to check the last one."
Tyler sighed and sat back on his bed. "Okay."
The sigh didn't mean Ethan had lost his chance to go. It meant Tyler was bored for another thirty seconds. Ethan had learned some of the difference by now, though his stomach still made the old mistake occasionally before his head caught up.
He checked the answer. It was right. He put the worksheet into his folder, closed it, and set it on top of the bag hanging from the chair.
Nothing in the bag was there so he could leave quickly. There was a bent pencil case, a book he'd meant to return, a piece of paper he hadn't thrown away because there was still a clean side. His clothes were in the dresser. The duffel was folded elsewhere, no longer occupying the space beneath his hand when he woke.
He checked that his name was on the worksheet before closing the folder. Tyler watched him do it and said nothing this time. Ethan liked being able to finish a thing without somebody deciding the care he took meant he was afraid of getting it wrong.
"Did you do yours?" he asked.
"Most of it."
Ethan looked up. Tyler grinned, apparently aware of the opening he'd provided.
"I'm not asking," Ethan said.
"Good."
"You should finish before tonight."
"Now you are asking."
"No, I'm telling you."
Tyler laughed. Ethan slid the folder fully into the bag, then hung the bag from the back of the chair where nobody would step on it. They could argue about homework when they came back. For now there was a ball bouncing outside and two people waiting who had asked for both of them.
He stood, pushed the chair under the desk, and looked toward his brother.
"Done," he said.
Tyler stood immediately. "Finally."
"Shut up."
"Get your shoes."
Ethan bent to find them beside his bed. They were where he'd put them, mostly; Hannah had moved one while looking for something the day before. He knew she'd moved it because she'd told him, not because he'd needed to discover another house rule about where shoes were allowed.
A footstep sounded in the hallway. Hannah appeared with her own shoes already on and a cardigan hanging from one arm.
"Are you going?"
Tyler looked at her. "How do you know?"
"They're shouting."
"You don't need to come every time."
"Yes, I do."
Ethan pushed his foot into one shoe. Hannah looked at him, waiting for the second vote. He wasn't sure why Tyler kept having the argument when she almost always came anyway.
"We're just going outside," he said.
"I know."
Tyler looked at the cardigan. "It's not cold."
"Mom said take it."
"Then take it."
"I am."
She hung it over her shoulder and entered the room, inspecting the unfinished shelf. Ethan got his second shoe on and watched her put a finger under the bracket as if testing its strength.
"Don't," both boys said.
She withdrew her hand. "I was looking."
"Look without touching," Tyler told her.
"You touch everything."
Ethan laughed. Tyler turned toward him, eyebrows raised, but didn't attempt a defense. Hannah looked satisfied and crouched beside the small plastic car she'd left near the dresser.
"You said you'd help me find the other shoe."
"I did," Ethan said.
"It's still missing."
"We can look later."
"You said that yesterday."
Tyler groaned. "We're not doing dolls now."
"Nobody asked you."
Ethan looked toward the desk. He remembered something small and bright falling there when they'd moved books to make room for the shelf. He bent and checked underneath the chair. There was pencil dirt, a crumpled corner of paper, and one pink shoe half hidden by the chair leg.
He picked it up.
"This one?"
Hannah took it, then turned it over to make sure. "Yes."
"Great," Tyler said. "Can we go?"
She ignored him long enough to put the shoe into the car. Ethan watched her set the car farther from the walking space without being asked. A year ago, she would have argued that it wasn't in anybody's way. She still argued that sometimes. She had also learned where they stepped.
"Are we going to the woods?" she asked.
"Not right now," Tyler said. "We haven't decided."
"Then decide."
Ethan sat on the edge of his bed to tie the laces. "They're waiting downstairs."
"Outside," Tyler corrected.
"I know where they are."
Hannah went to the window and peered past the screen. She waved. Sophie waved back, visible now where she'd stepped away from the tree. Ryan bounced the ball once, caught it, and looked up.
"Are you making them do their homework too?" he asked Hannah.
"Ethan was already doing it."
"Of course he was."
Ethan leaned sideways enough to see the window. "I can hear you."
"I know."
Sophie told Ryan to stop throwing the ball at the house. He said he wasn't throwing it at the house. Tyler looked out, saw where the next bounce went, and told him not to hit the screen.
"I didn't."
"Good. Keep doing that."
Ethan laughed and finished the knot. He didn't need to look at Tyler to find out whether he was allowed to answer their friends. They were his friends too. That had happened in evenings and afternoons, arguments about rules, waiting around while somebody found a jacket or a missing shoe. He hadn't noticed one particular day when it became official.
Kit appeared behind Hannah with the level in his hand.
"You all leaving?"
"In a minute," Tyler said.
Ethan looked at him. Tyler gave him a warning face, apparently aware that he'd complained about the same answer several times already.
Kit stepped into the room and looked at the shelf. "Let me check this first."
He placed the level along the top. Ethan stood beside him while Tyler moved the book from the desk to make room. The bubble sat near the center, but not quite where Ethan thought it should.
"Is that bad?" he asked.
"No. We can improve it."
Kit made a small adjustment, then checked again.
Ethan looked at the place where the bracket met the wall. "Will that leave a mark?"
"Behind it, yes."
"If we move it later?"
"We'll fix the mark."
"Okay."
Kit glanced at him. "It's a wall. It can have a shelf on it."
"I know."
Ethan hadn't been told not to touch walls here. He still noticed changes to a room as though he might need to explain them when someone came to inspect it. Kit didn't make him explain that either. He held the bracket steady and asked Ethan to pass the little tool lying on the desk.
Ethan picked it up by the safe end and handed it over. Tyler watched, then asked whether the shelf could be longer.
"Not this one," Kit said.
"I mean another one."
"If you need another one, we'll talk."
Tyler looked at the books still waiting on the desk. "We probably do."
"We'll see what fits first."
Ethan liked that answer. It didn't require him to stop wanting space because somebody had already provided some. They could use the shelf and decide afterward whether it did enough.
Hannah stood on tiptoe to inspect it. Kit put a hand beneath the front edge while she looked, not because it was going to fall but because she kept reaching toward it as though she might need to pull herself closer.
"Not a climbing thing," he said.
"I know."
Tyler laughed. Hannah turned toward him, and Ethan was briefly grateful the disagreement wasn't about the new shelf being his fault.
From below, Sophie asked whether Hannah was coming. Hannah went to answer, pleased enough that she forgot to argue with Tyler. She said yes, loudly. Ryan called back that they had already guessed because she was at the window.
Ethan listened while Kit tightened the last part. Their friends knew the sound of Hannah's voice too. She didn't have to be formally invited each time to become part of what was happening outside.
Kit checked the shelf again. Ethan watched the movement carefully. It was less dramatic than he'd expected. No pulling the whole thing off, no starting again. Just loosening, shifting, tightening in the place that needed it.
"Okay," Kit said. "Try the book."
Ethan set it on the shelf. It stayed. Kit handed him the level and asked him to check from the other end. Ethan did, careful not to let the tool slide.
"Looks right," he said.
"It is."
Tyler picked up two more books. "How many can we put on?"
"Not all at once by throwing them."
"I wasn't going to throw them."
"Then put them up."
Tyler set them beside the first. They were Ethan's, not his, but he didn't point that out as though helping deserved a separate credit. Hannah added a thinner book from the desk and looked pleased with herself when nobody told her to stop.
Ethan moved the rest of the pile. The desktop appeared beneath it, more space than he'd realized they had. Tyler immediately put the ruler there, then the little packet of spare screws Kit had brought upstairs.
"Those come with me," Kit said, taking the packet.
"Fine."
Kit looked at Ethan. "Happy with where it is?"
"Yeah."
"If you want to change it later, tell me."
Ethan nodded. He didn't need to agree that he'd never want anything moved again in order to keep the shelf. Kit was offering an ordinary future problem, and Ethan could imagine having it.
From below, Ryan called Tyler's name again. Sophie told him the entire street already knew they were waiting. Hannah laughed and leaned toward the window, but Kit put a hand gently against the frame.
"Don't press on the screen."
"I wasn't."
"Good."
He took the level from Ethan and glanced toward the hall. "Stay where we discussed. Check in if the plan changes."
"We know," Tyler said.
"I'm telling all of you."
Hannah nodded. Ethan said okay. Kit didn't linger over whether the okay had been respectful enough. He looked at the shelf once more, apparently satisfied, and left the room with the tools.
Tyler grabbed something from the dresser and put it in his pocket. Ethan checked the surface of the desk for anything he'd need, then decided he didn't need to carry half the room outside. His homework was finished. His books were on the wall.
Hannah waited in the doorway, cardigan still hanging over one shoulder. "Come on."
"Now you're rushing us," Tyler said.
"Yes."
He went toward her, then turned back. "Ethan."
"I'm coming."
Ethan took the glass he'd left near the desk and drank the remaining water. He could bring it down. He wasn't doing it so nobody would be annoyed at him later; it was empty, and they needed the space.
Tyler waited by the door while he checked the window. The screen was secure. The curtain had caught around the frame, and he freed it so it wouldn't pull sideways when someone closed the window later.
"What are you doing?" Tyler asked.
"Nothing. Fixing this."
"It's fine."
"Now it is."
Tyler looked at him, then rolled his eyes without heat. Hannah had already begun calling to Sophie from the hall as though Sophie could hear her through the stairs.
Ethan looked once more at the shelf. Four books, then the ones Hannah and Tyler had added. His folder on the desk. A sock beneath his brother's bed that neither of them had claimed.
He picked up the empty glass and went to join them.
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The air in the back seat was warmer than the air in front. Ethan held his hand near the vent for a moment, felt almost nothing, and put it back on his knee. Rose had the shopping list folded in her lap. Kit was waiting at a light, one hand resting low on the steering wheel.
It was July. Ethan had been thinking about saying it since February. Five months was long enough for a sentence to become easy to repeat in his head and almost impossible to say to somebody else.
Tyler wasn't in the car. That had seemed like an advantage when Ethan agreed to come. Now he wished his brother were beside him, making some unnecessary comment that would let Ethan be annoyed instead of afraid.
Rose looked at the list. "Do we have enough milk?"
Kit glanced toward her. "For today, or for the way they drink it?"
"The second one."
"Then no."
She made a mark with the pen she'd brought. Ethan watched the movement from behind her seat. Ordinary things were still happening. The refrigerator needed milk. Hannah wanted something they hadn't promised to buy. Tyler had asked for something too, though he'd forgotten to say what size.
Ethan could stay inside that conversation. It would be easy. He could mention the cereal, ask whether they were getting fruit, help remember what was in the cupboard. Nobody would know he had brought a different sentence into the car.
The light changed. Kit drove forward, and Ethan looked at the back of his head until Rose turned slightly.
"You okay back there?"
"Yeah."
She nodded and returned to the list. He had given her the answer that ended the question. He knew how to do that.
His phone was in his pocket. Tyler had no idea what he was planning. Ethan hadn't wanted to tell him before it happened because then it would be something he could fail to do, something his brother might ask about afterward. Tyler would probably have said he didn't have to do it today. That was true. It had been true every day for months.
Ethan pressed his palms against his shorts. His fingers weren't shaking, not visibly. They felt strange anyway, as though his hands had become objects he needed to keep in place.
"Can I tell you something?"
Kit looked at him in the mirror. "Of course."
Rose put the pen down.
Ethan regretted the opening immediately. Now they were waiting. He could have just said it, without warning, and not had to hear the quiet he had created.
"It's not bad," he said.
"All right," Rose said.
He looked toward the window. A bus moved beside them, close enough that he could see the scratches along its side. It passed. Nothing outside slowed down because he was struggling to finish a sentence.
"I think I like boys."
The words came out softer than he'd intended. He knew they'd heard because Rose turned farther toward him and Kit's eyes moved to the mirror again.
Neither answered.
Ethan's stomach dropped so quickly that he pressed his heel into the floor. He had imagined loud reactions sometimes, a question, an angry word, something that would explain immediately what he'd done wrong. The quiet was worse. He couldn't tell whether they were deciding what to say or deciding what to do with him.
"I mean," he started, then stopped. He hadn't meant something else. He couldn't fix it by improving the sentence.
Rose's face changed. "Ethan, did we do something?"
He stared at her. "What?"
"Did we make you think you couldn't tell us?"
"No."
Kit watched the road. "Are you afraid we're upset?"
Ethan swallowed. "Are you?"
"No," both of them said, close enough together that the answers overlapped.
He looked from Rose to the mirror. Kit's jaw wasn't tight. Rose wasn't angry. She looked worried, but the worry wasn't aimed at the thing he'd told them in the way he'd expected.
"Did we say something?" Kit asked. "Something that made this hard?"
"No! You didn't do anything."
Ethan's voice rose before he meant it to. Rose blinked, then nodded slowly, accepting the answer without asking him to lower it.
"Okay," she said. "Then why were you afraid?"
He looked at his hands. "I don't know. I just... panicked, I guess."
The explanation sounded ridiculous. He had spent months thinking and had arrived at I don't know. He could tell them about the homes before this one, except he couldn't tie any particular adult to a statement about liking boys. He had been scared of many things without waiting for someone to tell him the exact rule first.
Kit turned down a street Ethan recognized. The car stayed in its lane. Rose's shopping list had slipped slightly beneath her hand, but she hadn't forgotten it existed.
"We aren't upset," Kit said. "I'm glad you told us."
Ethan nodded, watching the mirror.
Rose rested her arm against the side of her seat. "You don't have to explain everything. I just don't want you sitting back there thinking you've done something wrong."
"I didn't think I'd done something wrong."
He had, a little. Not liking boys itself, but making it a thing they now had to know. He couldn't explain that without making her look worried again.
"All right," she said.
He appreciated that she didn't argue with him about what he had felt. She waited, and after a moment he shifted his foot out from under the seat where he'd pushed it.
Kit asked, "How long have you known?"
"Since January. I think."
"Okay."
"There was a boy."
Rose's expression softened, not into the look adults used when a child's story was cute. She looked interested, which was embarrassing enough.
"You don't have to tell us about him if you don't want," she said.
"It's not—" Ethan stopped. "Nothing happened."
He could still remember the boy grabbing his hand as a joke. Just holding it for a few steps while other kids laughed about something else. It hadn't meant anything to the boy. Ethan had known that even then. The feeling in his stomach had arrived anyway, startling and warm, and followed him home.
"He held my hand," Ethan said. "Messing around. That's all."
Kit nodded once. Rose waited.
"And I liked it. More than I thought I would."
He looked down. "So then I kept thinking about it."
"That makes sense," Rose said.
Ethan hadn't expected the answer to be that plain. He'd expected an explanation about being young, not knowing yet, waiting to see what happened when he was older. He knew he was young. He still knew what had happened when the boy touched his hand.
"Is he someone you spend time with?" Kit asked.
"Not like that."
"Okay."
Ethan looked out of the window again. The car passed a row of parked vehicles. Somebody stood beside a trunk, lifting a bag while talking to another person. He could look at the world without needing it to disappear.
"I don't have a boyfriend," he added.
"We weren't assuming you did," Rose said.
Ethan nodded, then looked at his knees. "I didn't know whether you'd think I was too young to know."
Rose took a moment before answering. "I think you're old enough to tell us what you feel."
"And if it changes?"
"Then you tell us that too, if you want."
Kit glanced at the mirror. "It doesn't have to be a test you pass."
Ethan considered that. He had been reading things, looking for accounts that sounded exactly like what had happened to him. Some did. Some didn't. He hadn't known whether the differences meant he'd got it wrong.
"I don't like every boy," he said.
Rose smiled slightly. "I wouldn't expect you to."
"Oh."
The answer was so obvious after she'd said it that he felt stupid for needing it. He knew people didn't like every girl just because they liked girls. He had still been checking ordinary feelings as if they were evidence that had to agree with every other piece.
"You can take your time," she said.
He looked up. "With telling people?"
"With that. With figuring things out."
"Okay."
Kit stopped at another light. Ethan could see his eyes in the mirror clearly now. He wasn't being watched like somebody had discovered a problem. His father looked toward the road, then back, giving him the same attention he'd get while explaining something about school.
Ethan rubbed his palm against his shorts once and stopped. "I didn't want it to be weird."
"It can feel awkward without being bad," Rose said.
"Yeah."
He didn't need another explanation. He could let the word awkward describe the car for a minute without making it into a prediction about the house.
The light changed. Kit drove on, and Ethan realized he'd stopped counting the streets they'd passed.
"I know. Just saying."
She nodded. "All right."
Kit smiled faintly in the mirror. "You can tell us when there's someone you want to bring home."
Ethan looked at him.
"A boyfriend," Kit continued. "A girlfriend. Whoever you like."
"Probably not a girlfriend."
"Fair enough."
Rose smiled. "He's trying to tell you there's room for somebody you care about."
Ethan felt his face get hot. "I know."
"Then I'll stop helping," she said, and turned enough to adjust the air vent.
Cool air reached him at last. He held a hand near it, grateful for something physical to inspect. His breathing had changed without his noticing. He wasn't holding each breath at the top anymore.
Kit looked at him in the mirror again. "Does anyone else know?"
"Tyler."
The car went quiet in a different way.
"Tyler?" Rose asked.
"Yeah."
"Our Tyler?"
Ethan laughed, surprised by the sound. "Yes."
Kit glanced toward Rose. "How long?"
"Since February."
Rose stared at him. "Five months?"
"Yeah."
"And he hasn't told anybody?"
"He said he wouldn't."
Kit let out a breath that was almost a laugh. Rose looked toward the front again, then back at Ethan as if the answer might have changed while she wasn't looking.
"He knew this mattered," she said.
Ethan nodded, then looked toward the window. "He asked if I wanted to tell you."
"What did you say?"
"Eventually."
Rose nodded. "And he let you?"
"Yeah. He didn't keep asking."
That had mattered more than Tyler probably knew. His brother could remember the information without turning every evening in the room into the same conversation. He still complained about homework and socks, still shouted out the window, still borrowed a book without saying he'd borrowed it. Ethan had wanted all those ordinary things to continue, and they had.
Kit smiled faintly. "I'm glad you had him."
Ethan looked at the mirror. "Me too."
The answer came out plainly. He'd almost never said that where an adult could hear it. Tyler would probably be unbearable if he knew, but Ethan didn't regret the sentence.
Rose turned forward for a moment, looking at the road. She gave him room to stop talking about his brother before the gratitude became another subject somebody wanted him to explain.
Ethan nodded. He didn't want them to be so surprised that it sounded as though Tyler had performed a trick. His brother told people ordinary things Ethan wanted kept quiet all the time, but this hadn't been ordinary gossip. Tyler had understood that without Ethan having to explain it twice.
"How did you tell him?" Kit asked.
"In our room."
Rose nodded, waiting for more.
"He kept asking what was wrong. I said nothing. Then he said I was being weird, so I told him."
"That sounds like him," Kit said.
"It was fine." Ethan looked at the mirror. "He was fine about it."
"Good."
"He didn't make it a big thing."
Rose looked at him. "Would you like us not to make it a big thing?"
Ethan considered the question. He didn't want them to forget he'd said it. He didn't want a speech or a special dinner or somebody asking every week whether he had worked out the exact word to use. He wanted it to be information they could know and still ask him to bring the groceries inside afterward.
"Yeah," he said. "Mostly."
"All right."
Kit reached toward the climate controls and adjusted them slightly. Ethan could see the shopping list again, the word milk underlined because Tyler and Ethan had apparently become a shared household expense in dairy.
Rose picked up her pen. "Anything you want to ask us?"
He shook his head, then thought about it.
"You aren't going to tell everybody?"
"No," she said. "Not without asking you."
"Hannah?"
"Not unless you want us to."
"I don't know if I want to tell her yet."
"Then don't decide now."
He nodded. "She'll ask stuff."
"She asks stuff about everything," Kit said.
Ethan smiled. That was true. Hannah would probably want to know which boy and whether he was nice and why Ethan hadn't told her sooner. She might also get bored before he'd finished answering. He didn't know which possibility would be worse.
"You can tell her when you're ready," Rose said. "Or we can help. Your choice."
"Okay."
They drove for a little while without talking about it. Ethan watched the buildings move past, waiting for the fear to return in a different form. He had learned that an adult could answer kindly and then change the rules later. He didn't think these adults would. The thought surprised him with how certain it was.
He looked toward the mirror again. Kit wasn't watching him continuously. He was driving, checking the road, slowing for a person near the crossing. Rose was reading her list and occasionally looking out of the window to see where they were.
Ethan's phone vibrated.
Tyler: Are you getting snacks?
He stared at the message, then laughed softly.
"What?" Rose asked.
"Tyler."
"Of course."
He held the phone up enough for her to see the screen when the car stopped. She read it and told him to ask what kind, since his brother had failed to mention that before they left.
Ethan typed, deleted, and typed again.
Ethan: What kind?
Tyler answered almost immediately with something they already had. Ethan told him that. Tyler said they didn't have enough.
"He says not enough," Ethan reported.
Rose looked at Kit. "Add it to the list of things they consume in unreasonable quantities."
Kit nodded. "Under milk."
Ethan smiled at the phone. He could tell Tyler what had happened. He could wait until they got home and say it in the room, where his brother would probably nod, ask whether it had gone okay, and return to whatever he was doing. That might be exactly what Ethan wanted.
He put the phone away, then took it out once more because Tyler had sent a second question. This one was about whether they were getting the same kind of bread. Ethan answered yes without asking Rose; it was on the list, and he'd seen it.
He could have added what he'd told their parents in the same message. The idea felt wrong, not because the news was bad but because he wanted to see Tyler's face when he said it. He'd wanted somebody beside him before the conversation. Now he wanted somebody afterward who would understand why it had taken so long to make it happen.
He left the message about bread as it was and locked the phone. There was time to tell his brother later. For once, later didn't feel like a place he was hiding the sentence.
He put the phone away.
"Can I ask one thing?" he said.
"Always," Kit answered.
"If I don't know what to call it yet, that's okay?"
"Yes," Rose said.
"I think I do. I just—"
"You don't have to settle every word today."
He nodded. Kit looked at him briefly in the mirror.
"What you told us is enough. You can tell us more whenever you want."
Ethan pressed his fingertips against the seam of his shorts, then let his hand rest open. Nothing had been taken from him. Not his room, not the way Tyler would look for him when the friends arrived, not the ordinary errands that followed from living in a house with people who needed things.
He wasn't sure he'd expected those things to disappear. He had simply been unable to stop preparing for a change he couldn't name.
Rose checked the last part of the list. "Did you finish the thing for school?"
"It's summer."
"The thing you brought home to do over summer."
"Oh. Mostly."
She turned toward him. "What's mostly?"
"I need to finish the last bit."
"You said that last week."
"I know."
"Before the end of July, please."
He nodded. "Okay."
She returned to the list. Ethan looked out of the window and smiled where she couldn't see him. It was stupid to feel relieved at being reminded about homework. He still did.
Kit signaled for the turn into the parking lot. They were nearly there. Ethan looked at the rows of cars, trying to decide whether he could carry the milk without someone telling him to take something lighter. He was going to be thirteen for a few more months, but he wasn't small anymore.
Rose folded the list. "Thank you for telling us," she said, not turning it into another question.
Ethan looked at her. "Yeah."
"And if we accidentally say something that makes you uncomfortable, tell us."
"Okay."
Kit pulled into a space, straightened the wheels, and turned off the engine. The sudden quiet was full of small sounds: the seat belt retracting near Rose, somebody passing outside, the fan slowing down.
Ethan kept his belt on for a second. Kit looked back at him directly now.
"You all right?"
He checked the question against what he actually felt. His face was warm, his stomach tired from being tight for so long, his mouth dry. He didn't feel like he'd made a mistake.
"Yeah," he said.
This time he meant it. He unfastened the belt and reached for the door handle while Rose reminded Kit to bring the bags.
Rose cleared a dry stretch of counter before putting the album down. Maddie had washed her hands and was peeling carrots into a bowl, keeping the clean ones beside the cutting board. Through the doorway she could hear Tyler complaining about something Ethan had done to his phone. Ethan said he hadn't done anything. Hannah told both of them to stop being loud.
"They'll be like that for a while," Rose said.
Maddie smiled. "It's okay."
"I know. I meant you don't need to wait for them to become quiet."
She opened the album and checked the first page. Maddie finished the carrot she was holding, put the peeler down, and wiped her hands on the towel Rose had given her. She didn't want to mark a photograph by reaching for it too quickly.
"We can start wherever you like," Rose said.
"Near the beginning?"
Rose turned back a few pages. There were photographs of Tyler and Hannah before Ethan, smaller children in the same house. Maddie let her eyes move over them without treating them as pages to skip. Rose had a family history before a social worker brought another boy through the door. It didn't become less important because Maddie was looking for him.
"That's Hannah?" she asked.
Rose smiled. "With the paint everywhere. Yes."
"How did it get in her hair?"
"Enthusiasm."
Maddie laughed softly. Rose pointed to a mark near the edge of the photograph, explaining what Hannah had been trying to make. The explanation involved something collapsing and Tyler attempting to improve it. Maddie could imagine the two of them with almost no difficulty after an afternoon in their company.
Then Rose turned another page, and Ethan was there.
Not the child in the side-table photograph. A different picture, taken in the room he shared with Tyler. His shoulders were drawn up a little, his curls falling forward, one hand near a pile of books. He was looking at the camera without quite smiling.
Maddie leaned closer.
"Twelve?"
"Yes."
"He looks so young."
Rose nodded. "He was."
Maddie knew that. She had said it because the adult version of him had become so familiar that twelve sounded like a point on a timeline until she saw the face. His hands were smaller. The set of his mouth was recognizable in a way that made her want to look for longer than would be polite if he were actually standing there.
"That's his bed," Rose said. "Tyler's on the other side."
"I've heard about the room."
"We rearranged it more than once."
Maddie glanced toward the doorway. "Arguments?"
"Negotiations." Rose smiled. "And arguments."
She turned the album slightly so Maddie could see the other photograph on the page. The boys stood beside each other outside the house, both looking toward something out of frame. Hannah was between them, holding an object Maddie couldn't identify.
"What's she got?"
"One of her dolls, I think."
Maddie smiled. "She said he played with her."
"He did. Tyler would sometimes, but not for long. Ethan would listen to the whole explanation of what everybody was doing."
"That sounds like him."
Rose turned toward Maddie. "What does he do with Jee?"
Maddie smiled. "Listens to explanations. Gets told he's doing something wrong."
"So that hasn't changed."
"No."
She could picture Jee-Yun directing Ethan with complete confidence, a toy needing something only she could identify, Ethan following the instructions until a practical problem required him to ask a question. It wasn't exactly the same relationship as the one in the photograph. Her daughter had met an adult brother. Hannah had grown up alongside a boy who was growing up too.
"He likes knowing what she's thinking," Maddie said. "Even when it takes a while to get the answer."
Rose nodded. "He did that here."
"Did Hannah ever get annoyed?"
"Oh, yes. Sometimes he wanted an explanation when she just wanted somebody to do it."
Maddie laughed, recognizing that too. Listening was generous. It could also be inconvenient when a child had decided the rule and didn't want to defend it.
"He doesn't always know when to stop asking," she said.
"No," Rose agreed, smiling.
Maddie looked at the small girl between the boys. Hannah's hand had closed around part of the doll as though it might escape. Ethan wasn't looking at the doll; he was looking in the same direction as Tyler, caught by something both of them wanted to see.
"He got to be distracted," Maddie said quietly.
Rose followed her gaze. "He did."
Maddie nodded. She hadn't intended the remark to become a declaration about childhood. She just liked that the picture hadn't required him to be watching everyone at once.
"It does." Rose looked at the picture. "He wasn't patient about everything, though. I'd hate to give you that impression."
Maddie laughed. "You don't have to."
"Good."
They stayed with the page for a moment. Maddie wasn't being shown a collection of awards or proof that Ethan had turned out well. She was seeing somebody who had once had to stand near a doll while a younger child explained why it mattered.
She returned to the carrots, finishing two while Rose looked for the next page. The sound of the peeler against the vegetable gave her something steady to follow. She could be interested, hurt, grateful, all without asking Rose to stop the practical work of her house.
Ethan appeared in the doorway, with Tyler close behind him.
"Oh, God," he said when he saw the album.
"We've only just started," Rose told him.
"That's what worries me."
Maddie set the peeler down. "You said you got to explain."
"I did." He came closer, looked at the page, and winced. "Okay. That one isn't terrible."
Tyler leaned over his shoulder. "I look good."
"You're barely looking at the camera."
"Exactly."
Rose gave him a look. He grinned and stepped aside so Maddie could see.
Ethan pointed at the doll. "Hannah insisted that came with us."
"With you where?"
"Outside. Wherever we were going. She said it couldn't stay by itself."
"She was little," Tyler said.
"I'm not criticizing her."
"I know. I'm just saying."
Hannah came in carrying napkins. "You're talking about me."
"Observant," Tyler said.
She set the napkins down and came to look. Her face changed as soon as she saw the doll.
"I loved that one."
"Does it still exist?" Ethan asked.
"Probably somewhere." She looked at the next photograph. "Turn it."
Rose turned the page. Maddie watched the three children lean in at once, trying to see around each other. Tyler had to move because he was blocking the light. Hannah put a hand on his arm and shoved him just enough to make her point.
The photograph showed the shared bedroom again, this time fuller. Books had moved to a shelf. There was something taped near the desk, and a sweatshirt had been thrown over a chair. Ethan sat cross-legged on his bed, laughing at somebody Maddie couldn't see.
"What happened there?" she asked.
Tyler shook his head. "I don't remember."
Ethan studied the picture. "Was that the time the shelf—"
"No, it didn't fall," Rose said immediately.
"I wasn't saying it fell."
"You both keep telling that story like it did."
Tyler laughed. "It was crooked."
"Slightly."
Maddie looked at the shelf. It seemed perfectly ordinary, books in a row, one lying flat on top because it didn't fit the same way. Ethan's laughter occupied the rest of the image. She didn't need to know the exact joke to see how much his face had changed from the earlier photograph.
"You're laughing," she said.
He glanced at her. "I did that."
"I know." She smiled, then looked back at the picture. "I like seeing it."
He nodded, apparently accepting that without needing her to explain. Tyler pointed to something near the bed and accused Ethan of keeping it long after it should have been thrown away. Ethan said it wasn't his. Hannah said it was definitely Tyler's.
Rose left them to work it out while she checked the oven. Maddie picked up another carrot and finished peeling it, listening to the argument move from ownership to who had last touched the thing to whether the photograph proved anything at all.
It sounded like a shared room.
When Rose returned, she wiped her hands and turned another page. There were holidays, somebody's birthday, the children standing in coats before going somewhere. Not every picture included all of them. Some were blurred. One had a finger covering part of the lens.
Maddie paused at one photograph where the three children were crowded close together on a couch. Nobody looked particularly happy. Hannah's mouth was open as though she'd been objecting, Tyler had one arm lifted, and Ethan was looking away from the camera.
"What happened there?" she asked.
Rose leaned closer. "I don't remember."
"Movie," Hannah said immediately.
Tyler looked at her. "How do you know?"
"Because that's the blanket we used."
"It's also the couch we used."
Hannah ignored him and pointed to a corner of fabric. "We were arguing about where I was sitting."
Ethan studied the picture. "You wanted the middle."
"I was smaller."
"You also wanted the entire blanket."
"Because you kept taking it."
Maddie laughed. Rose shook her head as though the remembered dispute had returned in precisely the same form. Ethan moved away from the page, then back, looking for some detail he'd forgotten.
"You were both warm," he told Hannah.
"You weren't the one stuck in the middle."
"You asked to be there."
Tyler laughed. Hannah tried to look annoyed and failed. Maddie watched the disagreement reveal the evening more clearly than a perfect photograph could have. Somebody had been uncomfortable. Somebody had been right. They had remained on the couch anyway.
"Did you finish the movie?" she asked.
"Probably," Ethan said.
"I think Hannah fell asleep," Rose added.
"No," Hannah said.
Nobody argued with her. Tyler smiled at Ethan, who smiled back. The two of them apparently considered the denial enough confirmation without needing to win the point.
Maddie looked at the page again. She hadn't known to wish for this specific thing: a photograph whose story involved nothing more consequential than a blanket and a place on the couch. She'd imagined occasions she missed, birthdays, school days. She hadn't imagined how much she would want the untidy evenings between them.
Rose let her look without turning the page immediately. Maddie finished one napkin, set it down, and returned to the picture. There was no event name to write beneath it. She could still see why Rose had kept it.
"Why did you keep that?" Tyler asked.
"Because I like it."
"You can barely see us."
"I can see enough."
Maddie laughed softly. She had photographs of Jee-Yun that weren't technically good and knew exactly why she would never delete them. The person behind the camera remembered what was happening beyond the frame.
Ethan studied a picture of himself holding something in the kitchen. "I hated that shirt."
"You chose it," Rose said.
"I know. Then I hated it."
"That's allowed."
Tyler looked toward Maddie. "He did that with food too."
"Everybody does that with food."
"No. You'd say you liked something, then get bored of it."
"That's not hating it."
Hannah took a napkin from the pile and began folding it. "You both still do that."
Maddie watched her fold the edges together, then copied her with another napkin. She had finished the carrots. There was room for a small dry task now, something that let her stay beside the album without constantly reaching for it.
Rose sat on the stool near the counter. "We don't need fancy folds."
"It's just a fold," Hannah said.
"I can manage it," Maddie added.
Hannah smiled at her and passed another napkin across. Ethan moved the bowl of peels out of the way, then carried it to the trash after asking Rose whether she wanted them for anything. She said no. He emptied it and rinsed the bowl while Tyler turned a page too far.
"Back," Hannah said.
"Why?"
"Because we didn't look at it."
He turned back. Maddie set the folded napkin beside the others and leaned toward a photograph taken outdoors. Ethan wore running clothes and had one hand near his face, his expression caught between laughing and looking exhausted. Kit stood beside him with a bottle of water.
"How old?" she asked.
"Eighth grade," Rose said. "Thirteen. Early in the school year."
"Cross-country?"
Ethan came back from the sink. "Yeah."
Maddie looked at Kit's face in the picture. He wasn't posing as much as listening to whatever Ethan had said. She could see the angle of his head, the hand holding the water where Ethan could take it.
"Was that one of your first meets?"
"Pretty early." Ethan smiled. "I went out too fast."
Tyler nodded vigorously. "He talked about it forever."
"Because it was annoying."
"You could've run slower."
"That occurred to me."
Maddie laughed. Rose looked pleased by the sound, then pointed to the edge of the photograph.
"There were more children in the original. I had another copy."
Maddie didn't ask for it. She wasn't trying to acquire every piece of evidence that her son had existed. This picture was enough to stay with for a moment.
Maddie looked from the runner in the picture to the grown man beside her. She could see the family resemblance that wasn't biological in the way Ethan stood near Rose, both of them making room at the counter without thinking. A hand moved a glass. A body shifted so somebody else could pass. The gestures had been practiced in the same kitchen for years.
"Did you start running before you came here?" she asked.
"I ran around," Ethan said. "Not like this."
"You're being difficult," Tyler told him.
"I'm answering."
Rose smiled. "School gave it a bit more structure."
Ethan nodded. "And people to race."
"That's the important part?" Maddie asked.
"Some of it."
He grinned, and she was glad to hear an answer that wasn't entirely noble. He liked moving. He liked improving. He liked trying to beat another person, and occasionally being annoyed when he couldn't. There was no reason every good thing in his childhood had to arrive as a lesson he'd learned.
"Did you like it?" she asked him. "Even when it didn't go how you wanted?"
"Yeah."
"Did you know you'd keep running?"
He shrugged. "I wanted to get better. I didn't have the whole plan worked out."
That answer comforted her. The boy in the photograph didn't have to contain Yale or Los Angeles or every accomplishment Ethan would later name. He could have been a thirteen-year-old annoyed with his pacing, thirsty, pleased somebody had come to see him.
"Dad always came when he could," Ethan said, looking at the picture. "Mom too. Not every time both."
Rose nodded. "We tried to make sure somebody was there."
Maddie folded the last napkin. Her fingers had learned the little movement well enough that she didn't need to look down. She set it with the others, then rested her palm beside the album without touching the page.
"Can I have a copy of that one sometime?"
Rose looked at Ethan. He nodded.
"Yeah," he said. "That one's fine."
"We can sort it out," Rose told her.
Maddie thanked her. She didn't reach for her phone immediately or photograph the whole album while nobody was objecting. The permission applied to one picture, and she liked being able to ask for something specific rather than making an apology for wanting anything at all.
Hannah moved the folded napkins toward the dining table. Tyler followed after Rose asked him to count the places. Ethan stayed beside Maddie for another moment, looking at the running photograph.
"It's weird seeing them all at once," he said.
"The pictures?"
"Yeah. I don't think about it as a whole thing. Growing up."
"Neither do I," she said.
He looked at her.
"With Jee. Sometimes I see an old picture and realize something changed while I was busy making dinner."
Ethan nodded, then looked back at himself at thirteen. "I didn't know my hair did that."
Maddie smiled. "It still does sometimes."
"Great."
He touched the curls near his forehead, then stopped when he noticed her watching. She didn't tease him further. Rose turned the album slightly away from the bowl they'd been using so nothing damp could reach the page.
From the other room, Hannah told Tyler he'd counted the forks wrong. Tyler said there were enough. Rose called back that enough was not the same as putting one at each place.
Ethan laughed and went to help settle the argument. Maddie stayed beside the counter with Rose. For a little while neither spoke. They could hear the siblings moving things on the table, the ordinary disagreement continuing at a lower volume.
Maddie looked at the photograph of the tired runner and the father beside him. She wanted to see the finish line outside the frame, the place where he had stopped running and started looking for someone.
Rose left the page open. Maddie wiped a small damp patch from the counter well away from the album, then put the towel aside. She could hear Ethan explaining the place settings to Tyler as though he'd been appointed to settle the matter by arriving last.
"Does he always do that?" she asked.
"Try to settle something?"
"Yes."
"Sometimes. Sometimes he's the reason it needs settling."
Maddie laughed. Rose smiled back, and the small agreement between them felt less like two women exchanging information about a child than two people discovering they recognized the same adult.
"I'd like to know those stories too," Maddie said.
"We have plenty."
"Not all today."
"No. Not all today."
Maddie nodded. The limit didn't feel like a door closing. There were more pages, more evenings, more ordinary things Rose could tell her when they weren't trying to fit twenty years into an afternoon. She looked back at the runner, at the water bottle in Kit's hand, and let the one photograph occupy the time it needed.
New Haven, 2018
Ethan had pinned the number on crookedly. He could feel it pulling when he breathed, not enough to hurt but enough that he kept looking down. The boy beside him said it didn't matter unless it came off. Ethan tried not to touch it again.
The grass was damp near the edges where people hadn't walked yet. September had left the afternoon warm, and he wasn't sure whether to keep his sweatshirt on until they lined up. Other runners seemed to know. Some were already in shorts and shirts, some still wearing everything they'd brought, all moving around as if there were a clear order he hadn't been told.
He watched his coach, who was talking to somebody from the other school. There would be a signal when it was time. He knew that. He didn't need to make the coach tell him again just because waiting felt longer here than it did in practice.
Kit stood near the edge of the group, holding Ethan's bag. Ethan had handed it over so he wouldn't have to keep it beside the course. It looked small against his father's side, familiar enough that Ethan could find him by it before finding his face.
He went over.
"Does this look stupid?"
Kit looked at the number. "No."
"It's crooked."
"Do you want to fix it?"
"I'll have to take the pins out."
"We have a minute."
Ethan considered the shirt. Kit held the fabric steady while he undid one pin, moved the paper, and fastened it again. The second pin was fine. The number lay flatter when he stepped back.
"Better?" Kit asked.
"Yeah."
Kit let go. He didn't tell Ethan the original version had been better or that he should stop worrying about it. There had been time, and they had fixed something small. Ethan was grateful for that without knowing how to say it.
He pulled off the sweatshirt and gave it to his father. Kit folded it badly enough that Ethan smiled, then tucked it over the bag.
"Where will you be?"
"Near the finish." Kit pointed. "I can move if they ask us to."
Ethan followed the direction. People were already gathering there, parents, children, a couple of runners from another race. There were cones and a narrow place they'd have to go through after finishing.
"Okay."
"Do you know the course?"
"Mostly. They showed us."
"If you have a question, ask before you start."
"I know."
Kit nodded and didn't repeat it. Ethan went back to the others, trying not to look like he'd needed somebody to adjust his number. The boy who'd said it didn't matter looked at him, then at the paper.
"You fixed it."
"Yeah."
"Cool."
That was all. Ethan had spent more effort deciding whether to be embarrassed than the other boy had spent noticing.
The coach called them together. Ethan moved with the rest of the team, listening while the instructions went over things he already knew and one thing he'd forgotten. They were supposed to run their own pace. Not sprint the beginning because everybody else did. Keep moving through the finish, don't stop right at the line, listen to the people directing them afterward.
He nodded with the others.
A runner near him stretched one calf, then the other. Ethan did the same, careful not to make it look like copying, which was ridiculous because they had all been taught the stretch. He could feel his heartbeat in his throat even though he hadn't run yet.
"You nervous?" the boy asked.
"A little."
"Me too."
Ethan looked at him, surprised. The boy shrugged and adjusted his own number, which was also crooked. He didn't seem to care.
They moved toward the start. Ethan looked once toward the spectators and found Kit standing where he'd said he would, the bag against his leg. Kit raised a hand. Ethan raised his back quickly, then put it down before it became a large gesture people would notice.
He lined up between two teammates. There was space, then less space as another runner squeezed into the row. Ethan moved a foot so it wouldn't get stepped on. He looked ahead, trying to see where the grass narrowed into the course.
Everybody went quiet in uneven stages. Some stopped talking immediately. Someone laughed at the wrong moment and was shushed. Ethan pressed his lips together, breathed in, and waited for the signal.
Then they were moving.
The first few steps were crowded. Somebody's arm brushed his shoulder, another runner cut across too close, and Ethan sped up because it felt worse to be trapped behind people than to run faster. The grass passed beneath him in short, bright pieces. He could hear shoes striking, breath, the scattered shouting from adults near the start.
He knew he was supposed to settle down.
He didn't.
A boy from the other school moved ahead, and Ethan followed the space he left, relieved to have somewhere clear to put his feet. The crowd stretched out. He passed one runner, then another, and for a moment it felt easy enough that he wondered whether he'd been worrying for nothing.
He could run. That wasn't the unfamiliar part.
The unfamiliar part was the number on his shirt, the people beside him trying to do the same thing, the way the start had made his body forget the pace he'd practiced.
By the first turn, his breath was louder. He shortened his stride slightly, trying to regain the rhythm without feeling as though he was giving up. A teammate went past on his left.
"Easy," the boy said as he passed.
Ethan wasn't sure whether it was advice or something the boy had said to himself. He heard it anyway. He let the gap open instead of trying to close it immediately.
The course followed the edge of the field before turning toward the trees. He remembered this part from the walk-through. The ground changed, firmer in places, softer where shoes had already worked the dirt loose. He watched the back of the runner ahead and kept enough space that he could see where to land.
He didn't want to trip in front of everybody.
That thought was useless. He knew it was useless and still examined every root or uneven patch more carefully than he would have during an ordinary run. He had to make himself look farther ahead.
The first hill wasn't large. It felt larger with other people climbing it beside him. A runner slowed abruptly, and Ethan moved around without saying anything. He wanted to keep going. He wanted to pass people. He also wanted his breathing to stop sounding like something he couldn't control.
At the top, he let his arms drop a little and tried to loosen his shoulders. His coach had told them about that in practice. He hadn't realized how quickly he'd pulled them up again.
Someone behind him breathed hard, close enough that he kept expecting them to pass. They didn't. The sound made him want to speed up, but his legs were already beginning to object to the way he'd started.
He followed the curve and saw a strip of open ground. Adults stood farther along, not blocking the course, calling names as runners came through. He heard his own name before he found the coach.
"Settle, Ethan. You've got time."
He nodded, though the coach might not have seen. He tried to breathe out fully rather than taking another breath on top of the one he hadn't finished. It helped a little.
A girl near the course held a water bottle and watched the runners without shouting. Ethan saw her only long enough to notice that not everybody looking at him was expecting something dramatic. Some were just waiting for their own person.
He looked ahead again.
The boy in front slowed on a bend. Ethan could have passed, but there wasn't much room. He waited two steps, then three, feeling annoyed by the delay. When the path widened, he moved around and almost went too fast again.
He caught himself this time.
The race wasn't a succession of people he had to beat immediately. He could know that and still dislike letting someone stay ahead. He watched the back of a shirt from the other school and decided to keep it in view rather than chase it all at once.
His side began to ache. Not sharply, just a tightness that made him aware of each breath. He moved a hand toward it, then put the hand down because holding himself wouldn't make running easier.
He had gone out too fast. He knew it now in a way the warning before the start hadn't made him know. The problem wasn't understanding the sentence. The problem was making his legs obey it while everybody else moved.
A teammate passed him again, someone he'd been ahead of at the start. Ethan looked at the shoes, then at the familiar face when the boy glanced back.
"Come on," the boy said.
Ethan did, but not quickly enough to stay beside him. The gap opened. He hated it for a few seconds, then concentrated on the ground until the anger stopped using breath he needed for running.
He wasn't going to stop.
The thought wasn't heroic. He would just have to walk the rest if he stopped, and he didn't want to do that. He could keep moving at a pace that wasn't the one he'd chosen at the beginning. That was still running.
The course returned toward the open field. He heard more people now, the sound of the finish somewhere ahead but not close enough yet. He looked for Kit before he should have, scanning faces and losing track of the runner in front.
He nearly stepped too close to the edge.
"Watch it," someone said behind him.
"Sorry."
He moved inward. The apology came out in a breath, then was gone. Nobody stopped to make him explain. The runner behind passed a little later, and Ethan concentrated on following the marked course rather than finding his father before the race was over.
He could look when he finished.
There was another stretch that felt much longer than he'd expected. The line he could see wasn't the finish; the course bent away first. He remembered now. He'd walked it. Knowing didn't prevent the disappointment when he had to keep going past a place that looked close enough to be done.
He heard his coach again, farther away this time. Something about his arms. Ethan brought them back into a rhythm, not swinging across himself. His legs felt heavy, but they were still doing what he asked.
He could see the shirt he'd decided to keep in view. The gap had widened, then narrowed a little. He didn't know whether he had improved or the other boy had slowed. It didn't matter. There was somebody close enough to try to catch without wasting the rest of the race at once.
He waited until the ground flattened.
Then he went faster.
Not the wild speed of the start. He tried to make it deliberate, a little more from each stride, keeping his head up even though looking down felt easier. The boy ahead heard him coming and sped up too.
Ethan was annoyed and pleased at the same time. Of course the boy wasn't going to stand there and let him pass.
They came around the last turn close enough that Ethan could hear the other runner's breathing. The finish was actually ahead now. He saw the cones, the people waiting beyond them, the narrowing place he'd inspected before the race.
He didn't find Kit yet.
He could still run.
The other boy crossed ahead of him. Ethan crossed after, not first, not last, his number pulling at the shirt again as he fought for breath. He remembered to keep moving. Somebody directed him forward, and he followed until there was room to stop without blocking the runners behind.
He bent at the waist with his hands on his thighs. The ground stayed still. His breath didn't. He could hear other boys around him, some talking already, some as quiet as he was.
The runner who'd beaten him by the last few steps stood nearby. He looked at Ethan and nodded once.
Ethan nodded back.
No conversation was necessary. He was still irritated he'd lost that small contest. He could also appreciate having somebody to chase at the end when his legs had begun insisting they were done.
He straightened slowly. The ache in his side was easing. His mouth felt dry enough that he remembered the water in his bag before he remembered anything else.
Then he looked for Kit.
His father was near the edge of the finish area, waiting where he could approach without getting in anybody's way. The sweatshirt hung over one arm. He lifted the bottle when Ethan saw him, a small practical signal instead of a shout.
Ethan went over.
"Too fast," he said before Kit asked anything.
Kit handed him the water. "At the start?"
"Yeah."
Ethan drank, then stopped because swallowing too much while he was still breathing hard felt awful. He held the bottle against his leg and looked back toward the course.
"I knew not to."
"Knowing before a race is different from doing it during one."
"I know." He made a face. "Now."
Kit smiled a little. "You finished."
"Not how I wanted."
"All right."
Ethan looked at him, relieved not to hear that finishing was all that mattered. It mattered. So did wanting to run better. He didn't have to surrender the second thing to accept the first.
"I caught up a little at the end," he said.
"I saw."
"Not enough."
"A little."
Ethan drank again. His coach called to the team, and he looked that way, then back at Kit.
"I have to go over."
"Go. I'll be here."
Ethan gave him the bottle, then took it back when Kit reminded him he could carry water while listening. He joined the others, stood close enough to hear, and waited while the coach went over what had gone well and what they needed to work on.
He found the boy who'd spoken to him before the start and stood beside him. Both of them were holding water now. The boy's number had folded at one corner, and he kept smoothing it down while the coach talked.
"How'd you do?" he whispered.
Ethan made a face. "Started too fast."
"Me too."
They went quiet when the coach looked toward them. Ethan watched the grass near his shoes, bent by all the people standing there. His legs had begun to feel like his legs again rather than equipment somebody else was demanding he use.
The boy nudged him after the instructions ended. "The hill sucked."
"Yeah."
"I thought there was only the one."
"There's more when you're actually running."
The boy laughed, then coughed because he wasn't finished catching his breath. Ethan smiled and drank a little more water. He hadn't done as well as he wanted. He could still have a conversation about it with somebody who'd been there, someone who didn't need him to explain why a small hill had become such a problem.
The coach came over and asked whether he was feeling all right. Ethan said yes, then asked about the start, about how he was supposed to keep his pace when everybody around him seemed to be moving faster.
"Let them," the coach said. "You've got the whole race."
Ethan nodded. It sounded simple. It had sounded simple before too. But now he had a particular stretch of course to remember when he tried again, not just a rule somebody had told him in practice.
He looked toward the finish. Kit was still there, talking briefly with another adult and watching the runners coming through. Ethan could go back when he was done. His father wasn't hovering at the edge of the team, waiting to hear whether somebody had praised him.
Ethan turned back to the coach and listened to the answer to another boy's question.
He wasn't the only one who'd started too fast. That helped, though it didn't improve his time. He listened when the coach explained pacing again, this time with the race still in his legs.
Afterward, he returned to Kit and reached for his sweatshirt. He wasn't cold, but he wanted something familiar around his shoulders now that the number and the race were done.
"Do you want a picture?" Kit asked.
Ethan shrugged. "Okay."
Somebody nearby offered to take it. Kit stood beside him, not pulling him into a pose, and Ethan tried to smile without looking as tired as he felt. He said something about the start just as the picture was taken. Kit looked toward him instead of at the camera.
The person checked the screen and said it was fine. Ethan didn't ask to see it. He could look later.
"Can we come to the next one?" he asked.
Kit looked at him. "You want to keep doing it?"
"Yeah."
"Then we'll work out the schedule."
Ethan nodded. He took another drink, then pushed the bottle into the side pocket of the bag. Kit let him take the bag when he reached for it.
The other runners were still coming in. Ethan watched one cross, slower than the rest, with people calling him through the last stretch. He knew now how long the last turn could feel.
He stayed beside Kit until the boy finished. Then he clapped with the people nearby, awkwardly because he had the bag over one shoulder and hadn't put the bottle away properly. Kit moved the bottle farther into the pocket without taking the bag from him.
Ethan watched the boy walk past the line, breathing hard. Somebody met him with water too. The race had ended in different times for all of them, but they still had to get through the same narrow place, listen to the directions, find somebody beyond it.
"Ready?" Kit asked.
"In a second."
"All right."
Ethan adjusted the strap and looked once more toward the course. He wanted to remember where he'd made the first mistake. He also wanted to remember that he'd kept going after it.
The running photograph stayed open on the counter while Maddie helped Rose put the folded napkins where Hannah had asked for them. Ethan had gone to wash his hands. Tyler was still disputing the forks, apparently on principle now rather than because there weren't enough.
Maddie looked toward the hallway he had used. He didn't hesitate at the doorways. Whatever care had arrived with him at twelve had become something else here: the unthinking knowledge of where to find a towel, how far a cabinet opened, which floorboard made a sound when somebody was trying to be quiet.
Rose moved the album away from the edge.
"You can look at more later," she said. "We don't have to do the whole thing at once."
"I'd like that."
"Good."
Maddie picked up the washed bowl and dried it. The towel had begun to feel damp, so she unfolded it to find a dry section. Rose opened the cupboard where the bowl belonged and waited until Maddie had finished rather than taking it from her.
"Was he home much when he was at Yale?" Maddie asked.
Rose smiled. "He lived here."
"I know. I mean actually here. Not just sleeping."
"Sometimes more than others. It depended what he was doing."
"Busy?"
"Yes. But he still ate things out of the refrigerator and left books where someone needed to sit."
Maddie laughed. "I can believe that."
"He could be very organized about one thing and completely forget another."
"That too."
Rose took the bowl when Maddie offered it and put it away. Through the doorway, Tyler said something about a chair. Hannah told him there were six people, not seven. He said he knew how to count. Ethan's voice joined the argument a moment later, asking why they were still talking about it.
Rose shook her head fondly. "That's what being home was like."
Maddie looked toward them. The evidence was noisy and available, not a story somebody needed to persuade her to believe.
"Did he ever want a different room?"
"Sometimes they wanted more space. We tried arrangements. Sharing wasn't perfect."
"I didn't expect it to be."
"No." Rose looked at the album. "But it was their room. Even when they were irritated with each other."
Maddie nodded. She could hear the difference between keeping a bed available and keeping a place in the household. Ethan had lived here through college. The room hadn't been an exhibit preserved after a child grew out of it. It had continued being used, changed, argued over.
She put the towel down and checked the carrots she'd cut. The pieces weren't all the same size. Rose glanced at them and said they were fine before Maddie could apologize.
Ethan came back with Tyler and Hannah behind him. He looked at the photograph again, then at Maddie.
"Still on that page?"
"I like it."
"I know. You said."
"I'm allowed to like it for more than five minutes."
He smiled. "Okay."
Tyler reached for the album. Rose stopped him with a hand on the edge, not sharply.
"Dry hands."
"They are."
"Show me."
He held them up, offended enough to make Hannah laugh. Rose let him turn the page. There were later photographs now: taller children, familiar faces becoming closer to the adults Maddie had met today. Ethan's shoulders had broadened. Hannah's expressions had grown less willing to cooperate with a camera.
"That's recent," Maddie said, looking at one outside the house.
"Not that recent," Hannah told her.
Maddie smiled. "Compared to the doll pictures."
"Oh. Yeah."
Ethan leaned close enough to see the edge of the page. "I remember that day."
"What happened?"
"Not much. We were all home."
"That's why I took it," Rose said.
Maddie looked at her. There was no attempt to make it more significant. Three children in the same place at the same time had become worth recording as they grew older and found other places to be. She understood that with a sudden tenderness that wasn't only for Ethan.
Tyler pointed at a mark on his shirt. "I didn't know that was there."
"You spilled something," Hannah said.
"I can see that."
"You asked."
"I didn't ask."
Ethan laughed and moved the album slightly so Maddie had a better view. His sleeve brushed hers. She wasn't an outsider waiting until the children had finished reminiscing; he had made a place for her beside the page without announcing it.
"Did you come back between classes?" she asked him. "When you could?"
"Sometimes. Depends what was going on."
"Or use the house as storage," Tyler said.
Ethan looked at him. "It's where I lived."
"I know. I also lived there."
"You still live there."
"Exactly."
Hannah looked at Maddie. "They've always been like this."
"Good to know."
Rose smiled and went to check the food. Maddie watched Ethan turn a page carefully, supporting the corner instead of pulling it across too quickly. He knew which photographs were embarrassing before they appeared, but he didn't hurry past every one.
"What did you miss first?" Maddie asked.
Ethan looked at her. "After I moved?"
"Yes."
He considered it. "Noise, probably."
Tyler looked pleased. "Me."
"Not just you."
Hannah smiled. "Me."
"You're not helping."
Maddie laughed. Ethan leaned against the counter again, looking toward the table rather than at the photographs.
"I didn't realize how much I was used to hearing people in other rooms," he said. "Not always talking to them. Just knowing they were there."
Rose nodded. She didn't apologize for the house having been noisy or thank him for missing it. She looked toward the hallway, perhaps remembering the same sounds from the other side of a door.
"Did you call more because of that?" Maddie asked.
"Sometimes. Sometimes I just put something on while I worked."
"Music?"
"Or whatever." He shrugged. "It wasn't tragic. Just different."
"I wasn't thinking tragic."
"Good."
He smiled, and she smiled back. The word homesick didn't need to turn him into somebody unable to choose a new place. He could miss the ordinary sounds and still have wanted Los Angeles.
Tyler looked at him. "You called while I was doing something once and then wouldn't say what you wanted."
"I didn't want anything."
"That was confusing."
"I noticed."
Hannah laughed. Maddie could imagine the call, one brother expecting a purpose, the other wanting the familiar interruption itself. Ethan hadn't needed to confess loneliness to get some company. He could annoy Tyler from a different time zone.
"Was it hard to leave?" she asked.
He looked at her. "For LA?"
"Yes."
"A bit."
She waited. He looked at the album again before continuing.
"I wanted to go. That wasn't the hard part."
"What was?"
"Knowing everything would keep happening here and I'd be somewhere else."
Tyler went quiet. Hannah stopped moving the napkins she'd brought back to correct. Maddie looked at the three of them, suddenly aware that Ethan's departure had belonged to all of them, not just to the son heading toward a mother he hadn't met yet.
"You call," Tyler said.
"I know."
"You send stupid things."
"You answer them."
"Sometimes."
Ethan smiled. Maddie could see the affection without needing it translated. Tyler was telling him the room hadn't vanished behind a plane ticket. Ethan had been participating from Los Angeles in the ordinary irritation of having a brother.
Hannah looked at Ethan. "You still have stuff upstairs."
"Yeah."
"A lot."
"Not that much."
"Enough that it still looks like you."
He looked at her, his smile fading into something quieter. "Okay."
She shrugged and moved one folded napkin back into the pile. The sentence had apparently said all she intended it to say. Maddie didn't make her elaborate.
Rose returned to the counter and looked at the page. "Did he tell you he tried to convince us he didn't need more than one bag?"
"Mom."
"He did not," Maddie said.
"I figured it out."
"Eventually," Tyler added.
Maddie laughed. "You can tell me that story later."
Ethan gave her a grateful look, though he was smiling. Rose nodded and closed the album for now, putting a slip of paper at the page so they could find it again.
Maddie moved the bowl of carrots closer to her. Her hands had become still, and she wanted to keep helping without taking over. Rose asked her to pass a utensil from beside the stove. She did, then stepped back so Rose had room to work.
Kit appeared in the doorway and asked whether they needed anything. Hannah said yes, she needed Tyler to stop rearranging what she'd already arranged. Tyler said he was improving it. Kit looked at the table, then at Rose, who told him it was under control.
"Mostly," Ethan said.
Kit smiled and came to the counter. He looked at the closed album, then at his son.
"Did you survive the pictures?"
"Barely."
"You look okay."
"I'll recover."
Maddie smiled, then let the smile fade when Kit's attention moved to her. There was something he wanted to say, visible in the pause before he spoke. She didn't know whether it belonged to the old apartment or the years she'd just seen.
"There are some things from when he was a baby," Kit said.
Maddie looked at him.
Ethan stopped leaning against the counter. "What things?"
"A box. Your social worker kept it safe."
Maddie put her hand against the dry counter. She hadn't thought to ask. She'd assumed the things she'd left with Ethan had moved away from her along with him, used or outgrown, separated over years of other people caring for him.
"What was in it?" she asked.
"Infant things. Clothes. The information that came with him. We can look properly."
Ethan stared at his father. "You have it?"
"Yes."
"Here?"
"Here."
Rose looked toward Kit, then at Ethan. She knew about the box too. Maddie didn't mistake that calm for indifference. It was part of the work they'd done before anybody knew she would arrive to ask about it.
"Your social worker kept it in her office while placements were temporary," Kit said. "So it wouldn't have to move every time you did."
Ethan looked down. "I didn't know."
"We know."
"When did you get it?"
"After the permanent placement. When we'd become your guardians."
Maddie watched Ethan arrange the new information. It wasn't another concealed identity. It was a box belonging to him that had stayed somewhere safe while he went from one address to another. She could still see why knowing it existed mattered.
"So it didn't come with my bags."
"No."
"And it's been here since then."
"Yes."
Tyler looked at Kit too, surprised. Hannah's hands had stopped on the napkins. Neither seemed to know more than Ethan did.
Ethan looked toward Rose. "You knew where it was."
"Yes."
"Did you look through it?"
"We checked what we'd been given. Made sure it was stored safely."
"Okay."
Maddie watched him. She could see the question about why he'd never seen it, but she didn't know whether he wanted to ask. She let him have the choice rather than making it another question she put to his parents for him.
He looked back at Kit. "I wish I'd known it was there."
Kit nodded. "I understand."
"It wasn't like I was asking for baby clothes. I didn't think there were any."
"No. We should have offered to show you."
Rose nodded too. The admission was plain. They weren't making the box into something Ethan should have known to request.
Maddie could feel how easy it would be to rush toward the useful part, the fact it had survived. She wanted that fact very much. She also wanted Ethan to be allowed the smaller disappointment beside it, the years he could have known something from the beginning still existed.
"It's yours," Kit said. "You decide what happens to it now."
Ethan looked at the counter. "I just want to see it."
"Then we'll get it."
Hannah shifted closer to Tyler, giving the space in front of Ethan back to him. Maddie noticed the movement and was grateful she hadn't had to ask. Their curiosity wasn't a claim on the objects.
Maddie took a breath. "I wrote things down. When I left him."
Kit nodded. "Some of that is there."
"Not my real name."
"No."
She needed to establish it, not because she thought Kit had missed an obvious answer but because the words on those papers had been chosen to protect a child. Emily Bennett. Ethan Reed Bennett. Dates and details that could help somebody care for him without giving Doug a route to him.
Ethan looked at her. "You said there was medical information."
"Yes."
He nodded. It wasn't his first time hearing that. It would be his first time looking at anything his mother had written for the people who took him from the station.
Maddie looked toward the hallway, then back at Kit. "Can we see it?"
"Of course."
He didn't move immediately. His eyes went to Ethan.
"Do you want to?"
Ethan answered after a breath. "Yeah."
"All right."
Rose turned the heat down beneath the pan she'd been checking. "We can leave this for a little while."
Maddie looked at her. "I don't want to ruin dinner."
"You won't."
The answer was practical. Rose had made the adjustment. Nobody needed to pretend the food could be forgotten, and nobody needed to rush a box open because it was inconvenient to pause.
Kit said he would get it and went into the hallway. Maddie stayed where she was, her hand flat against the counter. She could feel a small ridge in the surface beneath one finger and found herself following it while Ethan looked toward the doorway.
"I thought all that was gone," he said.
"So did I."
He looked at her. "You didn't know either."
"No."
She didn't know how to prepare him for clothes small enough to hold in one hand, or how to prepare herself for something she'd fastened while he was still warm against her. The objects might look ordinary. That was part of what frightened her.
Rose offered water. Maddie accepted, partly because she needed it and partly because accepting was something she could do. Ethan took a glass too. Hannah moved the napkins away from the clear stretch of table so there would be space when Kit returned.
Tyler glanced toward the stairs, then back at Ethan. "You want us here?"
Ethan looked at Maddie before answering. She gave him a small nod, letting him choose.
"Yeah. For now."
"Okay."
Tyler stayed. Hannah stayed too, but neither crowded closer. Maddie watched them give their brother room without leaving him alone. She had seen that several times today. It was becoming something she could rely on rather than something she needed to marvel at each time.
She looked at the closed album. Twelve-year-old Ethan had put books on a shelf, learned where shoes could be left, made a place for a little girl's dollhouse between the beds. Somewhere else in the same house, things from his first six weeks had waited without appearing in any of those photographs.
Maddie put the water down and looked at Rose. "Did you ever wonder about the person who'd left those things?"
Rose answered carefully. "Yes."
"What she was like?"
"Yes. We didn't know enough to decide."
Maddie nodded. She didn't ask whether they'd approved of her. The approval of people who hadn't known the danger couldn't have changed the decision, and she didn't want them to tell her a kinder story merely because she was standing in their kitchen now.
"He had questions," Rose said. "We tried to make room for them without pretending we had answers."
Ethan looked at her. "You let me do the test."
"Of course."
"Not everybody would've."
Rose met his eyes. "We weren't trying to stop you knowing where you came from."
He nodded, then looked toward Maddie. She could feel the two histories meeting again, this time through something quieter than recognizing Christian. There had been adults who helped a teenager send off a DNA test without knowing what he might find. That decision had eventually brought him to her door.
"Thank you," she said to Rose.
Rose inclined her head a little, accepting the words without turning them into a debt. Ethan took another drink of water. Tyler asked Hannah to move a glass away from the cleared space, and she did, handling it carefully now.
Maddie watched them. She could hear Kit moving upstairs, not the contents of a box, not an explanation of what he'd found. The waiting left her with her own thoughts for a minute. She knew the shape of the car seat she'd carried to the station, the care she'd taken with papers because paper could speak for her after she'd gone. She didn't need to enter that morning again to feel the ache of it.
She didn't know how much would still be there. She didn't let herself start listing the things she hoped to find. Hope had already made her throat too tight to speak comfortably.
A footstep sounded in the hall. Kit came back carrying a closed box carefully in both hands. Maddie moved her glass before he reached the table, clearing the space Hannah had made.
He set it down.
Ethan stood beside her, looking at it. Neither of them reached for the lid yet. Maddie kept her hands near the edge of the table, close enough to feel the cool glass beside her but not touching the box. Ethan looked at Kit once, then back down.
Rose moved the album farther away. Hannah put the last napkin on the stack. Nobody filled the silence by guessing what they would find.
"Okay?" Kit asked quietly.
Ethan nodded. Maddie nodded too, though okay seemed too small a word for what she felt. She could be frightened and still want to look. The choice didn't require her to become calm first.
She turned slightly toward her son so he could see her face if he wanted. He stood close enough that their sleeves touched again, and this time neither moved to make more room.
Ethan touched the edge of the lid, then looked at Maddie. She nodded. His fingers shifted beneath the cardboard, lifting it carefully enough that nothing inside moved. Kit reached to take the lid when Ethan had it free and set it on the clear part of the table.
There was folded cloth on top.
Maddie recognized the blue before she could make herself examine anything else. A small hat lay against the blanket, flattened by the years it had spent put away. The fold wasn't exactly how she remembered it. The color was.
"Oh," she said.
Ethan looked at her. "You know that?"
"Yes."
She put a hand near it and stopped. There was nothing preventing her from touching it, but she wanted Ethan to have the first choice. These were his things. They had once passed through her hands because he couldn't hold them himself.
"That's the hat," she said. "The blue one."
"The one at the station?"
She nodded. Her throat had closed around the rest of the answer.
Ethan picked it up. He used both hands at first, expecting something larger, then discovered how little space it needed. The knitted edge lay across his palm. He looked at it, then at the hand holding it, and let out a breath that was almost a laugh.
"Jesus. I was small."
"You were."
"Smaller than Nash?"
"At first, yes. You were early."
He nodded, turning the hat without stretching it. Maddie watched his fingers find the edge she'd folded back. They were adult fingers now, capable of fastening a car seat or carrying groceries or taking a tool from Kit. The hat seemed even smaller against them.
Hannah leaned forward, then stopped when Tyler shifted beside her. He wasn't restraining her. He had simply moved enough to remind her there were two people nearest the box who needed the space.
Kit looked at Rose. She nodded toward the kitchen.
"We'll check the food," he said. "Take your time."
Ethan looked up. "Okay."
Rose touched the back of his chair lightly as she passed. Hannah asked Tyler a question about the table, and the two of them went with their parents, taking glasses that had been moved out of the way. They didn't carry the silence off with them. They left it around Maddie and Ethan, private without being abandoned.
Maddie sat down. Ethan remained standing for another moment, the hat in his hand, then pulled the chair beside hers out and sat too.
"Can I?" she asked.
He handed it over.
It weighed almost nothing. The fabric felt different from the version she'd kept in her head, softened and flat, a little rough along one small seam. She turned it so the opening faced her. She had fitted this around his head. That was a fact she could hold now without relying on memory to preserve every part of it.
She pressed the edge between two fingers. Tears came quickly enough that she didn't get to prepare a composed face for them. She let them come and reached for the tissue Rose had left nearby.
Ethan didn't tell her not to cry. He looked into the box instead, giving her somewhere else to direct her attention when she was ready.
"Is this the blanket too?"
"Yes."
He lifted it halfway, saw the papers beneath, and stopped.
"We can take it out," she said.
"Okay."
He unfolded it on the table, keeping it clear of the water. Maddie moved the glass farther away. The blanket opened into something still small enough that he could spread it without standing. One corner curled where it had been tucked beneath the rest.
He smoothed it, then withdrew his hand when he noticed he was pressing harder than he needed to.
"You wrapped me in this?"
"I did."
"All the time?"
"Some of the time. When it was clean."
He smiled faintly. Maddie smiled back through the tissue. She didn't want to turn every object into something sacred and unused. A baby had worn the clothes. The blanket had needed washing. The hat had been misplaced and found again in an apartment where she was too tired to remember where she'd put things.
It was a life, however short the stretch she'd held.
Ethan looked at the blanket for a while, then back at her. "I don't remember any of it."
"I know."
"It's weird. It feels like it should make me remember something."
"You were six weeks old."
"I know that too." He rubbed his thumb against the edge of the hat she'd set down. "I just mean seeing it."
Maddie nodded. "You don't have to remember it for it to be yours."
He looked at her, then down again. She stopped there. He didn't need an explanation of how to feel about clothes he'd once occupied before he knew what clothes were.
Ethan traced the edge of the blanket with one finger, then stopped at a crease.
"Did I sleep?"
Maddie looked at him, surprised by the question. "Sometimes."
He smiled. "Not a lot?"
"You had strong opinions about it."
"That hasn't changed."
She laughed softly. "You slept. Not always when I wanted you to."
He nodded, apparently trying to fit ordinary baby behavior into the small amount of history he had. She knew more about the exhaustion of those weeks than she'd wanted to remember sometimes. She also remembered looking down at him when he finally settled, unwilling to move even when she was uncomfortable because she didn't want to be the reason he woke.
"I talked to you," she said. "A lot."
"About what?"
"Whatever I was doing. What you were doing. Whether you could please give me a minute to eat something."
He laughed. "Did I?"
"Occasionally."
She liked being able to answer a question that didn't require someone to leave. The baby had been demanding, loud, beautiful, inconvenient. She hadn't loved him because he was easy, and she could say that without turning the day into another account of how afraid she'd been.
"Did you know what you were doing?" Ethan asked.
"Some of it. Not all of it."
"Even with nursing school?"
"That's not the same as having a newborn in your apartment."
He nodded. "I figured."
"It helped with some things. Didn't make you sleep."
He smiled again. She could see him putting the story beside the newer baby in his life, the one whose diapers and feeding and crying he could witness now. There wasn't a medical mystery inside the box. There had been a mother learning a baby while trying to keep both of them safe.
He moved the curled corner of the blanket until it lay flat. Maddie watched his hand, then let her eyes return to his face. He wasn't asking her to prove that she'd loved him. He was asking what they'd been like together, and she had answers for that.
Beneath the blanket were small garments folded together. Ethan lifted one, held it at arm's length, and looked toward Maddie with an expression she couldn't quite separate into surprise and amusement.
"My arm wouldn't fit in that."
"No."
"Not even close."
She laughed softly. The sound hurt her throat, but it was still laughter. He wasn't making fun of the moment. He was measuring himself against something impossibly small.
He laid the garment on the blanket, then checked the others. Maddie recognized the kind of fastening, the stretch of fabric near a cuff, little things that had survived without a label telling her which day she'd used them. She didn't pretend she could name every time he'd worn each piece.
"That one?" he asked.
"I remember it."
"From a particular day?"
"Not exactly. Just from having it."
He nodded. "Okay."
The permission in his answer made her eyes sting again. She could remember imperfectly. She didn't have to reconstruct six weeks with the precision of a record in order to claim they'd happened.
Ethan looked beneath the clothes. The papers were kept together, protected from the cloth rubbing against them. He lifted them as a group rather than pulling the first page free, then placed them beside the blanket.
Maddie could see handwriting.
Her own.
She had thought of it as information for strangers: a name, a date, things someone taking care of him would need. Now her son was looking at the page with his adult face close enough that she could see the movement of his eyes along the lines.
"Ethan Reed Bennett," he read quietly.
"Yes."
He looked at her. "You wrote it."
"I did."
"I knew that. I mean—" He stopped, then smiled without humor. "There it is."
There it was. The name had continued on forms and school lists, on things she hadn't signed and documents she'd never seen. It hadn't vanished because she had stopped saying it aloud.
He read the birth date. October 27, 2004. New Haven. He didn't read every line aloud, and she was grateful. Some words were easier to look at beside him than to hear returning across twenty years.
"Emily," he said when he reached the name.
"Yes."
"Not Maddie."
"No."
He nodded, not accusing her of a trick. The false name had been part of the protection. The page didn't contain a hidden answer Kit should have found years earlier.
"There wasn't anything that would find you," he said.
"Not safely."
He looked at the page again. She could see him fitting it alongside the conversation they'd had with Kit: memory and dates, a woman under an assumed identity, no address that could lead to the mother he eventually found through a different name.
She wasn't asking him to settle what he thought about the waiting. The document could tell him what it contained. It couldn't decide the rest.
Ethan looked at the edge of the paper for a moment.
"Did you write it all at once?"
"Not quite."
"Because you had to remember things?"
"Because I wanted to make sure I hadn't left something out."
He nodded. Maddie could feel the temptation to describe the checking in detail, the way she'd reread information while looking at a baby who couldn't tell a stranger what he needed. She kept the account small. He could see the page. The care wasn't hidden just because she didn't explain every movement that had put it there.
"You made it readable," he said.
"I tried."
"It is."
She looked down. Her handwriting was younger. Not childish, not unfamiliar, just written by hands that hadn't done the next twenty years of work yet. She could recognize certain letters instantly and still feel surprised that the paper had outlasted so much.
"Does it look like how you write now?" he asked.
"Mostly."
"I don't think I've seen much of it."
"Most things are on my phone."
"Yeah."
He smiled faintly and looked back at the sheet. Maddie thought of lists on the refrigerator, a signature on something ordinary, the small physical evidence of a person living in a house. Ethan had acquired pieces of her in Los Angeles without having any reason to compare them with a page somebody saved in Connecticut.
"Can I take a picture of this?" he asked.
"Of course."
He brought his phone out and moved the glass farther away before arranging the page where the light reached it. Maddie shifted her chair so her shadow wouldn't cross the writing. He checked the image, took another when the corner blurred, and then put the phone down.
He didn't send it to anyone. She was glad he wasn't deciding on an audience before he'd finished looking for himself.
"Okay," he said.
The original remained on the table. The photograph didn't replace it. It gave him another way to keep something he hadn't known existed an hour earlier.
Ethan moved one paper aside to see the next. Some were ordinary records, the kind she'd encountered often enough as a nurse that the format should have felt familiar. Here, familiar lines and headings belonged to a baby she'd held instead of a patient she could hand over at the end of a shift.
He asked about a word. She explained only what it meant on the page, not making the medical information into a discovery of something wrong with him. He was early. He'd been cared for. There were things the next people needed to know.
"You tried to make sure they had everything," he said.
"I tried."
He nodded. She waited for another question, but he went back to the first sheet instead. His finger followed the name without touching the ink.
"Did you choose Reed too?"
"Yes."
"Why?"
Maddie smiled faintly. "I liked it."
He looked at her, apparently expecting a larger story, then smiled too. "That's allowed."
"It is."
He returned to the page. She didn't invent a meaning to make the name worthy of having survived. Sometimes a frightened twenty-year-old had simply liked the sound of something and given it to the child she loved.
The kitchen made small sounds behind them. A cupboard closing. Rose asking someone to move a dish. Life was still happening near enough that Ethan could call if he wanted. Maddie hadn't realized how much she needed that until the room stayed quiet without becoming sealed off.
She picked up the hat again and held it in both hands.
"I put this on you before I took you there," she said.
Ethan looked up.
She could feel the sentence waiting to become a full account of the morning. She didn't let it. He knew where she'd gone and why. The hat didn't require her to make him walk through the moment again beside her.
"I wanted you warm."
His eyes moved to the fabric, then back to her. "Okay."
It wasn't a small answer because he had nothing else to say. It was the answer he had. Maddie accepted it and laid the hat gently on the blanket.
He reached for her hand.
She let him take it. His grip was warm and careful, not the grip of somebody asking her to stop hurting. They sat for a little while with the clothes between them. Neither had to explain what the other was supposed to be getting from the box.
Eventually Ethan let go so he could fold one garment. He did it badly, made the bundle too thick at one end, and tried again. Maddie helped with the sleeve when he offered it toward her.
"You've done this more recently," he said.
"Yes."
"With Nash."
"And Jee."
He nodded. She watched him inspect the tiny fastening before putting it back in the box. He had been learning the practical business of being a big brother in Los Angeles, holding babies who could look at him, hearing a little girl call his name. This was a different part of the same family, one he couldn't remember from inside it.
"Can I keep the hat out?" he asked.
"Of course."
"Just for now."
"Of course."
He set it beside the papers rather than back beneath the blanket. Maddie helped refold the larger cloth, following the old creases loosely instead of trying to force the exact arrangement they had found.
Ethan touched the empty space where the hat had been.
"Does it bother you if I don't know what to say?"
Maddie looked at him. "No."
"Because you remember it. I just have—this."
He gestured toward the clothes. She nodded.
"You don't have to have the same memories as me."
"I know. I just don't want you to think I don't care."
"I don't think that."
He looked at her for another second, checking the answer. She let him. She could feel what the box meant to her without asking his face to show the same thing at the same moment.
"You're looking," she said. "You're asking. That's enough."
He nodded and sat back. The chair made a small sound against the floor. From the kitchen came Tyler's voice, then Hannah's answer, too quiet for Maddie to catch the words. Ethan glanced that way and smiled faintly before returning to the table.
He could be interested in an old blanket and still know his siblings were arguing in the next room. Nothing required him to choose one part of his family and put the others away.
Maddie picked up the tissue she'd folded beside her glass, then found she didn't need it again. Her eyes were wet, but the breath she took was easier.
The hat lay in a little blue curve beside Ethan's hand. She could look at it without immediately seeing the station door. She was sitting at a table in the house where he'd grown up, and he was here with her.
She let that be the place the object occupied now.
When they finished, the box wasn't full in the same way. It had been opened, handled, spoken about. The hat remained on the table beside his hand.
Kit appeared at the doorway but didn't come closer until Ethan looked up.
"Everything okay?"
Ethan nodded. "Yeah."
"Want more time?"
"A little."
"Take it."
Kit went back toward the kitchen. Maddie looked at the closed stack of papers, then at her son's name on the top page. She could see what she had left for someone else to carry. She could also see who had come back to hold it.
Ethan looked toward the picture he'd taken on his phone, then locked the screen. He didn't need to keep checking it while the original was still in front of him.
Maddie moved a corner of the blanket away from the papers. The cloth would fit back into the box easily now that they'd worked out the folds. She could put it away without losing the feel of it immediately.
"Do you want a picture of the hat too?" she asked.
"In a minute."
"Okay."
He was still looking at it. She waited. There had been enough people deciding the order of things in his first years. Here, the next small decision could be his.
Ethan touched the edge of the blue hat once more. Maddie stayed beside him.
Ethan put the hat back on the folded blanket before they brought the food to the table. He left it visible until the last moment, then lowered the lid and moved the box to the sideboard where Kit had cleared a dry space for it. Maddie watched him check that the bottom was fully supported before letting go.
It would still be there after dinner.
Rose asked Tyler to carry the potatoes. He lifted the dish with a towel, discovered it was hotter than he'd expected, and adjusted his grip without putting it down. Hannah opened a path between the chairs.
"Don't drop it," she said.
"I wasn't going to."
"I know. I'm saying."
Ethan went to take the carrots. Maddie reached for them at the same time, and he moved his hand back with a small smile.
"Want to carry those?" he asked.
"I can."
"Okay."
She laughed and took it. He picked up the water instead, moving carefully around Tyler, who had stopped in exactly the wrong place to ask where the potatoes belonged.
"On the thing," Hannah told him.
"Which thing?"
"The thing for the hot dish."
"I can see two."
Rose pointed. He put it down and pulled the towel away, satisfied that everyone had survived the operation.
Six places. Maddie could see them now without somebody's body blocking part of the table. Nobody had squeezed her into a corner or added a chair that didn't quite fit. The children had argued over ordinary arrangements and ended with a place for each person.
Kit pulled out his chair, then reached to move the chicken closer to Rose so she could serve it. Ethan sat beside Maddie. Hannah sat across from them, Tyler near her, all three children looking at the food as if the afternoon hadn't included bread and lunch somewhere else.
"Hungry?" Rose asked.
"Yes," Ethan said immediately.
"Good."
Maddie liked the answer, the lack of apology around it. He had a plate and food he wanted. The request didn't need to be converted into a task before he could accept it.
Maddie waited until Rose had put her own food on the plate before asking where the serving dish should go. Rose pointed to a space near Kit, then sat and let her shoulders lower as though the work of getting dinner onto the table had finally ended.
"Did it come out how you wanted?" Maddie asked.
"Close enough."
"It's good."
"Thank you."
Rose accepted the compliment without giving a list of things she should have done differently. Maddie was grateful. She'd helped with the carrots, not created the meal, and she didn't want to make either of them apologize for dinner being ordinary on an extraordinary day.
Ethan looked toward the dish she'd carried. "You cut those?"
"Yes."
He inspected one on his fork. "Nice."
Hannah looked at him. "It's a carrot."
"I can compliment a carrot."
"You complimented the cutting."
"That too."
Maddie laughed. He grinned and ate it, the conversation returning to food instead of turning her small contribution into something ceremonial.
They passed things unevenly at first. Tyler reached across Hannah, got told to ask instead, and made an exaggeratedly polite request that she ignored until he said it normally. Kit handed Maddie the serving spoon. Rose asked whether she wanted more chicken and accepted no, thank you, without insisting.
Ethan took enough potatoes that Tyler looked at his plate.
"Leave some."
"There's a whole dish."
"And six people."
"I can count."
Hannah looked up. "Can either of you?"
Maddie laughed before she could stop herself. Ethan grinned at her, not embarrassed to have been part of the joke. Tyler gave Hannah a look, then took a similar amount of potatoes and avoided his mother's eyes.
Kit asked about the flight while they ate. Maddie told him it had been uneventful. Ethan said she'd been patient with his directions after they landed.
"He knew where he was going," she said.
"Mostly," Hannah added.
Ethan looked at her. "You weren't even there."
"I was there later."
"That's not the same."
She shrugged and ate a carrot. Tyler said Ethan always walked too fast, and Maddie admitted she'd noticed.
"I slowed down," Ethan said.
"After I told you," Hannah replied.
"Then it worked."
Kit put a hand near the pitcher, then looked toward Maddie. "Water?"
"Yes, please."
He filled her glass and passed the pitcher to Ethan, who topped up his own without spilling. Tyler asked for it next. Hannah stopped him from pouring too much into her glass by putting a hand beside it, not over it, and telling him she was fine.
"You asked earlier," he said.
"Earlier."
"Fine."
Maddie watched the small argument end in exactly the right place: Tyler stopped pouring, Hannah moved her hand, nobody needed to decide which sentence counted as a contradiction. Family life had room for people changing their minds about water.
Kit asked Ethan whether he'd had a chance to see the upstairs room properly. Ethan said not yet.
"You can later," Tyler told him. "It's mostly the same."
"What does mostly mean?"
"Some things moved."
"Mine?"
"Some."
Ethan looked at him. Tyler shrugged.
"They're still there."
"I didn't think you'd burned them."
"Good."
Hannah smiled. Rose told them that anything they couldn't find could be looked for in the morning, when the people downstairs weren't trying to sleep. Ethan nodded, then turned toward Maddie.
"You can see it if you want."
"I'd like that."
"Not right now."
"No. I'm eating."
He smiled. She liked that he could offer her a part of his childhood without making it something they had to rush through between two bites. The bedroom wasn't about to disappear. He didn't have to finish being her guide before joining his friends.
The conversation moved on without anyone awarding a winner. Maddie took a drink of water and listened to Rose ask Tyler about something he'd left upstairs. He promised to sort it out, then tried to change the subject. Rose let him change it only after making sure he'd actually heard the request.
Maddie knew that kind of exchange from her own kitchen. Not the age of the child or the size of the problem, but the difference between being heard and being answered just well enough to move on.
"What did you leave?" Ethan asked.
"Nothing involving you."
"It might be in our room."
"Then you can inspect it later."
"Our room," Maddie repeated quietly, more to herself than to either brother.
Ethan heard. "Yeah."
He took another bite before continuing. "Most of my stuff's not there now. Some is."
"Enough," Tyler said.
"You said that already."
"Because it's still true."
Hannah looked at Maddie. "It doesn't look like a museum."
Maddie smiled. "I wasn't expecting one."
"Good. Tyler's in it."
Tyler looked offended, then laughed when Ethan did. Rose asked them not to describe the room in a way that would make a guest afraid to go upstairs. Kit said they'd both survived years in it, which wasn't a recommendation about tidiness but apparently counted as reassurance.
Maddie ate slowly. She had spent parts of the afternoon afraid that if she let herself be happy, she'd be overlooking something Ethan had lost. At the table, happiness arrived without waiting for her to settle the argument inside herself. He was eating, talking over his brother, answering Rose when she asked him a practical question. She could see it.
She could let it be good.
Rose asked what Ethan had been cooking in Los Angeles. He named a few things. Tyler immediately asked whether he had poisoned anyone.
"No."
"Yet?"
"No."
"He cooks," Maddie said. "Perfectly well."
Tyler grinned. "Fine. I believe you."
Ethan rolled his eyes and asked for the carrots. Hannah passed them, then pointed out that he'd already had some. He said he wanted more. She said fine, as though granting permission she didn't actually possess.
Maddie smiled down at her plate. She'd seen Ethan competent in Los Angeles, careful around babies, quick to offer help. Here, competence wasn't the only version of him anyone wanted. He could want extra food, complain about Tyler, ask a question that had nothing to do with a plan.
Hannah asked Maddie whether Los Angeles was really as warm as Ethan said. Maddie told her it depended on the day and where you were. Tyler immediately accused Ethan of exaggerating because he'd left in winter.
"I didn't invent weather," Ethan said.
"No, but you reported it constantly."
"Because you asked."
"I asked once."
Hannah looked at him. "You asked more than once."
Tyler declined to pursue the matter. Maddie smiled and told Hannah that she still kept jackets in the car. That seemed to satisfy her more than a temperature would have.
"Do you like it?" Rose asked Maddie. "Living there."
"Yes."
The answer came easily. She had taken a long route to a life she could describe that plainly.
"It's busy," she added. "But it's home."
Rose nodded. She didn't look toward Ethan as though the answer might take something from New Haven. He was eating, listening, occasionally responding to something Hannah said. His mother's home and his parents' home could be two real places without either becoming a lesser version.
Ethan asked Kit about a repair he remembered starting before he left. Kit told him it had been finished, then described the one part that had taken longer than expected. Ethan listened with the practical interest Maddie recognized from Los Angeles.
"Did you have to redo it?"
"A bit."
"That piece was awkward."
"It was."
Tyler looked between them and said he'd been forced to hear about the awkward piece for weeks. Kit said Tyler had also benefited from it being fixed. Hannah agreed without knowing which repair they meant, then admitted that when Ethan asked.
Maddie laughed. The story wasn't a demonstration of inherited skill or a promise of what Ethan would become. It was a job in a house, remembered by somebody who'd been there and wanted to know how it ended.
She asked a question about the finished work. Kit answered, then pushed the dish closer to her when she reached for another carrot. Conversation and practical care happened together, neither needing a separate announcement.
Kit asked whether the neighborhood friends knew they were back. Tyler said yes. Hannah said some of them were already arguing in the messages about when to come over.
"After we've eaten," Rose said.
"I told them," Tyler answered.
"Tell them again if you need to."
Ethan looked at his phone without picking it up. Maddie could see a notification light or the beginning of a screen waking, then he turned it over and kept eating.
"Everybody's actually here?" he asked.
Tyler nodded. "For once."
"That's ridiculous."
"I know."
Hannah looked pleased. "I'm coming."
"With what?" Ethan asked.
"Whatever you're doing."
"We haven't decided."
"Then decide something good."
Kit smiled and reached for the potatoes. Rose reminded Hannah that she had to take her plate to the kitchen first, regardless of what the friends were doing. Hannah said she knew. Tyler said that didn't mean she'd remember. She kicked lightly beneath the table, and he pulled his leg back just before contact.
"Feet," Rose said.
Both of them became innocent at once. Ethan laughed into his water and had to put the glass down. Maddie looked at him, surprised by the open sound, and he caught her watching.
"What?"
"Nothing."
He waited, smiling. She shook her head and took another bite. She didn't need to explain every time she liked seeing him unguarded. He was allowed to laugh without being informed what it healed in her.
Tyler's phone vibrated. He looked at the screen and smiled, then put it down when Rose glanced toward it.
"After dinner," she repeated.
"They know."
"Do you?"
"Yes."
Ethan looked at Tyler. "Who's arguing?"
"Ryan."
"About what?"
"Being made to wait."
Ethan laughed. "He'll survive."
Hannah said Ryan had made everyone else wait often enough. Tyler agreed, then looked at the screen again only to turn it face down more firmly.
Maddie watched the anticipation move around the table. The friends were another part of Ethan's home, not people he needed to fit in after an obligation to parents. Kit and Rose knew the names. Hannah had her own opinions about them. Tyler's smile suggested several conversations already waiting to happen.
"Were they here a lot?" Maddie asked.
Kit smiled. "Yes."
"How many at once?"
"Depends which day."
"Sometimes all," Hannah said.
"Sometimes too many," Tyler added.
"You were one of them," Ethan told him.
"I can still count."
Hannah made a small sound that reminded everyone of the fork argument. Tyler looked away, smiling, and Rose asked him to pass the chicken instead of defending himself.
Maddie didn't ask whether Ethan had been popular. She could hear that he had people, that a house could become somewhere children came because other children were there. It was a better answer than a label about his social life.
They talked about the city, small things changed and small things unchanged. A place Ethan remembered had different hours now. Tyler insisted another place had always closed early. Hannah said neither of them knew because they only went when they were already hungry.
Maddie asked where they used to go after school. The answer became an argument about which years she meant, then about who had suggested a particular place first. Kit listened with the mild interest of someone who'd heard several versions before and didn't need to settle the historical record tonight.
She didn't take notes. The afternoon had given her facts she'd want to remember exactly. Dinner gave her the pace of the family around them.
Rose put her fork down when she'd finished. She asked whether anybody wanted more before moving the dishes. Ethan took another small serving, and Tyler declined with the solemn expression of someone who had already had more than he'd admit.
Maddie offered to clear. Rose said she'd take the hot things, if Maddie would bring the plates. Ethan stood with her and gathered two, leaving Hannah to bring her own when Rose looked her way.
The work happened without assignments for every movement. Kit wiped a small spill. Tyler stacked the serving utensils. Hannah moved a chair back beneath the table with her foot and got told not to scrape it.
At the sink, Ethan reached for the clean towel and discovered Maddie was already using it. He found another rather than taking it from her. Tyler carried the hot dish back with more care than he'd carried it out.
"Still hot," he said.
"Usually happens," Hannah answered.
Rose looked at her. She smiled innocently and went to put the napkins away, leaving the boys to handle the dishes they'd volunteered to carry.
Maddie dried a plate and passed it to Ethan. He knew where it went. She dried the next, and he took that too. The rhythm settled easily enough that she stopped looking for the correct cupboard every time.
"You've done this before," she said.
"Unfortunately."
He smiled at Rose, who heard and told him he was welcome to rediscover the habit while visiting. He nodded with exaggerated solemnity and put the plates away without making her ask again.
Maddie liked the exchange. Coming home hadn't turned him into a guest who couldn't be reminded of chores. It also hadn't turned her into someone who needed to stand aside while the family did everything together.
Kit moved a chair that had been left sticking out. Hannah thanked him after nearly walking into it herself. Tyler asked where the remaining dish belonged and accepted the answer this time without requiring anyone to point twice.
Hannah brought the last glass to the counter and asked whether it should go with the dishes or stay out. Rose said stay out if she still wanted water.
"I'm going outside later."
"Then drink now."
She did, finishing half before setting it down. Ethan watched her, then filled his own again. Tyler declined when the pitcher reached him and changed his mind after it had been put away.
"Get it yourself," Hannah told him.
"I was going to."
Maddie smiled. She could hear how much of the household ran on people doing a thing after being reminded by somebody who would deny that counted as help.
Ethan moved the clean plate stack nearer the cupboard, leaving enough room that Maddie could put down the next one. He didn't correct where she'd placed it. She had learned the arrangement by using it.
"Do you want a break?" he asked.
"From dishes?"
"Yeah."
"I'm fine."
He nodded. "Okay."
She was glad he asked, glad he accepted the answer. Caring for her didn't need to become another job he took over because he could do it faster. They could both stand at the counter and be tired in ordinary amounts.
Tyler returned with the pitcher and offered water again, apparently forgetting he'd only fetched it for himself. Hannah accepted a little more. Rose declined. Kit moved his glass closer, and Maddie watched the small generosity happen without anyone naming it.
The table emptied gradually. Food went into containers. A towel became wet enough to need replacing. Ethan leaned against the counter while Rose decided whether something needed refrigerating immediately, then carried it when she said yes.
Maddie watched him find the available shelf and make room without rearranging the whole refrigerator. He knew this house in the practical way a person knew somewhere they'd been hungry, tired, busy, bored, and sent to put food away thousands of times.
When he came back, Tyler said something that made him laugh. He laughed while taking the next plate from her, still doing the work. Neither part of him needed to be suspended for the other.
Maddie paused with a plate in her hand. The box sat on the sideboard, closed and safe, not forgotten. She could see it while Ethan reached around her to take another plate, apologizing only because he nearly bumped her elbow.
"Leave that," she told him. "I have it."
"Okay."
He let her carry something for him. Then he went to complain about the way Tyler was stacking the dishes.
Maddie was drying the last plate when voices rose outside the front of the house. Not one voice at the door. Several, overlapping, someone laughing loudly enough that she could hear it through the hall, another person telling them to move because there wasn't room on the path.
She looked toward Kit. "What's happening?"
He glanced up from the dish he'd been putting away. "Oh, just the riffraff."
Ethan had already put his towel down. Tyler reached the hallway a fraction ahead of him and called something Maddie couldn't distinguish from the answer outside. Hannah went after them, telling both boys not to block the doorway.
Rose smiled. "You'll see."
Maddie followed slowly enough not to arrive in the middle of the first embrace. A young woman had both arms around Ethan. He had lifted her briefly off the floor and was setting her down while she protested that she hadn't asked to be picked up.
"You hugged me first," he said.
"That isn't permission to relocate me."
"Fine. Stay there forever."
She shoved his shoulder, smiling, then turned toward Tyler, who had apparently been waiting for his own greeting. They collided in a hug that involved laughing before either had said anything useful.
"Sophie," Ethan told Maddie when he saw her. He looked back at his friend. "This is my mom. Maddie."
Sophie came forward, the smile softening without becoming solemn. "Hi. It's really good to meet you."
"You too."
Maddie accepted the offered hand, then let it become a brief hug when Sophie opened her arm. Behind them, somebody complained that Ethan was standing in the only usable part of the hall.
"Then go around me," Ethan called back.
"I'm trying."
A boy with a ball tucked under one arm came through, followed by another who took the ball from him before it could hit the wall. Ryan and Marcus, Ethan said, making the introductions in the order they managed to get close enough to hear.
Ryan smiled at Maddie. "Hi. Sorry about the noise."
"No, you're not," Marcus said.
"Not very."
Maddie laughed. Marcus greeted her more quietly, then looked at Hannah and asked whether she'd found her shoes. She pointed down with an offended expression.
"I'm wearing them."
"Good start."
"Don't."
He smiled and moved aside to let two more people through. Ethan's name was being called from several directions now. He answered badly, turning toward one person while another started talking, reaching for a shoulder, getting pulled into another hug.
Emily arrived with Natalie close behind her. Emily greeted Sophie first, the two of them speaking over each other about who had said what in the messages. Natalie moved a bag out of the walking space before somebody stepped on it and then greeted Maddie without making a ceremony of the correction.
Noah came in adjusting his glasses, asking Natalie why she was reorganizing a house she'd only just entered. She said because he was about to trip over the bag. He looked down, stepped around it, and declined to admit that counted as evidence.
Ethan laughed. "You can both stop for five minutes."
"You first," Noah said.
Maddie watched Ethan make an exaggeratedly injured face, then abandon it when Ryan spoke to him. There was no consistent center to the group. Conversations continued between people who weren't looking at her son at all. Sophie asked Emily something. Marcus returned the ball to Ryan with an instruction not to bounce it inside. Natalie and Noah disagreed quietly by the wall.
Noah asked Ethan whether the trip back had been okay. Ethan said yes and immediately asked whether Noah had brought the same bag he'd always brought to the house.
"It's a bag," Noah said.
"So yes."
"Yes."
Natalie looked at the strap. "That thing's going to give out."
"It hasn't."
"Yet."
He moved it farther from where she'd put her own things, conceding something without saying what. Emily watched them and laughed, then turned to Sophie to finish the conversation they'd started at the door.
Maddie couldn't follow every thread. She stopped trying. Ethan wasn't following all of them either; he responded to the one nearest him, missed something Ryan said, made Ryan repeat it, and then laughed loud enough to interrupt somebody else.
Tyler told him to stop being obnoxious. Ethan told Tyler he'd started it. Sophie put a hand between them, not separating them so much as claiming a little space to finish her own sentence.
"I was talking," she said.
"We noticed," Ethan answered.
"Then listen."
He did, still grinning. Maddie watched the familiar interruption become familiar attention. They could be rude to each other without everything becoming a contest over who belonged.
Sophie told them something about getting everyone together before schedules made it impossible again. No college names followed. No catalogue of accomplishments. She was talking about available days, people having to go back, the small difficulty of making ten lives overlap for a few hours.
Ethan's expression changed just enough that Maddie could see him hear it. He wanted the evening, not only because the friends had come for him. They were all here, and that wasn't something any one person could promise would happen whenever he wanted.
The last two arrived together, though somebody immediately claimed one of them was late. Katie pushed past Connor far enough to put a hand on Ethan's arm, then hugged him with the casual force of someone who didn't worry she'd be unwelcome.
"Look at you," she said.
"Still me."
"Unfortunately."
He laughed and pulled her into a second, briefer squeeze before turning to Connor. Connor clasped his hand, then used the grip to pull him close enough for a hug that nearly collided with Tyler.
"Jesus," Tyler said. "There are walls."
"Move, then," Connor answered.
"I live here."
"Congratulations."
Rose called from the kitchen that anyone who broke something would help fix it. Several voices answered at once, varying degrees of agreement and denial that anything was being broken.
Maddie leaned against the edge of the doorway and let the introductions accumulate. Ryan, Marcus, Noah. Sophie, Emily, Natalie. Katie and Connor. Eight friends in addition to Ethan and Tyler, Hannah fitting between them as though there had always been a place there.
She didn't try to memorize everyone's college or ask what each was studying. Tonight they were people who had come to a house they'd entered many times before. That was enough to begin with.
Tyler moved beside Ethan and threw an arm around his shoulders. Ethan leaned into the weight automatically, still talking to Sophie. Tyler waited until his brother had turned toward him, then planted a deliberately loud kiss against his cheek.
Ethan recoiled. "Oh, that's disgusting."
Tyler tightened his arm, laughing. "Missed you."
"You've been with me all afternoon."
"Very difficult afternoon."
Ethan wiped his cheek with the heel of his hand, then tried to wipe the hand on Tyler's shirt. Tyler dodged, nearly hit Connor, and got told to stand somewhere else.
Sophie looked at Maddie. "They're always like that."
"I've been informed."
"Not sufficiently," Emily said.
Ethan turned toward her. "You're all being terrible."
"You came back," she answered.
He grinned, and Maddie felt the truth of that without anybody making it sentimental. He had come back. The house knew him. The friends were making room by pushing him around inside the room, not by standing politely away from him.
Kit moved into the doorway, took one look at the crowd, and asked whether they intended to remain in the hall all evening. Ryan said they hadn't decided. Natalie said no, they should move before someone wanted the door.
They spilled farther into the house in uneven groups. Maddie stayed near Kit as Ethan followed a conversation toward the table. Hannah went with Marcus and Emily, already objecting to something Ryan had said.
"All of them home at once," Kit said quietly.
"Does that happen often?"
"Less now."
She nodded. It explained some of the urgency, the way greetings were happening as if everyone wanted to begin three conversations before anyone had the chance to leave.
Ethan looked back at her. "You okay?"
"I'm fine."
"They're loud."
"I noticed."
He smiled and returned to the group. She was glad he had checked. She was also glad he didn't remain beside her to supervise the impression everyone else was making.
Katie asked Hannah what she'd been doing before everyone arrived. Hannah pointed vaguely toward the kitchen and said dinner. Katie said that had been obvious and asked the question more usefully.
Hannah answered with something Maddie couldn't hear. Connor leaned closer to listen, then began offering an opinion. Katie told him she'd asked Hannah. He held up both hands and backed off far enough to let the answer finish.
Marcus took a seat for a moment, looking toward Ryan, who was apparently incapable of staying in one place while telling a story. Ryan used the ball as a prop twice before Marcus pointed at the nearest breakable object.
"Put it down."
"I'm holding it."
"That's the part I'm worried about."
Ryan smiled, then did as he was told. Ethan laughed at him, which earned him a pointed reminder of some previous incident neither described clearly enough for Maddie to reconstruct.
She didn't ask. She could meet these people without acquiring every embarrassing story her son possessed in the first ten minutes.
Emily came to stand beside her briefly. "Do you want us to be less loud?"
"It's fine."
"It might get worse."
Maddie smiled. "I've been warned."
"Good."
Emily went back to Sophie, leaving Maddie amused rather than excluded. The question had been considerate. The warning had been honest. Neither required the group to become polite strangers for the rest of the evening.
Ethan looked toward Maddie once more, caught her smiling, and seemed satisfied. He turned back when Noah asked him a question, answering with an opinion emphatic enough that Natalie immediately disagreed.
The subject lasted about twenty seconds before Connor changed it accidentally. Nobody mourned the lost argument. Noah looked annoyed, Natalie looked pleased, and Ethan laughed at both of them.
Ryan set the ball down safely after Kit looked at it. Then he turned to Ethan, hands on his hips.
"Manhunt."
Several people reacted at once.
"No," Noah said.
"Absolutely," Katie answered.
"We're too old," Emily said, smiling in a way that didn't support the objection.
Ethan stared at Ryan. "You're serious?"
"Yes."
Tyler looked toward the window. "It needs to be dark."
"It will be."
"We could just hang out," Sophie said.
"We can do both," Marcus replied.
Hannah moved closer. "I'm playing."
Nobody asked whether she was old enough. Katie nodded toward her as though accepting a teammate, then told Connor he wasn't allowed to make up a shortcut and call it a boundary again.
"That happened once."
"Because we caught you once."
Connor laughed. Ethan had begun smiling before the argument finished. He looked at Tyler, who looked back, and the decision seemed to pass between them without being announced.
"This is a terrible idea," Ethan said.
Ryan pointed at him. "So you're in."
"Obviously."
Maddie laughed. Rose came to stand beside her with the towel still in her hand, listening while the group began arguing about teams before they'd agreed where the game ended.
Natalie wanted the boundaries clear. Noah agreed, then disagreed with the first boundary she suggested. Emily told both of them to let someone else ask a question. Noah said he was asking one question. Natalie said he'd asked three.
Marcus reminded them about the road. Katie pointed out that the woods didn't require crossing it if they stayed on the familiar side. Sophie looked at Hannah and asked whether she wanted to hide or seek first. Hannah said hide, then changed her mind when Tyler said that made sense because she'd be harder to see.
"Don't pick for me," she told him.
"I didn't."
"You sounded like you were."
Ethan laughed and moved her gently out of the space Ryan needed to point toward the window. She moved back half a step on principle, but listened to the boundary discussion anyway.
Kit waited until there was a gap, then spoke in a voice that didn't need to be loud.
"You know the safe area. No going farther into the woods because you think you can get back faster. Stay off the road. If someone says stop, you stop."
Katie nodded. Marcus said yes. Ethan turned toward him and answered clearly rather than calling agreement over another person's sentence.
Sophie pointed out that there were eleven people if Hannah played.
"I can count," Tyler said.
Hannah looked at him. Maddie almost laughed again, remembering dinner.
"So not even teams," Natalie said.
"Five and six," Marcus answered.
"That's what not even means."
"I know."
Noah asked whether one team would start hiding or whether they were going to take turns the way they used to. Ryan said they could decide once they were outside. Katie said no, because that was how Ryan ended up claiming a rule he'd never announced.
Ryan looked wounded. Connor laughed hard enough that he had to lean against the doorframe.
Ethan moved a hand through his hair. "Just pick. We can switch afterward."
"Thank God," Emily said.
Maddie watched them move from objection to participation without a vote. The people who'd called the idea childish were already deciding how they'd play. Nobody needed to preserve the original position just to avoid losing an argument.
Hannah wanted to be with Sophie. Sophie said fine, if the teams worked that way. Tyler said his sister was abandoning him. Hannah told him he would survive, and Marcus agreed with the mild authority of someone who'd watched Tyler survive several similar injuries.
Kit waited for the laughter to stop before pointing once more toward the safe area. His instructions weren't theoretical. These were limits the group had heard while younger, places whose names meant something to them without requiring a map.
Maddie listened to the words and watched Ethan respond. He wasn't rolling his eyes at the safety part. He was waiting for Ryan to stop talking long enough that everyone could hear it.
Rose added, "Phones charged. Somebody check the time. You still have to come back."
"We know," Tyler said.
"I know you know."
He smiled at her, then checked his phone. Hannah did too. Several friends followed, and the room became briefly full of screens and complaints about batteries.
Maddie didn't ask Ethan to promise he wouldn't run. Running was the point. She watched him listen to the practical limits and decide what he needed before leaving. He hadn't become somebody else because the friends had arrived. He'd become louder, faster, less interested in sounding mature at every moment.
Sophie came to say goodbye to her before moving toward the hall. Maddie told her to have fun. Emily waved. Natalie apologized when she nearly stepped on Maddie's foot, then continued arguing with Noah as they both passed through the doorway.
Tyler found a light and handed it to Hannah. She said she had her phone. He said take it anyway. She did, grumbling, and Marcus waited long enough to make sure she had somewhere to put it.
Ethan was still talking to Ryan when Kit called his name. He turned. Kit handed him a light too, and Ethan checked it before slipping it into his pocket.
"Thanks."
"Bring it back."
"I will."
Connor said he was ready. Katie asked whether that meant actually ready or about to remember something on the way out. He put a hand against his chest in mock injury and followed her to the door.
Maddie moved aside as the group gathered itself into motion. The house seemed too small for the same bodies that had fit inside it a few minutes earlier. Somebody was missing a shoe, then wasn't. Somebody was looking for a phone already in their hand.
Ethan came to her last. He bent enough to hug her, one arm around her shoulders, quick and warm.
"See you in a bit."
"Have fun."
"I plan to."
He grinned, then Tyler called him from the doorway with a complaint about being made to wait. Ethan answered with something rude enough that Maddie laughed in surprise. Rose shook her head, but she was smiling.
Hannah went out between Sophie and Marcus. Ryan and Katie were still discussing teams. Ethan followed Tyler into the dark, turned once to lift a hand toward the house, and disappeared down the path with the others.
Maddie stayed in the doorway until Kit reached past her to turn on the porch light. The switch clicked. The path brightened near the house, then faded where the neighborhood dark began.
Rose stood on the other side of Maddie, looking out for a moment before turning toward the empty hall. The bag Natalie had moved was safely away from the walking space. Ryan's ball remained where Marcus had made him leave it. The house held small evidence of the arrival already, objects waiting for their owners to come back or remember them later.
"Does it always empty that quickly?" Maddie asked.
"Once they've decided," Rose said.
Kit smiled. "Getting them to decide takes longer."
Maddie laughed quietly. She could still feel Ethan's arm around her shoulders from the goodbye, the quick certainty of him coming to her before leaving. He hadn't asked whether she minded being left with his parents. He had trusted the arrangement they'd made together all afternoon.
Sophie had waited at the edge of the path until Hannah caught up. Ryan turned to answer something Katie said. For a moment the group spread, then gathered again around whoever had the next opinion.
Maddie couldn't see the details beyond the porch light. She didn't try to keep every person in view. They knew where they were going, and Ethan was one of the people who knew, not a visitor being taken somewhere unfamiliar.
She stepped back inside so Kit could close the door. The evening belonged to all of them in different places now. She didn't need to go after her son to remain part of it.
The porch chair creaked when Maddie sat down. She adjusted it a little so she wasn't facing straight into the wall of the house, then accepted the glass Kit offered. The wine was cool. She took a small sip before setting it on the table between them.
Inside, Rose was putting something away. Kit had asked whether Maddie wanted some air, and Rose had told them to go before either offered to finish her part of the kitchen. Now the two of them sat beneath the porch light with the door closed enough to keep the insects out.
The neighborhood had become quiet again. Not empty, just less occupied by people shouting one another's names.
"They really do that?" Maddie asked.
"Manhunt?"
"At their age."
Kit smiled. "Apparently."
She laughed. "He looked happy."
"He is."
The answer didn't require Kit to tell her he knew Ethan better. He had simply watched the same departure she had, a son going out with friends who'd been waiting to have him back.
Maddie leaned into the chair. "I haven't seen quite that version before."
"You'll see it again."
"Probably."
"He doesn't save it exclusively for us."
"No. I know." She smiled, remembering the account of the dinosaurs, the way May and Ethan could turn an evening into something neither described as sensible afterward. "It's not entirely unfamiliar."
Kit took a drink, then looked toward the yard. "Tyler brings some of it out."
"I noticed."
"They've always competed about stupid things."
"Does Hannah win?"
"Often enough."
Maddie laughed again. It felt strange to laugh with Christian about children they shared after an afternoon spent learning how much she'd never known. She let the strangeness be pleasant for a moment instead of immediately examining what was missing.
Kit looked at her. "How are Nash and Jee-Yun?"
Her smile changed. "Good. They're good."
"Nash is still very small."
"Yes. Though less small every time I look at him."
"And Jee?"
"Busy. Opinionated. Very interested in her brothers."
He smiled. "I can imagine."
"Both of them," Maddie added. "In different ways."
"I'd like to meet them sometime."
"I'd like that."
He nodded, then said, as though it were the most practical reason in the world, "They're my son's brother and sister."
Maddie looked down at her glass. Warmth moved through her so suddenly that she had to take another breath before answering. My son. Not a claim he was presenting for her approval. A family fact that made two children he'd never met people he wanted to know.
"I can show you pictures later," she said.
"I'd like that."
She didn't tell him what his sentence had done. He didn't need to become careful about saying it. She wanted him to keep using the words the way he'd used them before she arrived.
"Chimney's with them," she said. "He wanted us to have this trip together."
"Ethan told us."
"He said there was no reason we couldn't go just the two of us. We'd have plenty of family trips later."
Kit nodded. "That was generous."
"It was."
She took another sip and thought of the message she'd sent from the sitting room. A lot to tell you later. The list had grown beyond anything she could convey in a call while walking through an airport. Chimney would listen when she was ready. She knew that from the years they'd already spent doing difficult things in imperfect order.
"Does he know?" Kit asked. "About today?"
"Only that there's a lot to tell him."
"Then I'll let you tell it."
She smiled. "Thank you."
The porch light caught the edge of his glass. His hair had changed, his face had changed, but the patience wasn't new. Christian hadn't insisted on being the first person she told something simply because he'd been nearby when it happened.
Maddie looked toward the yard. "What did you think when I left?"
Kit's smile faded, not abruptly. He set his glass down.
"I didn't know what to think."
"The keys."
"Yes."
"I'm sorry I didn't tell you."
He shook his head. "You don't owe me an apology for getting somewhere safe."
She looked at him. "I didn't."
He went still.
"I went back to Boston," she said. "Back to Doug."
Kit's hand remained near the glass without touching it. Maddie watched him hear the part he'd never had a way to discover.
"After leaving Ethan?"
"Yes."
She could say the sequence without going through the apartment again. The threat had narrowed. Omar had warned her. She had made a choice about the baby and then a different, terrible choice about herself.
"I thought if I went back, he would stop looking in New Haven."
Kit looked down for a moment. "I didn't know."
"No."
"I hoped you'd got away."
"So did I. For a while."
The words surprised her with their plainness. She had begun believing in the little apartment, in feeding a baby and finding enough sleep to do it again, in a future made from necessities somebody left outside her door. That hope hadn't been foolish just because it hadn't lasted.
"I finished school," she said. "Went back to work. Married him."
Kit looked at her again. He didn't ask why. She was grateful enough for the absence of that question that she had to look away before it showed too plainly.
"It took years," she continued. "Leaving for good."
He nodded slowly. "And then Los Angeles."
"Yes. Buck was there."
"Your brother."
"Yes." She smiled faintly. "My little brother. Not so little now."
Kit smiled too, but he didn't use the smile to hurry her past what she'd said.
"I found him," Maddie continued. "Or went where I knew he was. Built a life. Met Chimney. Things weren't immediately easy, but they were different."
She could hear how compressed it sounded. Years of danger and recovery turned into a few sentences beside a wine glass. Christian wasn't demanding the uncompressed version. He had asked about the woman who disappeared, and she could tell him what she was willing to put into words tonight.
"Omar helped me disappear," she said. "He didn't know how much more there was to protect."
Kit nodded. "I know."
"I don't know what I would've done if he hadn't called you."
"You came. We had a place."
"It wasn't that simple for me."
"I know that too."
She looked at him. He wasn't simplifying the fear. He was refusing to make help sound like a debt she should have repaid by becoming easier to understand.
"I kept expecting you to ask for something," she admitted.
His expression changed slightly. "I remember."
"Not because of you. Because of what I was used to."
"You don't have to explain that part to me."
She nodded, relieved. She could still see the kind of kindness he'd offered without giving every old suspicion a separate defense. A bag of groceries could be food. A repair could remain a repair. She'd taken longer to trust that than she wanted to remember sometimes.
"And when I left," she said, "I didn't know how to tell you I'd failed."
Kit looked at her steadily. "I wouldn't have called it that."
"No. I know you wouldn't."
She could say it now with more certainty than she'd had then. The years didn't give her a way to alter the departure, but they had given her enough distance to know which judgments had belonged to Doug and which ones she had carried into rooms where he wasn't present.
Kit picked up his glass and took a small drink, letting the subject stop where she stopped it. She was grateful for that too. There were questions a decent man could have asked without intending harm. He didn't need every answer tonight.
"Doug's dead," she said.
Kit nodded slowly, his expression sober. He didn't ask for the details.
"Okay."
She didn't ask what version Ethan had given him. Her son had learned some of it through news reports before he ever met her. She hated that he had, but she couldn't make his knowledge something he wasn't allowed to speak about.
Kit looked at the faint scar at her throat, then returned his eyes to hers. He didn't pretend he hadn't seen it. He didn't ask her to explain it.
"You got out," he said.
Maddie breathed in. "I did. Just like your sister."
His face changed. He looked down, then nodded once.
"You remembered."
"Yes."
He sat back in the chair, the porch creaking beneath his weight. Maddie remembered the car, not as a place she had to return to, just the sentence he'd offered while she was afraid. His sister had got out. Somebody had done it. A possibility with a person attached to it.
"I was glad you told me," she said.
"I wasn't sure it helped."
"It did."
He nodded. She didn't need to describe every way the story had remained in her. It had helped once, and she had remembered. That could be enough for him too.
They drank quietly for a little while. Maddie could hear a car farther along the street, a door closing somewhere. The evening stayed ordinary around what she'd told him.
"What happened for you?" she asked eventually.
Kit looked at her. "Afterward?"
"After Emily."
He smiled at the name, gently. "Life. Work. Rose. Children."
"I'd like more than the list."
"All right."
He told her about the house, not every purchase or year, but how things had needed fixing and how a room could become a different room without anyone quite planning it. About Tyler growing into opinions before he grew into patience. About Hannah assuming from an early age that everybody in the house existed partly to help with her projects.
Maddie laughed. "She's still persuasive."
"She is."
"Rose doesn't let her get away with everything."
"No. Neither do I." He paused. "Not everything."
She smiled. He smiled back, willing to be caught in the qualification.
Maddie looked at his hands around the glass. "Do you still make things?"
"Sometimes."
"Besides fixing what everyone breaks."
"Sometimes that's most of it."
She smiled. "Do you like doing that?"
"Usually. Depends what's broken."
"Fair."
He looked toward the house. "I like getting something useful out of work you can see. You start with one thing, make it better. Doesn't always behave."
"Neither do patients."
He smiled. "I imagine."
Maddie laughed softly. It was a conversation she could have had with Christian before the baby, if she'd been able to sit beside him without wondering which piece of information might become unsafe. Work. Preference. The satisfaction of something small going the way it was supposed to.
"Dispatch must be different," he said.
"It is."
"Do you like it?"
"Yes. Not every part of every day. But yes."
She told him a little about listening when she couldn't see, about needing to ask the next useful question rather than all the questions she wanted answered. She didn't turn the work into a heroic account. Sometimes people were frightened. Sometimes they were angry. Sometimes the first important thing was getting an address clearly enough that help could actually arrive.
Kit listened. He didn't pretend it was the same as managing a building or repairing a room. He asked one practical question about what happened when someone couldn't answer, and she explained what she could without giving him anyone's private story.
"It sounds like it suits you," he said.
She considered that. "It does now."
He nodded. Now left room for the years it had taken, the work she'd done before, the life that had changed around her. She appreciated him not saying he'd always known she would become this woman. He hadn't known. Neither had she.
She shifted the chair back a fraction where one foot had settled unevenly. Kit looked toward it, then waited while she found the stable position herself.
"There," she said.
"Good."
She laughed, and he laughed with her. They didn't need to make the small exchange stand for anything. They were two adults on a porch, one chair behaving badly, the night continuing around them.
"And then Ethan," she said.
"And then Ethan."
"What changed?"
"A lot of little things." Kit looked toward the door. "There were three children. Another set of books. Another person trying to pretend he wasn't hungry while looking at the food."
Maddie's throat tightened. He saw it and didn't abandon the story as though she'd asked to hear only the happy version.
"He got less careful," Kit said. "Not straight away."
"I can see that."
"He argued. Left things where we needed to walk. Wanted to do things with Tyler and then complained about Tyler the whole time."
She laughed, grateful for the detail that didn't require Ethan to have been endlessly agreeable to be loved.
"Sounds like a son," she said.
"He is."
She looked down at her glass. "You raised my baby."
Kit answered after a breath. "Yeah. Rose and I did."
The answer didn't ask her to surrender her own place. Rose was inside the house, another mother whose work belonged in the sentence whether or not she was there to hear it.
Maddie pressed her lips together, then let out a slow breath. "Thank you."
Kit nodded. He didn't dismiss the words. He didn't make them the reason he'd done any of it.
Maddie looked toward the door. "Did Tyler mind sharing?"
"Sometimes."
"I thought he might."
"It was his space too. We couldn't expect him never to have an opinion about it."
She nodded. Kit's answer made room for his other son, the child whose drawers and bed and ordinary habits had been rearranged to welcome somebody new. Tyler's generosity didn't have to have been effortless to count.
"They worked it out?"
"Mostly. Sometimes we helped."
"By refereeing?"
"By telling them to stop arguing and put their things somewhere people could walk."
She smiled. "That sounds familiar."
"Hannah had opinions too."
"I can't imagine."
Kit laughed. "You can."
"Yes."
Maddie took a drink and looked out at the yard again. The other children weren't scenery around Ethan's good outcome. They had grown up in the same house, wanted different things, made room and sometimes complained about making it. The family she'd seen tonight had come from all of that, not only from two adults deciding to care.
"I'm glad he had them," she said.
"So are we."
Kit looked toward the house for a moment, then back at her. The next question came more slowly than the practical ones, and she could see him deciding whether to ask it. She waited instead of rescuing him from the pause.
"Can I ask you something?" he said after a while.
She looked up. "Yes."
"Do you regret it?"
He didn't need to specify what. She knew, and he knew she knew. Still, he waited without filling the pause with reassurance about which answer he hoped she would give.
Maddie looked toward the dark yard. "I don't know how to answer that in one word."
"You don't have to."
"If things had been different, I never would've considered it. If Doug had been different. If I hadn't been afraid he'd find us."
Kit nodded.
"I wanted him," she said. "I wanted to keep him."
"I know."
"I thought I was making sure he had a chance."
She stopped, feeling the hat in her hands again without touching it. It was inside the house, in a box Ethan had moved himself. That mattered, but it didn't erase the years the box had spent somewhere else while he changed addresses.
"I regret what he went through," she said. "Losing Amelia. Having to leave people he loved. Thinking he had to make himself easy to keep."
Kit stayed quiet.
"I didn't know that would happen. I still hate that it did."
"Of course."
"And I hate that I missed him. I can be glad he's here and still want years I can't have."
Her voice thinned. She took a breath and let it strengthen before going on.
"But I made that choice because I thought it would protect him. I don't think taking him back to Doug would have been better. I can't make myself believe that just because I'm hurting now."
Kit nodded slowly.
"And he found you," she said. "Or came to you. However it happened. You and Rose loved him. I can see it."
She looked at the door. "I'm grateful for that. Not because it makes every part okay. Because it's real."
"It is."
She wiped beneath one eye with her finger. "So yes. And no. And I don't know."
Kit leaned back, giving her room. "I understand."
She looked at him, then nodded. The glass was cool where her fingers found it again.
He didn't give her a verdict about whether she'd done the right thing. She hadn't asked him to. He had helped a woman under an assumed name and raised a child who arrived years later. There was enough in that history without requiring him to judge the moment that separated them.
Maddie took another sip of wine. It had warmed slightly while they'd talked. She set it down and looked toward the yard again, listening to the ordinary night rather than searching for the children's voices.
"I'm glad we came," she said.
"Me too."
She turned toward him. "You knew I would recognize you?"
"I hoped you might."
"And if I didn't?"
"I would've told you."
She nodded, accepting the answer. There was no alternate doorway to walk through now. They had this one.
Maddie looked at the empty stretch of porch beside their chairs. "Rose has been very kind."
"She wanted to meet you."
"I wanted to meet her too."
He nodded. No qualification followed, no warning about how complicated it might become when everybody wanted something. They had met, helped with dinner, looked at photographs. Maddie could judge the real afternoon instead of worrying about an imagined competition.
"I'm glad we had today," she said.
"So am I."
Kit reached for his glass. Maddie stayed in the chair beside him, no longer feeling as though she needed to keep the conversation from ending badly by saying one more perfect thing.
New Haven, 2025
The suitcase would close if Ethan took the books out. He knew that because he'd already tried it. The problem was deciding which books would remain in the room and which ones he would want two thousand miles away on a day when getting another copy suddenly seemed more difficult than packing the first.
Tyler sat on his bed, watching the process with the interest of somebody who wasn't responsible for it.
"Leave them."
"Some of them."
"All of them."
"I need some."
"Then stop putting them all back in."
Ethan looked at the stack. Tyler wasn't wrong. That made him less pleasant to listen to.
He took out one book, held it, and put it on the desk. Then another. The suitcase looked barely different. He pressed a hand against the clothes, trying to see whether the space they'd occupied had been useful at all.
"Sit on it," Tyler said.
"That's not the problem."
"Looks like the problem."
"It still has to be carryable."
Tyler leaned back against the wall. "You're strong."
"Thank you. Completely useless observation."
"You're welcome."
Ethan laughed despite himself. The room was messy in a way he'd created deliberately: clothes sorted into piles, things he'd take and things he'd leave, papers that belonged somewhere safe rather than loose beneath a shoe. His duffel was open on the floor beside the suitcase. He had started with the idea that one large bag would do, and the room had spent the morning disproving it.
He found a paper beneath the book he'd moved and stopped before putting it anywhere. It wasn't a travel document. It belonged with the things he was leaving, a page he'd kept because he'd thought it might be useful and then never used again.
"Trash?" Tyler asked.
"Probably."
"Then trash."
Ethan turned it over. The back was blank.
"You're going to keep it because the back's blank," Tyler said.
"I could use it."
"Here. Leave it here."
Ethan smiled and put it near the desk. His brother had correctly identified both the habit and the solution. An unused piece of paper didn't need to cross the country to remain available for notes.
He looked at the smaller bag on the floor. It contained useful things and things he'd put there because deciding whether they were useful seemed harder than making them fit. He took out a cable he'd already packed twice in different forms, checked it against the one in the pouch, and moved the spare to the desk.
Tyler watched without comment this time. Ethan was grateful. He didn't need the whole room announcing every time he'd packed something unnecessary.
The process was different from the way he'd arrived at twelve. Then he'd wanted things close because people could decide another house was waiting. Now he was the person deciding, and the difficulty was how much he wanted to bring with him, not how quickly he could gather everything if somebody changed their mind.
He still caught himself treating a choice like a threat sometimes. He could feel it in the reluctance to put a book back, the sudden worry that leaving an object meant losing access to the life around it. He knew this house wouldn't work that way. He had years of ordinary evidence now.
He set the spare cable beside the blank paper and returned to the suitcase.
Early January light came through the window, pale and brief. Outside, somebody had scraped ice from a windshield. Ethan could hear the sound stop and start, a small reminder that Los Angeles was going to be different even in ways that had nothing to do with people.
He picked up a sweatshirt, folded it more tightly, and put it beside the books on the desk.
"Taking that?" Tyler asked.
"Probably."
"You said it's warm there."
"It gets cold at night."
"You don't know that personally."
"I can read."
Tyler smiled. Ethan shook his head and moved the sweatshirt to the smaller bag. It could come. Not every decision required an argument with his brother or a climate report.
Hannah appeared in the doorway and stopped at the arrangement on the floor.
"You're making a mess."
"I noticed."
"Are you taking everything?"
"No."
She looked at the suitcase, the open bag, the books still on the desk. "Looks like everything."
Tyler nodded. "That's what I said."
Ethan looked between them. "You're both so helpful."
Hannah stepped around the bag and sat on the edge of Tyler's bed without asking him. He moved his foot so she had room, then complained she was sitting on the blanket he wanted.
"You aren't using it."
"I might."
"Later."
Ethan smiled at them, then bent to inspect a cable tangled around something else. He separated it carefully, checked which end belonged to which device, and put the one he'd need into a small pouch. The other went beside Tyler's things.
"That's yours," he said.
Tyler looked at it. "I've been looking for that."
"Then you found it."
"You had it."
"It was on the floor."
Hannah laughed. Tyler took the cable and put it where he wouldn't lose it for at least the next five minutes. Ethan continued sorting, glad to have one decision that didn't involve imagining a future apartment he'd barely begun to occupy in his head.
Hannah inspected a space on the shelf where Ethan had removed something.
"Can I put a thing there?"
"What thing?"
"I don't know yet."
"Then why do you need the space?"
"Because there's space."
Tyler laughed. Ethan looked at her, then at the shelf. There would be enough room for what he was leaving even if she added something small.
"As long as you don't lose my stuff," he said.
"I won't."
"Or put something wet there."
"I'm not stupid."
"I didn't say you were."
She considered the permission, then nodded as though accepting reasonable terms. Tyler said she already had her own room. Hannah said she was aware of that and didn't need him to remind her.
Ethan liked the familiar argument more than he wanted to admit. He could leave a space and have someone use it. It wasn't a test of whether they'd remember him. Hannah was making a claim because she expected him to remain someone whose shelf she could negotiate over.
She picked up a book and checked whether it was one she knew. Ethan told her it was staying. She put it back carefully rather than adding it to her own pile without asking.
"Thanks," he said.
"For what?"
"Not stealing it."
"I wasn't stealing."
"Good."
She made a face at him, then smiled when he smiled. The book remained exactly where it had been, not because the room needed preserving but because they hadn't found a reason to move it yet.
Yale had finished being the center of his days here. He had turned in what needed turning in, handled the practical things that let a program change become real, and made Los Angeles into a date instead of an idea. UCLA was ahead. So was a name he'd known for years without yet saying it to the woman who owned it.
He didn't tell Tyler that was what he was thinking. His brother knew some of it. The rest wasn't something Ethan wanted to lay over every shirt he folded.
Rose came to the door carrying another bag.
"No," Ethan said immediately.
She looked at the suitcase. "Yes."
"I can make it work."
"You can also take another bag."
"Then I have to carry another bag."
"Then take less."
He looked at her. She wasn't angry. She was giving him the two real options and declining to participate in a third where the suitcase became larger through stubbornness.
Tyler grinned at the wall, apparently hoping his mother wouldn't notice how much he was enjoying the answer.
Rose put the extra bag near the doorway, not forcing it into the middle of the floor. "Use it if you want. If not, we'll put it away."
"Thanks."
She looked at the books. "Are those all coming?"
"Some."
"Good. Decide which ones before you try closing that again."
"I know."
"I know you know." She smiled and looked at Hannah. "Don't let him convince you to carry something downstairs without looking at how heavy it is."
"I wasn't going to," Hannah said.
Ethan raised his hands. "I haven't asked anybody."
"Then everybody's prepared," Rose replied.
She left. Tyler laughed. Ethan picked up a shirt and threw it at him, softly enough that it landed across his knee rather than his face.
"Fold that."
"Now he's asking," Hannah said.
Tyler folded it badly. Ethan took it back, discovered it wasn't as bad as it looked, and put it in the suitcase without redoing the whole thing.
The room had held both of them for years. It wasn't designed around leaving. Tyler's bed remained occupied, his shoes waiting in the same inconvenient space, his things spreading whenever Ethan cleared an inch. Ethan could see the room continuing to be used after the bags went downstairs.
That should have made it easier.
Sometimes it did. Sometimes he looked at the desk and couldn't understand how a surface he'd touched every day could simply stay here while he went somewhere else.
Hannah watched him move another book out of the suitcase.
"You can leave stuff," she said.
"I know."
"I mean, nobody's throwing it away."
He looked at her. "I know that too."
She nodded, not entirely convinced he'd heard the point. Then she reached for a smaller book on the desk and asked whether she could read it while he was gone.
"Sure."
"Really?"
"Yes."
"You won't mind if it moves?"
He smiled. "It's a book, Hannah."
"Fine."
She took it and put it beside her, satisfied. Tyler looked at the cleared place and immediately tried putting the cable there. Hannah moved it off again.
"I'm using that."
"Not permanently."
"For now."
Ethan laughed. The room had begun negotiating his absence before he'd finished packing for it. It wasn't cruel. It wasn't making him leave faster. It was two people who lived here doing what they'd always done, wanting space and objects and the right to use them.
Kit came upstairs with a small tool Ethan had asked about. He handed it over, then looked at the floor.
"You need this in the bag?"
"I wanted to take something basic."
"That's fine. Don't pack the whole toolbox."
"I wasn't."
Kit glanced at the book stack. "You appear to be packing the whole library."
Tyler smiled broadly. Ethan pointed at him without looking.
"Don't."
"I didn't say anything."
Kit crouched near the suitcase and checked the arrangement, not taking over, just looking where Ethan had left a gap. He suggested moving one awkward item into the smaller bag, where it wouldn't press against the zip. Ethan tried it. The suitcase closed more easily.
"See?" he told Tyler.
"Dad fixed it."
"He suggested a thing."
"And then it worked."
Ethan rolled his eyes. Kit stood, smiling, and asked whether the papers were separate. Ethan pointed to the backpack on the chair.
"Anything you need during travel goes there," Kit said. "Not buried in something you can't reach."
"I know."
"All right."
Kit pointed to the backpack. "You checked the charger?"
"Yes."
"The one you actually need?"
"Yes."
Tyler looked at the spare cable on the desk but wisely kept quiet.
Kit nodded. "Good."
Ethan opened the front pocket anyway, not because his father had frightened him into doubting himself but because checking now was easier than checking in a car. The charger was there. So were the papers he'd kept separate, accessible without unloading books or clothes.
"It's all here," he said.
"Then leave it there."
He smiled. Kit knew him well enough to know rearranging could become another way to avoid deciding he'd finished.
"Are you worried?" Kit asked.
"About the bags?"
"About going."
Ethan looked at Tyler, then back at his father. "A bit."
"That's allowed."
"I still want to."
"I know."
The answer was immediate. Kit didn't make him prove the desire by acting excited about every part of it. Ethan could be worried about a city and a room and people he hadn't met without the move becoming a mistake someone needed to prevent.
"If you need something, call," Kit said.
"I will."
"Not just when you think you can explain exactly what it is."
Ethan looked at him. "Okay."
Tyler glanced away, giving the sentence a little privacy despite being in the room. Ethan appreciated that. He had spent enough years trying to turn needs into clear, efficient requests before anybody saw them. His father knew the work he did before asking.
No lecture about independence followed. Kit trusted him to understand the flight and the move. He could also remind him of an obvious thing because fathers reminded sons of obvious things.
Ethan looked at the closed suitcase. He hadn't settled every choice. The extra bag still waited near the door. He could open the suitcase again and move more out instead of treating closure as proof he'd won.
He did.
Tyler made a small triumphant sound. Ethan ignored it and took out the book he'd been most reluctant to leave. He read enough of the cover to remember why he'd wanted it, then set it beside the others on the shelf.
It would be here when he came back.
He could buy or borrow things in Los Angeles. He could ask someone to send something. He didn't need to carry the exact arrangement of this room onto a plane in order to keep it.
Kit watched him, then nodded toward the window. "You'll call when you land?"
"Yeah."
"And let us know if the place isn't what you expected."
"I will."
"Good."
Hannah looked up. "You have to answer us too."
"I answer you."
"Eventually."
"I'm going to be in a different time zone."
"That isn't an excuse forever."
He smiled. "Okay."
Kit went downstairs when Rose called. Hannah followed after remembering something she'd wanted to ask her mother. Tyler remained on the bed, looking at the room as though he was seeing the bags properly for the first time.
"You're actually doing it," he said.
Ethan nodded. "Yeah."
"California."
"Yeah."
Tyler looked toward the shelf. "That's far."
"I noticed."
His brother smiled, but not much. Ethan put the folded shirt down and sat on the edge of his own bed.
"I'll come back," he said.
"I know."
"I'm not saying you don't."
"Okay."
Tyler looked toward the shelf, then at the suitcase.
"You can send stuff," he said.
"What stuff?"
"Pictures. Whatever. Not just texts saying you got somewhere."
Ethan smiled. "You want weather reports now?"
"No."
"Too late."
Tyler laughed, then looked at the floor. "I'm serious."
"I know."
Ethan could hear the request beneath the imperfect wording. His brother wanted pieces of the life that would happen somewhere he couldn't see. He didn't need a carefully scheduled call every time. He wanted the ordinary interruptions to continue.
"I'll send things," Ethan said.
"Good."
"You have to answer."
"Eventually."
Ethan laughed, recognizing the word Hannah had used. They could argue about response times from opposite coasts. It wasn't a substitute for sharing a room. It was something they could do without pretending the difference didn't exist.
Tyler rubbed a hand over the blanket beside him, smoothing a crease that didn't matter. Ethan watched the movement and didn't comment. His brother didn't often make himself still unless there was something he hadn't worked out how to say.
"You can tell me if you're having a bad time," Tyler added.
"Same."
"I know."
"Good."
The answer didn't promise neither of them would miss a message or say the wrong thing. It promised the conversation could remain available even when the room wasn't shared every night.
They sat for a little while without finding a joke that improved the sentence. Ethan could hear Rose and Hannah downstairs, a cupboard closing, Kit moving something near the hall. He had wanted to leave for months. He still wanted it. Wanting it didn't make the room less his or the people in it easier to pack away.
Tyler leaned forward and picked up the shirt Ethan had thrown earlier, the one they'd already folded. He unfolded a sleeve by accident, made a face, and fixed it.
"Need help with the rest?"
"Yeah."
"Actual help or just carrying things?"
"Both."
"Fine."
He came over and sat on the floor beside the suitcase. Ethan handed him a stack, and Tyler began folding without pretending he'd suddenly become good at it. Ethan worked on the other side, moving things into the bag they'd decided to use.
Hannah came back once to ask whether she could carry the smaller bag downstairs. Ethan checked what was in it before saying yes. It wasn't heavy yet. She took it with exaggerated confidence, then had to adjust the strap where it caught against the doorway.
Tyler told her to turn sideways. She told him she knew. Ethan stayed seated and let her solve it rather than getting up to rescue a bag she could carry herself.
When she disappeared into the hall, he looked toward the space the bag had occupied. A patch of carpet showed again, ordinary and slightly flattened.
Tyler handed him the last folded shirt.
"This one?"
"Yeah."
Ethan put it in the suitcase. It fit. He could feel the morning coming to an end in practical decisions now rather than another round of asking what might be useful.
The extra bag stayed by the door. The books stayed on the shelf. Ethan checked the zip from both ends before deciding he was finished. Tyler watched, then picked up the shirt that hadn't made it into either bag.
"Staying?"
"Yeah."
His brother folded it and put it in the drawer Ethan still used. Nobody had told him to empty the drawer. Nobody had asked for a date when every possession would be gone.
Ethan looked at the closed front of it, then back at the suitcase. He could leave a shirt for another visit. The room wouldn't mistake that for a promise to abandon Los Angeles.
When Ethan closed the suitcase this time, he didn't have to sit on it.
The wineglass made a small sound against the counter when Maddie set it down. Rose looked up from the drawer she'd opened, then toward the door behind her.
"Kit coming?"
"In a minute."
Rose nodded. She had changed the kitchen while Maddie was outside: food put away, the wet towel replaced, the cleared dishes stacked where they belonged. Not everything had been finished. A spoon remained near the sink, and Hannah's folded napkins occupied a chair instead of the place Rose apparently wanted them.
"Can I help?" Maddie asked.
"You can hand me those."
She passed the napkins over. Rose put them in the drawer and closed it, then looked toward the hall as if she'd expected somebody to answer a question she hadn't asked.
"Quiet," she said.
"Very."
"Won't last."
Maddie smiled. Rose smiled back, and the exchange stayed ordinary. They weren't wondering whether the children would return. They were noticing the space left when eleven people stopped moving through the house at once.
Maddie took the spoon to the sink and rinsed it. Rose told her where it went after she'd dried it. It was a small permission to participate, nothing like an assignment designed to make a guest useful before she could sit down.
The box remained on the sideboard. Maddie looked at it, then away, giving herself a moment to occupy the kitchen without returning to the hat each time the room became still.
"Did you and Kit have a good talk?" Rose asked.
"Yes."
"Good."
Maddie looked at her. "I told him what happened after I left."
Rose nodded, not asking for the account again. "I'm glad you could."
"He didn't know I'd gone back."
"No."
Maddie let a breath go slowly. Rose was giving her the same choice Kit had, not requiring every part of the old story as admission to the family kitchen.
"There's a lot I didn't know either," she said.
"I know."
She looked toward the photograph album, closed and safely away from the sink. "I thought seeing pictures might be easier than hearing everything."
"Was it?"
"Sometimes. Sometimes not."
Rose nodded. "You can stop when you need to."
"I don't want to stop knowing him."
"Then we'll look tomorrow too."
Maddie smiled faintly. She didn't argue. She had spent years with no way to ask and now wanted to ask everything before the day ended, as if access might vanish if she failed to use it quickly enough.
Rose pulled out a chair. "Sit for a minute. Nothing needs doing urgently."
Maddie sat. Rose took the chair across from her and moved the pitcher close enough that neither would have to stand for water.
Maddie looked at the pitcher, then at Rose. "Did you miss the noise when he left?"
"Yes."
"Even with the others here?"
"Yes."
She smiled. "I thought so."
Rose moved the pitcher a little farther from the album. "The house changed. Not dramatically every minute. Just certain sounds weren't there."
"His footsteps?"
"Sometimes. A question from the other room. Someone arguing with Tyler before Tyler had even found whoever he wanted to argue with."
Maddie laughed. Rose smiled, then looked toward the hall.
"We were glad he was going where he wanted," she said. "That didn't make every part of the week pleasant."
Maddie nodded. She'd been on the other side of that departure without knowing it, a woman in Los Angeles whose name had become part of a young man's plan. She couldn't undo the distance his family had felt. She didn't want to pretend their missing him was a problem her happiness solved.
"He calls you," she said.
"He does."
"Good."
Rose looked at her. "He talks about you."
Maddie's eyes stung. "Does he?"
"Yes. Ordinary things too. Something Jee said. Something you made. Something Chimney did."
She smiled down at her hands. It mattered that she could become ordinary in the account of his life. Not only the woman he found, not only a revelation needing explanation. A mother who made food or heard a story or told him something he'd repeat to his other mother.
Rose let the answer rest without listing every call. Maddie was grateful. She didn't need a report on private conversations to know they had happened.
"You don't have to tell me he was always happy," Maddie said.
Rose looked at her. "I wasn't planning to."
"Okay."
"He wasn't. None of them were. They got bored, argued, worried about things. Some things I knew. Some I found out afterward."
Maddie nodded. The answer was reassuring because it didn't try to reassure her. Ethan had grown up among other people who didn't always know what they were doing. Rose wasn't offering a childhood cleaned of anything that might hurt.
"Did you know when he was worried?"
"Sometimes."
"What did you look for?"
Rose thought. "How much he'd ask. At first, asking less didn't necessarily mean he needed less."
Maddie looked down at her hands. She knew that version. She'd met it in a grown son who could speak for a long time about practical things and then become very quiet around a request for himself.
"He'd offer help," Rose continued. "Not always because he was worried. He liked helping too. I had to remember not to turn every good thing he did into a symptom."
Maddie looked up. "That's useful."
"It took me a while."
"You learned him."
"We all did." Rose smiled. "And he learned us."
Maddie thought of Tyler's arm around Ethan, the kiss that made him recoil, the way he leaned back into his brother afterward anyway. Some of knowing happened through speech. Some arrived in a body trusting another body to occupy the same space.
"I don't want to keep looking at him like I'm checking whether he's okay," she said.
"He'll tell you when you're doing it too much."
Maddie laughed softly. "Probably."
"He's less quiet about being annoyed now."
"I've noticed that too."
Rose smiled. The evening gave them room to recognize a person rather than assemble a list of his wounds. Maddie could talk about his patience with Jee-Yun, the way he'd begun treating the house in Los Angeles as somewhere he could arrive without calling first, the occasional uncertainty when he didn't know whether a plan included him.
Rose listened. She didn't compare it with what Ethan had done here or point out that she'd known a habit longer. When Maddie described something she wasn't sure how to answer, Rose asked what Ethan had actually said.
"That I didn't need to change the whole evening for him."
"Did you?"
"A little."
"Then he probably noticed."
Maddie laughed, embarrassed. "Yes."
"He's observant."
"I know."
She looked toward the sideboard. "I wanted to give him something easy."
Rose nodded. "I understand."
"And then made it obvious I was trying."
"That happens."
Rose leaned back. "We got things wrong too."
Maddie looked at her.
"Not everything," Rose added with a faint smile. "But enough."
"I wasn't assuming you didn't."
"I know. I just want you to be able to ask without thinking there's a version of this where we understood him perfectly."
Maddie nodded. She could ask about a habit without treating Rose as the person with the correct answer to every situation. That made the conversation easier, not less useful.
"He's grown," Rose said. "He surprises us. He always did, but now some of the surprises arrive in a phone call from somewhere else."
"Good surprises?"
"Sometimes."
Maddie smiled. "Sometimes he tells you after he's already done the thing."
"Exactly."
She could hear Ethan defending that as efficiency. She could also imagine Rose letting him defend it and still asking whether he had considered telling them before making them wonder.
"I want him to have his own life," Maddie said.
"He does."
"Yes." She paused. "I want to be in it too."
Rose nodded. "He wants you there."
Maddie looked at her, then at the box. She had spent parts of the day afraid that wanting more time with Ethan might sound like asking to take him away. Rose hadn't treated any question that way. She had made room at the counter, at the table, among the photographs.
"I'm glad you don't mind me asking," Maddie said.
"I'd tell you if I needed a break."
Maddie laughed softly. "Good."
It was a better promise than endless availability. They were two women who could get tired, choose a different subject, come back another day. The conversation didn't have to be completed tonight in order to remain real.
The answer didn't become advice about motherhood. Rose had done it too, apparently, wanted enough for someone that the wanting showed. Maddie could accept that without asking her to explain the perfect alternative.
"He still came," she said.
"Good."
"He stayed."
Rose smiled at her. "Then keep inviting him."
Maddie nodded. It was a practical thing she could do. Not recover years, not make every room safe by thinking hard enough, just let her son know where there was a place for him and allow him to decide when he wanted it.
Her phone vibrated against the table. She looked at it, then turned the screen toward herself.
Chimney: How are you both? We're good here. No rush.
Maddie smiled. Rose waited while she typed.
Maddie: Good. Ethan's out with his old friends. Kit and I talked. There's still a lot to tell you, but I'm glad we came.
She sent it and left the phone face down. The message didn't make Los Angeles feel like a competing home she needed to hurry back to before it missed her. It was there. Chimney and the children were there. Ethan's place with them could continue while he ran around the neighborhood with people who'd known him first.
"Chimney?" Rose asked.
"Yes. Checking in."
"Tell him hello when you speak."
"I will."
Maddie looked at her. "I'd like you to meet."
"So would I."
No date had to be chosen tonight. No flights needed booking, no family photograph had to be staged to prove every parent could fit in it. They could want a meeting and let the ordinary work of arranging it happen later.
Maddie took a drink of water. The wineglass was empty beside the sink. She could feel the tiredness of the day now, not a collapse, just the weight of travel and talking and discovering how many ordinary objects could make her cry.
Rose noticed her glance toward the hall. "You can go up whenever you want. You don't have to stay awake until they return."
"I might stay for a while."
"That's fine."
"I'm not waiting because I think he needs me to."
Rose smiled. "You can wait because you want to see him."
Maddie nodded. The distinction helped. She could want another glimpse of her son without treating the desire as a duty she was failing if she became tired first.
They sat quietly for a little while. Maddie looked at the doorway the group had used and could almost see the awkward flow of bodies again, Connor finding a place to stand, Katie telling him to move, Hannah refusing to be left behind.
Maddie looked toward the phone she'd left face down. She could call later or tomorrow. She could tell Chimney first about the crib, or the hat, or the way Ethan had looked when his brother kissed his cheek. There wasn't one proper order that would make the day understandable in a single account.
She didn't have to decide yet.
Rose asked whether she wanted the album kept out for morning. Maddie said yes, then corrected herself slightly.
"If Ethan wants to look again."
"We can ask him."
"Right."
Maddie smiled at her own hurry. Her son was outside doing something he'd wanted to do. The album would still be here when he came back. She didn't need to organize his next hour before he'd finished the current one.
Rose looked toward the kitchen light. "I keep thinking someone's going to come in and ask where something is."
"They probably will."
"Eventually."
Maddie laughed. The word had followed the siblings around all evening, an ordinary measure of how long people took to answer, find shoes, finish a task. Here, eventually didn't mean nobody knew whether somebody would return. It meant there was no reason to stand beside the door watching the minutes.
She thought of the group again, the overlapping voices, the people who could disagree with Ethan without making him withdraw. She had learned names, not enough stories to know them well. There would be time for that if he wanted to bring her into more of it.
"The riffraff," she said.
Rose laughed. "Yes."
"Do they call themselves that too?"
"Oh, yes."
"Kit sounded so unsurprised."
"He's had practice."
Maddie smiled. "I can see that."
Rose looked toward the door. "They used to arrive earlier. Smaller shoes. More arguments about who'd been allowed to come."
"Hannah?"
"Often."
"She seems to have settled it."
"For tonight."
Maddie laughed. She liked knowing there would be more arguments. Not everything about being welcomed needed to become a permanent resolution. Hannah could have a place and still quarrel with her brothers about what they were doing.
"Will they come back here?" she asked.
"Usually somebody does. They may split up afterward. They'll let us know."
Maddie nodded. She didn't need to put a return time on every person before relaxing. Kit and Rose knew the neighborhood and the children who weren't children anymore. They had given the reminders that mattered and let them leave.
She looked at the box again. "What should we do with that tonight?"
"Whatever Ethan wants."
"He might want to take it."
"Then he can."
"He might want it here."
"Then it can stay."
Maddie smiled. The options were simple. The box wouldn't vanish because its owner didn't make a decision immediately. For years it had been kept safe without his knowing. Now he could know it existed and choose where it belonged.
"I'd like another look before we go," she said.
"Of course."
"Not right now."
"Of course."
Rose got up to put the wineglass in the sink. Maddie started to rise too, then sat when Rose shook her head gently. One glass didn't require two people.
Kit came in from the porch, closing the door behind him. He asked whether there was anything left to do. Rose told him there was always something left to do, but none of it needed doing tonight.
He smiled and sat near the end of the table. Maddie could see both of them now, the two people who had answered a call about a twelve-year-old and changed their house to make room. They weren't asking her to admire them. They were wondering whether they wanted more water.
"Omar," Maddie said, remembering suddenly how the afternoon had begun.
Kit looked at her and smiled.
"I still don't know what to say to him."
"Hello might work."
She laughed. "After that."
"We'll work it out."
Rose smiled too. "Ethan will have suggestions."
"He'll have complaints," Kit said.
"Those too."
Maddie laughed again. The apparent shortcut could remain funny now that she'd seen why it hadn't been a shortcut for the frightened girl, the man respecting her promise, or the child who didn't know which name to ask about.
She didn't need to solve that part of the past tonight either.
Kit checked his phone briefly, then put it down. No announcement followed. The house remained quiet. Maddie could see the porch light reflected faintly in the glass, keeping the entrance visible for whoever came back first.
She looked toward the hallway, where Ethan's room was somewhere beyond the part of the house she could see. His books had stayed when he left. His brother had stayed. His sister had continued knowing exactly how to get his attention. The place hadn't become unavailable because he'd chosen another future.
There was grief in what she'd learned. She could feel it without reaching for the box, without asking either parent to make the ending kinder. Amelia had been real. The other homes had been real. The years here had been real too.
Maddie rested her hands on the table. She wasn't waiting for proof that Ethan had been loved. She had seen enough to know it.
Rose asked whether she wanted to move to a more comfortable chair. Maddie said yes. Kit stood to turn off the unnecessary kitchen light, leaving the hall and porch lit.
The younger voices stayed out in the night, beyond the house and beyond what Maddie could know from here. She didn't follow them in her mind. Ethan was with his brother, his sister, and his friends.
Maddie paused beside the sideboard on the way to the other chair. The box was where Ethan had put it, dry, supported, its lid closed. She didn't open it without him. She touched the side lightly instead, not a goodbye and not an attempt to make the object answer another question.
Then she let go.
Rose had moved a cushion from the chair so Maddie could use it. Kit stood near the switch, waiting long enough to make sure nobody still needed the brighter kitchen light. Their care was practical, small enough that she could accept it without becoming overwhelmed each time.
"Thank you," she said.
Rose nodded. Kit turned the light off, and the room changed gently rather than going dark. The hall stayed lit. The porch stayed lit. There were paths through the house she could see without knowing every turn yet.
Maddie looked back once before leaving the kitchen. The table was clear enough for morning. The box and the album were safe. There was nothing she needed to take upstairs to make sure the day stayed hers.
She could remember it without holding every object.
Rose waited near the chair, not hovering, just making sure Maddie could see where she'd moved the cushion. Maddie smiled at her. Kit put his phone down and left it there.
The house had settled around them. It didn't feel empty. It felt like people had gone out and left a place they expected to return to.
She took her water with her and sat down.
Chapter 21: Never Grow Up
The porch light came on behind them while Ethan was still trying to get Tyler's hand off the back of his neck.
"Keep walking," Tyler said, steering him another step down the path.
"I am walking. You're making it weird."
Tyler let go only to catch the shoulder of Ethan's shirt. Ethan turned beneath his arm, shoved him sideways with both hands, and nearly walked into Sophie, who'd stopped at the gate to wait for Hannah. She caught his elbow without looking particularly surprised.
"Road," she said.
He checked before stepping off the curb. A car passed slowly, its headlights moving over their legs, and Ryan lifted a hand toward the driver as if the twelve minutes he'd spent indoors had made him responsible for the entire street. Ethan waited beside Sophie until it passed. Across the road, somebody had left a sprinkler running. Water ticked against the same stretch of fence, withdrew, and came back.
He could still hear the front door closing. He didn't turn again. Maddie had been smiling when he left, Rose beside her, Kit reaching for the light; the house hadn't become a place he needed to keep checking from outside. Tyler stepped onto the pavement next to him and stretched his arms over his head.
"You still run?" Marcus asked Ethan.
"Yeah."
"How much?"
"Depends."
Ryan came back toward them. "You know he's just gonna keep saying 'depends,' right?"
"Depends how badly you want to lose," Ethan said.
Marcus smiled. Ryan pointed at him, already delighted by a contest nobody had started, while Noah bent to retie a shoe on the low wall beside the pavement. Natalie told him to do both. He ignored her until the other lace came loose under his hand.
"Fine," he said.
Emily took the opportunity to borrow his shoulder while checking the sole of her own shoe. Katie stood with Connor farther along the wall, both looking toward the strip of trees beyond the next houses. Hannah had tucked the small light Tyler gave her into her pocket. She removed it, tried the switch, and put it back with the lens facing down.
"Don't start without me!"
The voice reached them from the next corner. Ethan turned. Lucia was coming quickly along the sidewalk with a canvas bag knocking against her hip, one hand holding its strap and the other already raised. She'd changed out of whatever she'd worn at work; her shirt was plain, her hair pulled back, and she was walking too fast to pretend she hadn't been worried they'd leave.
"Lucia!"
He went to meet her. She dropped the bag at her feet just before he reached her and wrapped both arms around him, hard enough that his next breath became a laugh against her shoulder. He hugged her back and felt her squeeze again before she let him straighten.
"Jesus, you're actually here!" Lucia said, laughing into his shoulder.
"You sound surprised."
"You moved across the country. I'm allowed to be surprised." She pulled back, caught him by both shoulders, and looked him over. "Hold on. Let me look at you."
"I've been here the whole time."
"For about eight seconds. Shut up." She hugged him again, shorter this time, and let him go. "God, I've missed you."
"Missed you too." He nodded at the bag she'd abandoned on the pavement. "You okay?"
"Yeah. Work ran late. I thought you guys were gonna start without me." She looked past him. "You waited?"
"We were arguing," Sophie said.
"So, a normal Friday." Lucia scooped up her bag.
Hannah came to hug her too. Lucia bent into it willingly and said something beside her ear that made Hannah smile before protesting aloud that she hadn't grown that much. Tyler greeted Lucia over both their heads. She reached around Hannah to push his arm away from her hair.
Ethan picked up the bag. "Want this back at the house?"
"Could you? It's got my work stuff in it."
"Yeah."
He carried it up the short path, opened the door far enough to put it beside the hall wall, and told Kit whose it was. Kit nodded from inside. Ethan was back at the gate before Lucia had finished apologizing to Natalie for missing something in the messages.
"There," he said.
"Thank you." Lucia turned toward him again. "I've got about a hundred questions."
"Now?"
"No. After I've had a chance to sit down." She glanced toward Ryan. "Apparently we're running first."
"He hasn't stopped talking about it."
Ryan flipped him off without even pausing his conversation with Marcus. Lucia laughed and nudged Ethan's arm. He nudged hers back. That was enough for now; she was here, and he wasn't leaving in the next hour. He wanted to hear about work, about how she'd managed the weekend, about ordinary things that didn't fit inside a hug.
Connor called her name and shifted aside on the wall. Katie asked whether she'd eaten. Lucia said yes, then accepted half the wrapped snack Katie took from a pocket anyway. While they talked, Ethan leaned against the gate beside Sophie. Her shoulder brushed his.
"Everybody," she said quietly, looking along the pavement.
"Yeah."
"We'll be trying this for six weeks next time."
"Don't say that."
"I spent three days finding an evening."
"I saw the messages."
"You sent a thumbs-up."
"I agreed."
She turned her face toward him. He smiled before she could finish the look and pressed his shoulder more firmly against hers. She stayed there while Emily asked whether he'd started classes again yet. Ethan said not yet, and she made a noise of genuine envy.
"I had reading before I'd even found the room," she said.
"You found the room?" Connor asked from the wall.
"Eventually."
"I went to the wrong floor."
Katie turned toward him. "You told me the building was wrong."
"It was also the wrong floor."
Ethan laughed. "Did you stay?"
"For about two minutes. Everybody looked like they knew each other."
"Didn't help?"
"No. Then somebody put something on the screen and I realized."
Emily was laughing now too. Natalie asked whether he'd missed much, and Connor said only the first part. She didn't pursue it. Ethan liked that; sometimes an unfortunate first morning was just an unfortunate first morning, not something they had to fix for him while standing outside a house.
Sophie asked about Ethan's fall schedule. He started to answer, then lost his place when Ryan said something over him to Tyler.
"Sorry. What?" she asked.
"I said I've still got to sort out which days I'm doing everything."
"Same." She looked toward the street. "I keep thinking there's another week."
"Yeah."
"I'm not ready to pack again."
He leaned his head briefly against hers. She pressed back, then straightened when Emily asked whether anyone wanted to leave their phones in the house. Nobody did. Connor patted three pockets before finding his in the fourth, and Katie held out her hand as though she'd known exactly where it would be.
"Why are you asking?" Noah said to Emily.
"Because my pockets are stupid."
Sophie offered her a deeper one. Emily tested the opening with two fingers, considered the practical disadvantage of leaving her phone with somebody who might run in the opposite direction, and decided her own would do. Ethan watched her tuck it farther down and smooth the fabric over it. They were preparing to scatter across half their childhood while discussing clothing that couldn't hold a rectangle.
Hannah came between them to ask whether anybody had actually chosen teams.
"No," Ethan said.
"Then why are we standing here?"
"Because Lucia just got here."
"I know. Hi, Lucia!"
Lucia lifted the snack in acknowledgment. Ryan came toward them with both hands extended, apparently hoping a gesture would quiet eleven other people when his voice hadn't managed it.
"Okay. Who wants to seek?"
"Not me," Connor said immediately.
Katie laughed. Noah finished with his shoes and stood. Emily moved off his shoulder without thanking him, though she brushed some loose grit from the back of his shirt before walking toward Sophie.
"I'll seek," Marcus said.
"Me too," Natalie added.
Ryan counted them on his fingers. Tyler joined their side of the pavement, then pointed at Ethan.
"Come on."
"I'm hiding."
"You always hide."
"Because I'm good at it."
Tyler looked toward Sophie for support. She moved closer to Ethan instead. Hannah promptly joined them, taking a place that didn't require anybody to move for her, and lifted her chin toward her older brother.
"You can catch me."
"Oh, can I?"
"You can try."
Ethan laughed and gave her a quick sideways squeeze. She bumped her elbow into him rather than moving away. Lucia finished her snack, folded the wrapper down to almost nothing, and tucked it into her pocket.
"I'll seek. I've only just got here. I want to see people."
"You'll see us disappearing," Katie told her.
"Hopefully not for very long."
Ryan counted again. Himself, Marcus, Natalie, Tyler, Lucia. Ethan watched his hand stop at five, then looked along their own side: Sophie, Katie, Noah, Connor, Emily, Hannah, himself. Seven. Noah said it aloud before Ryan could announce anything else.
"Seven and five."
"We need one more," Marcus said.
"Not me," Hannah answered, immediately enough that everyone looked at her.
"Nobody said you."
She glanced along the hiders anyway. Ethan could see her revisiting the choice she'd made indoors, not wanting it quietly decided for her because the arithmetic had changed. Katie sat on the wall with her feet planted and offered no sign of volunteering.
Emily unlinked her arm from Sophie's. "Fine. I'll catch you."
"You can try," Sophie said.
"Everybody's saying that tonight." Emily crossed to Natalie and looked back at the hiders. "Now there's six."
"Six each," Natalie confirmed. "We'd give hiding the extra if we had an odd number. We don't."
Ethan nodded when she looked his way. Hannah stayed beside him, pleased without making a ceremony of getting what she'd wanted. Emily nudged Ryan farther toward the gatepost so everybody could see both teams at once.
Ryan counted one last time, despite being able to see six fingers raised on Natalie's hands. "Okay."
"Finally," Connor said, abandoning the moth he'd been watching beneath the streetlight.
"Forty-five seconds," Marcus said.
"From here?" Sophie asked.
Ryan pointed at the gatepost. "Here."
"Not from wherever you start walking while you count," Emily added.
Ryan accepted that with a reluctant smile. Ethan remembered the particular game she meant: Ryan facing a wall, still counting very loudly, somehow following them half a block before reaching thirty. Ethan had doubled back past him then. It had been funny enough that nobody had gotten much hiding done.
"Stay here," Lucia told Ryan, standing beside the post. "I'm not chasing you before we start."
He leaned against it. "Happy?"
"Quite."
A bicycle came along the sidewalk and broke the group into two smaller pieces. They moved aside without argument. Ethan recognized the rider only after he'd passed; he called hello, got a lifted hand in return, and listened to the wheels hum away toward the corner. Behind the houses, the trees were losing their last differences of color. The evening had gone blue without Ethan noticing the exact moment.
Natalie turned her phone screen down. "Boundaries. Before everybody goes."
"Same ones," Connor said.
"Say them anyway."
He made a little impatient movement with one hand, then stopped when Katie looked at him. Ethan turned toward the north, where he could picture the rise toward Quarry Park even though houses and trees hid it from here. He'd once known the whole game by what he could reach before somebody shouted his name; the edges were farther apart now, but they still had to be edges.
"Quarry Park and the tunnel end north," Marcus said. "Not through the tunnel. Not up on anything."
"Peat Meadow and Home Depot south," Tyler added.
"Toward the river west, Not down to the water," Natalie said. "Saltonstall to the east."
Ethan nodded. Streets, the familiar paths, woods between them. Nothing locked, nothing broken they had to climb inside, no changing a limit because somebody was close enough to catch them. Katie pointed back toward the crossing they sometimes used farther along the route.
"If the gates are down, you wait. No trying to beat them."
"I wasn't going to," Connor said.
"I'm saying it to everybody."
"Okay."
Ryan lifted both hands. "Also stop for cars. Obviously."
"Stop means stop," Marcus said, less loudly. "If somebody needs you, don't make them prove it."
Ethan watched Hannah listen. She wasn't pretending indifference; her eyes followed each person, then went toward the corner she wanted to use. She knew the neighborhood, knew much of the game, and was still paying attention because tonight she meant to do well at it.
"Tagging," Lucia said. "Hand. Not dragging people down."
Tyler put a hand on Ethan's shoulder, apparently unable to resist the available example. Ethan knocked it away.
"Doesn't count yet."
"I know."
"Then stop."
Tyler grinned and stepped back. Ethan was still smiling when he turned toward the others, but he heard Marcus agree with Lucia. Nobody needed a tackle to settle whether an arm had been touched. They'd all had enough bruised knees when they were younger.
"And when you're caught, you seek," Sophie said. "But you don't tell."
"Current hiding spots," Natalie clarified. "You don't give anybody a map of where you just left people."
Connor nodded, his interest returning now that rules involved something he might try. Katie watched him long enough that he rolled his eyes, laughing, and promised without being asked again.
Ethan looked across at Tyler. His brother knew too many of his routes already. Ethan knew Tyler's, which was less useful while Tyler was a seeker but satisfying enough to contemplate. Neither needed help from somebody who'd been hiding with him two minutes earlier.
"What about trees?" Hannah asked.
"Still in," Katie said.
"Of course you'd say that."
Katie swung a heel against the wall. "They are."
"If you can reach somebody, you can tag them," Marcus said. "If you can't, back off and let them out."
"Twenty feet," Natalie added.
"And then they have to actually come out," Ryan said. "Not stay there until breakfast."
Hannah looked toward Ethan. He felt the question before she asked it and answered with a small shake of his head. Not a promise to leave his own spot unused; only a refusal to discuss it in front of six people who might soon be looking for him. She made an exaggeratedly dissatisfied face, then returned to Katie's explanation of how far twenty feet was meant to be.
They weren't measuring it with a tape. They never had. Far enough for a person to step out, regain their feet, choose a direction; close enough that reaching a difficult place didn't end the game. No standing at the opening with a hand waiting. No hopping straight back inside over and over. Ethan liked the moment after a seeker withdrew almost as much as he liked escaping in the first place. Somebody would have to choose badly, and it didn't always have to be him.
Noah took off his glasses, wiped them on the hem of his shirt, and put them back. Natalie waited until he could see her before asking whether he'd heard the last part.
"Yes."
"You were looking at your shoe."
"My ears weren't."
She gave him a look and left it there. Emily nudged Sophie, who nudged Ethan, and he found himself laughing at a conversation he'd heard in different forms for years. Noah smiled reluctantly when he saw them watching. He wasn't as untouched by any of this as he wanted to appear.
Connor asked Katie whether she was going left. She answered too quietly for the seekers to hear. Ethan saw Ryan lean forward and put a hand between them, inviting both hiders to move farther away rather than rewarding the attempt to listen. They drifted toward the curb, still within the starting place.
Sophie glanced at him. "We could go together."
"For a bit."
"I didn't mean all night."
"I know."
Sophie was already looking toward the nearer corner. Noah stood with Connor now, neither of them appearing inclined to explain what they'd decided. Hannah shifted beside Ethan. He looked down at her hand checking her pocket, then at her face.
"You want to come with us?"
"With you."
"Okay."
"I'm not going to slow you down."
He hadn't said she would. He waited while she set both feet on the pavement, ready to prove something before anybody moved.
"We don't have to run the whole time," he said. "Pick when."
"I know."
"Then we're good."
She glanced at Sophie, who nodded toward the corner on her own. A route offered, not an instruction. Hannah looked back at Ethan and smiled a little. He bumped her shoulder once and moved aside when Marcus asked all the hiders to come level with the gate rather than creeping ahead while Ryan found his timer.
The screen lit Ryan's hands. Eight ten. Ethan caught the time without checking his own phone. Tyler was rolling his shoulders, Lucia tightening the tie in her hair. Natalie stood on the inside of the pavement; Marcus had moved where he could see the street, waiting for a car farther down to pass before they sent six people running toward the corner.
Ethan pushed his sleeves back from his wrists. His body had started anticipating the first steps, a pleasant impatience in his calves. There was nothing he needed to carry except the light and his phone, nothing he had to do well for somebody else. He wanted to win. He wanted Tyler to miss him by about an inch. He wanted to hear Ryan complain afterward.
"Ready?" Ryan asked.
Katie stood. "Yes."
"Everybody?"
Five more answers. Ethan put his hand briefly against Hannah's upper back, then let it fall. She didn't need launching.
"Go."
They scattered. Katie and Connor went past the next hedge; Noah followed for three strides before changing direction. Sophie took the corner on her own. Ethan went with Hannah, running fast enough to feel the pavement leave beneath each foot, slow enough that they reached the first turn together.
Behind them, Ryan called, "One!"
"You've got a timer!" Natalie shouted.
Ethan laughed without looking back. Hannah caught his sleeve for a moment as they turned, then released it and ran beside him. Sophie looked over her shoulder from the next driveway, smiling, and disappeared behind the bend in the sidewalk.
They had forty-five seconds. Ethan took Hannah toward the trees.
At the far end of the block, the count stopped. Tyler's shout reached them first, followed by several feet hitting the pavement, and Ethan felt the game begin.
Ethan slowed before the pavement ended. Hannah came level with him, breathing through her mouth, and checked behind them while he looked into the trees. The path was still there, a darker break in the weeds beside a fence. He could make out its first few yards without the light.
"Here," he said.
"I know."
"I'm saying where I'm going."
"Oh. Okay."
She went in after him. Leaves brushed his arm and sprang back against hers; she pushed one away from her face with a complaint too quiet to reach the street. Behind them, the sound of the seekers thinned into separate feet, somebody going around the corner, somebody staying nearer the house. Ethan took another dozen steps and stopped beside the thicker trunk where the path widened.
Hannah nearly walked into him.
"What?"
"Listen."
She stopped moving. He could hear their breathing, the last car somewhere behind the fence, a television through an open window. The night wasn't silent, and they'd never needed it to be. They needed to hear which sounds belonged to people trying to find them.
Ryan shouted something farther along the block. Tyler answered from another direction. Ethan smiled, trying to place them, and felt Hannah push his arm.
"Don't laugh."
"I'm not."
"You are with your face."
He pressed his lips together. She looked satisfied for about a second, then started smiling herself. Ethan stepped deeper into the shadow of the trunk, giving her the outside edge where she could still watch the path. There was enough space for both of them if neither insisted on standing square to the other.
A light swept the entrance. It touched the weeds, lifted to the fence, and disappeared. Ethan waited. Hannah's fingers caught his wrist without holding him in place. He could feel how hard she was trying not to move, not frightened, simply concentrating until her whole body joined the effort.
The light returned lower down.
"Anybody?" Lucia called.
Nobody answered. Ethan could see only part of her through the branches. She stood at the pavement with one foot aimed toward the path, listening. He considered staying still until she went away, then remembered what he'd just done to the leaves. They were still shaking near the entrance, and she was looking directly at them.
He touched Hannah's fingers, waited until she looked at him, and pointed farther along the path. She let go. They moved before Lucia stepped into the trees.
The first stretch curved behind the houses, dry dirt packed between shallow roots. Ethan knew where the ground dipped, where the old fence leaned, where a person could turn sideways and disappear behind a cluster of shrubs without crawling anywhere. He didn't take that turn. Lucia would be looking for stillness now. Better to keep moving until the path offered more than one direction.
Hannah stayed close enough that her shoes scuffed after his. He slowed at the roots rather than reaching back for her. She stepped over them cleanly, then caught up when they reached the next patch of level ground.
"Is she coming?" she asked.
"I don't know."
He listened again. Somebody was on the path behind them, but the pace was unhurried. Ethan could have turned it into a race immediately. Instead he let the bend put branches between them and the entrance, then stepped off onto the firm open patch beside a fallen trunk.
Hannah stopped at his shoulder. "Under that?"
"No."
"Good."
He grinned and settled into a crouch behind it. The wood was old enough to have lost bark in pale strips, still solid where his fingers tested the upper edge. He remembered it thicker. Or maybe he remembered the knees he'd had when getting down beside it didn't require thinking about where to put them.
Hannah crouched at the other end, keeping her sleeves away from the damp underside. She looked at him as if daring him to mention it. He didn't. There were easier places to get dirty tonight.
Footsteps came around the bend and passed them. Lucia's light moved slowly over the empty path, then toward the far side where a gap between trees could have held somebody standing. Ethan watched her shoes go by. She stopped once, angled the light back, and went on without looking behind the log.
Hannah turned toward him after the sound had faded. Her mouth opened. Ethan lifted one finger, not touching his lips, and waited a little longer.
"Now?" she whispered.
He nodded.
She leaned nearer. "She was right there."
"Yeah."
"I thought she saw me."
"She might've seen movement. Didn't see enough."
Hannah looked down at the space she'd occupied, judging whether it had concealed as much of her as she thought. Ethan stood slowly and brushed loose dirt from one knee. No tag. Nothing won yet. The pleasure was still immediate, bright enough that he wanted to catch Lucia's eye afterward and tell her exactly how close she'd come.
Not while the game was on.
They waited until there was no light ahead before returning to the path. Farther along, a low branch forced Ethan to duck. Hannah went beneath it without changing her stride and looked back at him.
"Useful," he said.
She smiled. "Sometimes."
He straightened on the other side. The neighborhood opened through a break in the trees: a stretch of sidewalk, a porch with two chairs, someone's laundry still hanging farther back in a yard. Ethan could smell somebody cooking even though they'd finished dinner. The air held warm oil and woodsmoke, then the damp leafy smell returned as they moved along the wooded edge.
Katie and Sophie appeared ahead, walking quickly toward the opening. Katie saw him first and raised a hand. Sophie glanced behind her before coming closer.
"Anybody?" she asked.
"Lucia came in behind us."
Katie turned. "How far?"
"Passed the log. Kept going."
"Then I'm not going that way."
Sophie was still looking at Hannah, who was smiling too openly to pretend the last few minutes hadn't pleased her. She touched Hannah's shoulder, light and quick, then looked at Ethan.
"Ryan went around toward the street. We heard him."
"So did we."
"He likes hearing himself," Katie said.
Ethan laughed under his breath. Sophie caught the sound and smiled, then pointed toward the opening rather than keeping them all in a group. Four people moving together would make enough noise to save the seekers some work.
"We're going farther along," she said.
"Okay."
Katie stepped past him and bumped his arm. He nudged her back, letting her have the narrower part of the path. Sophie followed her. For a few seconds he could hear them together, Katie saying something and Sophie answering, then the trees absorbed the words and left only movement.
Hannah watched them go. "We could've gone."
"We still can."
"I know." She looked toward the street again. "I want to see who's there."
Ethan liked the answer. Not just hiding behind him while he made every decision. He went toward the opening, stopping far enough back that the streetlight couldn't find his shirt. Hannah came beside him, one hand resting against the rough edge of a tree.
A person crossed the patch of light at the next corner. Natalie. Ethan recognized the way she stopped before looking back, giving herself a clear view along the sidewalk instead of walking through it with her head turned. Noah wasn't anywhere he could see. The pleasure of imagining those two looking for each other almost made him miss Ryan appearing from the opposite end.
"Oh, shit," he murmured.
Hannah drew back. "What?"
"Ryan."
She looked around the trunk, then withdrew before Ryan turned. He was coming toward the opening, not especially fast. Natalie had stayed near the corner. They hadn't closed anything neatly; there was still room to leave by the path behind them, except Lucia had gone that way and might be returning.
Ethan looked down at Hannah. She was already watching his face.
"Back?" she whispered.
"Maybe. Wait."
Ryan reached the light and stopped. Somebody farther down called his name. He turned halfway toward the voice. Ethan used the movement to step out, not running yet, putting the open space between himself and the woods before Ryan could be sure what he'd seen.
"Ethan!"
There was no point staying slow after that. Ethan went along the sidewalk, heard Hannah come out behind him, and looked once to check she'd chosen the same direction. She had. Ryan started after them with a delighted yell that probably told three other seekers where to look.
Ethan's first full strides felt good. He wasn't covering unfamiliar ground or carrying a bag, wasn't trying to arrive somewhere respectable without sweating through his shirt. The sidewalk rose slightly. He lengthened his stride, let the air fill his chest, and found the space between speed and hurry that running had given him years before he knew how useful it would become.
Hannah fell several steps behind. He didn't stop. The next corner had a broad patch of pavement beside the hedge, enough room to wait without becoming a handhold for Ryan. Ethan reached it, turned, and saw his sister running hard with her arms moving close to her sides.
"This way!"
She turned before reaching him. Ethan went with her, putting himself nearest the hedge while Ryan rounded the corner several yards back. He could hear the laughter inside Ryan's breathing now, a sound Ethan hadn't heard in months except through badly recorded videos.
"Come back!" Ryan called.
Ethan laughed. "No!"
The shout cost him breath. He didn't regret it. Hannah was laughing too, which wasn't helping her run, and pointed toward the narrow return path before he could. Ethan caught the opening just as a porch light brightened above them.
They went in one after the other. A voice from the porch said, "Watch the plants!"
"Sorry!" Ethan called, though neither had touched them.
Ryan apologized too, louder, still following. The path narrowed enough that he couldn't come level with them immediately. Ethan kept moving until they reached the place where it divided around a stand of saplings, then pointed Hannah left and went right himself.
He heard her protest begin and end when she saw where both branches came back together.
Ryan followed Ethan. Good. Ethan took the longer curve fast, one hand skimming the outside tree as he turned, and ducked behind a thicker trunk instead of continuing toward the meeting point. Ryan ran past him with his eyes on the next opening.
Ethan held still until the sound went beyond him. Then he went back a few steps, crossed behind the saplings, and found Hannah waiting at the joined path with both hands on her knees.
"Don't do that," she whispered fiercely.
"It comes back together."
"I saw. I mean disappear."
"I'm here."
She looked past him. Ryan's shoes scraped somewhere farther ahead; he'd realized enough to slow down. Ethan stayed beside her while she got one full breath in, then another. His own heart was beating harder, but it was willing. He could have gone again. She needed a moment, and he wanted her with him more than he wanted those extra yards.
"Ready?" he asked.
She straightened. "Yeah."
They took the path back toward the wooded edge rather than following Ryan. Ethan walked now, rolling his shoulders once to loosen them. Hannah matched him. When she could speak without pulling air between words, she said Ryan had almost reached her at the hedge.
"He didn't, though."
"No."
"You turned fast."
She glanced at him, checking whether he was making a lesson out of it. He wasn't. She'd turned fast. It had helped. Ethan stepped around a root and listened to the pursuit behind them become uncertain again.
They reached the wider path at a walk. Somewhere nearby Katie was laughing; he heard Connor answer, then a sudden scatter of feet. He couldn't tell who'd been running at whom. Hannah looked toward the sound, but Ethan touched her elbow and pointed farther on. She came willingly, still curious enough to glance back twice.
At the next bend, Katie was sitting on a stone with one shoe off. Connor stood beside her, half turned toward the path they'd just used. Ethan almost went past before she lifted her bare heel into the light that reached through the leaves.
"Stone," she said.
Hannah looked back toward the noise. "Was somebody after you?"
"Tyler. Went the other way."
Connor moved aside so they could stop without bunching up. Katie shook her shoe, tapped its heel against the stone, and looked inside again. Ethan could hear whatever was bothering her rattle once against the sole before dropping into the dirt.
"There."
"That was tiny," Connor said.
"It was in my shoe."
He accepted that. Hannah watched Katie put it back on, then glanced farther along the path, impatient to move and unwilling to leave while somebody was still bent over a lace. Ethan understood both feelings. He waited beside her until Katie planted the foot and stood.
"You two staying together?" Connor asked.
"For now," Ethan said.
Hannah looked at him. "Unless you disappear again."
Katie glanced between them, smiling. Ethan didn't explain the saplings. He wanted to tell it when they could argue about the same thirty seconds without listening for Tyler over each other's voices.
Connor heard something first. He turned his whole body, not just his head, and the little group went quiet. Steps, perhaps; Ethan couldn't separate them from the movement of leaves overhead. Katie nudged Connor toward the narrower trail. He went, and she followed after pressing a hand briefly against Hannah's shoulder.
Ethan took the wider path with his sister. They didn't make a promise to meet at a particular place. It was easier to watch Katie and Connor go together and know that whoever got caught first would have to look for the other without an answer waiting in somebody else's pocket.
The woods were darker away from the houses. Ethan took out the light and covered most of its lens with his fingers, letting the small remaining patch find the ground when roots thickened across it. No aiming it toward somebody's face, no sweeping it around like an invitation. Hannah used hers briefly too, checked one awkward step, then put it away.
Ethan remembered carrying a much bigger flashlight here once, something Kit had lent them with batteries that rattled in the handle. Tyler had insisted on taking it because Ethan was already carrying water. They'd argued until Sophie took both and started walking. He smiled at the memory, then lost it when a twig snapped ahead.
He stopped. Hannah stopped beside him, this time without nearly colliding.
No light. No voice. It could have been an animal, another hider, somebody using the path who had nothing to do with them. Ethan waited until the small noise repeated farther away and a person became visible against the lighter gap between trees.
Noah.
He saw them and lifted his hands in a question. Ethan shook his head, then nodded behind himself. Noah understood enough to move toward the side path rather than asking for a complete account. His glasses caught a brief piece of sky before he stepped beneath the branches.
"Still hiding?" Hannah whispered after he'd gone.
"Looked like it."
Ethan hadn't heard any capture called. That didn't guarantee none had happened farther away, but nobody near them had changed the game yet. Six people were trying to stay out of six people's reach, and all Ethan could actually know was the space around his own feet.
He checked his phone once, keeping it low. Eight twenty-four. The screen offered nothing urgent. He locked it and went on without opening anything else. For once the thing he wanted to be doing was exactly where he'd put his body.
Hannah brushed against him as they passed a patch of nettles. He moved sideways, letting her take the center of the path, and she thanked him without making a joke about his sleeves. Ahead, the ground descended toward the little footbridge. He remembered the approach before he saw it: a change in the dirt, the trees standing farther apart, the faintly hollow sound your steps made once you reached the boards.
They slowed. A person was moving beyond the bridge, then two. Ethan put his light away and drew back beside the trunk at the top of the shallow slope. Hannah settled near him, leaning just far enough to see.
Sophie was on the other side. Alone now, she came along the path toward the bridge at an easy jog, looking behind herself. Marcus appeared farther back, unhurried for two steps, then faster when she saw him and changed direction.
"Oh, no," Hannah said quietly.
Sophie went toward the fork instead of the boards. It was a good choice if she could get there first; one branch rose toward the street, the other kept to the woods. Marcus didn't follow directly behind. He came across the open ground beside the path, close enough that Sophie saw the angle and tried to turn back.
Emily appeared near the farther branch.
Ethan shifted his weight forward without meaning to. There was nothing he could do that wouldn't put himself and Hannah in reach too, and Sophie didn't need somebody shouting instructions she could already see.
She slipped past the first stretch of Marcus's arm, then checked before Emily could reach her from the other side. Ethan thought she'd stopped too long. He could see Emily setting her feet, expecting Sophie to come back toward the bridge.
Sophie went uphill instead.
It wasn't the easy branch. Her next step slid on the loose edge before she found the firmer middle, but she kept moving. Marcus turned after her, already a few yards late. Emily followed two strides and stopped, laughing with both hands on her hips.
"She got away!" Emily called.
Marcus slowed beyond the fork. Sophie had disappeared around the higher bend, still running by the sound of her shoes. No tag. Ethan let out the breath he'd been holding and felt Hannah's fingers loosen around his sleeve.
"Good," she whispered.
Emily pointed at Marcus while telling him something Ethan couldn't hear. He laughed and came back toward the boards. After another moment she turned with him, looking into the trees on their side of the bridge. They hadn't caught Sophie, but that wasn't going to make them stop looking.
Ethan eased away from the trunk. Hannah saw the movement and came beside him. Down the slope, the low boards waited above the dark shallow channel. The crossing was no higher than Ethan remembered; beyond it the two paths separated, both familiar, neither empty enough to trust.
He pointed to the nearer end of the bridge. Hannah nodded, and they moved toward the fork with six people now looking for them.
Emily's voice was still carrying across the fork when Ethan put one foot on the first plank of the little bridge.
He stopped. Hannah stopped behind him, close enough that her hand struck his elbow. Somewhere beyond the fork, Marcus laughed, and Emily said something about them both watching the wrong branch. The words carried through the trees without either of them sounding particularly upset.
"There isn't a wrong branch," Marcus called.
"There is when I'm looking at the other one."
Ethan grinned despite himself. The bridge crossed a shallow dip in the path, nothing worth going beneath, with a rail that would announce anyone leaning against it. He stepped back onto dirt and turned Hannah gently by touching the outside of her arm.
"Wait."
"I heard." She pointed beyond his shoulder. "That's why I stopped."
He'd been about to explain the next part too. Instead, he looked where she was pointing. A moving patch of pale shirt showed between two trunks on the wider branch of the trail. Marcus and Emily had chased Sophie close enough that the noise could reach them; that didn't mean either knew who was listening.
"This way," Hannah whispered.
She went around the fork instead of across the bridge. Ethan followed, stepping over a root he'd remembered as smaller. Hannah picked the firmer edge of the path without checking behind her, and he let her set the pace until they were out of sight of the planks.
At eight twenty-eight, there were six hiders. He counted them while they walked: himself, Hannah, Sophie, Katie, Noah, Connor. Six people had started out trying to catch them. Half and half, although six seekers spread through the neighborhood didn't feel like half of anything when he couldn't see a single one.
Hannah stopped beside a broad trunk and pulled the cuff of her shirt away from her wrist. A mosquito lifted from her skin. She slapped after it and missed.
"You brought them with you," she said.
"From California?"
"You could've brought something better."
He laughed quietly, then pressed his mouth closed when footsteps reached the bridge. The planks made two dull knocks. Someone stopped halfway across. Hannah came nearer the tree, not behind Ethan, and leaned just far enough to see back along the bend.
Emily's voice arrived first. "She went up."
"I saw," Marcus said.
"I thought she'd turn back."
"So did I."
"You want to go after her?"
"Not up there. She'll hear us coming."
Ethan watched the pale shirt move between the trees. They could have followed Sophie until they caught her. They could also look for somebody who hadn't just run uphill ahead of them, somebody standing inconveniently close to the little bridge. He hoped they chose neither while he was still close enough to hear them make the decision.
The bridge knocked once more. Marcus moved on. Emily stayed near the fork long enough that Ethan began feeling the roughness of the bark through the back of his shirt.
Hannah put two fingers on his forearm. When he looked at her, she pointed down, then toward the open ground beyond their shoes. He followed the direction. A streetlight beyond the woodland edge put a pale stripe across the dirt. His shadow reached farther into it than his body did.
He shifted closer to the trunk. The shadow disappeared.
Hannah's mouth moved in a pleased little smile. He leaned toward her ear without touching it. "Nice."
"I know."
They waited another few breaths. Emily went toward Marcus's retreating steps instead of turning onto their branch, and Hannah released Ethan's sleeve. He hadn't noticed she was still holding it.
"You were very obvious," she whispered.
"Apparently."
"I wasn't."
"I'm noticing that."
She stepped away from the tree with considerably more confidence than she'd had before the bridge. Ethan followed her along the curve, watching the light instead of only the things solid enough to hide behind. It was the kind of mistake he'd have given Tyler shit for making. He was glad Tyler hadn't been there to see it.
The path came out beside the sidewalk through a gap wide enough for both of them. They stayed beneath the last branches while a car went by, headlights passing over the curb and then the empty street beyond. Across the road, somebody had left a television on near a window. Ethan could see changing colors but couldn't hear anything over the car.
Hannah touched the back of her neck. "Do you know where we're going?"
"A little farther up."
"That's a direction."
"Yeah. I haven't picked a spot."
She considered that, apparently deciding she preferred the honest answer. He looked both ways before stepping onto the sidewalk. Hannah came beside him. The trees behind them kept making little sounds after they'd left, and he wanted to turn around every time.
Home hadn't stayed perfectly still while he was gone. A hedge had grown higher. Someone had replaced a fence panel he remembered leaning away from the street. The sidewalk had the same uneven place, though. His foot found the rise without much help from his eyes.
"Watch that," he said.
Hannah stepped over it. "I've lived here the whole time."
"Right."
He kept walking. She bumped his arm once, less an objection than a reminder, then fell half a step behind when the sidewalk narrowed around a pole. He waited at the other side without announcing it. She passed him and took the lead again.
They hadn't reached the next corner when Hannah stopped beside a parked hatchback. Ethan nearly kept going, then saw the movement reflected in the dark window: someone on the sidewalk behind them, coming out near the opening they'd used. He stepped back before the person could see past the car.
"Emily?" he whispered.
Hannah shook her head. She hadn't seen enough either. Ethan could make out a shoulder and part of a head in the reflection, stretched by the curve of the glass. He wanted a better look badly enough that he almost leaned around the hood.
Hannah caught his shirt. "Don't."
He stayed. The reflection moved closer, then stopped near the pole they'd passed. A phone lit briefly in the person's hand, and Ethan recognized Marcus by the way he held it out from his chest. He was reading something, not using it to find them. The screen went dark almost immediately.
They waited beside the car while Marcus turned toward the opposite corner. Ethan had run against him enough times to know he didn't want a straight chase with so little room to build speed. Marcus didn't need to be faster over the whole distance. He only needed to reach him once.
A passing car briefly whitened the sidewalk. Hannah shifted closer to Ethan, bringing her shoes out of the narrow strip beneath the hatchback. Marcus looked their way. Ethan held still, one hand resting against his own thigh instead of on the car, and waited until Marcus continued up the other branch of the street.
"Okay," Hannah whispered.
She moved first. Ethan followed without asking how she'd decided the distance was enough; he could see Marcus retreating between the parked vehicles himself. At the corner, they paused where the streetlight reached them and checked the sidewalk behind them again.
"You're good at this," Ethan said.
"I told you."
He smiled. She wasn't asking for a speech about growing up. She wanted him to stop being surprised that she could look at the same street and notice something useful. He turned beside her, matching her quieter pace while Marcus's footsteps faded.
Ahead, somebody came around the corner fast enough that Ethan's first thought was Ryan. Then the person slowed beside the curb, adjusted something at their face, and became Noah.
"Jesus," Noah said when he saw them.
"Same team," Ethan reminded him.
"I know. You're still standing there."
Noah had one hand around the front of his glasses, holding them while he caught his breath. He looked past Ethan toward the path opening, then back up the sidewalk he'd come from.
"Emily?" he asked.
"She came in with Marcus."
"Great."
Hannah looked at him. "You've been running the whole time?"
"No. Some of it was walking badly." He put the glasses back on. "I went around the long way. Thought Natalie was waiting at the other end."
"Was she?" Ethan asked.
"I didn't stay to check."
Ethan nodded. Noah could make himself harder to catch by declining to prove he was right. He'd also made himself very audible coming around the corner. Their conversation probably wasn't improving that.
Sophie appeared behind Noah with both hands pressed to her sides and stopped when she recognized them. "You said you'd wait."
"I did wait."
"At the turn. I said at the turn."
Noah looked back. "That was a turn."
"A different one."
She wasn't trying to make the distinction funny. She was still catching her breath, and Noah looked properly sorry when he saw it. Ethan moved nearer the woodland opening to leave her room on the sidewalk.
"You okay?" he asked.
"Yeah." Sophie looked at Hannah. "You're still with him?"
"He's with me."
Sophie smiled. "Good. He needs help."
Ethan would have objected if he hadn't just needed help. Hannah didn't offer the shadow story yet, which meant she might be saving it for a larger audience. He accepted the delay as the best outcome currently available.
They stood together only long enough to hear a shout farther down the block. The voice sounded like Ryan's, although Ethan couldn't tell whether he'd found someone or was asking somebody else where they'd gone. Noah straightened immediately. Sophie moved her hair out of her collar.
"I'm going this way," she said, pointing along the sidewalk.
"I'll come," Noah told her.
"Then come. Don't disappear at another turn."
"I won't."
They went together. Ethan watched until a parked car hid their legs, then turned back toward Hannah. She was looking into the trees they'd just left.
"We could go back."
He checked the opening. "We could."
"They won't think we went back."
"They might."
"Okay, but they're not there now."
He couldn't hear anyone near the bridge anymore. Being the smallest person on the team hadn't made her cautious by default; she'd spent years watching them choose routes, and she actually remembered some of the choices. Ethan stepped aside to let her enter first.
"Show me."
She gave him a suspicious look, checking for condescension. He waited. Whatever she found in his face satisfied her, because she went through the gap and took the nearer curve without another word.
The woodland air felt cooler after the sidewalk. A thin branch brushed Ethan's hair, and he held it aside until Hannah passed instead of allowing it to spring after him. They could hear the bridge again before seeing it. No voices. No footsteps. Hannah stopped short of the light stripe and waited for him to catch up.
"Left or right?" she whispered.
He looked toward the bridge. "Left. There's more room."
"For you."
"For both of us."
She accepted that. They kept to the wider path instead of pushing through undergrowth, their shoes quiet until Ethan caught a fallen twig beneath his heel. It snapped cleanly enough that he froze.
Nothing happened.
Then Emily called, "Ethan?"
Hannah closed her eyes for one annoyed second. Ethan covered a laugh before it became useful evidence. Emily was farther back than he'd expected, somewhere near the branch they'd taken earlier. He hadn't heard her return.
"That you?" she asked.
Ethan didn't answer. Hannah pointed forward, and they began moving faster, still walking until the curve took the opening out of view. The next footstep behind them was louder, followed by Emily calling his name again with more confidence.
He took off.
Hannah came after him immediately. The path straightened enough to run, and Ethan kept the first stretch short rather than opening a gap she couldn't close. She passed the root before he warned her about it. He swallowed the warning and kept going.
"I can hear you!" Emily shouted.
Ethan looked back once. Her shirt flashed through the bend, nearer than he wanted. He faced forward and ran harder. Hannah's steps stayed close, quick and uneven but not stumbling, and the little burst of laughter she let out made him grin.
They reached the sidewalk again at a different opening. Ethan slowed before the curb. Hannah slowed with him. A car passed, then another, and Emily's footsteps kept coming behind them.
"Shit," he said.
Hannah grabbed his wrist and pulled him along the sidewalk instead of waiting to cross. He went with her. Emily came out behind them just as the second car cleared, making a frustrated sound when she found the same empty stretch ahead.
The pavement gave Ethan back his stride. He came level with Hannah, then edged ahead only enough to see around the next parked vehicle. She kept running. Their hands separated without a decision, his wrist sliding out of her grip when she needed both arms.
At the corner, they stayed on the sidewalk. Emily followed, but the distance had grown by the time Ethan looked back. He could hear her laughing and swearing between breaths.
"Don't stop here," Hannah said.
He'd been about to. Not because they were safe, because the corner felt like the end of a useful run. He kept going until the next patch of trees, where the path offered a bend and several broad trunks without requiring them to leave the walking surface.
They went around the bend and stopped together.
Hannah put her hands on her knees. Ethan leaned against a trunk, breathing through the heat in his face. His heart worked hard enough to make the ordinary night sound distant for a few seconds.
"You said more room," Hannah managed.
"There was."
"For Emily."
He laughed and let his head touch the bark. She laughed too, then made herself quiet when footsteps approached the woodland edge. Emily slowed outside. Ethan could hear her shoes scuff once, then stop.
"You little assholes," she said, not loudly enough to be sure they'd hear.
Hannah pressed her lips together. Ethan looked down until he trusted his face. The steps moved away along the sidewalk rather than entering the path, and neither sibling followed the sound with an answer.
When it faded, Hannah straightened. "That was me."
"Yeah."
"Not crossing."
"I know." He pushed away from the tree. "You saved us."
She looked pleased without hiding it. He didn't ruin that by adding a qualification about what he would have done eventually. Emily had been close, the cars had been real, and Hannah had chosen a route while he was still watching the road.
They walked for a while after that. Eight thirty-nine showed on his phone when he checked it, the screen held low and turned away from the open path. Hannah took the opportunity to fix a shoelace that had loosened but hadn't come undone. He watched the bend while she crouched.
"Can you see anything?" she asked.
"Trees."
"Helpful."
"Nobody moving."
She stood, testing the shoe once. Ethan put his phone away and went with her toward the next branch. The run had left sweat cooling beneath his shirt. He liked the tiredness. It occupied the places in his body that had spent the afternoon bracing for conversations he couldn't organize in advance.
Nothing needed explaining out here except where to put his feet.
Connor supplied a problem anyway.
They found him sitting on a low rock beside the path, one shoe planted and the other loose in his hand. He looked up when Ethan stopped.
"Don't say it."
Ethan looked at the shoe. "What happened?"
"Something's in it."
Hannah stayed near the bend. "You should hurry."
"I'm trying." Connor turned the shoe over and shook it again. A small pebble struck the dirt. "There."
Ethan wanted to laugh at the huge relief on his face, but he'd run with something smaller grinding beneath his heel and understood. Connor put the shoe on, stood too early, then sat again to finish the lace.
"Katie?" he asked.
"Haven't seen her," Ethan said.
"She ditched me."
"You sat down."
"After."
Hannah turned toward them. "Somebody's coming."
Connor pulled both loops tight. Ethan heard the steps a moment later, light and quick on the flatter path beyond the bend. There wasn't enough room for all three of them to stand pretending they were trees.
"Come on," Ethan said.
Connor got up. They moved together, Hannah first because she was already facing the right direction, Ethan behind her, Connor bringing his newly comfortable shoe around the rock. The approaching steps stopped. For two seconds, Ethan thought they'd gone unheard.
"Connor?" Lucia called.
Connor swore softly.
"I can see your arm."
He pulled it close to his side as though that might undo the problem. Ethan looked back and saw Lucia beyond the turn, one hand lifted to move a branch that hung across the path. She'd recognized a piece of him and was finding the rest.
Connor went left at the next branch. Hannah kept right. Ethan followed Hannah, then stopped near the first broad trunk when Connor's footsteps changed into a sudden, scraping halt.
Lucia hadn't followed the longest way around the bend. She'd taken the short connecting path Ethan could see through the space between the trees, coming out almost level with Connor while he was still turning.
Connor tried to stop, recover, and go back the way he'd come. Lucia caught his upper arm with an open hand before his second step.
"Got you."
He stood there breathing hard, looking at the place her hand had touched. "Fuck."
Lucia laughed. "You ran straight at me."
"I noticed late."
"Apparently." She let her hand fall. "You okay?"
Connor nodded and looked down at his shoe. "Finally."
Ethan couldn't hear the explanation he offered next because Hannah was pulling him farther along their branch. He went, keeping low only until the trunks blocked Lucia's view. Connor hadn't looked toward them. He hadn't needed to, and Ethan appreciated the choice.
For several minutes they walked without speaking, pausing at each bend to listen before moving on. The trail began climbing. Hannah glanced back twice. Ethan listened for a second set of footsteps and heard only their own, a faint voice behind them, and traffic beyond the trees.
At eight forty-eight, he touched Hannah's shoulder and pointed toward the wooded rise ahead. She looked up the path, still breathing through her mouth, then nodded.
They started uphill together.
The rise looked steeper from the bottom than Ethan remembered it looking from the top.
He took the climb at a walk. Hannah stayed beside him for the first few steps, then moved behind when the path narrowed. Loose dirt slid beneath one of his shoes, and he shortened the next step rather than pretend the slope hadn't changed.
"How far?" she asked.
"Just past these trees."
"You said that before."
"Different trees."
She made a quiet, unimpressed sound. He smiled and kept walking, one hand raised near his face when the lower branches reached the path. He could hear someone farther uphill. A shoe scraping bark, then Katie swearing at something he couldn't see yet.
They found her in the low fork of a tree beside the flatter stretch. She had both knees drawn close and one arm around the trunk, her shoes tucked high enough that a person standing beneath couldn't simply reach out and end her evening.
"What are you doing?" Ethan asked.
Katie looked down. "What does it look like?"
"You look very comfortable."
"I'm not."
Hannah went nearer the tree without leaving the path. "Left Connor, huh?"
Katie shook her head. "He went somewhere."
"Lucia got him," Ethan said.
"Fuck. Really?"
"We saw it."
Katie let her head rest against the trunk. "I told him not to sit down."
"There was a rock in his shoe."
"There was a rock in everybody's shoe. Hell, there was one in my shoe."
Hannah lifted one foot, apparently checking. Ethan laughed softly. Katie looked along the trail toward the top of the rise, then down toward the way they'd come. She hadn't chosen the tree for comfort. The wide fork held her without making her balance on a thin limb, and the trunk itself blocked part of her from anyone coming up the path.
It would have worked better if everybody hadn't known the tree.
Tyler's voice reached them from below. "Katie?"
She closed her eyes. Ethan turned toward the sound and couldn't see him yet, only the bend they'd passed and the darker patches beneath the leaves.
"You up there again?" Tyler called.
Katie lowered one foot onto the broad foothold she'd used to climb. "I'm leaving."
"I can climb that."
"I know."
She wasn't trying to prove him wrong. Ethan moved Hannah farther along the flatter path while Katie came down on the opposite side of the trunk, using the same holds in reverse. Her shoes reached the ground before Tyler appeared around the bend.
He saw Ethan first and grinned.
"There you are."
Ethan ran.
Hannah went with him. Katie was already moving, coming level for two strides before taking the next branch away from them. Tyler made a brief, exasperated noise at being offered three backs instead of one and followed the siblings.
The path widened enough for Ethan to gain speed, but the bend ahead made him save it. Hannah's breath sounded close on his left. He could hear Tyler behind them, nearer than Emily had been, and the first burst of laughter came out of Ethan before he could help it.
"You're laughing too loud," Hannah said.
"I know."
Tyler called his name. Ethan looked back and found his brother smiling too, running hard enough that the smile looked unreasonable. He faced forward before the next root and came around the bend without losing his footing.
Hannah caught the inside line. Ethan took the wider curve rather than crowd her, and Tyler lost another few steps because he couldn't go through both of them. The tree cover thinned ahead, showing pavement and the corner of a street sign.
They slowed at the opening. Ethan looked left, right, then left again. Empty street. Hannah crossed beside him, their shoes loud against the road for the few seconds before they reached the opposite sidewalk.
Tyler came out behind them and checked the road too. Ethan didn't wait to watch him cross. He turned along the sidewalk with Hannah, letting the distance they'd made stay theirs.
"Didn't catch Katie," Hannah said between breaths.
"No."
"Or us."
Ethan grinned. "Not yet."
She gave him a look as they slowed near the next corner. He took the warning and didn't make the sentence worse. Tyler still had more people to choose from, and Ethan didn't particularly want to offer himself while they stood laughing.
They went around the corner at a walk, then cut back into the public path through the trees when Tyler's steps stayed on the other stretch of sidewalk. Ethan listened until the sound passed the opening. His brother didn't call again.
For a moment, Hannah leaned against his arm. Not asking to be carried, just resting some of the run against him while she got her breathing back. He stayed still, her shoulder warm through his sleeve.
"Want to walk a bit?" he asked.
"We are walking."
"I mean without running after."
She looked toward the way they'd come. "You can't promise that."
"True."
She straightened on her own and started along the path. Ethan followed, glad he hadn't tried to turn a short rest into a decision about whether she should still be playing.
At eight fifty-four, the game still had five hiders. He knew where two of them were, had just watched Katie leave a tree, and could only hope Noah and Sophie had kept moving in the right direction. Seven people could come looking now. Connor might be slower after sitting with his shoe off, but he knew the routes as well as the rest.
Hannah brushed something off her sleeve. "Are we going north?"
"A little. Not all the way."
"Good."
He didn't want the tunnel either. It marked where their game ended, not another hiding place. They'd keep south of that edge near Quarry Park, with the streets toward North End available if they needed them. The eastern routes could lead toward the Quinnipiac without taking anybody down to the water. Tonight he wanted the familiar turns through Fair Haven Heights, not the longest possible run to a boundary.
The old route bent toward the street and the legal railway crossing farther along it. Ethan could hear a vehicle somewhere ahead, then the ordinary clatter of feet on pavement. Hannah slowed before they left the tree cover.
Sophie stood near the corner with Noah, looking back the way they'd come. Noah had both hands on his hips. He straightened when he saw Ethan.
"Again," he said.
"You didn't go very far."
"Neither did you."
Sophie looked at Hannah. "Anybody behind you?"
"Tyler was," Hannah said. "We lost him."
"We hope," Ethan added.
Hannah nudged his arm, but it was true. They hadn't watched his brother walk home. Losing the sound of him didn't prove he wouldn't appear at the next turn.
Noah looked toward the crossing. "I thought that would be shut already."
The warning lights were dark. The gates were up. Ethan could see along the street and through the clear pedestrian route; nothing required climbing, squeezing around a barrier, or stepping off the crossing to make it work.
"It isn't," Sophie said.
"I can see that."
"Then we can go."
She went first, checking the road before entering the marked route. Ethan followed with Hannah beside him. He looked along the railway as they crossed but didn't stop to inspect it. The rails belonged under the crossing, not beneath their feet anywhere else.
Noah stayed near the corner behind them long enough to adjust his glasses again. Ethan glanced back when they reached the far side. He expected Noah to follow.
The bell started before he did.
Noah stopped short of the crossing. Red lights flashed above the street, and the gate began lowering between them with a slow certainty that made every idea of hurrying irrelevant.
"Stay there," Ethan called.
Noah held up one hand. "I am."
He moved farther back onto the sidewalk, out of the pedestrian approach. Ethan did the same on his side with Hannah and Sophie. A car stopped at the line. Another pulled up behind it. The bell sounded much louder now that nobody was speaking over it.
Hannah looked down the railway. "Is it a long one?"
"We'll find out."
Sophie took a few steps along their sidewalk, watching the direction they'd come from without trying to see around the gate. Ethan turned toward Noah again. Noah wasn't looking at the train anymore.
He was looking down the street.
Natalie came around the corner at a jog and slowed when she saw the lowered gate. For a second, she appeared to be considering the people opposite her. Then her attention shifted to Noah, standing on the same safe stretch of sidewalk she occupied.
"Oh, come on," Noah said.
Ethan heard it clearly before the approaching train swallowed the next words. Noah turned away from the crossing and tried to run back along the sidewalk. Natalie had come far enough around the corner to close that route before he found space to get past.
Her hand touched his shoulder. Noah stopped, then looked upward with both palms open, his complaint visible even when it wasn't audible.
Sophie pressed one hand over her mouth.
The first carriage passed between them.
Hannah turned toward Ethan. "Did she get him?"
"Yeah."
"I didn't see her hand."
"I did."
Hannah looked back through the moving gaps she couldn't actually see through. Then she shrugged and came farther along the sidewalk with Sophie, letting the gate remain a gate rather than something to argue with.
The train filled the street with metal, light, and a rush of air Ethan could feel even from where they'd stopped. He took another step back without making it a lesson. Hannah copied him, her shirt moving against her side in the stirred air.
Four hiders. Eight seekers. Noah would be allowed to complain about Natalie waiting at the perfect corner for as long as anybody listened. He wouldn't be allowed to point at the people he'd just watched cross.
Ethan couldn't see whether he was keeping that promise. He trusted him to keep it anyway.
They left before the last carriage passed. The train bought them distance, not permission to stand still until the gate lifted and Natalie came after them. Sophie walked beside Hannah, moving more slowly than she had before the run. Ethan kept on the outer edge of the sidewalk and looked toward the next turn.
The crossing bell followed them for most of the block. It stopped before the next corner. Ethan checked behind them and saw only the ordinary street, the queued cars beginning to move again, and the trees shutting off the view beyond.
"That was lucky," Sophie said.
"For Natalie," Hannah replied.
"For us too."
Hannah considered that. "Mostly Natalie."
Sophie smiled and let it stand. Noah would probably agree with the assessment. Ethan could already imagine him demonstrating exactly where he'd been standing later, with enough accuracy to make Natalie enjoy it more.
They went through the next public path entrance together. The pavement gave way to firm dirt, and Ethan felt the difference under his heels before the street noise thinned. Hannah moved ahead where the path narrowed. Sophie stayed behind him, close enough that he heard her breath change when the ground rose.
"We can slow down," he said.
"I know."
She didn't sound offended. She also didn't want him to stop on her behalf. He let the pace ease without making the movement so obvious that it became another sentence.
They'd played here at ages when being caught could ruin somebody's night for five whole minutes. Ethan remembered the indignation more clearly than particular scores: someone insisting a sleeve didn't count, somebody else insisting it absolutely did, Tyler asking a grown-up to settle something the grown-up hadn't witnessed. They'd kept coming back until the arguments became as familiar as the places.
Now Sophie was breathing hard behind him, Hannah was choosing where to step, and somebody's phone made a muffled sound from a pocket. They were older enough to know better ways to spend a Friday night. Apparently none of them had wanted one.
Katie crossed their path at the next fork, coming from the flatter branch with a streak of dirt down one calf. She stopped when she saw them and put one hand against the nearest trunk.
"Still in?" Sophie asked.
Katie nodded. "Tyler can fuck off."
"He came after us," Ethan said.
"Then he came after me. I saw him again."
Hannah looked at the dirt on her leg. "Did you fall?"
"No. Tree." Katie brushed at it, making the streak wider rather than removing it. "Where's Noah?"
"Natalie got him at the crossing," Sophie said.
Katie looked toward the street, then back at Ethan. He nodded. She took a moment to catch her breath without asking how much longer they intended to play. Nobody had agreed to quit at a particular minute. They'd agreed to get caught, which had seemed easier to arrange before all the running.
"You want to come?" Sophie asked.
Katie pushed away from the trunk. "For a bit."
She joined Sophie behind Ethan, their conversation low enough that he caught only a complaint about somebody's shoes and Sophie's answer that hers had been comfortable earlier. Hannah moved aside where the branch widened. Katie passed her, then turned back to hold a hanging twig until Sophie cleared it.
Ethan checked the time while they were all walking. Nine oh one. The minute surprised him. He'd been measuring the evening in bursts of footsteps, pauses long enough to breathe, and voices that meant they couldn't use the path he'd wanted. Somewhere inside that, half an hour had disappeared.
He put the phone away before the screen gave their position to anyone looking from the darker ground ahead. Hannah had moved close again, her arm brushing his when they stepped around the same root. Katie went farther up the wider branch, Sophie following a few paces behind. Ethan stayed with Hannah instead of trying to gather all four of them into the same space.
At the next bend, Hannah stopped so suddenly that Ethan nearly bumped her.
Ryan stood on the wider trail ahead. Katie was farther up than the rest of them, already turning onto the branch opposite his position. She disappeared around its bend while Ryan looked past her toward the three people still coming toward him.
He looked as surprised as Ethan felt for half a second. Then his face changed, and Ethan had to decide which way to turn while there was still room to do it.
"Back," he said.
Hannah was already turning. Ethan moved out of Sophie's way, catching the edge of her sleeve by accident and releasing it before it pulled. She went past him down the path they'd climbed.
Ryan ran after them.
Ethan took the short connecting branch with Hannah, the one that curved around the stand of trees and returned to the broader trail farther along. Sophie kept to the wider way. There wasn't time to tell her which one he'd chosen without telling Ryan too.
He heard Ryan follow her.
The next few seconds belonged to Ethan's shoes, Hannah's quick breath, and the bend approaching faster than it looked. He shortened his stride and stayed outside her shoulder through the curve. Her shoe slipped a little on the loose edge, caught, and continued. She didn't need him to grab her.
On the other path, Sophie cried, "Shit!"
Ethan stopped behind the thicker trees where the connecting branch flattened. Hannah went two more steps before turning back. He could see the wider route through the gap, enough to find Sophie's pale face and Ryan reaching her from behind.
His hand landed between her shoulder blades, a clear touch rather than an attempt to shove. She slowed immediately and put both hands on her hips.
"Got you," Ryan said.
"Yeah. I felt it."
He bent forward, breathing hard enough that he didn't answer. Sophie turned toward him, laughed once, and then had to breathe too. Neither looked down the branch where Ethan and Hannah had stopped.
Ethan went on before Ryan straightened.
Hannah followed him in silence until they reached the broader path. She glanced over her shoulder when Ryan called something he couldn't make out, then looked at Ethan.
"Sophie?"
"He got her."
She let out a breath. "So it's us and Katie."
"Looks like it."
He hadn't seen Katie tagged. He'd seen her get down cleanly, found her still playing after the crossing, and watched her choose the branch away from Ryan. That was enough to leave her in the game until he learned otherwise.
Three hiders was a much smaller number when two of them were standing beside each other.
Hannah looked toward the next incline. "We can't just keep going around."
"I know."
"They'll find us."
"I'm thinking."
He checked his phone once more, then tried the wider path first. It would have taken them back toward the streets, with room to run and several choices after the next corner. A voice reached them before they made the bend. Emily, talking to someone Ethan couldn't distinguish.
He stopped. Hannah touched his elbow this time instead of running into it.
Behind them, a shoe struck loose stone.
Ethan turned and saw Lucia at the far end of the connecting trail. Connor came into view behind her, looking along the branch before noticing the two people standing exactly where it joined.
Lucia lifted her head. "Ethan!"
Hannah swore quietly. Ethan almost laughed at how naturally it came out, but Lucia had started running and there wasn't time to enjoy it properly.
He took the uphill branch.
Hannah came with him, closer than she'd been during the last chase. The incline pulled at his calves. He could feel every earlier burst of speed arriving in the next one, not enough to stop him but enough to make him choose his steps instead of flinging himself anywhere that looked open.
He knew somewhere they could go.
He hadn't meant to take Hannah there tonight. He hadn't meant to be choosing between Lucia behind them and Emily somewhere below either. The path ahead bent toward the close rocks above the next stand of trees, still inside the woodland routes they were allowed to use.
"This way," he said.
"Where?"
"Come on. Just up here."
She followed without asking again. Ethan could hear Lucia's steps gaining at the foot of the rise and Connor calling her name, the words lost beneath his own breathing.
His phone stayed in his pocket. It had shown nine oh eight at the last glance, just before Emily's voice stopped them. He didn't need to look again to know how much of the next minute they had.
Hannah stayed beside him as the trees began to open around the rocks.
The last stretch of the rise had always looked shorter from below. Ethan took it in quick, uneven steps, slowing where the dry leaves hid the ground instead of trying to jump what he couldn't see. A root crossed the path at an angle. He stepped over it and heard Hannah do the same behind him.
His calves had begun complaining before they reached the two trunks. He'd been running in bursts all evening, not the steady pace he liked on an ordinary route, and the hill made every change of direction cost something. Hannah's breathing came closer when he shortened his stride. She wasn't asking him to wait. She was keeping up.
A light swept the lower path. Ethan turned his head just enough to see the beam pass across the bark, then grinned back at his sister. She caught him looking and made a sharp little gesture telling him to face forward.
He did. Another few steps took them beyond the clearest sight line from below. Here, the wooded ground wrinkled around the stone, leaving the opening tucked behind a jutting edge. It was a stupidly ordinary place to have become such a good hiding spot. No door, no fence, nothing anyone had built. He'd found a gap and been small enough to use it.
Still there. Of course it was still there. He'd spent half the climb behaving as though a piece of rock might have moved to punish him for leaving Connecticut.
"Here," he said.
Hannah stopped beside him. She looked at the seam, then at his face. "No."
"You haven't even seen it."
"I can see it right now."
Below them, Tyler called Ethan's name. He sounded delighted, which was a horrible quality in a person trying to catch you. Another set of feet came around the lower bend. Ethan couldn't see whose. The wooded slope broke the sound into little bursts of dry leaves and harder ground.
He grinned at Hannah. "Come on."
"That's your disgusting hole."
"It's not a hole."
She pointed at it. "What would you call that?"
He could have stayed to argue, which would have been satisfying for about three seconds before Tyler put a hand on his shoulder. Instead, he slipped his light from his pocket, aimed the beam down, and stepped into the narrow opening.
The first part required a sideways shuffle. His shirt brushed stone near one elbow. Underfoot, leaves covered the shallow dip where the rock walls widened, still open to the trees and the dark sky above. Nothing closed over his head.
"Ethan." Hannah's voice changed as he vanished around the small bend. "Wait."
He stopped where she could see his hand. "I'm right here."
She ducked a twig, turned her shoulders, and followed him with a furious little exhale. He moved farther in so she had room. Her shoe slid against a stone. She steadied herself before he reached for her.
"Don't touch the green part," she said.
"I wasn't going to."
"I was telling myself."
Ethan laughed and nearly gave their position away more loudly than their entry already had. He put his hand over his mouth. Hannah looked at him as though restraint introduced at this late stage could accomplish anything useful.
Tyler reached the rise. Ethan heard him stop, then the scrape of his shoe as he came toward the opening.
"You little shit."
"Love you too," Ethan called.
Hannah hit his arm. "Stop helping them."
"He knows."
"He didn't know I was in here."
Tyler laughed outside. "I do now."
Hannah closed her eyes for a second. Ethan watched her fail not to smile, then moved his light toward the ground so it wouldn't shine through the opening. She had made it past the narrowest part. The two walls stood far enough apart here that she could face him without folding herself around the stone.
Hannah pulled her own light out and tried the beam along the floor. It made the gap look smaller, not worse: two pairs of shoes, a scatter of leaves, the rounded stone she'd nearly stepped on. She tilted it upward once, checking that the sky really stayed there, then switched it off and tucked it away. Ethan liked that she'd checked for herself. He'd have been irritated if somebody had told him a place was fine and then expected him to stop looking.
He'd forgotten how the place smelled. Cold mineral damp underneath old leaves, with ordinary summer woods above it. The stone held the coolness differently from the dirt outside. Sweat dried along his spine. For the first time in several minutes, he could hear his own breathing without feet landing over it.
Hannah inspected the wall behind his shoulder. "There's stuff on it."
"Yeah."
"You told me it wasn't that bad."
"It isn't."
She moved the beam with two fingers against his wrist. A pale patch caught the light, rough against the darker stone. Below it, a small insect disappeared beneath a curled leaf.
"There. Did you see that?"
"It's outside, Hannah."
"I know where we are."
He pressed his lips together. She was trying so hard to be annoyed that laughing would only make her work harder. He lowered the light, leaving enough on the dry patch by their shoes that she could choose where to stand.
Outside, Ryan arrived with the noise of somebody who'd taken the last few steps too quickly. He said something to Tyler. Tyler answered, then Ryan's face appeared in the opening, visible in the faint spill from his own light.
"Seriously?"
Ethan lifted one hand. "Hi."
"You've been home for, what, six hours?"
"Missed you."
Ryan crouched and reached toward him. His hand stopped several feet short of Ethan's shoe. He shifted sideways, tried again, and discovered the same narrow bend that had defeated him before Ethan moved away.
"Still doesn't work," Ethan said.
"Shut up. I'm checking."
Hannah moved her foot back despite the distance. Ethan could feel the laugh building in him, loose and ridiculous. He'd run up a hill to stand between rocks while his friends complained that they couldn't reach him. There was no useful adult version of the situation.
Good.
Ryan withdrew his hand. "Hannah's in there?"
"Unfortunately," she said.
"You finally went in?"
"We were being chased."
"That's generally why people hide."
"Then go look for somebody."
Tyler's laugh came from behind Ryan. Ryan looked back at him, then straightened with a small grunt. The opening held only the dark shape of his legs before he stepped away.
Ethan let his head fall back until he could see the canopy. A piece of sky showed between leaves and the upper edge of the rock. He had never needed a roof here. From the path, the seam looked shallow and awkward, mostly shadow. Inside, the bend tucked him far enough back that a reaching hand couldn't turn the corner.
Hannah followed his gaze. "Oh."
"What?"
"I thought it went under."
"Under what?"
"The rock. Like a little cave."
He shook his head. "Nope."
She looked up again. A leaf shifted against the sky. He could see her understanding the shape now, the air passing through instead of sitting around them. She loosened her shoulders and stopped keeping both arms quite so close to her chest.
"You could've said that."
"I did."
"You said I'd fit."
He considered his previous salesmanship. That sounded entirely possible. He'd mostly wanted her to stop calling a very good hiding place disgusting.
"Okay. It's open at the top."
"Bit late."
"Helpful for next time."
She gave him a look. He grinned at her, and this time she smiled properly before returning her attention to the ground.
A twig had caught across one of her laces. She lifted her foot to shake it loose, missed, and bent to remove it. Ethan moved the light so she could see. The thing was smaller than the complaint she made about it.
"You have leaves in your hair," she told him when she straightened.
"Where?"
She reached up, plucked something from his curls, and held it in front of his face. It wasn't a leaf. It was a tiny broken stalk.
"That's decorative," he said.
She dropped it beside his shoe. "You're welcome."
Footsteps spread outside. Lucia's voice came from farther down the rise, asking whether they'd found him. Tyler answered without needing to shout. Ethan couldn't hear every word, but his own name and Ryan's irritated laugh carried clearly.
Hannah leaned toward the opening. "Is Katie still out?"
"As far as I know."
"So three."
"Yeah."
She looked pleased enough that he didn't point out what three remaining hiders meant against the rest of them. Connor, Noah, and Sophie had been caught. He'd seen enough of the switching sides to know the woods were getting crowded.
They hadn't started with this many people looking for his crevice. The advantage had become a place to breathe, not a way to win by waiting until everyone else got bored.
Hannah braced one hand against the cleanest-looking part of the wall and crouched. "I'm sitting down for a second."
"You said it was disgusting."
"My legs don't care."
He sat too, carefully, on the dry edge where the ground rose. One knee stayed bent high enough that he could rest his forearm on it. Hannah chose the patch beside him rather than across the narrow space. Their shoulders nearly touched.
For a few breaths, neither spoke. Somebody outside cracked a branch underfoot and complained. Farther away, a car passed through the neighborhood, its tires sounding briefly smoother than everything around them. The woods hadn't swallowed the houses. Ethan could still hear Friday happening beyond the trees.
Hannah picked something off her sock. "I'm telling Mom you made me."
"You came in yourself."
"Because you went in first."
"You could've stayed with Tyler."
She laughed. "And lose?"
"Exactly."
He knocked his shoulder gently against hers. She pushed back harder, making him readjust his foot before he tipped against the stone. It was a very Hannah way to accept a point without saying he'd made one.
"This isn't that bad," she said eventually.
He turned toward her too fast. She held up a finger before he could speak.
"Don't."
"I didn't say anything."
"You're going to be annoying about it."
"I could be."
"You will be."
He let the grin happen. There was no point denying that. She rolled her eyes and leaned back without touching the damp patch behind her. A small space, enough air, two filthy shoes pointing toward the opening. She'd spent years refusing it, and now she was here beside him.
"You can still hate it," he said.
"I don't hate it. I hate that you're right."
"That must happen a lot."
She shoved him again. He laughed out loud, and Tyler immediately called through the opening.
"Having fun in there?"
"More than you," Ethan answered.
"Come out and find out."
Hannah leaned forward. "Move back first."
The woods went quieter around that. Ethan looked at her. She knew the rule. Of course she knew the rule; she'd heard them argue about it enough times. Still, the fact that she was calling for the next part herself caught him pleasantly off guard.
"We're not staying," she added. "You have to move."
"We know," Tyler said.
Ryan muttered something. Lucia laughed, then told him to get up from wherever he'd put himself. Leaves shuffled outside. Ethan stood, brushing his palms on his shorts, and offered Hannah his hand.
She took it. He pulled only until she was upright, then she used his arm to keep him there while she checked the back of her shirt.
"Is there anything on me?"
"A little dirt."
"Anything moving."
He aimed the light at her shoulder, then down. Nothing moving. He told her so. She accepted that and brushed the dirt off herself, missing the part she couldn't reach.
He brushed that patch with the side of his hand. She didn't thank him, just turned enough to make it easier.
"I used to think you sat in here laughing at everybody," she said.
"Sometimes."
"The whole time."
"Gets boring."
She glanced toward the opening. "You never said that part."
He shrugged. Outside, Noah's voice joined the others. Ethan heard him ask whether anybody had checked the higher path, then Natalie answering from somewhere behind the first group. Neither gave away a place they'd shared with former teammates. They were talking about where seekers had already looked.
Hannah traced a groove in the stone without pressing against the lichen. Ethan remembered her waiting near the porch in shoes she'd chosen because somebody had mentioned going out, pretending she hadn't been listening for the decision. Tonight she'd made it all the way to his hiding place with him.
He'd liked bringing her. Not carrying her through the game. Having her next to him, complaining about the exact same rock he'd defended for years.
"I'm glad you came," he said.
She looked at him, expression briefly open. "Me too."
Then she wiped her hand on his shirt.
"Hannah!"
"Dirt."
"I can see that."
She laughed, and he caught her wrist too late to prevent the second wipe. His shirt had already been through enough woods that the damage barely showed. He complained anyway. She wasn't going to leave him standing there with an undefended nice sentence.
Outside, Sophie called, "You have to come out sometime."
"We're coming," Ethan said. "Where are you?"
"Back here."
"That tells me nothing."
"Walk out and look."
He laughed. Hannah leaned toward the bend, testing what she could see without entering reach. Ethan put his light away. The pale beam had been useful for bugs and shoelaces. It would mostly announce their first steps now.
The seekers were withdrawing, but not disappearing. Their voices settled beyond the small open patch below the rise. Tyler took several more steps when Marcus told him he was still too close. Ryan objected to Tyler's idea of distance, then had to move himself.
"About twenty feet," Natalie said. "Not to the next neighborhood."
Ethan could picture her expression without seeing it. He pressed his mouth shut against another laugh, then looked at Hannah. She was already watching the opening instead of the walls.
Their voices outside had begun to sound different. Not louder, just farther from the opening, with more of the night between each word. Ethan bent enough to look around the stone. He could see Tyler's shoes and the lower half of Sophie's legs. Ryan stood beside a tree well beyond the entrance, no longer close enough to reach either sibling as they stepped out.
Hannah crouched beside him. Her shoulder bumped his, and he moved a little so she could have the better angle. She took her time looking, then pulled back into the widened part of the gap.
"I can see Lucia," she whispered.
"Where?"
"By Sophie."
He looked again and found her. That made the lower path less promising, but promising wasn't everything. He wanted to move. His legs had stopped feeling quite so heavy, and standing here listening to Ryan complain had begun to make him itch in a different way from Hannah's imagined bugs.
A laugh came from beyond the nearest trees. Connor, probably. Ethan couldn't see him, and didn't give the guess enough weight to turn it into a person blocking an exit. He knew the bend outside led back toward familiar neighborhood paths, away from the northern boundary and the tunnel nobody needed to enter. There was enough game left on the ground they were actually allowed to use.
Hannah rubbed her palms against her shorts. "I'm not coming back in."
"You haven't even left yet."
"I mean when they chase us."
"Yeah. Me neither."
She looked surprised. He shrugged. The crevice was fun because it made everybody mad and then made him run again. Turning it into the whole evening would mostly mean listening to his friends have fun somewhere he couldn't see.
"We got a break," he added.
"A dirty break."
"You're going to say that all night, aren't you?"
She smiled. "Probably."
He shook his head and offered his fist. She knocked hers against it without making him wait, then bent toward the opening again. He could feel the little collision in his knuckles after she moved away. An ordinary thing they could do inside a place she'd never wanted to share with him before tonight.
"Which way are you going?" he asked softly.
"Which way are you going?"
"Down."
"They're down."
"I'm going to complain about that."
She gave him a small, breathless laugh. Then she shook her head and looked toward the strip of sky again, apparently lining up the opening with the path beyond.
"I might go around the top."
"Okay."
"Don't come after me."
"I'm still hiding."
"I meant follow."
He lifted both hands. She was picking her own way out. He could want to keep running with her and still move his stupid elbows so she could get past.
They worked back through the bend sideways, no quick leap available. Hannah went first, one hand against dry stone. Ethan stayed a pace behind her. At the narrowest point, she stopped to free her shirt from a twig rather than pull it loose.
"Give me a second."
"You've got one."
He held the twig while she moved. It released with no dramatic tear, no rescue required. Outside, the waiting feet stayed where they were. Their temporary refuge had bought them breath and a chance to choose again. That was enough.
Hannah stepped into the night air. Ethan followed and straightened beside her, the trees suddenly farther from his shoulders. Several shapes waited below, with Tyler's light pointed at the ground between them. Ryan had his hands on his hips. Sophie stood beside Lucia, smiling.
Ethan caught Tyler's eye and stuck his tongue out.
"Oh, you're done," Tyler said.
"Catch me, then."
Hannah touched Ethan's elbow once. "Top."
He nodded toward the lower path. "Down."
It was nine twenty-two when they separated, Hannah slipping around the higher shoulder of the rise while Ethan went the other way. Behind them, Ryan shouted, and the waiting feet began to move.
Ethan got three steps downhill before Ryan came after him.
He heard the scrape of a shoe, Tyler saying something that sounded like a complaint, and then the heavier succession of feet behind him. He stayed on the path. The first turn was too tight to take at full speed, especially with the ground loose at its outer edge. Ethan shortened his stride, rounded it, and let himself run properly once the trees opened.
"You had a rest!" Ryan called.
"So did you!"
"I was standing!"
Ethan laughed, which was an expensive thing to do halfway through the next climb. He made himself breathe instead. The crevice had cooled his shirt and settled his legs enough that they felt ready until he asked them to accelerate again. Then the evening returned: every abrupt turn, every short uphill burst, the place his left shoe had started rubbing beneath the ankle.
Hannah was out of sight. He didn't turn toward the upper route to check. She'd told him what she wanted to do, and looking back wouldn't make it easier for her. He took the fork toward the flatter ground, ducked beneath the branch he could actually see, and heard Ryan catch it with a hand behind him.
The noise gave him a few yards.
Not enough to stop.
At the next opening, a light moved across the path ahead. Ethan veered onto the connecting branch before he saw who held it. Someone called his name from the wrong side of the trees, and he grinned despite his breathing. He still had choices. That was the pleasure of it: not being fast everywhere, just reaching a turn while it was still a turn instead of a place somebody could touch him.
The branch brought him out near Katie.
She was standing with one hand on a trunk, her head turned toward the route behind her. She saw him, glanced past him, and pushed away immediately.
"Don't bring him here."
"Too late."
"Who?"
"Ryan."
She swore, then laughed as they ran together. Ethan stayed on her right through the wider stretch. He hadn't seen anybody from close enough to talk since leaving the rocks, and the brief company made him want to tell her about Hannah sitting inside his supposedly disgusting hiding place. It could wait until he didn't have to choose between a sentence and the next breath.
"Hannah?" Katie asked.
"Still in."
"Good."
The path divided ahead. Katie chose the branch toward the sidewalk. Ethan went with her for several strides before catching the pale edge of Tyler's shirt beside the next opening.
"Katie—"
She'd seen him too. She checked her speed, turned back toward Ethan, and found Ryan coming around the bend behind them. For a second they were all looking at one another, the evening condensed into four people and a stretch of dirt nobody could make wider.
Katie tried the space to Tyler's left. He moved with her without lunging, blocking only as much path as his body occupied. She stopped before colliding with him, made a quick turn on the firmer ground, and nearly got past.
His hand touched the top of her arm.
"Got you."
"Fuck." She looked down at the spot, then up at him. "I know. I felt it."
Ethan hadn't waited for the conversation. He'd taken the other branch as soon as Ryan's attention shifted toward Katie, clearing the fork while there was still space. Behind him, Tyler called the capture. Katie's objection carried after it, not to the tag, apparently to whatever expression Tyler was making.
Two.
Him and Hannah.
He wanted her to hear the announcement. He also wanted her not to shout back, which she might do if she was pleased enough. He listened for her voice and heard nothing.
The ground levelled. Ethan slowed to a quick walk, then stopped where two thick trunks broke the view from the branch he'd used. He put a hand against one, feeling the rough bark under his palm, and let his breathing catch up with the rest of him.
Somewhere behind the trees, Ryan asked Tyler which way he'd gone.
"I was looking at Katie."
"So was I."
"That explains it, then," Katie said.
Ethan pressed his mouth shut. He could hear all three too clearly to risk laughing. Katie had joined them now, however irritated she was about it. She knew she'd been beside him on this branch. That didn't mean she could tell Ryan where she'd last seen him.
Her next words were about finding her light.
He stayed until the voices separated. A beam passed over the turn and moved on. His heart was still working hard, but the burning in his legs had eased enough that he could feel the ordinary ache beneath it. He checked the time with the screen sheltered against his shirt.
Nine twenty-six.
They'd been playing for over an hour. Ryan had proposed it as though it would take twenty minutes and end with everybody conveniently thirsty in the same place. Ethan could have pointed that out. Later, preferably while Ryan was sitting down and unable to chase him for saying it.
He put the phone away and left the trees.
At the sidewalk, he checked both directions before stepping out. Nobody nearby. A television played through a window, and farther along somebody was putting a bin against the side of their house. Ethan passed at a walk, trying to look like a person with somewhere sensible to go rather than a twenty-year-old hiding from his brother.
The person with the bin looked up.
"Evening."
"Hi."
"You kids still at it?"
"Apparently."
The answering laugh followed him toward the corner. He smiled back without stopping. Not everybody needed the rules explained to recognize what was happening when familiar voices started shouting down the street.
He could take the next crossing and go back through the lower paths. He could keep to the sidewalk and find another opening farther along. He could stand here deciding until somebody came around the corner and relieved him of the problem.
A light flickered against the parked cars behind him.
He kept walking.
Then Lucia said his name.
Ethan turned enough to see her. She was perhaps fifteen yards back, one hand around the little light, the other lifting as though she wanted him to stop for a perfectly ordinary conversation. He'd hugged her less than two hours ago. At this distance, her smile was still unmistakable.
"No," he said.
She laughed and ran.
He went toward the next corner, feet finding a rhythm on the pavement. It would have been easier if he'd been running fresh, easier if he hadn't already spent his best acceleration escaping Ryan. He still opened a gap. Lucia wasn't trying to match him step for step; he heard her take the shorter curve behind him and remembered, too late, that she'd always been good at knowing where people intended to turn.
He stayed on the sidewalk instead of crossing. A car came through the intersection. Lucia slowed too, and for a few seconds the chase became two people waiting on the same safe side of a road while an entirely uninvolved driver went past.
"Don't," Ethan told her, backing another step along the pavement.
"Don't what?"
"Look that pleased."
She only smiled harder.
The car cleared. Ethan took the path entrance at the corner, making the turn cleanly, and found Emily several yards ahead.
"Oh, shit."
Emily raised both hands, delighted to be chosen by circumstance. He checked his speed before reaching her and turned onto the connecting loop instead. It wasn't a trap if he could still get through it. His body disagreed briefly with the change of direction, one calf tightening, then released when he shortened his next two steps.
Lucia had seen the loop.
She didn't follow him around its outer curve. She came through the short junction toward the point where it rejoined, arriving while Ethan was still trying to bring his feet beneath him after the bend.
He almost made it.
Her fingertips caught his sleeve near the shoulder. Then her palm touched his arm, clear enough that neither of them had to argue about fabric.
Ethan stopped.
"Got you," she said, breathless.
He looked at her hand before she lowered it. "Yeah."
She bent forward laughing. He stood with both hands on his hips, staring at the short path she had used, then laughed too. The route hadn't changed. He'd known it was there, known what she'd done to Connor, and still chosen the bend because the wider trail looked easier from the approach.
"I saw you thinking about it," Lucia said.
"That's annoying."
"You looked right at it."
"I know." He leaned against the nearest trunk. "I was busy."
Emily arrived at a walk. "Did you get him?"
Lucia nodded, still catching her breath.
"Ethan's caught!" Emily called.
The answer came from farther away. Tyler, immediately. Ethan could hear the satisfaction in his voice even without making out every word. He lifted one hand toward the general direction, offering a gesture his brother couldn't see.
Then he remembered Hannah.
"Who's left?" Emily asked.
"Hannah," Lucia said.
Ethan grinned before he could keep it off his face. Emily saw and nudged his arm.
"Where did she go?"
He looked at her.
"Right," she said immediately. "Forget I asked."
He wouldn't have told her even if the question had sounded less accidental. He could remember his sister choosing the upper route without offering it to eleven people who'd now be trying to find her. Knowing something and being allowed to use it weren't the same part of the game.
Lucia straightened. "Give me a minute."
"Take two," Ethan said.
"You'd like that."
"Very much."
She laughed and stayed beside him while Emily went back toward the sidewalk. Ethan didn't need to run again immediately. He was a seeker now. He could walk, listen, choose where to look without turning his own breathing into everybody else's clue.
At nine thirty-one, he left the trunk.
They followed the lower path together, Lucia carrying the light while Ethan watched the gaps between trees. He didn't lead her toward the rise. He chose a stretch they'd both just used and let it become a place to look afresh. Hannah could have changed direction three times since they'd separated.
He hoped she had.
Marcus met them at the wider fork. Natalie came from the other branch with Noah behind her, his glasses pushed up with one finger. Everybody looked a little less composed than they had beside the gate.
"Just Hannah?" Marcus asked.
Ethan nodded.
Noah looked at him. "She beat you."
"She hasn't been caught yet."
"So she beat you."
"Yeah." Ethan couldn't stop smiling. "She did."
Natalie asked which paths they'd already checked. Lucia answered about the ground they'd covered since the tag, not where Ethan had been hiding earlier. Marcus pointed toward the wider trail and went that way. Noah followed after tugging his shirt away from his back.
"I'm walking," he announced.
"Nobody asked you to sprint," Natalie said.
"I'm establishing it now."
They went, still talking quietly enough that Ethan lost the words almost at once. He and Lucia took the branch toward the little bridge. They'd heard Emily's voice down there earlier. It felt like much longer ago than the phone said.
Halfway down the shallow slope, he heard Ryan shout.
Not a capture. A name.
"Hannah!"
Ethan stopped beside Lucia. Through the trees to their left, Hannah came into view on the higher connecting path, running hard enough that her hair had come loose around her face. Ryan followed several yards behind. She wasn't coming toward them. She was heading for the fork.
"Oh, come on," Ethan whispered, smiling.
Lucia glanced at him.
He kept his mouth shut after that. He wasn't going to shout directions. He wasn't going to stand in the path pretending to block Ryan. His sister had made it this far without him holding her sleeve; he could watch her finish without trying to arrange it.
She reached the fork ahead of Ryan and chose the bridge.
He slowed on the boards instead of running across the narrowest part directly behind her. Ethan heard the hollow knock of his shoes. Hannah had already crossed, taking the wider trail on the other side rather than the steep branch toward the street.
It gave her room.
It gave Ryan room too.
Ethan and Lucia followed at a walk, far enough behind that neither interfered with the chase. Ryan was gaining. Hannah looked back once, caught her balance when the glance cost her a step, and kept going. Beyond the bend, Marcus appeared at the branch joining from the right.
Hannah saw him before reaching it. She slowed, chose the open left-hand curve, and made Ryan turn with her instead of running straight into Marcus's reach.
Ethan laughed aloud.
Ryan had to recover the same turn. He did it better than Ethan wanted him to, closing the distance again while Hannah's shorter strides kept her moving along the firm middle of the path.
She reached the next wide patch.
Ryan caught her there, one hand touching the back of her shoulder without pushing. Hannah stopped in two steps, turned, and pointed at him while trying to breathe enough to speak.
"I—"
"Got you," Ryan said.
"I know."
He bent with his hands on his knees. Hannah stayed upright longer than he did, apparently out of spite, then gave up and braced one hand against a trunk.
Ethan came around the bend with Lucia beside him.
Hannah looked at his face. "Last?"
"Last."
Her grin arrived before she'd recovered enough air to say anything else. Ethan went to her, stopped close enough that she could choose the contact, and accepted the hard, brief hug she threw at him. Sweat, leaves, her light pressing against his hip from inside her pocket.
"I won," she said, her voice muffled against his shirt.
"You won."
She let him go so she could look at Ryan. "I won."
Ryan nodded from his knees. "Heard you."
She laughed, delighted, and called the news herself when Tyler's voice reached them from the other branch.
"It was me!"
The reunion happened unevenly. Marcus called for the others. Natalie arrived with Noah, then Sophie and Emily came around the bend talking over each other. Katie followed Tyler, who looked at Hannah, looked at Ethan, and immediately understood which complaint would get him the least sympathy.
"You let her beat you?"
"No," Ethan said.
"He didn't," Lucia added.
Hannah folded her arms.
Tyler held up a hand. "Okay. You beat him."
"And Katie."
"And me," Katie said, taking a place beside Sophie. "Unfortunately."
Connor arrived last, answering Marcus's call with his own much louder one before appearing through the trees. Twelve again. Ethan counted without meaning to, only because the voices had been separate for so long and were finally coming from bodies he could see.
Nobody wanted another round.
Ryan asked anyway and received several answers at once, none encouraging. Noah sat on the low edge beside the path. Natalie sat near him without commenting on whether it was clean. Emily offered Sophie the water bottle she'd fetched from her bag during the later part of the game; Sophie drank, passed it back, and asked whose idea running uphill had been.
Everybody pointed somewhere different.
Hannah stood beside Ethan while Katie picked a burr off her sock. Tyler came around behind them and laid a hand against Ethan's neck again, warm and irritatingly familiar.
Ethan ducked away. "Not now."
"Tired?"
"Sweaty."
"I noticed."
"Then use your own shirt."
Tyler laughed and wiped his hand on Ethan's shoulder anyway. Ethan pushed him hard enough to move him a step, not hard enough to start something his legs would object to finishing.
Lucia stood beside Sophie, listening to Noah describe the railway gate with both hands. Natalie corrected one detail. Noah insisted it wasn't the important one. Ethan let the conversation carry on without joining it. He could finally listen to something without deciding which direction to run.
Hannah nudged him. "Tell them."
"What?"
"The crevice."
He looked at her. She was smiling, no longer concerned about keeping the admission private.
"She went in," he told Katie.
Katie turned. "Really?"
"For the first time."
"And survived," Hannah added.
Tyler made a noise that would have earned him another shove if Ethan hadn't agreed with it. Hannah told him it was much less disgusting than Ethan's descriptions, which wasn't what she'd said inside but was close enough that he let her have it.
Sophie came nearer and touched Hannah's arm. "Good night, then?"
Hannah looked around at all of them. "Yeah."
Ethan wanted water. He wanted somewhere to sit that didn't require choosing the cleanest part of a rock. He wanted Lucia to finish the hundred questions she'd promised him, wanted to hear Katie's version of getting caught, wanted Noah to stop demonstrating the crossing before Natalie corrected the angle of his hand.
He didn't want to go back inside yet.
"Hangout?" Connor asked.
Sophie nodded immediately. Marcus checked the time, and Hannah took out her phone to send a message home. Ethan did the same, telling Rose they were finished with the game and going to sit with everybody for a while. He put it away after sending, before the screen could turn the evening into somewhere else he ought to be.
They set off together, slower than they'd arrived. Katie walked with Connor. Natalie stayed beside Noah, their disagreement finally giving way to whether anybody had brought something salty. Emily and Sophie moved ahead of Ethan with Lucia between them. Ryan and Marcus trailed close enough that he could hear Ryan complaining about his knees.
Tyler put an arm around Hannah. She tolerated it until he said something Ethan couldn't hear, then elbowed him away and came to walk beside her other brother.
"You have dirt on your shirt," she told Ethan.
"You put it there."
"Some of it."
He laughed and let his shoulder bump hers. Ahead, the familiar path curved toward the place they were all going, and for once nobody needed to get there first.
The hangout appeared first as a patch of darker ground beyond the turn, then as the low, slanting shape of the log Ethan had been planning to sit on for the last ten minutes. He aimed his light at its near end. The bark was gone from most of the top, worn down to gray wood by weather and years of people putting their asses in the same place. A cluster of pale mushrooms had taken over the opposite end. Katie got there before him, inspected the growth, and moved two feet to the left.
"Don't eat those," Connor said.
She looked up at him. "I was about to," she said sarcastically.
"I know you."
"You know absolutely nothing." She sat, winced at something beneath her, and reached behind herself to remove a twig. "Ow. Fuck."
Ethan laughed and dropped beside her. His legs accepted the decision so completely that standing again immediately became somebody else's problem. Hannah sat on his other side, keeping enough space between them to inspect her trousers for whatever she'd brought out of the crevice. Tyler took the higher end of the log and leaned back on his hands. Within seconds he was telling Ryan that he should've checked the upper branch earlier, as though he'd been directing the game from somewhere other than the wrong end of it.
The clearing was smaller than Ethan remembered and no smaller than it had been the last time. Ferns had pushed over the narrow entrance. The stones around the old bare patch were still there, some almost swallowed by leaves, but nobody bothered with them. They hadn't lit a fire here in years. With the lights turned toward the ground, there was enough illumination to find knees and bottles without making the woods beyond disappear entirely. A streetlamp showed through a gap farther downhill; traffic came through as a distant, steady sound.
Marcus picked up a fallen branch from the middle and carried it off the seating patch. Natalie put her light on a flat stone, tested the angle, and left it pointed across the dirt. Noah sat in the beam.
"Move that a little," he said.
She turned it away from his eyes. "Better?"
"Yeah. Thanks."
Lucia settled on the stone beside him with an audible breath. Sophie stayed standing, pulling leaves from Emily's hair while Emily tried to find the end of a knot in her shoelace. Ryan shook out his legs, looked around at everybody else sitting down, and finally abandoned the attempt to appear less tired.
"I'm hungry," he announced.
Several people agreed. Ethan's stomach joined them late and enthusiastically. They'd eaten at the house before the game; that had stopped feeling relevant sometime on the last hill. He looked at the water bottle Emily was holding and decided to ask when she finished with it.
"We left stuff in the kitchen," Sophie said. "Rose said take it when we came back."
Tyler lifted his head. "Why didn't we go back?"
"Because Connor said hangout and you started walking."
"Everybody started walking."
"I'll go," Emily said, giving up on the lace for the moment. "I need my other shoes anyway."
Ryan pushed himself upright before he'd properly sat. "I'll come."
"Bring water," Noah told them.
"Anything else?" Emily asked.
"Chips."
"Sweatshirt," Hannah said. "Mine's on the chair by the door."
Tyler started describing a particular bag of pretzels. Emily cut him off by pointing at Sophie, who was already taking out her phone.
"Send it to her. I'm not remembering twelve things."
Ethan finally held up a hand for the bottle. Emily passed it over and waited while he drank, then took it back and shoved it into her pocket. She and Ryan left together, their lights moving across the entrance before the bend hid them. He could hear Ryan asking which kitchen cupboard for longer than he could see either of them.
Hannah tucked her hands beneath her thighs. The air was cooling against the sweat on Ethan's back too, not cold so much as suddenly interested in every damp patch of his shirt. He leaned forward with his elbows on his knees and rubbed a thumb over the dirt on his palm. When he looked up, Marcus was watching the entrance.
"They'll be ten minutes," Tyler said.
"Probably." Marcus sat on a broad, low stone. "I was just looking."
Connor found a place on the ground beside Katie's feet and tipped his head back against the log. She immediately moved one shoe away from his shoulder. He caught the toe, let go when she nudged him, and began picking grit out of the grooves in his own sole.
It had been a long time since Ethan had seen everybody become comfortable here. Not pose for a photograph, not squeeze in a quick hello before someone had to leave. Get comfortable. He watched Noah take off his glasses to clean them on the inside of his shirt, watched Sophie lower herself beside Lucia, watched Hannah discover she'd been sitting on the corner of her phone and move it into her lap. Nobody had to explain where the level ground was.
"It's leaning more," Natalie said, looking at the log.
Tyler rocked once, gently. Ethan felt the movement under him and put a hand on the wood.
"Don't."
"I wasn't doing anything."
"You were doing that."
Tyler stopped, smiling. Katie leaned down to look underneath. A root had lifted the far end slightly; the near end was sunk deeper into the ground. She straightened and declared it fine without volunteering to sit where the mushrooms were.
Hannah followed her gaze. "Did you all actually fit on this?"
"Some of us sat on the ground," Sophie said.
"Some of us got pushed onto the ground," Noah added.
Tyler looked innocent for about half a second. Ethan reached behind Hannah to shove his knee, and Tyler caught his wrist. The familiar struggle lasted until Hannah lifted both her elbows and told them she was still between them. Tyler let go. Ethan sat back with an entirely undeserved sense of victory.
He'd spent afternoons here with shoes wet from the stream and nothing pressing except whether Rose expected him back before dinner. Sometimes somebody brought a bag of sweets and passed it around until everybody pretended not to know who'd taken the last one. Sometimes they argued about music for forty minutes and never actually played any. The clearing wasn't better than anybody's bedroom. It was just outside the houses, far enough away that they could be loud without an adult calling down the stairs.
"Remember that board?" Connor asked suddenly.
Katie laughed before he'd finished pointing. "Oh my God."
"What board?" Hannah asked.
"The one we tried to put between the rocks," Ethan said. "Like a bench."
"Was a bench," Tyler said.
"It lasted an afternoon."
"It was a good afternoon."
Sophie covered her mouth, smiling. "You fell through it."
"After somebody jumped on it."
Ethan looked toward Katie. She lifted a shoulder and returned her attention to her sock. There was a thorn caught in the knit; she worked it free carefully, without supplying the defense Tyler clearly wanted from her.
Hannah grinned. "Did you get hurt?"
"No," Tyler said.
"He walked home holding his butt," Connor told her.
"I had a splinter."
Hannah lost the fight with her laughter. Ethan did too, partly because Tyler reached around her to smack his arm and missed. Noah laughed quietly while Natalie asked whether that was the board somebody had dragged out of a shed. Three people said yes, two said no, and Sophie said the important part was that none of them had been allowed to bring it back into the yard afterward.
They weren't recreating the afternoon. Katie didn't get up and jump on anything. Tyler stayed where he was, laughing with them after a moment, and Connor never bothered to finish cleaning his shoe. The memory passed between them with details falling off and returning in the wrong order. Ethan could still see Tyler coming through the back door sideways, trying to answer Rose's question without naming the part of his body that hurt.
"Mom knew," Hannah said.
"Mom always knew," Tyler answered.
"Not always." Ethan regretted saying it as soon as four faces turned toward him.
"What'd you get away with?" Katie asked.
"Nothing."
"Bullshit."
"I'm taking it back."
"No, go on." Tyler leaned forward past Hannah. "I'd love to hear this."
Ethan shook his head, laughing, and reached for Hannah's phone when she tilted it toward him. Rose had replied to her message. Emily and Ryan were there; the sweatshirt was coming. Underneath, Rose wanted to know whether Hannah had water.
"Coming," Hannah said, already typing.
Ethan's own phone buzzed a moment later. He expected the same question and found a photograph from Rose instead: Ryan standing in the kitchen with a bulging shopping bag in each hand, looking put-upon while Emily held a sleeve up against him. His mother's message underneath said they were taking the warm things as well.
He showed it to Tyler. Tyler leaned across Hannah, made her complain again, and laughed at the expression on Ryan's face. Hannah demanded the picture, so Ethan sent it to her and then put his phone away. He didn't need to answer with a report. Rose knew they were together.
"So Kit really knew her before any of you did?" Katie asked, looking between Ethan and Tyler.
"He was her landlord," Ethan said. "Back in '04. Drove her to the hospital when I was born, too."
"And none of you knew?"
"Not until tonight," Tyler said. "You should've seen Ethan's face."
"It wasn't exactly calm," Hannah said.
"I was processing."
"You said 'wait, what' about four times."
Ethan laughed. "It was weird. Good weird, I think. Just a lot to find out at once." He looked toward the path leading back to the house. "Kit didn't know he'd end up raising me. None of them knew how it would turn out."
"That's kind of incredible," Lucia said.
"Yeah," Ethan said. "It is."
"Is Maddie still up?" Sophie asked him.
"Probably. She and Mom were talking when we left."
"How's she doing?"
"Good, I think." He paused, choosing the part he could actually answer. "She seemed good."
Sophie nodded. She didn't ask him to translate the whole day. Lucia looked over, interested, but let Connor interrupt with a question about whether any of the food was still warm. Ethan was glad. He wanted to talk; he didn't want to start by deciding what belonged to him to repeat.
Marcus leaned back against the tree behind his stone. "My mom asked if you were coming Sunday."
"Yeah."
"She said don't fill up somewhere else first."
"Tell her I won't."
"You say that now."
Ethan smiled. He remembered being seventeen and arriving at somebody's house with the confidence that he could eat two dinners if neither set of parents knew about the other. He could still do it after a long enough run. Tonight, he was ready to accept whatever came up the path.
Natalie asked Marcus about getting back for the start of the week. He answered, and the conversation widened into buses, lifts, bags still unpacked, a charger left in somebody else's room. Hannah listened without trying to interrupt. Ethan caught himself checking the time and stopped halfway through raising his wrist; there wasn't a watch there, and nobody had given him a deadline.
Noah had a book he hadn't opened. Sophie had three things she meant to wash before she packed again. Tyler was certain he'd remembered everything, which prompted Hannah to mention the clean pile still on his floor at home. Connor said laundry could wait until he got back. Katie looked at him long enough that he added, "Some of it."
Ethan let his head tip back. Through the branches, a small piece of sky looked washed out rather than black. His breathing had finally stopped sounding like work. He could hear Natalie and Noah disagreeing about how much reading counted as a head start, then Sophie telling them she didn't want to think about any of it for another hour.
"Fair," Noah said.
That ended the argument more effectively than either of them winning would have. Natalie reached over and took a leaf off his shoulder. He thanked her without noticing until she held it up where he could see it.
The returning lights came from below. Ryan's first announcement was that he'd carried the heavier bag, followed by Emily saying he had chosen it. They entered together, and Ethan saw that he'd brought the extra layer Rose had offered whether he intended to wear it or not. Emily had changed shoes. She set her bag on the flat stone and began handing things out before everybody could get up and make the clearing impossible to move through.
"Your mom fed us again," she told Ethan.
"While you were there?"
"She said we looked hungry."
Ryan lowered the second bag. "We were hungry."
"Then she gave us all this." Emily lifted a lidded container. "Pasta and vegetables. Rose said you'd probably want some."
"Oh, hell yes," Ethan said, reaching for it.
She laughed and passed it over. Pasta, vegetables, the faint warmth of something that had spent the game on the counter rather than becoming a new meal. Rose had put a fork under the elastic holding the lid. Ethan freed it and balanced the container on his knees. Lucia accepted another; Sophie offered her a napkin before she asked.
Hannah pulled on her sweatshirt without standing. Her hair caught at the collar, and she worked it free, then stretched one sleeve across Ethan's arm as if he'd been measuring the cold for her.
"Better?" he asked.
"Yes." She reached for a bottle. "I'm still hungry."
Tyler handed her the pretzels he'd insisted on. She took the bag, looked at him, and kept it. Ethan laughed around a mouthful and almost lost a piece of pasta. Katie leaned away immediately.
"Don't you fucking dare."
He swallowed. "Sorry."
"You're not."
"No."
She stole a pepper from his container in retaliation, waiting until he'd moved the fork out of the way. Connor asked her to open the crackers. She handed them down; he struggled with the seam, split it too far, and caught three escaping crackers in his lap. Marcus moved the open bag away from the sloping edge before more followed.
Ryan found a place opposite Hannah and raised his bottle toward her. "Good game."
She touched hers to it. "Thank you."
"Still caught you."
"After everybody else."
He smiled and let that stand. Tyler began to say something, thought better of it when Lucia looked at him, and drank instead. Ethan liked the small pause more than another argument. His sister had already told them she won. She didn't need to prove it for the rest of the night.
"Can we get a picture?" Hannah asked.
Emily was already reaching for her phone. "Yeah. Come over here."
"Everybody," Hannah said, when Tyler stayed where he was.
He put his bottle down and stood, dragging a little as his legs straightened. Ethan laughed at him until he had to do the same. Katie offered a hand, and he took it, pulling her up with him rather than accepting the help she hadn't actually meant to give. She elbowed him in the ribs. They shuffled toward the flatter patch while Emily tested the camera and Sophie held a light high enough to show faces.
"Not like that," Noah said, blinking.
Sophie lowered it. For a moment everybody disappeared into the screen's grainy preview; then Natalie moved the other light to the rock behind Emily, and their faces came back less sharply. Hannah squeezed into the front between Katie and Marcus. Tyler put both hands on Ethan's shoulders and leaned on him hard enough that Ethan had to brace.
"Stand on your own feet."
"I am."
"Then why are you so heavy?"
Emily took the photograph before Tyler could answer. She lowered the phone and started laughing, which Ethan took as a warning. Ryan reached for it, saw the screen, and laughed too.
"What?" Hannah asked.
"My eyes are closed," Connor said from beside Katie. He hadn't even seen it yet.
They were. So were Ethan's, though he'd been busy turning to bite Tyler's wrist and couldn't pretend surprise. Marcus had looked down to make sure Hannah wasn't standing on the loose edge of a stone. Sophie was still holding the light out of the frame, her whole arm stretched above her head.
"We need you in it," Hannah told Emily.
Emily looked for somewhere to prop the phone. Noah found a shallow notch between two stones, tested it without letting go, and then set the timer. Everybody waited for him to join them. Ethan moved sideways to make room; Tyler finally stopped using his shoulders as furniture and hooked an arm around him instead. Lucia fitted herself between Sophie and Natalie, accepting the awkward angle without trying to see her own reflection.
This time nobody said anything clever. They watched the little flash count down, shifted when Connor's shoe slipped, and laughed just as the photograph happened. Hannah ran to check it before any of them had properly separated.
"That one's good."
"Send it," Marcus said.
She handed Emily the phone, then came back to Ethan long enough to catch the front of his shirt and straighten the collar Tyler had pulled sideways. Ethan held still, smiling. There was dirt under her nails. He remembered her insisting on being in old photographs when she'd barely reached their elbows; tonight nobody had needed to pull her into the frame.
For a while the loudest sound was packaging. Emily dropped a wrapper into the empty shopping bag and pushed it within reach of Sophie. Noah asked what was in the blue container. Natalie read the label on its lid, realized she'd been handed it upside down, and turned it before answering. Lucia made a pleased sound over her first bite and settled more heavily against the stone.
Ethan ate until the sharp edge of his hunger went away. He could feel the cooling evening properly now: at his ears, the backs of his hands, the damp cotton between his shoulders. Ryan tossed the spare sweatshirt toward him without interrupting his own conversation. It landed partly on Katie's head.
She pulled it off and hit Ethan with it.
"Wrong person!" he said, laughing.
"Closest person."
He set the container aside, put the sweatshirt on, and leaned over her to shove Ryan's shoulder when he bent for the crackers. Ryan laughed and shoved back. Sophie told them to leave the food alone, then had to duck when Tyler tried to pass a bottle over her head.
They settled again unevenly, not because somebody called for quiet but because eating required hands and their bodies had finally noticed the evening's mileage. Ethan stretched his legs into the open space, careful not to put his feet near the food. Hannah moved one heel beside his. On the opposite stone Lucia caught his eye over her container and lifted her eyebrows.
"Now," she said, "I've actually sat down."
He smiled. "You promised a hundred questions."
"Maybe ninety. Running took a few out."
"Good."
She laughed and reached for the napkins. He stayed facing her, his food warm enough, his hands finally clean enough to stop noticing them, and let her choose where to begin.
Lucia's first question was whether Los Angeles really took that long to drive across. Ethan had expected something about school, or Maddie, or why he'd neglected to answer the voice message she'd sent two weeks earlier. He looked up from his food and found her watching him with her chin tucked into the collar of the sweatshirt Sophie had lent her.
"Depends where you're going."
"No, I mean if you tell me you're still in the car and it's been forty minutes."
"Usually, yeah."
"That's awful."
"It can be." He thought of the younger group in the car on the way to San Diego, everybody gradually finding a place for knees and bags and the next question. "You get used to leaving early."
"Do you?" Tyler asked from behind Hannah.
Ethan turned. "Sometimes."
His brother smiled into his bottle. Ethan pointed his fork at him and went back to Lucia before they could lose another ten minutes arguing about which of them had been late more often. She was laughing quietly, not at the drive but at how easily Tyler had pulled him out of answering.
"Are you liking it?" she asked.
"Yeah."
"I know you like the people. I meant living there."
He considered the difference while finishing the last pepper. At first he'd measured the city in places where somebody expected him: Maddie's house, Buck's, the Diaz house, campus. Now there were places he went without needing anybody else's name attached. A shop where he knew which aisle had the cheap pasta. A turn he made on a run because he liked the slope. The loft door and the sound it made when Jacob came in behind him with his keys already out.
"Yeah," he said again. "It's starting to feel normal."
Lucia nodded, accepting the answer instead of trying to make him improve it. "Good." She scraped her fork gently along the edge of her container. "I couldn't tell at first. You'd say you were busy, and I didn't know if that meant good busy or you didn't want to talk about it."
"Usually actually busy."
"And the other times?"
"Tired. Or everything was a mess." He rubbed his eyebrow. "This year's been busy, then bad busy, then good busy. January to September's been fucking whiplash."
Lucia considered that. "You could just say you're tired, you know."
"Yeah. I know. Sorry."
She lifted a hand before he could make it bigger. "I'm not giving you shit about it. I just didn't know."
He put his empty container beside his foot and let his hands rest between his knees. In the other half of the clearing, Ryan was asking Marcus about somebody they'd played against in school. Katie and Connor had opened another packet and were distributing its contents without waiting to be asked. Ordinary talk continued around Lucia's question; Ethan didn't have the whole circle looking at him.
"What about you?" he asked. "How was work?"
"Today, or all summer?"
"Both."
"Today was long." She stretched one leg and flexed her ankle. "All summer was also long, but I got paid for most of it."
He smiled. She described the last hour of her shift, somebody deciding they needed help just as she was supposed to leave, the coworker who finally told her to go because she'd already stayed late twice that week. She didn't make the story about a particularly awful customer. Mostly it had been standing, repeated questions, the clock moving slowly until the point when it started moving too fast.
"I got home and I still had to change," she said. "Then I couldn't find the shirt I wanted. I nearly came in the other one."
"You could've."
"I know. It smelled like work."
That made sense immediately. Ethan knew the particular relief of changing after a hospital day, even when his own clothes hadn't touched anything more interesting than a chair. She rubbed one palm over the stone beside her and shifted her weight again. He moved the crackers closer without interrupting.
"Are you back tomorrow?"
"No. I got the weekend."
"Whole weekend?"
"Most of it. Don't make me think about Monday yet."
"Okay."
She took a cracker. "I wanted to be here."
"I know."
"No, I mean with everybody. Not squeeze in a hello on your way out."
He looked around. Emily was listening to Marcus now, her mouth full, while Natalie had found the edge of the shopping bag and was folding it down so it would stay open. Hannah leaned forward to ask Connor something Ethan couldn't hear. His sister had found a conversation that didn't require either of her brothers to bring her into it.
"I'm here until Tuesday," he told Lucia.
"I know that too." She smiled. "I looked at the messages this time."
He laughed and nudged her shoe with his. She nudged back, careful of the food between them. For a moment they stayed that way, their feet resting almost side by side in the light.
She'd once waited an entire afternoon for him to finish a school thing because she'd wanted to walk home together and hadn't told him until afterward. He remembered coming out to find her sitting on the low wall, pretending she'd only just arrived. They'd bought something to drink and complained about the teacher all the way back. He couldn't remember the assignment now. He remembered how cross she'd been when he asked why she hadn't gone home.
"Does it feel weird?" she asked. "Maddie being here?"
"A little."
She waited.
"Good weird," he added, then stopped because that was a phrase, not really an answer. "It's different from her hearing about it. She gets to see everybody. Dad's actually making her tea instead of me telling her what he does."
Lucia glanced toward the path, as though the kitchen might be visible if she looked far enough. "She looked comfortable."
"Yeah." Ethan smiled at his hands. "I liked that."
He could tell Lucia wanted to ask more. She picked up her bottle, turned its cap a quarter of the wrong way, and corrected it. Whatever happened in the house earlier had involved other people's memories as much as his. He didn't want to reduce it to a story he performed beside a packet of crackers.
"It's been a lot," he said.
"Okay."
"I'm not trying to be vague."
"I didn't think you were." She drank and set the bottle between her feet. "We can talk tomorrow too."
He felt his shoulders settle. "Yeah."
"Or you can help me carry things and avoid my questions."
"I can do both."
She laughed, and the pressure went back into the ordinary shape of a conversation. He asked whether she'd seen Sophie much over the summer. Sophie heard her name and turned from Emily, answering before Lucia could.
"Not enough."
"I came over twice," Lucia said.
"One of those times you fell asleep."
"I was there."
Sophie smiled at her, fond rather than triumphant. "You were." She reached for Lucia's empty container and stacked it with her own. "We need to do something before I go back."
They started comparing the few days they had left, and Ethan listened without trying to volunteer everybody else's time. Emily could do one afternoon but not the morning. Lucia might be free later. Sophie wasn't sure how long packing would take. It wasn't a grand reunion plan, just three people finding a stretch of time in the gaps. He'd forgotten how much of adulthood was asking when rather than whether somebody wanted to see you.
Connor glanced over. "Are we doing something?"
"Maybe," Emily said.
"Tell me when."
"We will."
He returned to Hannah, who was explaining why he couldn't enlarge a blurry photograph and expect more detail to appear. Connor tilted the screen toward Katie for a second opinion. Katie looked, shrugged, and said the blur was probably his thumb anyway. Hannah took the phone only when he handed it to her, tapped something, and gave it back. He made a genuinely pleased sound at the difference.
Ethan smiled. Natalie caught his eye and followed his glance.
"She told him last time," she said quietly.
"He probably forgot."
"He did."
She sounded amused, not irritated. Then she asked Ethan how the internship had gone, and Lucia turned back so quickly that he laughed.
"That's on my list too," she said.
"It's good."
Natalie pointed at him with the cracker she'd just taken. "More than that."
He drew a breath and tried to start somewhere that didn't sound like an application essay. Patel's questions came to mind first, the way she could make him discover the missing step in an answer he thought he'd already finished. He told them about knowing the name of something and then having to explain why it made sense in that particular patient, about how much listening happened before anybody reached for equipment.
"She'll ask why, and I answer, and then she asks how I know."
"Do you?" Noah asked, joining them.
"Sometimes."
"And the other times?"
"I go and look it up."
Noah nodded with the satisfaction of somebody who respected that more than a miraculous answer. Natalie asked how much he was allowed to do. Ethan was glad she'd asked it that way. He didn't have to first undo the idea that standing near a surgeon made him one.
"Mostly observe and help where they actually assign me. I'm still an undergrad." He explained the ordinary jobs without apologizing for them: finding the person who knew an answer, carrying something, writing down what he'd been asked to track, learning the sequence rather than trying to put his hands into it. "It depends on the day. There's a lot I can't do."
"Do you like the boring parts?" Lucia asked.
He laughed. "Some of them."
"That's good. Everybody says they want the interesting part."
"Some of the interesting part isn't fun."
She nodded, and he left the sentence where it was. The woods weren't the place for somebody else's worst hospital day. Natalie asked about combining it with school, and he told her what he'd worked out so far, admitting where the fall schedule still wasn't settled. She listened and then confessed she'd written down three different versions of her own week and hadn't decided which one was possible.
"Show me," Noah said.
"Not now."
"I wasn't going to fix it."
She gave him a look.
"I wasn't going to fix all of it," he conceded.
Natalie laughed and finally offered him her phone. They bent over it together, quietly enough that Ethan could no longer follow the details. It was the old rhythm without the old stakes; there wasn't a rank waiting at the end of this particular argument. Noah moved a finger toward the screen, stopped before tapping anything, and asked her a question instead.
Noah looked up from the schedule. "Was transferring a pain?"
"Yeah," Ethan said, with enough feeling that Natalie laughed.
"What was the worst bit?"
"Finding out who I was supposed to ask. I'd ask one person and they'd tell me a different person, and then that person would send me back." He rubbed his forehead, remembering the tabs open on his laptop. "Some of it worked fine. Some of it took forever."
"That sounds familiar," Natalie said.
"It was worth it."
"I know. I'm asking about the actual part you had to do," Noah said. "Not whether you should've gone."
Ethan nodded. He hadn't meant to defend the decision, but the explanation had come automatically, the way it sometimes did when he mentioned leaving Yale. Noah was looking at him with genuine interest, no argument prepared about the school he'd left. Ethan told him about a form he'd thought he'd finished and a missing piece of information that had turned it into two more calls.
Natalie groaned in recognition and told them about having to send the same document twice because the first copy had gone to the wrong place. Lucia leaned back and said she'd once spent most of a lunch break waiting on hold. Nobody tried to make a competition out of it; Ethan didn't remember whose story had started the conversation by the time Noah asked whether he could have another cracker.
"You can get it yourself," Natalie said, pointing to the packet by his knee.
He looked down, laughed, and took one. "Didn't see it."
Ethan watched him offer the packet to Lucia before setting it between them. Their conversation hadn't become an interview about Los Angeles, or a defense of staying home, or a list of achievements they could compare. He could be annoyed about a form with people who remembered him getting lost in the school office. Noah didn't need the impressive version. Ethan hadn't realized how tired he was of deciding whether to supply it.
Across from them, Marcus was describing an early shift he'd covered over the summer. Ryan recognized the place, interrupted to ask whether somebody they knew still worked there, and then got distracted by Connor dropping a cracker down the inside of his sweatshirt. Emily watched him retrieve it and refused the packet when he held it out afterward.
"That one didn't go in," Connor said.
"No thanks."
Ethan laughed and found himself giving Lucia the version of his own summer that wasn't about the internship: runs before the heat got bad, groceries, a day out that had become a different day out, Christopher growing taller and more opinionated, Jee asking increasingly specific questions. He didn't list everybody's relationship to him. Lucia remembered the names he'd already used, stopping him only when a new one appeared.
"May's Buck's sister?"
"No, Athena's daughter."
"Right. I knew that."
He smiled. "It's a lot of names."
"I'm trying."
"I know."
She asked about Nash. Ethan found a photograph with the baby in Maddie's arms and passed the phone across. Lucia looked without swiping. Sophie leaned toward her, smiling, then Emily moved around the stone so she could see too.
"Oh, he's little." Lucia's voice softened involuntarily.
"He's getting bigger."
"That's what people say about every baby."
"Because they do."
She laughed and handed the phone back. Emily asked whether Jee liked being a big sister, and Ethan had to admit the answer depended on what Nash was doing and whether it took a grown-up's attention away from her. Sophie smiled in recognition; Hannah had once treated Tyler monopolizing Rose's attention as an offense that could be corrected by climbing into the same chair.
"I still do that," Hannah said, hearing her name.
"Yeah, I know."
She tossed a folded napkin at him. It didn't make it over the gap. Marcus caught it before it landed in the food, and Hannah reached to take it back, laughing at herself rather than blaming the distance.
Lucia rested her forearms on her thighs. "Do you miss it?"
"Here?"
"Yeah."
Ethan looked at the worn wood under his hand. Katie had leaned back against Tyler, who was pretending to push her off without actually making her move. Sophie sat with one knee drawn up, the way she'd sat through dozens of afternoons when they were supposed to be getting home. Nothing here looked especially photogenic once the camera wasn't trying.
"Yeah," he said. "I miss you."
Lucia's expression changed slightly, enough that he was glad he'd said the specific thing rather than talking about the neighborhood as if the buildings had been answering his messages. She reached over the space between them and squeezed his hand once. He turned his palm up to meet hers, then let her sit back.
"Call sometimes," she said.
"I do call."
"You send pictures of things."
"They're good pictures."
"They are. You can still call."
He nodded. "Okay."
Not a schedule, not a promise to become perfectly available across three hours of time difference. He could call on an ordinary evening instead of waiting until he had a story worth sending. He could ask about a long shift and stay on the line through the answer.
"I miss things there when I'm here too," he admitted.
Lucia nodded. "I figured."
"It's weird."
"A little." She nudged his shoe again. "You still look pretty happy."
He was. He was tired and stiff, full of pasta, pleased with a sweatshirt that wasn't his, and reluctant to imagine Tuesday even though he wanted to see the people waiting at the other end of the flight. He didn't need to straighten all of that into one answer.
Emily passed a bottle behind Lucia and asked Sophie about something she'd posted earlier in the week. Their conversation became a story about a broken washing machine, a load abandoned wet, and Sophie discovering she didn't own enough hangers for what she'd started. Lucia had lent her some. Emily hadn't known that part and complained, mildly, that nobody had asked her because she'd had spares.
"It was late," Sophie said.
"You could've texted."
"I thought you were asleep."
"I probably was." Emily smiled. "Still."
Ethan listened while the story found its missing pieces. These were the things he'd meant to ask about: who had been awake, who had come over, whose room had smelled like damp clothes for two days. Their lives hadn't stopped where he'd last seen them. He didn't want a summary he could nod through. He wanted Lucia arguing with Sophie about whether the window had been open.
Noah handed Natalie her phone and told her the second version was worse. She disagreed immediately. Marcus asked whether any crackers were left. Katie gave him the open packet and reminded him to keep it level. Ryan tipped his head back toward the sky, following a sound Ethan couldn't quite place until it passed overhead and the small moving light came through the branches.
"Planes are loud tonight," Ryan said.
"You're just sitting still," Marcus answered.
They both watched it go. Ethan tilted his head too, then lowered it when his neck complained. In a few days he'd be somewhere above the weather with Maddie beside him, reading or pretending to sleep. Tonight he was on a log with dirt in the cuff of his trousers. He rubbed it loose and let the conversation continue.
Lucia asked him what he usually ate after an internship day. Such a small question that he answered without deciding how much it meant.
"Whatever we have. Jacob cooks sometimes. I do sometimes."
"What do you cook?"
"Actual food."
"That's not an answer."
He laughed and named two things. She nodded at one, asked about the other, and told him something easy she'd been making when she didn't want to stand any longer. It sounded good enough that he asked her to send it. She opened their messages, typed while he watched, and added the extra ingredient she'd nearly forgotten.
His phone lit against his leg. A recipe, nothing urgent. He thanked her and put it away without answering somebody elsewhere.
Sophie had gone quiet beside Lucia. When Ethan looked over, she was smiling at him, but she didn't say anything yet. He picked up his container to put it with the empties and discovered she'd already made room for it.
"What?" Ethan asked Sophie.
She looked down at the containers, then back at him. "Nothing."
He didn't believe her. He'd known that particular attempt at an innocent face since they were teenagers; she'd never kept it long enough to become good at it. Beside her, Lucia screwed the cap onto her bottle and tried unsuccessfully not to smile.
"Oh, come on. What?"
Sophie glanced at the photograph on Ethan's phone again. "Speaking of your California people, I did some digging. That kid in your pictures, Christopher? I thought he looked like you."
"Ryan said secret sibling," Ethan said. "He's not. Though, I did think he was Buck's kid, when I first saw a picture."
"I wasn't going to say brother." Ryan lifted a hand. "I was going to say cousin."
"He's Jacob's cousin, actually," Sophie said. "I stalked on Instagram."
"Of course you did," Tyler said.
"Somebody has to keep the family tree straight." Sophie grinned. "Speaking of the beefcake of a hunk in those pictures, what's Jacob like?"
Ethan sat back. That wasn't what he'd expected, though he couldn't have said what was. "You've seen him."
"In a picture."
Emily laughed softly. Ethan turned toward her. She was seated on the stone beside Lucia now, holding the empty wrapper from the crackers, and raised her hands when he looked.
"Sorry. That's just not very much."
He knew it wasn't. He picked up the sweatshirt cuff and dragged it over the heel of his hand, giving himself something to do while he tried to answer without sounding as if he'd spent most of the summer collecting the details. Jacob was nice. He also argued with cooking instructions, left terrible handwriting on perfectly sensible lists, and sometimes got so involved in explaining a game that Ethan forgot the question he'd asked. He laughed with his whole face when he stopped checking whether the joke had landed.
"He's funny," Ethan said. "Smart. He gets really into things."
"What things?" Lucia asked.
"Games. Music. Whatever he's trying to figure out."
"Like you," Sophie said.
Ethan smiled despite himself. "Sometimes."
Behind him, Tyler shifted. The log gave a small creak, and Hannah moved her knee clear of Ethan's leg so he could turn toward Sophie properly. Ryan wasn't paying attention yet. He and Marcus were still discussing a video on Marcus's phone, with Connor leaning over the space between them to see.
"He's done with classes now?" Natalie asked.
"Yeah. Finished the summer sessions, and graduated."
"That's good."
"Yeah." Ethan thought of the work that had filled Jacob's evenings, the particular concentration that sometimes made him answer a question a beat late. "He worked really hard."
Sophie watched his face. He knew she was doing it; knowing didn't stop his expression changing when he talked about somebody he wanted to talk about. He rubbed a thumb along the seam of the cuff and tried to leave it alone.
"Are you getting on okay living together?" she asked.
"Yeah."
"Still?"
"Still."
"No annoying habits?"
"He's got some."
Tyler laughed. "So have you."
Ethan looked back. "Thank you."
"Just helping."
Hannah nudged Tyler's knee with the heel of her hand. He smiled at her and settled again. Sophie waited instead of joining the interruption. Ethan was increasingly aware that she wasn't really asking about dishes, but he answered the question anyway.
"We both like things pretty clean. That's good. If there's something in the way, one of us usually moves it. We don't have to fight about it."
"Which is a thing," Katie said from his other side. "People can be fuckin' awful to live with."
"Yeah."
She glanced at Connor, who looked up from the video as though he'd felt the accusation arrive. "What?"
"You lived with him. You tell us."
Connor pointed at Ethan. "He kept the place clean. But he'd also sit there with three scholarship letters and act like he wasn't getting paid to go to school."
Ethan laughed. "You're still on that?"
"I was the one paying for textbooks."
"I paid for textbooks."
"With your free money." Connor went back to the video, satisfied he'd made his point. Katie smiled briefly into her bottle, then asked Ethan whether the extra room had worked out the way he'd hoped. He told her it had. It was smaller, obviously; the common space had to hold more than it used to. But Jacob's things were there now. Ethan couldn't picture the room without them unless he deliberately went looking for the old version.
"He's in El Paso with Eddie and Chris this weekend," he added. "Eddie's finally selling his house, so they've got stuff to sort out. That's why I came here with Maddie."
Lucia nodded. "You said. Did he grow up there?"
"Partly. Charleston too."
"So you've both got people somewhere else."
"Yeah."
He liked that she left it at people. He wasn't going to tell the clearing Jacob's history, particularly the parts Jacob hadn't even given him names for. The fact that Ethan wanted to explain what made Jacob matter didn't give him permission to hand over everything he'd learned.
"Show us a picture," Emily said. "I can't remember which one he is."
"The big guy," Tyler told her.
"Tyler, that narrows it down to half the people in his pictures."
Ethan took out his phone before he could decide not to. He had a photograph from the beach, Jacob in the foreground with a drink in his hand, the angle slightly crooked because Ethan hadn't stopped walking properly. There were better pictures of the day. This was the one he could find without opening something that felt more private.
He turned the screen toward Emily. Sophie leaned in, and Lucia shifted so they could all see without taking the phone away from him.
"Oh, okay. I remember." Emily looked at the picture, then Ethan. "He's cute."
The agreement reached his face too quickly.
Sophie saw it.
Ethan lowered the phone. "What?"
"Nothing," she said again, now openly smiling.
"Stop saying nothing."
"Okay." She tilted her head. "Do you like him?"
The conversation beside Marcus's phone didn't stop immediately. Ryan said something about the end of the video; Connor laughed. Ethan was grateful for three whole seconds, then annoyed with himself for noticing the relief. Nobody had asked anything cruel. Sophie had asked a question he'd been answering around for weeks.
"Of course I like him," he said.
Sophie didn't move. Emily pressed her lips together, but the grin at their corners remained. Ethan looked toward Lucia and found her carefully watching him rather than the other two.
"Ethan," Sophie said.
He knew what she meant. He also knew he could pretend not to for another minute if he wanted. Somewhere down the slope, a car went past with its music loud enough to become a brief, unfamiliar rhythm through the trees. He waited for it to disappear.
"We're friends," he said.
"I know."
"And we live together."
"I know that too."
Tyler leaned forward. Ethan could feel his brother looking at the side of his face. It irritated him until Tyler spoke, quietly enough not to turn it into an announcement.
"She didn't ask what the lease says."
Ethan laughed once, unwillingly. "Shut up."
Tyler did. That was the surprising part. He sat back instead of finding another joke, leaving Ethan with the question rather than giving him a reason to fight.
Katie drew one knee onto the log. "You don't have to answer."
"I know."
"Okay."
She turned her bottle between her hands. Hannah had gone still beside him, but not in the anxious way he'd expected. She was waiting too. Ethan looked at the photograph still lit on his phone, at Jacob's face caught in the middle of saying something, and couldn't remember why making a different answer out loud had seemed necessary.
"Yeah," he said. "I like him."
Sophie didn't immediately smile wider. "Like that?"
"Yeah." His ears were warm. He put the phone facedown on his thigh. "I've got feelings for him," he said, a little quieter. "And I have no idea if he feels anything back."
There. The words weren't particularly graceful. They didn't tell anybody when or how much. They were still more accurate than the three descriptions he'd tried first.
Hannah touched his arm, just the backs of her fingers against the sweatshirt. Tyler's hand came to rest briefly between his shoulders. Katie looked down at her bottle, smiling now, and Sophie reached across the space to squeeze his knee.
"Okay," she said.
Ethan laughed because the answer was so ordinary. "Okay?"
"Yeah. Okay."
Emily grinned. "You look happy when you talk about him."
"Apparently."
"I meant it nicely."
"I know." He smiled back, unable to help it, then hid his face in his hand for a second. "Oh my God."
That was what caught Ryan's attention. He looked across from Marcus, saw Ethan's hand over his eyes, and asked what he'd missed. Ethan lowered it too late to stop Connor looking over as well.
"Nothing," Ethan said, automatically.
Katie laughed. "We're not doing that again."
He gave her a helpless look. She lifted a shoulder and waited; she didn't tell them for him. Sophie stayed quiet too, though he could practically feel her trying not to laugh at how quickly he'd retreated to the word he'd complained about.
"Jacob," Ethan said. "We were talking about Jacob."
"Your roommate?" Ryan asked.
"Yeah." He rubbed his hands over his knees. "I like him. Not just as my roommate."
Ryan's expression cleared. Marcus looked from Ethan to the others and back, catching up without asking for the preceding ten minutes. Connor sat a little straighter, his shoulder brushing Katie's shin.
"Oh," Ryan said. Then, warmly, "Nice."
"It might not be nice."
"Why?"
"I don't know if he feels the same."
Ryan opened his mouth, closed it, and nodded. Ethan appreciated the second version more than whatever the first might have been. Marcus set his phone away from the crumbs and asked whether Jacob knew.
"No."
"Not at all?"
"I haven't told him."
"Right." Marcus leaned back, taking the answer without making a plan out of it. Connor asked if Ethan had the photograph still, and Ethan showed him. Connor looked for a moment, said he remembered him now, and gave the phone back without swiping. Katie stole a glance while it passed.
Ethan wasn't sure what he'd expected. A chorus, probably. Tyler declaring he'd known for months. Everybody deciding the whole friendship was obviously romantic and demanding he do something about it before the food went cold. Instead Noah asked, "Do you want to tell him?" and then waited through Ethan's first unsuccessful attempt at an answer.
"I don't know."
Noah nodded. "Fair."
"I mean, I do. But—" Ethan stopped. His fingers found the edge of the phone case. "I like what we've got."
"What do you do?" Lucia asked. "Just on a normal night."
The question gave him something he knew how to answer. "Depends. Eat. Watch something. Sometimes we've both got work, so we're just doing that."
"Together?"
"Sometimes. Not all the time." He looked down at the phone. "If he's busy, I leave him alone."
Lucia nodded. She wasn't grinning now. Ethan could hear Katie tipping the remaining pretzels toward Connor, the soft scrape of the bag against her trousers. He watched a moth circle the light on the stone and tried to put the ordinary evenings into words without making them sound smaller than they were.
"Sometimes I'll be upstairs and hear him come in," he said. "And I'll go down because I want to hear about his day. Or he'll put food aside if he's eating first. Nothing huge."
He thought of the common space with a light on, somebody else's shoes by the door, a question from the kitchen that didn't require him to be useful before he answered. Sometimes Jacob was absorbed in a screen. Sometimes Ethan was the distracted one, looking up too late and asking him to repeat himself. The evenings weren't a collection of perfect moments. There were dishes, things forgotten, two different ideas about what to watch.
He wanted them anyway.
"Sounds nice," Lucia said.
"Yeah." Ethan smiled at her, then looked away again. "It is."
He'd been talking about whether Jacob might want something more as if the thing they already had were a neutral starting place. It wasn't. Ethan looked forward to opening his own door because he might find him on the other side. That was embarrassing to realize in front of people who'd only asked about dinner.
Tyler moved the open shopping bag away from Ethan's foot. He didn't interrupt.
Sophie looked at him directly. "You don't want to mess it up."
"Yeah."
Nobody promised he couldn't. Ethan was glad. The loft was an actual place, not a collection of signs his friends could arrange into a reassuring verdict. Jacob's bedroom door was there. The kitchen was there. On most evenings they ended up within reach of each other without either of them asking what it meant. Ethan wanted that when he got back. He wanted more too, and that was the part he didn't know how to fit beside it.
"Is he interested in men?" Natalie asked gently.
Ethan looked up. "I think so."
"But you're not sure?"
"No. He hasn't said." He took a breath. "We talked about things in El Paso. The first time I went, in May."
He could remember the kitchen, a pause in the way Jacob answered something, the impression that a door had been left unlatched rather than opened for him. None of that was the same as being told. He wasn't going to repeat somebody else's half-finished sentences as if they'd been a declaration.
"There were things that made me wonder," he said. "I didn't ask him to explain."
Natalie nodded. "Okay."
"And even if he is, that doesn't mean—" He stopped, annoyed by the heat returning to his face.
"I know," Sophie said. "It doesn't tell you about you."
"Yeah."
She rubbed his knee once with her thumb before letting go. Ethan sat back against the space Tyler's shoulder made beside him. The log wasn't comfortable enough for the weight of the conversation, but at least his friends weren't trying to make it sound easy.
Hannah had been quiet for long enough that he glanced at her. She looked at his phone, then his face.
"Does he make you laugh?" she asked.
"Yeah."
"Like properly?"
He smiled. "Yeah."
She nodded, pleased. "Good."
Tyler reached around Ethan and tapped the hood of her sweatshirt. She ducked and swatted his hand away without losing her smile. Ethan looked toward Sophie again and found her watching that small exchange instead of searching his expression for another confession.
Emily asked how long he'd felt it. It was a reasonable question. It still made him look at his shoes.
"A while."
"A week, or—"
"Longer." He picked a bit of dried mud from the side of one sole. "I don't know when it became this."
He could have named April. Jacob visiting Los Angeles, the two of them alone in the loft, a moment Ethan had stopped himself from entering because he didn't know what waited on the other side. The memory was clear enough to make his stomach tighten even now. He didn't want to take it apart with twelve people around a packet of crackers, and he didn't have to.
Emily nodded before he offered more. "Okay."
"You keep saying okay," he told Sophie, smiling helplessly again.
"What do you want me to say?"
"I don't know."
She laughed. "That's why."
Connor held out the pretzels. Ethan took one simply because it gave him something to do. Salt stuck to his thumb. He brushed it against his trousers, realized they were already dirty, and ate another while Marcus asked whether they still played games together.
"All the time."
"What're you playing?"
Ethan answered. Marcus recognized one and asked about a part he'd got stuck on; Connor leaned into that conversation immediately. For half a minute Ethan was telling them what Jacob had changed in the settings, how it had made the game stop doing the particular thing that had annoyed him for two evenings. The ordinary detail came out warm with familiarity before he remembered everybody had just learned why.
He stopped.
Marcus waited a beat. "Did that work?"
"Yeah."
"Send me what he did when you're back."
"I will."
The request steadied him. He could still talk about Jacob without every sentence becoming evidence. His friends could be interested in a fix, or a song, or the person he shared a kitchen with, instead of treating his feelings as permission to inspect all of it.
Sophie asked if he wanted the phone put away. Ethan looked down at it, surprised.
"No. It's fine."
"I just meant if we're making you uncomfortable."
He shook his head. "You aren't." Then he laughed at himself. "I am."
Lucia smiled. "You're doing okay."
He believed her enough to let his hands relax. The conversation hadn't solved anything. Jacob was still in El Paso, and Ethan hadn't told him what had just been said in a clearing across the country. Here, at least, he hadn't needed to pretend attraction was a mistake or a threat he could reason away. He'd wanted his friends to know, underneath the attempt not to answer. That was embarrassingly obvious now.
Tyler leaned close enough that his next words belonged mostly to Ethan. "I'm happy for you."
"Nothing's happened."
"I heard that part."
Ethan looked at him. Tyler was smiling, but not broadly. He didn't know what Jacob felt either. He was happy that Ethan had something to want, and Ethan couldn't quite defend himself against that without being unkind.
"Thanks," he said.
Tyler squeezed the back of his neck. Ethan complained automatically, knocked the hand away, and then leaned his shoulder into his brother's anyway. Hannah moved her foot so he could stretch his leg without pressing against her shoe.
Katie took the pretzels from Connor and discovered he'd left her the broken pieces. She tilted the bag to inspect them, then poured some into her palm and held it out to Ethan.
"Here. Eat something before you start thinking so hard again."
He took one. "I'm not."
"You went quiet."
"I can go quiet."
"Occasionally."
He laughed and nudged her knee. She nudged back with enough force to make him grab the log. Sophie was laughing too. Ryan asked whether anyone wanted the last cracker, and three people answered at once.
The conversation opened around them again. Natalie wanted to know what Emily had meant earlier about her first class. Connor remembered another part of the video and tried to describe it, badly. Hannah asked Marcus a question about the game he'd shown them, and he moved his phone nearer without assuming she didn't already know how it worked.
Ethan stayed where he was. His ears were cooling. He could still feel the place Sophie's hand had rested on his knee, Tyler's arm behind him, the warm little pressure of Hannah's fingers against his sleeve. Nothing had changed at the other end of the country. Here, somebody could say Jacob's name and he didn't have to rush ahead of what it did to his face.
He turned his phone over, let the screen go dark, and set it beside his bottle. Sophie caught his eye once more. This time he smiled without asking what.
Emily found the cards while looking for another napkin. They were held together by a rubber band rather than a box, the corner of the top card curled enough that Ethan recognized the deck before she turned it over.
"You still have those?" he asked.
"They still work."
"Half of them are bent."
"More than half." She set them on the flat stone and pushed the bag away from the crumbs. "Anybody want to play?"
Hannah looked up immediately. Connor reached for the deck, then stopped when Emily said his hands were dirty. He inspected them, wiped them on his trousers, and received the same look as before.
"Go wash," Katie said.
"In what?"
She handed him a wet wipe from Emily's bag. He took it without continuing the argument and scrubbed at his fingers while Tyler began sorting the cards. Ethan watched him look through the faces and reached over Hannah to pull them away.
"You don't get to choose."
"I was checking they were all here."
"Sure."
Tyler let him have them, smiling. Ethan shuffled badly, with one part of the deck catching beneath the other until Sophie reached across to straighten it. She didn't take over. He tried again, made a more respectable job of it, and looked up to find Katie patiently waiting for him to stop showing off.
Five of them found enough level space around the stone to play: Hannah beside Tyler, Connor on the ground, Katie perched on the end of the log, Ethan leaning forward from his seat. Emily didn't bother joining. She gave them the cards and returned to Sophie and Lucia, who were talking about something in one of the photographs.
"Cheat?" Connor asked.
Hannah nodded. Ethan checked that she knew the rules. She gave him a look familiar enough that he accepted it as an answer and began dealing. Natalie watched his last three cards go to the wrong people and corrected him before he could pretend it had been deliberate.
"Thanks."
"Can't help it," she said, smiling.
Noah drew his feet away from the improvised playing space. Marcus moved the light nearer so they could see the card faces without holding a phone between them. Ryan stayed beside him, interested but unwilling to get off the stone he'd finally found comfortable.
Tyler started with a claim nobody challenged. Hannah went next, set her cards carefully facedown, and looked at Katie instead of her brothers. Katie played without hesitation. Connor took too long. Ethan watched him choose a card, exchange it for another, and then try to cover the pause with a cough.
"Cheat," Ethan said.
Connor turned the cards over. For once he'd told the truth.
Katie laughed so hard she had to brace a hand on the log. Ethan picked up the growing pile, glaring at Connor while trying not to laugh himself. Hannah reorganized her own hand with extraordinary care, apparently hoping nobody would notice how pleased she was.
"I believed you," she told Connor.
He nodded solemnly. "Thank you."
"You shouldn't," Katie said.
Hannah smiled at her without answering. Ethan liked the way she'd begun deciding for herself whose advice to take, even about something this stupid. Ten minutes ago he'd been worrying about what everybody could see on his face. Now he was trying to remember whether Tyler had already put down all the threes.
The game moved unevenly. The stone was too small for everyone's hands, and Connor had to lean around Ethan's knee to reach the middle. Katie kept setting her cards nearer herself. Tyler called her on it once and then did exactly the same thing. Hannah tapped the pile back into the center without asking permission.
"Can anybody even see mine?" she asked.
Ethan moved his leg. "Yeah. Sorry."
His phone lit beside the water bottle. He looked automatically, then made himself finish his turn before picking it up. It was Emily sending the group photograph, not somebody checking on him. He opened it and saw himself standing beneath Tyler's arm, Hannah in front with Katie, Lucia smiling between Sophie and Natalie. Noah had made it into the frame at the last possible moment, one shoulder still slightly raised from moving quickly.
He smiled. Connor asked whether he was playing or texting.
"Playing."
Ethan put the phone down and reached for the card he'd already chosen. Tyler looked at him with open interest, trying to make him doubt it. He didn't. Tyler called him anyway and ended up taking the pile.
"Should've listened," Ethan told him.
"You didn't say anything."
"I looked trustworthy."
Katie laughed, then challenged Hannah and regretted it. Hannah grinned over the turn of the cards. She was getting quieter when she lied, Ethan noticed, which would be useful if he could stop getting distracted by his own terrible hand.
Beyond the playing space, Sophie and Lucia had moved closer to Emily's screen. Natalie sat with them now, resting her chin on one hand. They weren't watching Ethan; they were complaining about how many photographs it took to get one everybody liked. Ryan asked Marcus to send him the video from earlier. Noah offered an opinion about the camera angle and got handed a phone so he could explain it properly.
The clearing had separated into conversations without anyone leaving. Ethan could hear a word here and there, enough to know where to enter if he wanted, not enough to follow every thread. He let the cards occupy him. His feelings for Jacob didn't disappear. They stayed beside the other things he wanted, rather than sitting in the middle demanding everybody look.
Katie won because Connor challenged Tyler at exactly the wrong moment and left her with a clear turn. Hannah accused the two of them of helping her. Connor looked at the cards he'd picked up, held them toward Katie, and asked whether this looked like helping anybody.
Katie laughed and stretched both arms above her head. "Thanks, though."
Ethan gathered the cards before the breeze could lift the corner ones. He passed them to Hannah to square up. She took the task seriously, pressing the edges against her palm, and then held the deck toward Emily.
"Another?" Tyler asked.
"Not yet," Hannah said.
He looked genuinely surprised, then reached for his bottle. Ethan leaned back and stretched the stiffness out of his fingers. Nothing much had happened. They'd played a bad game on an uneven rock with people talking over the rules. He hadn't realized how much he wanted an ordinary half hour afterward, one nobody would describe as important.
Marcus came over for the bottle he'd left near Ethan's foot. "Running tomorrow?"
"Probably not early." Ethan stretched one leg, testing the ache in his calf. "You?"
"Maybe. Depends when I get up."
"Text me if it's later."
Marcus nodded. He didn't turn it into a challenge. Ethan had spent enough of the night trying to outrun him, or people like him, to be grateful for a morning that might involve moving at the same pace.
"Nothing long," he added.
"Wasn't planning long." Marcus looked down at his own shoes. "These need cleaning first."
Ethan leaned forward to see the mud. "Mine too."
They inspected the damage without offering each other a particularly useful solution. Marcus scraped the worst of a clump off against the rough side of the stone, then stopped when it proved too dry to shift. Ethan remembered doing that outside the school changing rooms, both of them trying to make their shoes look as though they'd stayed on the track. He hadn't thought about it in years. He wasn't even sure Marcus remembered the same afternoon.
"You'll be around tomorrow anyway," Marcus said.
"Yeah."
"Good." He took the bottle and moved back toward Ryan. Ethan watched him settle on the other stone, then drew his feet in so Sophie could pass.
Sophie came to sit beside him when Katie moved down to talk to Connor. She fitted into the space without asking anybody to rearrange and accepted the bottle Ethan moved out of her way.
"You okay?" she asked quietly.
"Yeah."
"I didn't mean to put you on the spot."
"You didn't." He thought about it, then gave her a small smile. "Well. You did. But I wanted to answer."
"Okay."
"Don't."
She laughed at the word, recognizing the complaint from earlier. Ethan leaned his head against hers briefly. She held still, then bumped him back when he straightened. They'd done it in corridors, on buses, sitting behind Tyler while he made too much noise. There wasn't a new way he had to behave because she'd asked about Jacob.
"I like talking about him," Ethan admitted.
"I noticed."
He smiled at his hands. "I just don't want everybody telling me what it means."
"Then tell us if we do."
"I will."
She nodded and left it there. He was glad she didn't promise she'd always get it right. She was his friend, not somebody hired to anticipate every awkward place the conversation could go. He wanted her questions. He could also tell her when one was too much.
Lucia called Sophie's name to ask where she'd found a shirt in a photograph. Sophie looked up, answered, and stayed beside Ethan while describing it. Emily wanted to know whether she'd lent it to her before. They argued about the color until Lucia enlarged the picture and ended the discussion by showing them both.
Ethan picked up his phone again. The group photograph was still there, waiting in the chat. He looked at it for a few seconds, then opened Jacob's messages. There wasn't anything he needed to say urgently. He could have put the phone away. Instead he attached the picture, hesitated only long enough to make sure everybody was comfortable with it being the version Emily had already sent around, and typed beneath it.
Ethan: Hannah won Manhunt. We're all very gracious about it, obviously.
He sent it before revising it into something less like himself. The photograph showed a boy trying not to laugh with his brother's arm around him and dirt on his clothes. Jacob had seen him exhausted, frightened, focused, drunk and ridiculous with May. He could see this too.
Hannah leaned close. "Did you send that to Mom?"
"Emily already did."
"Who, then?"
"Jacob."
She looked at the photograph once more and nodded. "Good picture."
"Yeah."
"Except Connor's doing something weird with his hand."
Ethan enlarged the corner. Connor was holding two fingers up at the wrong angle, apparently midway through deciding whether to make a peace sign or touch Katie's shoulder. Hannah laughed and went to show him on her own phone. Ethan let the image return to its normal size.
Tyler reached past Sophie for the cards and received them from Emily. He began showing Ryan something he'd remembered how to do, failing on the first attempt and asking nobody to pay attention until he'd tried again. Ryan paid very close attention. Marcus watched without offering assistance, smiling when the cards separated in Tyler's hands and had to be collected from his lap.
Ethan laughed too. Tyler pointed at him, threatened something he didn't finish, and tried again. This time it worked well enough that Hannah came over to inspect it. She asked which part was supposed to be hidden. Tyler held the deck out of reach and told her to wait until the end.
Noah's phone made a low sound. He checked it, answered quickly, and put it away. Natalie asked whether he needed to get back. He shook his head and stretched his legs.
"Just checking I'm alive."
"Same here," Lucia said, looking at her own screen.
Their parents had once shouted through back gardens or sent one of the siblings out to fetch them. Now the questions came in small rectangles, and nobody had to stand up until somebody actually needed to leave. Ethan checked the time. Later than he'd realized, but not so late that the clearing had changed into somewhere they shouldn't be.
A mosquito landed on his wrist. He brushed it away and scratched the place once before remembering the bites he already had. Sophie saw and offered the sleeve of her sweatshirt as a solution, pulling his cuff down for him when he didn't move quickly enough.
"Helpful," he told her.
"You're welcome."
He left it down. The cold had become a little more definite, making him glad Rose had sent the extra clothes. Hannah had both hands tucked into her sleeves now but was still watching Tyler's cards with the stubborn concentration she'd brought to the game. Marcus asked her whether she wanted the place beside him out of the breeze. She shook her head and then moved there anyway two minutes later, without either of them mentioning it.
Jacob's reply came while Ethan was looking at the entrance, following a rustle he thought might be somebody arriving. It was only leaves. He picked up the phone and read the first bubble.
Jacob: Tell her congratulations. You all look like you ran through a hedge.
Ethan laughed. Sophie glanced down by reflex, then looked away before reading. He tilted the screen toward himself and answered.
Ethan: Several. Pretty sure I've got half of one in my shoes.
Another bubble appeared after a short pause.
Jacob: Looks like a good night. Glad you got everybody together.
It did. Ethan looked from the screen to the clearing and back, feeling the simple pleasure of being able to show him. He didn't need to turn the message into a clue. Jacob had seen the photograph and answered the thing Ethan had sent.
Ethan: It is. How's your night?
He put the phone down while waiting rather than staring at the typing space. Tyler had finally managed the trick. Hannah looked unconvinced by its mystery but pleased by his insistence that she'd chosen the card freely. Emily laughed at whatever Lucia had said. Katie leaned forward to pick up a wrapper beside Connor's heel before it blew into the ferns.
"Don't leave that," she told him.
He took it from her and put it in the shopping bag. Natalie began stacking the empty containers. Nobody had declared the evening over, but small pieces of it were being put away.
Ethan helped gather the lids, testing two before finding the one that fit. Sophie tucked the forks together inside a napkin. Marcus lifted the bottle beside the stone and offered it around one last time. Ryan took a drink, capped it, and asked whether anybody wanted a lift tomorrow if they were going over early for the block party.
"From where?" Noah asked.
"Wherever."
"I'll text you."
"Okay."
No grand arrangement. Just one less thing somebody would have to work out in the morning. Lucia asked Sophie about coming with her. Emily said she'd probably meet them there. Ethan listened while sorting the lids, liking the fact that tomorrow could be assumed instead of invented.
Jacob answered that they'd had dinner and were hanging around. He asked if Ethan was heading back soon. Ethan said probably, and added that he hoped their evening was good too. He didn't attach the entire confession, or ask a question whose answer mattered too much for a casual message. The conversation in the woods belonged to him for now.
He put the phone in his pocket. Tyler watched him do it and then returned his attention to the deck without asking. Ethan appreciated the omission more than he could comfortably say, so he helped his brother find the last card beneath his shoe.
Lucia stood and stretched, both arms reaching until the borrowed sweatshirt lifted at her waist. "Oh, I've been sitting too long."
Ryan groaned as he got up. Connor tried to rise without moving his legs out from under himself and had to start over. Katie offered him her hand. This time he accepted it without making a joke, and she held on until he was steady.
Ethan stood slowly. Sophie stayed beside him while he let his knees decide what they thought. He picked up the containers, light enough to carry in one bag, and checked the patch where he'd been sitting. A cap, a folded napkin, no phone. He retrieved the first two and let Natalie look once around the stone before they began moving.
Hannah held her light low, illuminating the entrance for Lucia. Tyler put a hand briefly on Ethan's shoulder and asked whether he had everything.
"Yeah." Ethan checked the shape of his phone through the pocket. "You?"
Tyler patted his own pockets, frowned, and found the cards in his hand. Emily took them from him before he could claim they were his now.
"Tomorrow," Marcus said, not loudly, to the people nearest him.
They answered in different ways. See you. Text me. Don't be late. Nobody needed a ceremonial goodbye when they were walking down the same path first. Ethan let Sophie move ahead to join Lucia, then followed Hannah through the bend with the shopping bag against his leg. Connor and Katie stayed behind long enough to check the edge of the clearing with their lights; their voices caught up a few moments later.
The path felt narrower with everybody walking instead of running. Ethan kept the bag away from the low branches and stepped around the exposed root he'd avoided earlier. Behind him, Noah was asking Natalie whether she'd actually meant to start reading tomorrow. She said she'd been considering it. He told her not to, and her laugh carried farther through the woods than his answer.
At the wider fork they slowed for the people behind. Ryan and Marcus would go one way with Katie and Connor; the rest would continue toward the houses before separating. Lucia needed her work bag. Emily wanted her old shoes. Sophie walked beside her, still talking about the photograph, while Tyler waited for Hannah to choose the right branch without steering her into it.
Ethan sent Rose one short message that they were coming back. Then he zipped the phone pocket and took the bag in his other hand. The dirt smell thinned as they approached the street. Light fell through the gap between the last trees, showing the pale dust on Hannah's shoes and the dried mud on his own.
She looked up at him. "Good night?"
"Yeah."
"Even when you lost?"
He grinned and bumped her shoulder carefully enough not to knock the light sideways. "Even then."
Tyler reached around both of them, caught Ethan in a brief squeeze, and let go when Hannah complained that he was blocking her view. Ethan pushed his brother forward with the hand that wasn't carrying anything. Tyler laughed and took the next few steps backward until Sophie told him to watch where he was going.
He turned. They kept walking, close enough to hear each other, slow enough that nobody fell behind.
A folding table struck something outside with a hollow metal clang, and Ethan opened one eye.
For a few seconds he couldn't place the room. The light was on the wrong side, brighter than the stripe that usually reached his bed in the loft. Then he saw the familiar edge of the window and remembered. New Haven. Saturday. His phone was facedown beside the bed, where he'd put it after deciding last night that looking at anything else would keep him awake.
He turned it over. Nine forty-three.
Outside, somebody said to hold the other end. Another voice answered that they were holding it. The table scraped, somebody laughed, and the first voice said the other other end with the patience of a person who'd been doing this since breakfast.
Ethan smiled into his pillow. His calves were sore. He stretched one leg, discovered that the other felt much the same, and stayed where he was until the sound of music came through the open edge of the window. Not loud yet. Somebody testing a speaker, turning it up, turning it down again when a neighbor called something he couldn't make out.
He got up before he could talk himself into another half hour. His clean clothes were where he'd left them. The clothes from last night weren't; he'd at least remembered to put them in the laundry instead of creating a small patch of woodland on the bedroom floor. He pulled on a shirt, rubbed a hand through the curls flattened against one side of his head, and went to find breakfast.
Coffee reached him before the kitchen did. So did Hannah's voice.
"I already carried the chairs."
"I know you did," Rose said.
"Then why am I sitting?"
"Because you asked for pancakes."
Ethan came in laughing. Hannah turned on her chair with a fork in one hand and gave him a bright, entirely unearned look of surprise.
"You're up."
"Apparently."
"Tyler isn't."
"Then I'm winning."
Maddie was beside the counter, folding a towel she had evidently used. She looked over at him and smiled before asking whether he'd slept well. The ordinary question caught him pleasantly off guard; she hadn't had to arrange a call or wait for him to come through somebody else's door.
"Yeah. You?"
"Yeah." She glanced at the window as another table clanged. "Until about twenty minutes ago."
"That's pretty good."
Rose turned from the stove. "Coffee's there. Sit down before she eats yours."
Hannah protested with her mouth full, which didn't improve her argument. Ethan got a mug, poured coffee, and sat where there was already a plate. Maddie pulled out the chair beside him after asking Rose where the clean towel belonged. She set her own mug down and reached for the bowl of fruit between them.
Maddie had been talking to Rose long enough to know where the mugs were. There was no announcement attached to it. She'd found the drawer, put something away, and come to the table. Ethan watched her offer Hannah the strawberries before taking any herself.
"Rose told me you used to refuse pancakes unless she made the little ones," Maddie said.
"I was six."
"Eight," Rose corrected without looking up.
Hannah made a sound into her coffee. Ethan pointed at her. "Don't."
"Wasn't gonna say anything."
"You were thinking it."
"That's allowed."
Maddie smiled at Rose across the table. "I'm getting the impression there are a lot of stories nobody's told me yet."
"You have no idea," Rose said.
"Good night?" she asked him.
"Really good."
"Everyone got back okay?"
"Yeah." He took the syrup Hannah held toward him. "We were just sitting by then."
"After running through half the neighborhood," Rose said.
"Not half."
Hannah looked at him. He smiled into his coffee and revised it to probably half. Rose set a plate of pancakes down between them. The top one still shone faintly with butter; Ethan took two, then a third when she pointed at the remaining space on his plate.
Kit came in with the front door closing behind him. He had a folded piece of paper in one hand and the expression of somebody who'd already answered five questions he hadn't expected before ten o'clock.
"Morning," he said to Ethan.
"Morning, Dad."
"How're the legs?"
"Sore."
"Good. Means you can still carry a table."
Ethan laughed and reached for his fork. Kit poured coffee, glanced at Hannah's plate, and asked whether Tyler had made an appearance. Hannah shook her head immediately.
"I knocked."
"What'd he say?"
"Something."
Kit waited.
"I'm not repeating it."
That made Maddie laugh. Hannah looked pleased with herself but didn't improve the report. Ethan could imagine the greeting perfectly well. Tyler wasn't generally incapable of getting out of bed; he just preferred to negotiate every Saturday morning as if the family might eventually decide not to have it.
Kit went to the doorway and called his name. The answer came muffled from farther inside the house. Rose lifted the pancake plate, considered it, and told Kit to say she was putting the rest away.
A door opened.
"Effective," Maddie said quietly.
"Usually," Rose answered.
Tyler arrived with his hair sticking up and his shirt caught at the back of his collar. He looked at Ethan, looked at Hannah, then reached for the coffee without supplying any defense. Ethan waited until he sat down before handing him the syrup.
"Beautiful morning," Ethan said.
Tyler looked at him over the mug. "Don't."
Hannah laughed. Rose gave Tyler pancakes and told him to eat because his father needed help outside. He made a noise that might have been agreement if nobody insisted on hearing it clearly.
"We just got up," he said.
"You just got up," Hannah told him.
"I heard you the first time."
Maddie moved the fruit bowl out of reach of Tyler's elbow as he leaned forward. He thanked her automatically, then discovered Rose hadn't left the butter near him. Ethan passed it over before he asked. The little exchange felt old and new at the same time, his family making the table work with one more person in it.
Kit unfolded the paper. Ethan saw a rough list rather than a diagram: tables, chairs, coolers, a few names he recognized. Kit put a finger beside one line and said somebody had lent another canopy, but it would need carrying from the house down the street.
"I can help," Maddie said.
"We've got the heavy part," Kit told her. "But Rose could use another pair of hands getting things out."
"Definitely," Rose said, before the offer could become polite instead of useful. "And somebody needs to remind me about the serving spoons this year."
"Last year?" Ethan asked.
"Don't start."
"She took forks," Hannah said.
"I took the right box. Somebody had put the wrong things in it." Rose looked at Kit.
He lifted his mug rather than arguing. Maddie smiled and asked which box they were using now. Rose pointed it out with enough emphasis that Ethan could tell it was the one she'd already checked.
Breakfast took longer than the food did. A neighbor came to the front door to ask Kit about an extension lead. Tyler got up to find it and tried to return to his chair without being assigned the next thing. Kit caught him halfway back, handed him the folded paper, and asked him to check the chairs against it.
"While I'm eating?"
"After."
Tyler accepted the distinction as if he'd won something. Ethan ate the last bite on his plate and took a strawberry. Hannah was still describing the final part of Manhunt to Maddie, answering questions more confidently now that she wasn't out of breath.
"Ryan caught me eventually," she said. "But everybody else was already caught."
"I saw the picture," Maddie told her. "You looked pretty pleased."
"I was."
"She still is," Tyler said.
Hannah kicked his shoe beneath the table. He looked down, then back at her, laughing. Ethan checked that Maddie's mug was out of range before the two of them could make the table shake.
Rose asked whether the dirt she'd found by the door had come from all three of them. Hannah began to answer and then hesitated. Tyler supplied the information she'd apparently been considering leaving out.
"He put her in the crevice."
"I went in on my own," Hannah corrected.
Rose looked at Ethan. "Really?"
"Yeah. First time."
"Wait, there's an actual hiding place inside a rock?" Maddie asked, interested rather than alarmed.
"People were right behind us," Ethan said. "It's just a narrow gap in the rock. You can't reach somebody inside."
"You have to come out again," Kit added, looking at Hannah.
"I know. We did."
"It's disgusting," Tyler said, reaching for the last pancake.
Hannah straightened. "It's not."
Ethan turned toward her so quickly she noticed. She looked between them, annoyed that they'd made the answer surprising.
"What? It isn't."
"You've been telling me it was for years," Ethan said.
"I hadn't been in it then."
Maddie laughed softly. Hannah returned to her breakfast, then looked up because she evidently hadn't finished defending the place.
"There are bugs outside too. There were probably more where we sat afterward."
Tyler opened his mouth. Ethan held up a hand before his brother could spoil the moment.
"No. Let her finish."
Hannah smiled at him now. "It's not somewhere I'd eat breakfast. But it was fine."
Ethan leaned back, delighted. He'd spent years trying to get her within six feet of the entrance, and now she was at the kitchen table explaining why everybody else was being unreasonable. Rose watched him laugh and shook her head.
"As long as you didn't get stuck."
"We didn't," Hannah said.
"And nobody's going back in today," Kit added.
Nobody argued. Ethan wasn't planning to spend the block party hiding inside a rock. He reached for the fruit bowl and offered it to Hannah first; she took the last strawberry before Tyler could change his mind about wanting it.
Maddie's phone buzzed beside her mug. She turned it over, and her face changed before she said anything: the small, immediate smile of somebody recognizing home in a picture. Ethan looked when she tilted the screen toward him.
Jee was holding a spoon in one hand and looking very seriously at the person behind the camera. Nash was visible farther back, safely settled with Chimney close beside him in the second photograph. There was food on the table, a small sock on the floor, the recognizable disorder of a morning Ethan wasn't there to help with.
Chimney: Breakfast done. Hope you two slept. Have a good day.
Maddie read it and laughed softly at something in the photograph. "She picked those herself."
"The pajamas?" Ethan asked.
"Yeah. Apparently she was very sure."
He smiled. Jee's choices had become increasingly definite over the summer. He could imagine the conversation that had produced the mismatched set, but he couldn't hear it and didn't need to supply it. Maddie showed Hannah when she leaned across the table, then passed the phone to Rose so she could see the baby properly.
"He looks awake," Rose said.
"He usually is when somebody wants coffee." Maddie took the phone back and typed a short answer. Then she looked around the table. "Can I send him one?"
Ethan moved his mug out of the way. Tyler swallowed quickly and ran a hand through his hair, making the raised part worse. Hannah laughed at him and pulled the fruit bowl toward the middle so it wouldn't hide Rose. Kit leaned into the frame from beside the counter, still holding the paper he'd intended to take outside.
Maddie took the picture without asking anybody to smile twice. Ethan saw it when she checked: a crowded breakfast table, Tyler caught halfway through protesting his hair, Hannah looking at him instead of the lens. Rose was smiling. Kit's list had become a pale blur beside his arm.
"Good?" Maddie asked.
"Yeah," Ethan said.
She sent it and put the phone away. There was no need to stay watching for the answer. Chimney had his morning; she had hers, and they could let each other see a little of it without trying to be in both places at once.
Rose asked her to help pack the fruit for outside. Maddie got up immediately, finding the container they'd already brought down, and asked whether the smaller pieces should go separately for the children. Rose agreed. Ethan offered to move the used plates before they ran out of counter space. For a few minutes they worked around one another, passing things, reaching, stopping when somebody else was already where they needed to be.
The music outside stopped halfway through a song. Somebody called across the street. Kit checked the time, drank the rest of his coffee, and began putting his mug by the sink. Ethan got up with his plate, feeling the particular stiffness of the morning after he'd treated every slope as a personal challenge.
"Didn't you say you were going for a run?" Tyler asked.
"Maybe. Not early."
"It isn't early."
"It is to me."
Tyler smiled and left it there. Ethan texted Marcus that he was helping set up first and would see him outside. No explanation needed about why a run could wait. He put the phone away and took the plate Maddie passed him, stacking it carefully with his own.
Rose wanted the coolers checked before anything went in them. Hannah knelt to inspect one near the back door, found a small piece of leaf inside, and held it up in accusation. Kit took it from her without guessing who had last used the cooler. Maddie carried the rinsed plates to the drying space while Ethan washed the fruit bowl.
He knew the order of this kitchen. Not every object; Rose had moved some things since he'd lived here full time. But he knew how to stand out of the stove's path, where to put a dish somebody else was reaching for, which cupboard caught slightly unless you lifted the door. He showed Maddie that one when it resisted her hand. She thanked him, lifted, and opened it easily on the second try.
"What goes in there?" she asked.
"Serving things. Mostly."
Rose pointed out the tray she wanted. Maddie brought it down without waiting for Ethan to make the decision for her, then began arranging napkins and the spoons they'd just discussed. Hannah checked the box twice, unnecessarily, and received Rose's thanks anyway.
At the front door, Tyler called Ethan to come help. He dried his hands, took another drink of coffee while it was still warm enough, and went to meet him. A folding table waited just inside the doorway, heavier at the awkward angle than it would be once they had it between them.
"Which end?" Ethan asked.
"That one."
"Got it."
Tyler lifted too soon. Ethan told him to wait, got his fingers beneath the frame properly, and nodded. This time they moved together. The door stayed open behind them while they carried it through, turned around the step, and brought it onto the path.
Morning had changed the street completely. The patch they'd used to choose teams was clear of parked cars. Neighbors were moving chairs, checking wheels on grills, carrying bags from front doors that normally stayed closed at this hour. Someone had already tied bright streamers between two canopies. At the far end, proper barriers marked the temporary closure; beyond them, ordinary traffic continued past.
Kit met them near the pavement and pointed to the first line of tables. Ethan set his end down when Tyler did, then crouched to release the folded legs. The metal was cool against his fingers. Tyler held the frame steady while he checked the latch, and they turned the table upright together.
"Here?" Tyler asked.
"A little farther back," Kit said. "Leave the way through."
They shifted it. Ethan stepped out of the line and looked down the street from the new angle. The usual route toward the corner had become a place people would stand, sit, eat. He'd played in these yards and walked this pavement thousands of times. It still took a moment to see the road without expecting a car to claim the space.
A woman carrying a stack of paper cups stopped beside Kit. "You got them up, then?"
"Eventually," Kit said.
Ethan smiled at her. "Morning, Mrs. Alvarez."
She put the cups on the table before hugging him. He leaned into it, holding his dusty hands away from the back of her shirt until she let him go.
"Look at you." She examined his face with cheerful directness. "Rose said you were home."
"Got in yesterday."
"Good. You're carrying things today?"
"Apparently."
"Then I like you even more." She turned to Tyler and handed him the remaining bag without asking whether he had breakfast plans. "These go down by the food."
Tyler accepted it. Ethan watched him try to remember which table that meant and pointed him the right way before Mrs. Alvarez had to. She asked Kit about the canopy, then moved on to somebody arriving with a wagon full of coolers.
Rose came out with Maddie beside her and Hannah behind them carrying a much smaller box than the one she'd wanted. Ethan started toward them, but Rose shook her head.
"We've got these. Go help your dad."
He obeyed. Maddie caught his eye as she passed, smiling at the speed of the redirection, and he smiled back before Kit called him to the canopy frame. Tyler returned in time to help. They took opposite corners while two neighbors held the others, lifted on Kit's count, and stopped when one joint didn't open properly.
"Don't force it," Kit said.
Ethan lowered his corner and watched him release the catch. A small, stubborn movement, then the frame spread the rest of the way. They lifted again, each leg finding its place. Somebody brought the weights over. Ethan passed one around rather than trying to stretch beneath the whole canopy, then checked the edge of the shade with a hand over his eyes.
There it was: a little room on the street, no walls, already receiving chairs.
Hannah found him with a bottle of water. "Mom said drink."
"I just had coffee."
"She said that doesn't count."
He took the bottle and thanked her. She stayed beside him to watch Maddie and Rose spread the table covering without letting its corners fold under. Maddie had one hand holding the near edge while Mrs. Alvarez reached past her with the cups. They exchanged a few words and laughed; Ethan couldn't hear what about.
He didn't move closer to translate himself into the conversation. Hannah asked which cooler needed carrying next, and he pointed to the one beside the gate.
"Together?" she said.
"Yeah."
They went to get it. Empty for now, much easier than she was preparing for, and awkward enough that their hands still had to find the same rhythm. Ethan took one handle, waited until she had the other, and let her choose when to lift.
By the time the first cooler had ice in it, the street was beginning to smell like food.
Ethan stood beneath the edge of a canopy with a stack of empty trays against his hip, watching somebody coax a grill into cooperation across the road. A thin trail of smoke went sideways, then straightened when the breeze changed. Music had settled into a comfortable volume. Not a performance yet; just something to hear beneath the voices, interrupted whenever somebody needed to call the length of the block.
The barriers were in place. He checked them automatically when a child ran past with a ball tucked beneath one arm, then watched the child turn into a yard instead of heading for the open corner. The street inside the closure belonged to tables, chairs, feet, a wagon full of bags. Beyond it, a car continued on its ordinary way.
"Where do these go?" he asked Rose, lifting the trays slightly.
She pointed past him. "The table with the blue covering. Ask Mrs. Alvarez how she wants them."
Maddie was beside her, opening a package of napkins. "She said leave the middle clear for the hot things."
"Right," Rose said. "Thank you."
Ethan carried the trays where he'd been told. Mrs. Alvarez had a marker behind one ear and was trying to make two containers occupy the same amount of space. She thanked him without stopping, asked him to put the shallow trays at the end, then changed her mind when somebody arrived with another dish.
"Other end. Sorry."
"No problem."
He shifted them. An ordinary task, made longer by six people all trying to be useful in the same narrow patch. Noah came up with a bag of cups and put them where Mrs. Alvarez pointed. Natalie followed with a roll of paper towels. They greeted Ethan while moving past him rather than stopping to create a fresh reunion in the middle of the food table.
"Morning," Noah said. "How're the legs?"
"Fine."
Natalie looked at the way he was standing. "Mine hurt."
"Mine too," he admitted.
She laughed and handed him the paper towels. "Hold that a second."
He did. She found the loose edge, tore it free from the little stuck corner, and took the roll back. Across the street Ryan and Marcus were bringing out chairs, the stack between them blocking most of Ryan's face. Katie appeared behind them with Connor, arguing about whether they'd come through the wrong gate. Ethan didn't catch the conclusion. They both kept walking, so it couldn't have mattered much.
Emily arrived carrying something covered with a towel. Sophie held the other side, carefully enough that Ethan moved before they reached him. Lucia followed with the lids they apparently hadn't managed to fit into the first load.
"Is that all?" Mrs. Alvarez asked them.
"From that house," Emily said.
It wasn't. Sophie looked behind her, remembered another container, and asked Connor to get it before he found a chair. Connor changed direction willingly; Katie went with him, taking the opportunity to argue about the gate again.
Hannah had gone to help Tyler open the last canopy. Ethan saw her hold one corner while Marcus joined the other side. Ryan lowered the chairs and began putting them in a row that somebody immediately asked him to change. He shrugged, picked up the first two, and changed it. Competitiveness apparently didn't extend to chair placement yet.
The Riffraff spread out without anybody assigning them a group position. They had parents to find, things to carry, neighbors who'd already recognized them from farther down. Ethan watched Sophie lean into a hug beside the gate and then turned back to Mrs. Alvarez before she could ask twice for the tray he was holding.
"Sorry."
"You can go in a minute," she said, smiling.
"I'm not trying to."
"I know. Put that there."
He put it there. She stepped back, considered the arrangement, and finally pronounced it good enough. Ethan was free before he knew where he'd planned to go. He rubbed his hands together to clear the dust and looked toward his family's house.
Maddie had left the napkins and was holding a corner of the table covering while Rose adjusted something beneath it. Neither looked around for him. Tyler was coming down the pavement carrying another chair. Hannah followed with two bottles against her chest, talking quickly enough that he had to keep turning his head to hear.
Ethan took the offered bottle when she reached him. "Thanks."
"There's more ice."
"Good."
"Mom wants these kept under the table, not in the sun."
He helped her find the cooler they'd carried earlier. Tyler set his chair down beside the line Ryan had rearranged and called Ethan over to meet somebody. Ethan recognized the man before he got there: Mr. Donovan, whose fence they'd all treated as an obstacle for most of a summer until he'd calmly moved the loose section and told them to use the gate.
"Look who's back," Mr. Donovan said. Ethan had known him first as one of the high school track coaches, and then as the man who took the cross-country runners through drills when everybody else wanted to go home.
Ethan smiled. "Hi."
They shook hands, and then Mr. Donovan pulled him into a brief hug that smelled faintly of cut grass. He'd been working in his own yard before coming over; Ethan could see a small clipping stuck against the side of one shoe.
"Your dad said California's treating you well."
"Yeah. It is."
"School all right?"
"Yeah." Ethan supplied a little more before the answer could become two empty words. "I've got classes starting up again soon. I'm doing an internship too."
"Hospital?"
"UCLA Health."
Mr. Donovan nodded. "Good for you." He looked toward Kit, who was helping somebody with a canopy weight. "He sounded pretty pleased."
Ethan glanced the same way. Kit wasn't watching to see whether the pride had been delivered properly. He was explaining where not to put somebody's fingers. Ethan smiled back at Mr. Donovan and thanked him.
"Still running?"
"Yeah."
"Past people's sprinklers?"
Tyler began laughing before Ethan had quite recovered the memory.
"Oh, don't," Ethan said.
"Why not? You remember."
He did. A hot afternoon, a hose left where it shouldn't have been, Tyler insisting they could make it spray farther if they changed the attachment. Ethan had volunteered to hold it. The attachment came off at exactly the wrong moment, and he turned with it instead of letting go.
Mr. Donovan pointed toward Kit. "Got him right across the back. He was halfway through asking what you two were doing."
Tyler laughed harder. Ethan looked down at his bottle, smiling helplessly now. He'd been fourteen, old enough to know better and young enough to think being quicker might prevent anybody noticing.
"I didn't mean to."
"That part was obvious," Mr. Donovan said. "You looked more surprised than he did."
"Dad was soaked," Tyler added.
"So was I."
"You dropped it on your foot."
Ethan shoved his brother's arm. Tyler stepped sideways, still grinning, and Mr. Donovan laughed with them instead of turning the story into a lesson. Then he asked whether either of them could carry another chair from his porch. They went together while he told somebody else where he'd left the cooler.
"That's your fault," Ethan said quietly as they crossed the little gap.
Tyler looked innocent. "The chair?"
"The hose."
"I wasn't holding it."
"You changed the attachment."
"I improved it."
Ethan laughed and reached for the chair. Tyler took the folded one behind it. They returned before the argument could develop into anything more elaborate, placing both near the shade Mrs. Alvarez had been claiming since morning.
She was already talking to Maddie there. Ethan heard the end of a question about Los Angeles, then Maddie's answer about the flight. Not his childhood, not a list of reasons she belonged. Mrs. Alvarez wanted to know whether the journey had been exhausting. Maddie said it had been long but she'd slept a little, and asked about the dish she'd just brought.
"Don't let her tell you it's easy," Rose said, coming over. "She says that about everything."
Mrs. Alvarez laughed and started explaining anyway. Maddie asked what could be made ahead, listening with the practical interest of somebody who might actually try it. Ethan stood the chair beside them and moved on. They didn't need him to supply the next question.
A familiar voice called his name from the other side of the street.
He turned and found Leah waving with a paper plate in her hand. He'd sat behind her in English for an entire year and borrowed a pen from her often enough that she'd once handed him two before he asked. Her hair was shorter now. He noticed that first, then the same impatient little wave she used to give when he took too long to recognize that she was talking to him.
"Ethan! Hi!"
He crossed the open space carefully, stepping around the end of a wagon. She hugged him with the plate held away from both of them, then backed up to look at him.
"I heard you were here. How are you?"
"Good. You?"
"Good. Busy. I thought I'd missed you."
"Oh, no! I'm here until Tuesday."
She made a face at that and then asked how California was. Ethan gave her the version that fit a street conversation: school, family, liking it, traffic being as annoying as people claimed. She told him she'd seen one of the photographs he'd posted and hadn't realized how many people were in his life out there.
"Yeah," he said, smiling. "A lot."
"You looked happy."
"I was."
She accepted that. He asked about her summer, and she told him about work and a trip that had involved too much rain. He remembered her being organized enough to make a wet holiday sound as if the weather had failed to read the plan. She sounded less organized about it now, laughing at herself and admitting they'd spent one whole afternoon watching television instead of doing anything they'd come for.
"I would've done that," Ethan said.
"You would've gone out in it."
"Maybe."
She smiled. "Probably."
She asked whether he still talked to people from school. Ethan looked across at the friends carrying things past the canopy and laughed.
"Some of them."
"I meant the ones who don't live right here."
"Not enough, probably."
"Same." She turned the plate in her hands. "I keep seeing something and thinking I should send it, and then I forget."
"I do that."
"I know. You sent me that song about a month after you said you would."
Ethan winced. "Sorry."
"No, it was good. I listened to it."
She asked what he'd been listening to lately, and he took out his phone to find the name rather than trying to remember it aloud. Leah moved closer to see the screen. He sent it while she was still there, pleased with himself for once doing the small thing before it could become another intention he'd lost beneath a busy week.
Her phone lit, and she checked it. "There. Much faster."
He laughed. "I'm improving."
She tucked the phone away again. The conversation didn't need to become a promise about staying in touch perfectly. They could send a song, answer when they had time, and talk when a neighborhood afternoon put them in the same place. Ethan asked which days she was around. She answered, then pointed to somebody arriving at the end of the street and told him who'd just come back as well.
Someone called Leah from a table behind them. She held up a finger for a minute and turned back to Ethan, clearly remembering something she'd meant to ask. "Do you still have that recording?"
"What recording?"
"The presentation. You and Noah."
Ethan closed his eyes briefly. "I hope not."
She laughed. "Your laptop wouldn't connect. You started drawing it."
"It worked."
"The marker didn't."
"Noah found another one."
"It was yellow."
He remembered standing beside a screen that refused to show anything, trying to draw a shape large enough to be seen from the back while Noah told the class what they were supposed to imagine. The drawing wasn't the embarrassing part. Ethan had kept explaining it with complete confidence for a full minute before somebody pointed out that nobody could see the lines.
"I thought I was doing really well," he admitted.
"You were. We just couldn't see it." Leah touched his arm, laughing, and then finally answered the person calling her. "I'll find you later."
"Yeah. Come say hi."
She went, and Ethan stood there a moment with the old classroom suddenly clear in his mind. He'd forgotten the teacher's face before he'd forgotten the pale yellow marker. Across the street Noah was helping Natalie move a chair out of the way of the cooler. Ethan called his name and pointed him toward Leah.
"She remembers the presentation."
Noah stared for a beat, then sighed. "Which one?"
"You know which one."
"Oh." He looked at Leah's retreating back. "Great."
Ethan laughed. Noah smiled despite himself and returned to the chair. They'd done better work than that afterward. There wasn't any reason the neighbors and classmates should preserve only the impressive parts.
Ethan went back toward the food table as another group arrived carrying bags. Somebody gave him a quick wave. Somebody else called him Ethan Reed, which made him look around more urgently than his first name alone. Mrs. Keene was seated near the shade with a folded fan in one hand, inspecting the stream of people as though she'd been put in charge of arrivals.
"There you are," she said.
He bent to hug her. "Hi."
"Stand up. Let me see you."
He obeyed, smiling. She looked him over, then pointed at the chair beside her. He sat, setting the water bottle between his feet. Her fan made a small, steady sound against the warm air.
"Your mother said you got in yesterday."
"Yeah."
"Not staying long?"
"Until Tuesday."
"Then you'll be here Sunday."
"Yeah."
"Good." She looked toward the food. "I have to go home and get something later. Don't let them start without me."
He promised to pass it on rather than promising control of the entire gathering. She asked whether Rose was still making a particular dish, then changed the subject to a problem she'd had with her phone. Ethan took it when she offered it and showed her where the volume had been turned down.
"That's all?"
"Yeah. Try it now."
She did, startling both of them with the sound. He lowered it a little and gave it back. She laughed, pressed the right place once more, and told him he used to be much shorter when she asked him to do things.
"I got taller."
"I noticed." Her smile softened. "You used to look at Rose first."
Ethan glanced toward the table before he could stop himself. Rose was laughing at something Maddie had said, one hand holding the edge of a stack of napkins against the breeze.
"When you first came," Mrs. Keene added, not loudly. "If somebody asked you anything. You'd look over to see what she thought."
He remembered doing it without remembering a particular question. Twelve years old, knowing that a house was meant to be permanent and not quite knowing what that allowed him to do inside or beyond it. Rose had answered sometimes. Other times she'd nodded at him and let him find the words himself.
Mrs. Keene folded the fan. "Then you got comfortable and started arguing with all of us."
Ethan laughed. "Not all of you."
"With me, certainly."
"What about?"
"Who'd taken the last biscuit. You had crumbs on your shirt."
"I might've been framed."
She swatted his knee gently with the closed fan. He stayed beside her, laughing, while she asked whether he was eating enough in Los Angeles. He told her he was and answered the next two questions without turning them into proof. She wanted the ordinary details. Somebody feeding him, somebody nearby, whether the place he lived had decent light.
He didn't need to name Jacob in every answer. He told her about the loft, the way the space worked now, and the fact that he cooked. She looked impressed by that until he admitted he was still making some of the things Rose had taught him.
"Good," she said. "No need to make life harder."
Marcus passed carrying a stack of plates and greeted her by name. She called him over long enough to ask about his mother. Ethan moved his bottle so there was space at the edge of the chair. Marcus answered, smiled at him, and went back to the table without putting the plates down.
People were arriving faster now. The sound had filled out from individual voices into overlapping talk, punctuated by a child's laugh or the drag of a chair. Ethan watched a neighbor turn back toward home for something forgotten, leaving a bag with Natalie as casually as if the street were one long kitchen.
Mrs. Keene told him to go enjoy himself. He asked if she wanted water first. She said there was some under her chair, lifted it to prove the point, and waved him off with the fan.
He stood, stretched the leg that had stiffened while he sat, and found Tyler approaching with two paper plates. His brother handed him one without checking whether he'd eaten breakfast.
"Mom said try this before it's gone."
"What's in it?"
"Nothing that'll kill you. I checked."
"Thanks."
Tyler stood beside him while Ethan tasted it, waiting for an opinion he hadn't asked for. It was good enough that Ethan looked toward the table for whoever had made it. Maddie saw him from beside Rose and lifted her eyebrows. He nodded, smiling, and she turned back to finish what she was saying.
Hannah joined them with Emily and Lucia, still talking about where somebody had put the cups. She took a piece from Tyler's plate when he offered it and stayed between her brothers while chewing. Sophie was farther down with Katie, both leaning toward a conversation Ethan couldn't hear. Connor waved him over from beside Noah; Natalie was making room for a cooler beneath their table.
Nothing was happening in one place. The whole neighborhood had come outside, and his friends belonged to different parts of it before they belonged to the same group. Ethan took another bite, gave Hannah the fork when she reached for it, and waited for her to finish.
Then he went to see what Connor wanted, leaving Tyler to tell Mrs. Keene she'd better come get food before somebody ate the good part.
Connor wanted to know whether Ethan was playing.
"What're we playing?" Ethan asked, returning the fork to his empty plate.
Connor pointed past Noah toward the space between two canopies. One cornhole board was lying facedown on a folded blanket. The other was still in the little wagon Katie was trying to pull over a crack in the pavement. Its wheel caught, and she stopped rather than throwing her whole weight against the handle.
"Lift that side," she told Connor.
He went immediately. Ethan put his plate in the bin beside the food table and followed, taking the far end when Katie pointed. The three of them got the wagon onto level ground. Katie pulled it clear of the walking route and began sliding the second board out.
"You can say no," Connor told Ethan, as though he'd only just remembered to make it an invitation.
"Didn't say I wanted to."
"Good. Ryan needs somebody to lose to."
Across the gap, Ryan heard his name without hearing enough of the sentence. He turned, saw the boards, and came over with Marcus. Ethan helped Katie lower the board and crouched to unfold its legs. One stuck against the frame. She reached around his hand to pull the little catch free, and he held the board while she checked it would stay put.
"No jumping on this one," he said.
Katie looked at him, then laughed. "That was one time."
"A memorable time."
Connor was already moving the other board. Noah stepped back with Natalie to give him room, then pointed out that it was facing the wrong way. Connor turned it. Ryan asked about the distance. Natalie said they'd measure it when there weren't people standing in the middle, and continued opening the bag of beanbags instead of treating him as an emergency.
Ethan liked the pause before the game existed. Everybody was still confident. Katie could tell Ryan she was going to beat him without having thrown anything; Connor could claim he didn't care and then spend a minute selecting the red bags with the best seams. Marcus took the blue ones nobody had inspected and weighed one in his palm.
"Later?" he asked Ethan.
"Yeah."
Marcus nodded, and that was as much of a challenge as they needed. Ethan walked back toward the shade while Noah and Natalie began disagreeing about whether the mark they'd used last year was still visible. It wasn't. Natalie found a tape measure in the box beneath the table, and Noah took the other end without being asked.
Sophie caught Ethan by the back of his shirt as he passed her.
"Where're you going?"
"Nowhere."
"Good. Sit down."
She made room on the low wall beside her. Tyler occupied the other side, balancing a plate on one knee and trying to eat something without losing the filling. Ethan sat between them and accepted the napkin Sophie handed him before realizing it was for his hand.
"You've got sauce."
He wiped it off. "Thanks."
Tyler tipped his plate toward him. Ethan checked what was on it, shook his head, and took the bottle Sophie offered instead. For a moment nobody said anything. The shade reached their knees. Beyond it, the pavement was bright enough that Ethan narrowed his eyes when he looked toward the games.
"This is good," Sophie said.
"The food?" Tyler asked.
"This." She gestured with the bottle after Ethan gave it back. "All of us."
Tyler swallowed. "Yeah."
Ethan leaned his elbows on his knees, feeling the warm stone beneath his palms. Sophie and Tyler had sat with him in much worse places, at much less convenient times, without deciding that it counted as doing something special. He'd missed the ability to stop beside them and remain there until the next thing happened.
Sophie nudged his shoulder. "You're quiet."
"I was eating."
"You were holding an empty plate."
"Thinking about eating."
She laughed and rested against him briefly. Tyler finally put his plate down and stretched one leg into the sun. Ethan nudged it back before somebody carrying a cooler had to step over his foot.
"Thank you," Tyler said gravely.
"You're welcome."
Sophie asked whether they remembered a summer afternoon when Tyler had fallen asleep sitting almost exactly there, then refused to admit it even though both of them had watched his head hit the fence. Tyler said he'd been resting his eyes. Ethan remembered the sun stripe moving down his brother's face and Sophie putting a leaf on his knee to see how long it took him to notice.
"You left me," Tyler said.
"We moved six feet," Sophie answered.
"I woke up and you weren't there."
"You could see us."
Ethan laughed. "You were so mad."
"I'd been abandoned."
Sophie leaned across Ethan to push Tyler's shoulder. Tyler caught her hand, squeezed it once, and let her sit back. They'd been dramatic about things that didn't matter, protective about things they hadn't known how to name, and occasionally unbearable to anybody trying to get a straight answer from all three of them. Ethan didn't need to pretend they'd always been easy company.
"Did we ever do what we said we were doing?" he asked.
"Sometimes," Sophie said.
"Homework," Tyler offered.
Sophie looked at him.
"Parts of it."
Ethan shook his head, grinning. Down the street somebody started a song Sophie recognized. She turned toward the speaker, hummed a few notes under her breath, and asked Tyler whether he'd sent it to her first or she'd sent it to him. Neither remembered. Ethan did, but he was enjoying the argument too much to supply the answer yet.
Emily passed with two bottles and stopped long enough to ask whether they'd seen Lucia. Sophie pointed toward the food, then accepted one of the bottles when Emily offered it. The other was for Lucia. Emily went to find her, calling a greeting to somebody's mother as she crossed the open space.
Ethan took the last drink from the bottle beside Sophie's knee and stood to put it in the recycling bag. At the next canopy Hannah was talking to a girl he vaguely recognized and two other teenagers. He slowed to let somebody pass with a bowl, close enough now to hear the girl ask whether Hannah was Tyler's sister.
"Yeah," Hannah said. "And Ethan's."
The girl glanced over. Ethan smiled in acknowledgment and kept his attention on the bag he was looking for. Hannah was bright and friendly, her cup held in both hands, but her next words came too quickly over the start of the boy's answer.
"They're both home this weekend. Ethan's in California now, so we don't—sorry."
"No, it's okay," the boy said. "I was just saying I know Tyler."
"Oh. Yeah."
She smiled. The other girl asked whether Hannah knew someone called Lily, and Hannah nodded immediately, relieved to have the name.
"We had a class together."
"She's coming later."
"That's nice."
The conversation went into a story about a bus journey none of them had enjoyed except in retrospect. Hannah laughed at the same time they did. Ethan could see her trying to catch up with the names, the quick little explanations everybody else seemed to have already. She lifted her cup to drink, found it nearly empty, and lowered it again.
He knew the feeling. Not because anybody was excluding her. The boy shifted so she could hear better; the first girl looked back at her while telling the next part. They simply had a stretch of summer in common that Hannah hadn't been part of.
"Was that the day it rained?" she asked.
"No, the other one. The Friday."
"Oh. Right."
Another pause, just long enough that Ethan wanted to put something in it. Then the girl asked Hannah whether she'd started school again yet. Hannah answered more quietly, making herself repeat the last part when the music covered it.
He found the recycling bag and put the bottle in. Hannah was still smiling at the girl. Ethan left them to it and made room for someone carrying a tray.
"Are you staying for the games?" the girl asked.
"I think so." Hannah glanced toward the boards. "I was going to see what they're doing."
"Yeah, us too."
Hannah smiled, stepped out of the little circle when somebody needed to pass, and didn't quite step back in. She was still nearby when Ethan returned to the wall. He sat beside Sophie again. Hannah could see them if she wanted to come over.
Sophie glanced the same way, then asked Tyler to move his foot again. Ethan returned to the two of them before she had to notice him watching.
"You sent it," he told her.
"The song?"
"Yeah."
Tyler looked at him. "How do you know?"
"Because you played it for a week and said you found it."
Sophie burst out laughing. Tyler tried to object, then recognized too much of himself in the accusation and gave up halfway through. Ethan leaned back against the fence, pleased to have supplied something useful at exactly the wrong moment.
A cheer came from the boards. Ryan had apparently decided waiting until later was unnecessary. Marcus stood at the opposite end with the blue bags, patiently letting him finish explaining the last throw. Katie sat on the empty wagon, one foot braced against its wheel to keep it from moving. Connor was beside her, watching with a concentration he would've denied if asked.
Natalie came away from the game and crouched beside the cooler near their wall. Noah followed with two empty cups he'd collected. He set them in the bin, then asked her where she'd put the bottle he'd left earlier.
"On the table."
"Which table?"
"The one you were standing next to."
He found it without her pointing again. Ethan watched Natalie smile at his back, then look down to find the drink she'd actually come for. She held up two options toward Sophie, who chose one. Natalie took the other for herself and sat at the wall's end.
"You two playing?" she asked Tyler and Ethan.
"Eventually," Ethan said.
"Before Ryan starts writing down the results."
"Too late," Tyler told her.
Natalie laughed. Noah came back and leaned against the fence, listening while Sophie asked him about the presentation Leah remembered. He groaned, but not convincingly enough to stop her asking what had happened to the yellow marker.
"We threw it away," he said.
"You kept using it," Ethan corrected.
"For highlighting. What it was actually good at."
Natalie laughed into her cup. Noah smiled at her and asked whether she'd prefer they kept trying to draw with it. She said no, then admitted she'd once brought the wrong notes into a class and spent ten minutes trying to work out why the lecture made no sense.
"You didn't tell me that," he said.
"I didn't tell anybody."
Ethan laughed. She wasn't embarrassed now, only annoyed she'd done it in the first place. Noah asked whether she'd caught up. Natalie said yes, eventually, and then told him where he'd left his bottle again when he reached for an empty space beside his hip.
Connor came over to ask for chalk. Natalie pointed him toward the box beneath the table, and he found Katie waiting with two children and a very clear idea of where the games weren't going to fit. Ethan got up to see what they were doing.
"Hopscotch," Katie told him. "Apparently."
A boy with a yellow stick of chalk had drawn one enormous square and then run out of room beside the cooler. Connor crouched at the edge of the pavement, looked down its length, and suggested starting farther along. Katie moved the children's chalk box while Ethan carried the chair somebody had left in the way.
"Here?" he asked.
The boy considered it seriously. "There."
Ethan put the chair there instead. Katie drew the first two squares, Connor drew the next ones, and the girl watching them said they were too big. Connor looked at his shoes, then hers, and laughed.
"Okay. Your turn."
He gave her the chalk. She crouched to show him, making a smaller square inside his, and Katie sat back on her heels to watch. Nobody needed an adult explanation. Ethan took a white piece from the box and began adding the numbers where the girl pointed.
"That's crooked," Katie told him.
"It's a seven."
"I know what it is."
He looked at the number, then at the girl. "Good enough?"
She nodded and moved him along. Connor had chalk on the heel of one hand and a fresh blue smear on his knee by the time they finished. Katie stood first, tested one square with a small hop, and made an indignant sound when the boy informed her that wasn't the start.
Ethan laughed. Connor tried it properly, landed outside a square, and accepted the immediate criticism with both hands raised. Katie went next, much too competitive about something she'd only just helped draw. Ethan stayed long enough to watch her finish without a mistake, then took his turn because she was looking directly at him.
He nearly made it. His heel came down on a line. Both children noticed. Katie laughed, delighted, and Ethan stepped out before anybody could demand an explanation.
"Fine. You win."
She bumped his arm with hers as he passed. Connor was already helping the boy find a smaller stone to throw, and Katie turned back to them without waiting for Ethan to approve the next thing. He returned to the wall with chalk on his fingertips and a line of white dust across one shoe.
The noise moved around them in layers. A small child demanded the song be changed; somebody older said let it finish. A woman carrying a bowl asked Tyler to hold the table covering while she found a clear space. He stood at once, leaving his plate beside Ethan, and Sophie shifted to keep it from tipping.
Hannah came toward them with her cup. Her face brightened when Emily called her over from beside Lucia. Ethan saw her shoulders drop before she'd even reached them.
"What'd I miss?" Hannah asked.
"Ryan being annoying," Emily said.
"So nothing."
Lucia laughed, and Hannah grinned openly now, taking the bottle Emily offered so she could pour something colder into her cup. She began telling them something, hands moving as soon as the cup was put down. Emily bent to hear over the music, then answered with enough enthusiasm that Hannah laughed and shook her head.
Ethan looked away before he could turn the difference into a comparison she hadn't asked for. She'd stayed with the other teenagers until the conversation gave her a way out. Nobody had been unkind. Now she was somewhere she didn't have to think about when her voice belonged in the gap.
"Do you want to get in on this?" Tyler asked, returning.
Ethan looked at him. "What?"
"The game. Come on."
He took Ethan's wrist and pulled once. Ethan got up mostly because he wanted to, told Sophie to come too, and had to brace when she put both hands on his forearm to let him haul her upright. Tyler laughed at the sudden weight and stepped clear.
"Strong," Sophie told Ethan, smiling.
"Shut up."
She laughed and followed them. They went past the food table, where Maddie was talking to Mrs. Keene while Rose cut something into smaller pieces. Mrs. Keene had her fan open again. Maddie leaned closer to hear her, answered, and then looked up when Ethan stopped to put Tyler's empty plate in the bin.
"Having fun?" she asked.
"Yeah. You?"
"Yeah." She smiled toward the game. "Apparently we're expected to play later."
"Who's we?"
"Me and Rose."
Ethan looked at his mother. Rose didn't look up from what she was doing, but she was smiling. He knew that expression. Tyler saw it too and made a pleased noise beside him.
"Oh, you're in trouble," Tyler told Ryan when they reached the boards.
Ryan turned. "Why?"
"Nothing. Keep going."
Ethan laughed and accepted the bag Marcus handed him. It was heavier than he'd expected, the cloth warm from somebody's palm. He turned it once, feeling the loose filling settle, then stood behind the line Natalie had marked.
"Not yet," Ryan said.
"I know."
"I'm just saying."
Ethan waited until Ryan turned away, then made a gentle practice toss into the open space between his own hands. Katie watched him from the wagon and shook her head as though she'd already decided something about his chances.
"What?" he asked.
"Nothing."
Sophie laughed behind him. Ethan pointed the bag at both of them, then lowered it before the gesture could become a throw he couldn't take back. He wasn't going to spend the afternoon arguing about somebody else's win. His turn would come.
Connor got off the wagon to make room for Hannah. She came over with Emily, saw the offered place, and asked whether it moved before sitting down. Katie planted both feet against the wheels.
"Not now."
Hannah sat, satisfied. Emily stood beside her, drinking from the bottle Lucia had given back. Marcus let Ryan count the bags he'd just retrieved from the board, then asked Ethan whether he wanted blue or red for the next round.
"Blue."
"You can have red," Ryan said.
"I was asking him," Marcus answered, smiling.
Katie laughed. Ethan grinned back at Marcus and held the blue bag where Ryan could see it. Sophie leaned her shoulder against Tyler's while they waited, and Natalie came over to check nobody had moved her line.
Ethan stepped behind it without being asked. He looked down the little lane between the boards, past Marcus's shoes to the pale wood at the other end. People were still talking across the game. Someone would need him to move for a plate or a child or a chair before the afternoon was done. For now, the space was clear.
He rolled his shoulders, feeling the last stiffness of the morning, and waited for Ryan to take his turn.
Ryan's bag landed on the board and stayed there. Ethan watched it slide two inches, stop short of the hole, and settle against another red bag. Ryan nodded to himself as though the board had finally understood what he wanted.
"One," Katie said.
"I know."
"You looked like you needed help."
Marcus took the bag left in his hand and sent it in a low arc toward them. It hit the near board with a soft, flat sound. The red bag already there moved, turned, and dropped through the hole. Marcus's blue one stayed on the wood.
Tyler bent to look beneath the board. Ryan stared at Marcus.
"Thanks," Tyler said.
Marcus laughed. "You're welcome."
Ethan lowered his head, smiling, and waited while they worked out the score. The pleasant part of watching somebody else compete was that the unfortunate bounce couldn't happen to him. Then Marcus retrieved the bags, sent the blue ones back down the lane, and Ethan discovered that his own turn arrived much faster than he'd expected.
He stood beside Tyler, both behind the mark, and took his first throw with more confidence than practice. The bag hit the front edge, folded over it, and fell onto the pavement.
Sophie made a small sympathetic sound. Ethan looked back.
"Don't."
"I didn't say anything."
"You made a noise."
Tyler laughed, threw his red bag, and missed the board entirely. Ethan turned toward him with immediate interest. Tyler held up his remaining bags before he could speak.
"First one."
"Of course."
They improved. Not quickly enough to justify the early confidence, but enough that the next bags stayed on the board and the little group around them began paying attention to something other than their expressions. Ethan changed the way he held the cloth, letting the filling spread across his palm. On the next throw, it landed flat and slid toward the hole.
Not in. Close enough to make him step forward before remembering he wasn't allowed to follow it there.
Marcus grinned from the far end. "That."
"Yeah."
Tyler put his next bag in front of it. Ethan looked at him.
"What?" Tyler said.
Ethan shook his head and took another blue bag. The aim became a practical little problem: clear the red one, stay on the wood, don't give it so much height that it bounced away. His legs were no longer sore enough to be interesting. He leaned into the movement and watched the bag settle beside the hole, close enough that the next one might carry it through.
Behind him, Hannah asked Connor what happened if two bags touched. Katie answered before Connor could finish explaining something that wasn't the rule. He let her correct him, then asked where she'd got her information.
"Playing it," she said.
"Recently?"
"More recently than you."
Hannah laughed. Ethan threw, saw blue disappear through the hole, and shouted before he could make the reaction more respectable. Marcus lifted both hands at the other end. Tyler looked briefly wounded by the volume beside his ear.
"Sorry," Ethan said, not sounding it.
The game narrowed the afternoon to short stretches of concentration. Throw, watch, retrieve. Somebody shifted a chair out of the edge of the lane. Noah fetched a bottle and returned to the same place without being asked to preserve it. Natalie watched the line, then abandoned that job when it became obvious nobody needed supervising.
Their team lost. Ryan's last round was irritatingly good, and Marcus's answer wasn't enough to bring it back. Ethan accepted the result right up until Tyler put an arm around his shoulders and attempted to kiss his cheek.
"No." He ducked, laughing, and found Tyler following. "Get off!"
Sophie caught the bottle Ethan nearly knocked over. Tyler managed the kiss at his temple instead, exaggerated and loud, then let him go before Ethan could do anything about it.
"Good game."
"Terrible game," Ethan said, wiping his face with his shoulder.
Marcus came over smiling, put a hand against the back of Ethan's head for a second, and took the blue bags when he held them out. They could lose without anything being wrong. Ethan was still going to demand another turn later.
Mrs. Alvarez came past with Maddie and Rose and asked who was next. Ryan said they could play, in the encouraging voice of somebody expecting to be generous about the outcome. Rose took the blue bags from Marcus, weighed one, and asked which end Maddie wanted.
"This one?" Maddie said.
"Fine."
She stayed near Ryan. Rose went down the lane beside Marcus, who'd agreed to remain for the next game when Tyler went to find a drink. Ethan stayed to watch. Sophie settled beside him with her shoulder against his, both of them facing the board as Maddie made her first throw.
It bounced off the back.
"Oh," she said.
Ryan started explaining the slope. Maddie listened, then asked whether it always leaned that way or whether he was just trying to make her feel better. "Both," he admitted. She laughed, asked about the scoring, and tried again when it was her turn. The next one stayed on the board. Ethan saw the small, pleased lift of her eyebrows and smiled at her when she looked back.
Rose's throws weren't spectacular. They were steady. One on the board, another close to the hole, a third that moved just enough after landing to disappear. Ryan stopped talking through the retrievals.
Tyler returned halfway through and looked at the score, then at Ethan.
"Told you."
"She didn't tell me anything," Ethan said.
"She wouldn't."
Maddie missed another. She laughed at herself, adjusted her grip, and stopped looking toward Ethan for an opinion after the next throw. She was watching Rose instead. At the far end his mother called out where to aim, and Maddie answered with a nod he could see from the side.
The game lasted long enough for Mrs. Keene to move her chair into a better viewing position. She asked the score twice. Noah answered both times. Katie and Connor abandoned the wagon and stood behind Rose, giving her contradictory advice until she smiled and told them to let her throw.
They went quiet. The bag landed, slid, and stayed on the wood.
"There," Rose said.
Ethan clapped before he realized he'd started. Hannah joined him, delighted. Ryan checked the board, then Marcus, who laughed and spread his hands. The final count belonged to Maddie and Rose.
Maddie turned toward her partner with her mouth open in a surprised smile. Rose lifted a hand. They met in the middle and touched palms, then immediately looked down to avoid stepping on the bags somebody had left in the lane.
"That was fun," Maddie said.
Ryan smiled, recovering. "Again?"
"After I eat."
She handed him the bag she still held and went with Rose toward the food. Ethan let them pass without making the win a commentary on anything except the game. Tyler couldn't resist telling Ryan he should've listened. Ryan gave him a look, laughed, and began looking for new opponents.
The afternoon spread. Ethan played another round with Sophie against Katie and Connor, lost track of the score until Natalie supplied it, and spent far too long trying to repeat a throw that had worked once by accident. Eventually the smell from the grills became more persuasive than the board. He handed the bags to Emily and left her to choose a partner.
He ate in the shade with Lucia, listening to her explain a conversation he'd missed. Somebody had mixed up two similar containers. Mrs. Alvarez had solved the problem by asking who'd actually cooked what, which apparently hadn't been anybody's first idea. Lucia laughed around a bite and offered him the napkins.
"Good game?" she asked.
"Depends which one."
"The one you were shouting through."
"Oh. Yeah."
She grinned. "I heard you."
Maddie came past carrying two small bowls and stopped when Lucia offered her the spare chair. She sat, put one bowl within Ethan's reach, and told him to try it before deciding which of the two he wanted.
"Whose are they?" he asked.
"I'm not telling you."
Lucia laughed. Ethan looked between them, suspicious now. One had more dressing, the other a scattering of herbs he couldn't identify without tasting. He took a forkful, considered it, and tried the other.
"They're both good."
"That's what I said," Maddie told Lucia.
"Pick one," Lucia said.
He tasted them again because he could, not because the decision required a second round. The cooler one had a little more bite to it. He moved it closer.
"This."
Maddie grinned. "Me too."
Mrs. Alvarez, passing behind her, stopped long enough to tell them that theirs had been sitting in the shade longer. Rose heard her name in the explanation and came over, smiling before she'd reached the chair. Ethan had apparently chosen Mrs. Alvarez's potato salad. Rose said she'd survive the disappointment if anybody would help her find the lid of the other bowl.
Lucia found it beneath the napkins. Maddie took the spare bowl back to the food table rather than leaving Rose to carry everything, and Ethan watched them continue the discussion as they went. No winner had been declared loudly enough to count. Everybody was still eating both.
Lucia reached for a little of the one Ethan had chosen. "I like the other one better."
"Good. More for me."
She nudged the bowl toward him, laughing, and started telling him about the dish she'd almost brought before work made it impractical. He asked what it was. She described the ingredients with her fork in the air, stopped to remember one, and then told him she'd make it some other time.
He reached for another piece of bread and didn't apologize for the volume. The afternoon was loud enough to hold it. Down the street a cluster of children had gathered around two buckets, and somebody was carrying a tray of water balloons out of a yard. Ethan watched Katie notice them, then Connor notice Katie noticing them.
"Oh, no," Lucia said quietly.
"They're going to play."
"I meant you."
He looked at her. She was smiling at the way he'd already stopped eating. He finished the bite, wiped his hands, and put his plate down properly before going over.
It was a toss, not a fight. At least that was what the neighbor setting out the buckets told them. Partners, one balloon, a step farther apart after every catch. No throwing into the food, no aiming at people watching. The children went first, receiving more chances than the announced rules suggested. Adults applauded catches made with a balloon clutched against a wet shirt.
Ethan stood beside Hannah to watch. She pointed out Emily trying to keep her shoes out of the water beneath the bucket. Emily saw them looking and beckoned Hannah over.
"Come on. Me and you."
Hannah went willingly. Ethan found himself recruited by Tyler before he could ask anybody else. Sophie took his phone when he held it toward her and tucked it into the bag she was keeping well behind the playing space.
"Don't forget where it is," she told him.
"I won't."
He absolutely would've if she hadn't said it. Tyler handed him a balloon, cool and slippery, its knot pinched between two fingers. Ethan held it properly and looked down the short distance to his brother.
"Ready?"
Tyler nodded. The first toss was easy. So was the return. They stepped apart. Beside them, Marcus and Noah passed a blue balloon back and forth while Natalie watched with her arms folded and a smile she wasn't trying to hide.
Hannah caught Emily's throw too hard. The balloon sagged into her palms and survived. She looked astonished, then laughed and sent it back with much more care.
Ethan's next catch landed against his chest. He felt cold through the cotton and held still until he was sure the balloon hadn't split. Tyler laughed at him. Ethan stepped back farther than he needed to and threw.
Tyler caught it.
"Nice try."
"I was trying to help."
"Sure."
Their patch of road filled with small splashes, shouted names, children being reminded not to run through the players. Mrs. Alvarez held a cloth and dried her hands before taking a balloon of her own. Across from her, Mr. Donovan was smiling with the confidence of someone who'd already accepted getting wet.
Ethan watched Hannah take another step back. Emily lifted both hands, ready. The balloon rose, turned, and broke against the side of one palm. Hannah gasped at the splash, then bent forward laughing. Emily stood with her wet hands spread, looking at the blue remnant dangling from her finger.
"Sorry!" Hannah called.
Emily shook her head and pointed at the water down her own shirt. Hannah laughed harder. Ethan lost the next three seconds to watching them and nearly missed Tyler's throw entirely.
The balloon struck his fingertips, dropped, and burst against his shoe.
He looked down.
Tyler laughed so loudly that somebody turned from the food table. Ethan took a single step toward the bucket. Tyler saw the intention before he reached it and held up both hands.
"No. We're out."
"Just rinsing my hands."
Sophie, from a safe distance, laughed in outright disbelief. Ethan grinned at her, took a fresh balloon only when the next round was offered, and waited until Tyler agreed to stand opposite him again. Being childish was more enjoyable when everybody knew what he was doing.
They made it farther the second time. Noah and Marcus didn't; a beautifully judged throw ended in two hands that met a fraction too firmly. Natalie gave Noah the towel without saying anything, which made him laugh as soon as he took it.
Mrs. Alvarez and Coach Donovan stayed in. So did a little girl and her father, though the father kept moving forward after every catch and nobody with the power to stop him seemed interested. Ethan threw gently over a widening distance, watching Tyler's hands instead of his grin.
This time Tyler's catch failed. Water struck his shirt and ran down the front. For a moment he stood perfectly still, looking at the bright scrap of rubber caught between his fingers.
Ethan folded with laughter.
"Come here," Tyler said.
"No."
He wasn't fast enough. Tyler crossed the gap, caught him around the shoulders, and hugged him hard enough to share most of the wet patch. Ethan shouted, pushed at his arms, and ended up laughing into his brother's collar while Hannah cheered as if a much more impressive sporting event had occurred.
Tyler let go before either lost their footing. Ethan stepped back and pulled the damp shirt away from his chest. Cool air reached the wet cotton; he complained again just because Tyler was enjoying it.
Maddie watched from beside Rose, both laughing. Ethan pointed toward his brother in explanation. Maddie shook her head as though she hadn't needed one.
The older neighbors won their round. Coach Donovan held the final balloon up for the children to see before lowering it carefully into the bucket. Mrs. Alvarez bowed with one wet hand held away from her clothes, and even Ryan clapped without finding anything to argue about.
When the tosses ended, everybody bent to collect the scraps before they were trodden into the pavement. Ethan found three by his shoes and another caught against a chair leg. He gave them to Hannah, who held the bag open with Emily, then went to retrieve his phone from Sophie.
"You remembered," she said.
"You told me to."
She handed it over. He checked the pocket would keep it clear of the wettest part of his shirt and put it away. There was no message he needed to look for in the middle of this.
Music became louder as the food queues thinned. Not suddenly, not enough to make conversation impossible, but enough that people started marking the beat with a foot or a hand against a chair. Ethan found himself standing beside Lucia again, comparing the damage to their clothes. She'd stayed out of the balloons and was entirely too pleased about it.
"Next time," he told her.
"Maybe."
Emily took Lucia's hand before he could continue and pulled her toward the little open patch beside the speaker. Lucia protested until she recognized the song, then went laughing. Sophie joined them. Hannah followed after looking at Ethan once, and he nodded toward the space as though she'd needed his agreement.
She hadn't. She was already moving.
Tyler came up beside him and bumped his shoulder. Ethan looked at the wet front of his shirt, at the people dancing, and then back at his brother.
"No touching."
Tyler smiled. "You're already wet."
"That's your fault."
He went anyway when Tyler put a hand between his shoulders. Not because he could dance especially well. Sophie was laughing at her own attempt to make Emily follow the same step; Lucia had abandoned the step entirely. Ethan took Hannah's hand when she offered it and let her pull him through a turn she hadn't properly planned.
They recovered, laughing. Hannah tried the turn again with Emily, who followed her more easily and then made an extravagant little bow when they finished. Lucia clapped. Sophie took Ethan's hand and pulled him into the space they'd left, both of them trying to remember a step they hadn't practised since somebody's school event.
"Like this," she said.
"I'm doing that."
"No, your other foot."
He looked down, corrected it, and promptly lost the beat. Sophie laughed so hard she had to let go. Tyler came into the gap, demonstrated something entirely different, and received no useful encouragement from either of them.
Beyond their shoulders, Kit had joined Rose. He said something near her ear and offered a hand; she put her serving cloth on the table before taking it. Their movement was smaller than the younger group's, easy enough to keep a conversation going. Ethan caught Rose smiling at something his father had said, then looking down when he turned her beneath his arm.
Maddie stood beside Mrs. Keene, both watching. When Ethan met her eye she shook her head at his footwork, smiling, and he responded with an exaggerated attempt to improve it. She laughed and turned toward the woman who'd come over to speak to her.
His phone stayed in his pocket. Someone else would have pictures. Ethan wanted both hands free for the next turn, and Sophie was already reaching for one of them. He stayed with them, badly on the beat and pleased enough not to care, while the afternoon carried on around the boards and tables and chairs.
The first sign that the party was ending was somebody washing a tray while the music was still playing.
Ethan noticed because he'd been looking for somewhere to put his cup. The food table had acquired gaps. Lids were going onto containers, serving spoons being gathered into a bowl, clean pieces of foil smoothed over dishes people had spent half the afternoon telling one another to try. The light had changed without asking him to pay attention. Sun reached under the canopy now, warm against the backs of his calves.
He found the bin, put the cup in, and turned to see Hannah carrying a stack of empty bowls toward Rose. She held them high enough to keep the top one from slipping against her shirt, her whole attention on the wobble.
"Want a hand?" he asked.
"I've got it."
"Okay."
He stayed clear. She reached the table, set them down, and looked up at him with a small, satisfied smile. He returned it and took the bag Rose offered when she saw his empty hands.
"Can you get the things by the boards?"
"Yeah."
"Not the boards yet. People are still playing."
He looked across. Ryan had found another opponent. Of course he had. Marcus stood with him, watching Mrs. Alvarez select a bag with the unhurried concentration she'd brought to everything since morning. Ethan couldn't see the score. Judging by Ryan's expression, it wasn't going entirely his way.
Tyler came over carrying two bottles and asked Ethan which one was his. Ethan chose the one with less water because it was more likely, then took the last drink and gave it back. His shirt had dried, mostly. The collar felt stiff where the water had soaked through, and he could smell sunshine and somebody's grill whenever the breeze lifted it away from his chest.
"Trash?" Tyler asked, looking at the bag.
"By the game."
"Come on."
They went together. There were napkins beneath one chair, an empty packet behind another, a small collection of caps that nobody seemed to have noticed while eating. Ethan held the bag open while Tyler gathered the obvious things. Then they changed jobs, each finding something the other had missed.
"That's yours," Tyler said, pointing at a blue scrap beside Ethan's shoe.
"Could be anybody's."
"It exploded on you."
"Several things exploded on me."
Tyler smiled and picked it up. Ethan found another balloon remnant caught at the curb. He crouched to free it from a little clump of grass while a child came over to hand Tyler three more, apparently pleased to have a task with an immediate result.
"Thanks," Tyler said.
The child went away and returned with a whole handful. Hannah saw and began checking the other side of the playing patch with Emily. Nobody turned it into a competition. Ethan was grateful. His calves had stopped complaining until he'd asked them to squat six times in a row, and he didn't need an audience for how slowly he was now standing.
At the board, Mrs. Alvarez put her last bag neatly onto the wood. Ryan looked at it, then at Marcus, then began laughing. Ethan had missed the final count but not the result.
"Again tomorrow," Ryan said.
"Maybe," Mrs. Alvarez told him.
She gave the bags back and went to collect her dish. Marcus bent to pick up the ones beneath the board, shaking his head with a smile. Ryan protested something Ethan couldn't hear over the last chorus from the speaker. When the song ended, nobody immediately started another.
The quiet wasn't complete. It simply had more spaces in it. Ethan could hear wheels on the pavement, a cooler lid closing, somebody asking whose serving spoon had the blue handle. The smell from the grills had become warmer and less sharp as people finished the cooking instead of beginning it.
He and Tyler tied the bag when it was full enough. Kit pointed them toward the collection point, then asked whether they could bring the folding chairs back on the return trip. Tyler sighed for the sound of it and took one handle of the bag.
"You were going that way," Kit said.
"I know."
Ethan laughed. They carried the bag together, deposited it with the others, and came back for the chairs. Not all of them belonged to the same house. Kit identified three that did; Tyler stacked two while Ethan folded the third and checked its hinge wouldn't close on his fingers.
"Other way," Kit said.
Ethan changed the angle. The chair folded properly. He didn't have to know everything because he'd moved away. His dad had been folding that particular chair since before Ethan had learned which cupboard it lived in.
They carried the first load to the house and set it where Kit indicated, just inside. Ethan stayed near the door while Tyler moved the stack clear of the walking space. Then they went back out. The road looked wider every time a chair disappeared from it.
Maddie was helping Rose sort the dishes near the gate. She'd taken her shoes off for a minute and was standing on the path, one foot rubbing the back of the other. Ethan slowed when he saw her, ready to ask if she needed anything, then watched Rose hand her a chair and receive an emphatic nod.
Maddie sat. Rose went back to the table. Nothing more complicated than sore feet and somebody who understood them.
"Good day?" Ethan asked as he passed.
"Very good." Maddie smiled at him. "You?"
"Yeah."
"You're sunburned."
He touched the back of his neck. "A little."
"A little," she repeated, looking unconvinced.
He'd used sunscreen. He'd also got wet, rubbed his face with his shirt, and stayed outside much longer than he'd expected. He accepted the look, promised he'd check it properly when they got in, and didn't ask her to pretend she'd imagined it.
She reached for her water. "Go. Your brother's waiting."
Tyler was indeed standing at the next stack, trying to make a folding table move by looking personally offended at it. Ethan went to help. They turned it on its side, released the legs one at a time, and closed it between them.
"Ready?" Tyler asked.
"Yeah."
They lifted together. The frame put a solid weight through Ethan's fingers, more awkward than heavy. He backed up carefully, letting Tyler choose the route until they were clear of the chairs. At the path they turned, one step and then another, keeping the tabletop away from the gatepost.
Something knocked softly against the corner. Tyler stopped immediately.
"Wait."
Ethan held still while his brother checked the clearance. Kit moved a bag out of the way. They went through without needing to make the opening larger by force, then lowered the table where the others were being stacked.
"Thanks," Kit said.
Tyler rolled his shoulders. Ethan flexed his hands and looked back down the path. There was still plenty to do. He wasn't exhausted enough to wish somebody else would take over, but the thought of sitting down later had begun to acquire detail.
He went back to the street with his brother. The younger children were being collected in uneven stages: one family ready, another still searching for a bottle, a child in tears because leaving had happened before the next game. Katie knelt to pick up the chalk box. Connor helped the boy from earlier choose two sticks to keep, waiting through a decision that mattered much more to him than the adults watching.
Sophie caught Ethan's sleeve as he reached for another chair.
"Five minutes," she said.
"What?"
"Sit down for five minutes. You're making me tired."
He looked at the chair, at the patch of shade she'd chosen, and surrendered without much resistance. She sat beside him, both of them facing the last people still moving around the board. His shoulders settled back. He hadn't realized how long he'd been holding them up.
"Better?" she asked.
"Yeah."
"Good."
She leaned her head briefly against his shoulder. Ethan let his cheek rest against her hair, then straightened when she did. Her clothes smelled faintly of food and warm outside air. He'd spent most of the day a few feet from her or looking for where she'd gone; there wasn't anything urgent left to catch up on.
"That was fun," she said.
"You keep sounding surprised."
"I'm not surprised. I just like it."
He nodded, watching Ryan fold the legs of one board while Marcus held it steady. "Me too."
Sophie moved a loose thread at the edge of her sleeve between two fingers. "I thought we'd spend today trying to get everybody in one place."
"We did."
"For about ten minutes. Then everybody kept going somewhere."
"That's normal."
"I know." She smiled. "It was nice."
Ethan understood. Nobody had arranged a complete, perfect afternoon for him to visit. The food needed moving. A neighbor wanted a conversation. Katie wanted to play, then help the children, then disappear after Connor to get something from a house. His friends could belong to the day without having to stand beside him through all of it.
She took her phone out to check the time, then put it away again without opening anything. Ethan could see the reluctance in the second movement.
"What?" he asked.
"I've got things to do."
"Now?"
"No. Tomorrow. The next day." She rubbed her forehead. "I keep putting them in a different order and hoping there'll be less."
"Packing?"
"That too. Washing. Finding the charger I know I brought home."
He smiled. "Want help?"
"With finding a charger?"
"With whatever."
Sophie leaned back, looking toward the table where their mothers were still sorting things. "Maybe. I don't know. I want to be here tomorrow, not doing laundry."
"You can do both."
"Yeah." She smiled faintly. "That's what I keep telling myself."
He wanted to offer more help, but she was already looking toward the gate, working out the timing for herself. They sat a little longer while somebody called a child's name twice and finally found him behind the canopy, still intent on getting the last of his drink out of a cup.
"I could come over early," Sophie said at last. "Go back for a little while if I need to."
"Yeah."
"Can you save me food if I miss it?"
"Absolutely not."
She turned to him. Ethan lasted about a second before smiling, and she pushed his shoulder with hers.
"I'll put some aside," he said.
"Thank you."
"I might eat it."
"Then put aside more."
He laughed. She took out her phone again, typed something quickly, and put it away with more purpose this time. He watched her put the phone away. Tomorrow he'd find a container before he sat down to eat; otherwise he'd forget, and Sophie would arrive hungry while he tried to explain.
"Did you get to talk to Leah?" Sophie asked.
"Yeah. You?"
"A little. She's around tomorrow too."
"Good."
Sophie looked at him. "You used to think we could all do everything together."
"I was very reasonable."
"You got annoyed when Tyler had plans."
"So did you."
She laughed. "Yeah."
He nudged her knee with his. Neither apologized for being fifteen. They'd wanted more time than the day had, then been irritated with the people who couldn't make it bigger. Ethan could recognize the feeling without wanting to have the same argument now.
Lucia came over carrying the folded table covering, held out a hand for Sophie's empty cup, and put it in the bag beside the gate. She stood a moment looking at the remaining chairs before sitting on the low wall near them.
"My feet hurt."
"Mine too," Sophie said.
Ethan lifted a hand. Lucia laughed and stretched one ankle, the other shoe planted on the ground. He asked whether she'd found the thing she'd left in Rose's kitchen. She nodded.
"Your mom put it aside. Before somebody washed it and sent it home with somebody else."
"Good."
"I'm coming early tomorrow. She asked."
"Then I'm sleeping until you get there."
Lucia smiled. "I'll knock loudly."
Sophie began laughing. Ethan said he'd tell Rose not to let her in. Neither of them looked particularly concerned by the threat. Beyond their chairs, Emily and Natalie were dividing the remaining bottles between two coolers, Noah reading the labels on the lids so they went to the right houses.
Hannah came over with her phone held flat in one hand and asked Ethan to look at something before she sent it. He bent toward the screen. Emily had caught the moment Tyler hugged him after the water balloon burst: his face turned halfway away, Tyler laughing, both of them so wet the darker patches joined at the shoulder.
"Oh, that's awful," Ethan said.
Hannah laughed. "I like it."
"Of course you do."
"You look happy."
He looked again. He did. Mouth open, eyes nearly shut, one hand planted against Tyler's chest without much hope of pushing him off. Not a photograph he'd have chosen to pose for. He smiled at it anyway.
"Send it."
Hannah tapped the screen, waited for his phone to make a sound in his pocket, and went back to Emily. Ethan didn't take it out. He could look at it when he sat down inside; right now Tyler was asking where he'd put the bag, and he still remembered.
It was getting darker at ground level. The sky above the roofline still held light, but the shadows beneath the tables had deepened. Kit and Mr. Donovan went to check the far end of the block before anything was opened to traffic again. People were still moving through the closed space; nobody hurried them merely because a clock had passed a particular number.
Ethan got up when Rose called him. Sophie caught his hand long enough to squeeze it, then let go. Lucia stood with him, taking the table covering toward the house while he went to find out which cooler needed moving.
This one wasn't empty. Hannah took the other handle before Tyler could reach it, braced her feet, and looked at Ethan.
"Ready?"
He nodded. They lifted. The water inside shifted the weight toward him, and he slowed until it settled. Hannah changed her grip without putting the cooler down. Together they brought it along the short path, set it near the door, and let go with nearly identical breaths.
"Okay?" Ethan asked.
"Yeah." She flexed her hand. "That was heavier."
"Yeah."
She looked back at the street. Emily waved, and Hannah waved back, then took the lighter bag Rose had left by the door. She carried it in without waiting for anybody to decide whether she'd done enough for the day.
Tyler handed Ethan the last two folded chairs. "Light ones."
"Thanks."
"I did the heavy one."
"I saw."
Tyler grinned and went to help Kit. Ethan took the chairs inside, found the space beside the others, and returned for the small pile of things nobody knew what to do with: a towel, a lone napkin holder, somebody's bottle with a name written too faintly to read.
Natalie solved the bottle by turning it toward the light. Noah recognized the towel. The napkin holder belonged to Mrs. Alvarez, who'd been looking for it behind the wrong table. Ethan took it over, received a quick hug and a promise of more food tomorrow, and came back without another assignment.
That felt like the end more than the music stopping had. His hands were empty. The road was almost clear. At the far end, a car slowed beyond the barrier while Kit spoke to the person moving it; the driver waited until the last cooler had been taken out of the lane.
Before he reached the gate, Maddie called his name. She was holding a folded table covering she'd been handed and looking between two houses with nearly identical chairs outside.
"Which one's Mrs. Keene's?"
He pointed. "That one."
"Thank you. I thought so." She laughed at herself. "I'm good until everybody changes places."
"I get that in LA."
"Still?"
"With some people. Especially if I meet them somewhere different."
Maddie nodded and started toward the house. Ethan walked with her, taking the bottle he recognized from the little pile beside the door. Mrs. Keene was just inside, moving slowly enough to avoid the bags waiting in the hall. She took the table covering, thanked Maddie, and asked whether anybody had found her bottle.
Ethan held it up. She laughed and took that too.
"See you tomorrow," Maddie said.
Mrs. Keene answered with a promise to bring the thing she'd been talking about all afternoon, then told Ethan not to let Rose work too hard. He said he'd try. On the way back Maddie asked whether everybody knew whose things were whose or whether they were guessing as much as she was.
"Mostly we know," he said. "Some of it looks the same every year."
She looked toward the bare patch where the table had stood. "I liked today."
"Yeah. Me too."
"I'm glad we came."
He glanced at her. She wasn't watching for the right response, only looking down to step around the last folded chair on the path. Ethan moved it out of the way, then fell into step beside her again. At their own gate she stopped to collect Rose's tray, and he went to stand with his brother and sister.
Ethan stood beside the gate with Tyler and Hannah. Sophie came to say good night, then Emily. Noah and Natalie left together, still talking about whose house held which container. Ryan and Marcus called from farther down. Connor had found something else in the wagon and was making Katie look at it before they went home.
Nobody hugged him as if Tuesday were happening now. Lucia squeezed him once and said she'd see him tomorrow, then went with Sophie. The visit still had another whole day of people arriving, and another after that. Ethan was allowed to be tired without spending the tiredness on goodbye.
Maddie came up beside him with Rose's tray in her hands. "Coming in?"
"Yeah."
He took the far end when she shifted it toward him, not because it was too heavy for her but because the loose cutlery kept sliding. Together they brought it through the gate while Tyler held it open and Hannah followed with the bottle he'd nearly left behind.
Behind them, the street began returning to itself: chairs gone, canopies folded, a little chalk still bright beside the curb. Ethan looked once, then turned back toward the open door. He wanted a shower, water, something soft to sit on. His family was already discussing which of those would happen first.
He went inside with them.
On Sunday the chairs stayed inside the gate.
Ethan carried two of them through the kitchen while Rose told him where she wanted the drinks. He heard about half the instructions, stopped before the chair leg could catch the doorway, and asked her to start again. She pointed with the spoon in her hand, waited until he nodded, and returned to the bowl.
"Outside. In the shade. Not where your dad's putting the grill things."
"Got it."
The kitchen window was already open. Somewhere outside, Tyler was calling for a cloth; inside, Hannah was trying to decide whether the napkins matched the covering closely enough to matter. Ethan shifted the chair higher against his hip and waited for the doorway to clear. The house smelled of cut bread and coffee, with something sharper from the bowl Rose was dressing. He'd come down expecting to be handed a job and had still somehow left the first one too late to finish his drink.
Maddie opened the door for him. Ethan brought the chairs through, set them with the others, and stood back to look at the yard. Smaller than yesterday's whole block, bigger than it seemed when nobody was moving furniture around it. There was enough space for the tables and the loose circle of chairs beyond them, provided Tyler didn't put the cooler in the gap everybody needed to walk through.
Tyler put the cooler in the gap everybody needed to walk through.
Ethan pointed. His brother followed the finger, sighed at himself, and moved it before Rose came out to tell him. Hannah arrived behind him with a bundle of napkins tucked beneath her arm and a bowl held carefully in front of her.
"Table?" she asked.
"Yeah."
"Which one?"
"The one without anything on it."
She gave him a look and put the bowl down. There were two. Ethan laughed, told her the near one was fine, and accepted the napkins when she thrust them at him.
Yesterday had used the whole neighborhood. Today Rose had decided they were feeding people properly, as if the amount of food they'd eaten outside hadn't counted. Not everybody from the block. Family friends, a few neighbors, the Riffraff drifting in when they could. Still enough people that the kitchen had been busy since Ethan came to find coffee late that morning.
He'd slept longer than he'd intended. His skin wasn't as sore as Maddie's look last night had predicted, but the back of his neck remained warm, and he was grateful for a clean shirt with a higher collar. His legs had settled into a dull, manageable ache. There would be no running competition today unless somebody else proposed it and carried him there first.
Kit stood near the grill, inspecting something he'd just cleaned. He looked over when Ethan came closer with the napkins.
"Those for me?"
"Don't think so."
"Then why're you bringing them here?"
Ethan stopped, looked at his own hands, and turned back toward the table. Kit laughed behind him. Hannah saw the whole thing and made no effort to keep it to herself when Tyler asked what was funny.
Maddie came out with the drinks, set them in the shade, and asked where the ice was. Tyler pointed toward the cooler he'd moved. She checked inside it, nodded, and put two bottles beneath the ice before looking back at the kitchen.
"Do you need me in there?" she asked Rose through the open door.
"Yes, please."
"Coming."
She went without Ethan following to find her a task. He could hear them talking while he arranged the napkins, an argument about whether the larger bowl was too large that ended with Rose saying it would fit and Maddie asking where the lid was. He smiled at the table and stopped fussing with the napkins before Hannah could catch him doing it.
"Who's coming first?" she asked.
"Lucia said early."
"She's already here."
"Then probably Lucia."
Hannah laughed and pointed toward the house. Ethan turned in time to see Lucia appear in the doorway carrying a stack of plates. She'd tied her hair back again and looked much more awake than she had outside the gate on Friday.
"Hi."
"Hi." He went to take some of the plates.
"I've got them."
"Okay." He moved aside instead. "Mom got you already?"
"Before I got my shoes off."
"You didn't have to take your shoes off."
"I found that out." She set the plates down and gave him a quick hug once her hands were free. "How's the neck?"
"Fine."
She looked at the collar and smiled, then turned to greet Kit. Hannah followed her to ask about a photograph Emily had sent that morning. Ethan heard the answer begin with a laugh before the two of them moved out of the doorway and gave somebody inside more room.
A corner of the table covering lifted as the breeze came through. Ethan caught it before it could fold beneath the plates. Hannah came over to help, held the opposite edge, and waited while he moved the bowl a little farther from the center.
"Not there," she said.
"Why?"
"People won't be able to reach."
He looked along the row of chairs. She was right. He put it back within reach and used a small stack of plates to hold the corner instead. Hannah smoothed her side, stepped back, and examined the result as if she were checking somebody else's work.
"Better."
"Thank you."
"You're welcome."
She stayed beside him for a moment, looking toward the gate. Ethan could tell she was listening for somebody before she said anything.
"Do you think Emily's coming?"
"Yeah. She said she was."
"And Sophie?"
"After she gets things done."
Hannah nodded. Then she asked whether Ethan would be home most of Monday, and he felt the question settle differently from the others.
"Yeah," he said. "No big plans."
"Okay."
He waited rather than offering her Tuesday before she'd asked for it. Hannah pulled a loose piece of thread from the edge of the covering, failed to break it, and left it alone. She wasn't upset; he didn't need to make her upset by anticipating the goodbye.
"Maybe we can do something," she said.
"Yeah. What?"
"I don't know yet."
"Tell me when you do."
She smiled, satisfied with that much. Kit called her name, and she went to find out what he wanted, moving around the chairs without the little pause she'd made when she'd first heard how many people were coming. Ethan watched her go and then looked down to discover he'd been holding the empty napkin wrapper the whole time. He put it in the bag before it escaped into the yard.
He went back to the kitchen. Rose was cutting vegetables. Maddie had taken over arranging the bread and was trying to work out whether one plate was supposed to remain separate. Ethan answered before she had to ask Rose again.
"That one's mine."
"Okay. I thought so."
"Dad keeps it separate on the grill."
Kit had done it for years, since Ethan had started asking for the vegetables to stay separate instead of getting buried under everything else. It was a preference, not a rule about meat. He didn't need to explain it to a kitchen that already knew. Maddie moved the plate to the side Rose indicated, washed her hands, and asked him to reach the container above her.
He did. She thanked him, then told him she didn't want it opened yet.
"I know."
"You were pulling at the lid."
"I was checking."
Rose laughed without looking up. Maddie gave him a look he recognized, set the container out of easy reach, and went back to the bread. Ethan took a piece from the end she wasn't using and accepted the small sound of protest because she was smiling when she made it.
There was a knock at the front door, followed by a voice that already knew somebody would answer. Hannah got there before Ethan. When he reached the hall, Rose's cousin Ellen was setting a bag down beside her feet and asking where she'd been told to put the cold things.
"Kitchen," Hannah said. "I'll show you."
Ellen looked past her and saw Ethan. "There he is."
He leaned in for a hug and had to turn sideways around the bag. She squeezed him, leaned back to see his face, and told him he looked exactly the same before immediately asking whether he'd got taller.
"No," he said, laughing.
"Then I'm getting shorter."
She let him take the bag. It was heavier than it looked, a collection of containers pressed together beneath a folded cloth. He carried it into the kitchen while Ellen followed Hannah, greeting Maddie by name when Rose introduced them.
"Lovely to meet you," Ellen said.
"You too." Maddie moved the bread plate out of the way so the bag could land. "Can I take something?"
"The one on top. Carefully. I couldn't find a lid that fitted."
Maddie lifted it with both hands. Ethan watched the cloth shift, revealing a dish he'd eaten here before, and made an interested sound. Ellen heard it, laughed, and told him not to start before everybody else.
"I wasn't."
"You were thinking about it."
He grinned. She turned toward Rose and began telling her why she'd been late, though no one had said she was. A missing bowl, a phone call, somebody stopping her on the pavement. Not a disaster, just the accumulation of small things that made arriving take longer than leaving should have.
Ethan carried the spare serving bowl outside. The near table had begun to look inhabited: napkins, plates, a bottle with its cap already missing because somebody was drinking from it. Tyler was shifting chairs again. Kit had pointed him toward a clearer arrangement, and Hannah was offering advice he didn't particularly want.
"You could help," Tyler said.
"I am helping."
"By moving one?"
She picked up the nearest chair, moved it six inches, and looked at him. Tyler laughed and pointed her toward the other end of the table. Ethan put down the bowl and took a chair himself before the argument could become a performance everybody was expected to watch.
They finished together. The gap stayed clear. Kit tested the space with the plate in his hands, nodded, and went back to what he was doing. Hannah claimed a seat for later by putting her sweatshirt over its back.
"You're not sitting yet," Rose called from the doorway.
"I know!"
Ethan laughed. Hannah turned toward him and lowered her voice. "I wasn't."
"I know."
He went to get the drinks Rose wanted. Through the window he could see Maddie and Ellen talking while they worked, Ellen holding a cloth over one shoulder and Maddie gesturing with a closed packet. They weren't discussing him. From the few words that carried, they were comparing ways to transport food without it becoming somebody's lapful on the way.
Lucia brought the drinks out with him, and they found the cooler had become crowded much faster than expected. She crouched beside it, moved a bottle to the deeper end, and asked Ethan to hold the lid so she could see what was underneath.
"There's room," she said. "If I stop putting the tall ones on their sides."
He laughed and handed her the next bottle. They worked slowly enough that neither needed to fish the same thing out twice. From the house came Ellen's laugh, followed by Rose answering something neither of them could hear.
"Your cousin?" Lucia asked.
"Mom's cousin."
"I thought so. I remember her from something."
"Probably here."
"Probably." She closed the lid and brushed the water from her hand against her trousers. "It's nice not having to work today."
"Yeah."
"Yesterday too. I kept thinking I had to check the time."
He nodded. She wasn't making the weekend into a gift she expected him to repay. She'd wanted to be here, arranged it, and was finally sitting inside the time instead of counting how much remained. Ethan offered her the chair nearest the shade. She said in a minute and went to ask Rose what else needed carrying.
The gate opened. Mr. Donovan came through with a covered bowl and an apology for not staying long. He needed to go somewhere later. Kit waved him in anyway, took the bowl, and told him he'd have time to eat first if he stopped explaining why he couldn't.
"That's what I was hoping," Mr. Donovan said.
Hannah laughed and found him a chair. Mrs. Keene followed a few minutes later, the promised dish finally arriving in both hands instead of remaining something she'd describe. Ethan opened the gate wider and took it only when she asked him to.
"Mind the bottom," she said.
He shifted his palm beneath it. Warm, solid, more weight than he expected. She watched until he had it safely and then went to find Rose, leaving Ethan responsible for exactly the thing she'd told him not to spill.
He got it to the table intact. Natalie arrived just as he set it down, Noah behind her with a bottle in each hand. Neither tried to hug him over the dish. Natalie greeted him with her shoulder against his arm and moved aside so Noah could put the bottles down.
"Where do you want these?" Noah asked.
"Cooler."
"Which—" He saw it. "Got it."
Ethan grinned. Natalie took one bottle from Noah before he could try to move the lid with both hands full, and the two of them crouched beside it, negotiating space among the ice and drinks already there.
The people arriving today didn't have to be found across a street. They came through the same gate, put something down, stood long enough to be greeted properly. Ethan felt it in the way conversations lasted. Nobody had to move on because a wagon was coming through or somebody behind them needed the trays.
Marcus came with his mother. Ethan greeted her, accepted the hug, and answered her question about whether he'd tried yesterday's food before she could ask Marcus why he hadn't checked. He had tried it. He remembered enough to tell her which part he'd liked, and she smiled with the satisfaction of somebody who wanted an actual answer rather than politeness.
Ryan arrived a little behind them and went straight to Kit. They shook hands, then Ryan looked at the grill and asked what needed doing. Kit gave him the closed container of clean utensils and told him where to put it. Ryan obeyed before finding Ethan.
"Another game later?" he asked.
"Something sitting down."
Ryan looked delighted. "Cards?"
"Maybe."
"Good."
He went to ask Marcus, who hadn't yet finished putting his mother's bag somewhere safe. Ethan watched Ryan stop himself from interrupting, wait half a beat, and ask anyway the moment Marcus turned around. Some habits had survived the move into adulthood with remarkably little change.
Emily and Katie came together. Connor appeared behind them with a bag he claimed he'd been told to bring, though none of the three agreed who'd asked him. Emily stopped the argument by taking it to Rose. Katie greeted Hannah with a quick squeeze and asked where she'd put the cards.
"You have them?" Hannah asked Emily.
Emily held up her bag on the way to the kitchen. "Yes."
"Don't let Tyler get them."
Tyler, standing right there, looked personally injured. Hannah smiled and ducked behind Katie before he could reach the back of her hood. Ethan laughed and caught his brother's wrist, letting Katie and Hannah escape toward the chairs.
"Stop bothering the guests."
"She's not a guest."
"Fine. Stop bothering her."
Tyler let him go with a shove against his shoulder. Ethan shoved back, then moved away before it became something Rose had to interrupt with a full name. He could hear her introducing Maddie to Marcus's mother inside. Maddie's laugh came through the open door, followed by a question he couldn't catch.
Sophie arrived last of the people he'd been watching for. She looked slightly breathless, carrying a bag over one shoulder, and stopped just inside the gate to take in how much had happened without her.
"You're early," Ethan told her.
"Am I?"
"To me."
She smiled and came straight to him. He hugged her, felt the strap catch between them, and stepped back so she could take the bag off properly. Her eyes went toward the table.
"Anything left?"
"We haven't started."
"Oh, thank God."
Ethan laughed and took the bag when she handed it to him. She'd brought something Rose had asked for, found the charger she'd been missing, and got one load of washing started. She supplied all three pieces of information in the space between the gate and the table, as if they were equally relevant to being here.
"Look at you," he said.
"Don't. I'm very pleased."
He grinned and put the bag down. Sophie greeted Hannah, then Rose, and found Maddie at the table with enough ease that Ethan didn't need to make the introduction again. He went back to Kit before his dad could call twice for the plate he'd been asked to bring.
"Hungry?" Kit asked.
"Yeah."
"Good. Take these."
Ethan took the finished vegetables to the table. The warmth came through the plate into his palms. Behind him the grill made a brief, low sound as Kit put down the next batch; ahead, Rose moved a bowl so there would be room for what he was carrying.
Maddie reached across to steady the plate when he set it down. Their hands nearly met. She moved hers first, laughing, and told him the edge was clear. He thanked her and looked around the table at the chairs filling, the bags beneath them, Hannah leaning across Katie to ask Emily for something.
Not everybody was sitting. Ellen had gone back for a spoon. Mr. Donovan was still talking to Marcus's mother. Tyler stood beside Kit, pretending to help while trying to find out which things were ready first. It was a house full of people in the particular sense Ethan remembered: everybody able to locate someone who wanted something from them, nobody waiting to be formally included.
Rose called for the plates. Ethan passed the first stack along, and the gathering finally began to sit.
Tyler discovered there wasn't room for his knees after he'd already sat down.
"Move over," he told Ethan.
"Where?"
"Just a bit."
Ethan shifted his chair, moved the plate out of reach of his brother's elbow, and immediately found Hannah's foot where his own had been. She looked up from the bread basket and moved it without being asked. The three of them adjusted again, their chairs making small, uneven sounds against the ground, until everybody had enough space to pretend it had been comfortable from the beginning.
Maddie sat opposite, smiling into her water. Ethan caught her eye and shrugged. There were versions of a family meal she knew already. This particular arrangement of knees and complaints was new.
Rose asked who needed the potatoes. Four hands moved, none belonging to the same part of the table. Ethan took the bowl from Sophie, served himself, and passed it toward Noah. Natalie reached for the spoon Noah had missed. Lucia moved a glass out of the bowl's path. By the time it reached the other end, Kit had finally sat down with his own plate.
"Eat while it's hot," Rose said.
Everybody obeyed for perhaps half a minute.
Then Mr. Donovan asked Kit about something he'd been fixing, and Ryan asked Marcus a question halfway through his first bite, and Mrs. Keene wanted to know whether Ellen had actually brought the thing she'd promised. The conversation spread across the table, finding the people it belonged to. Ethan put food in his mouth and let it happen around him.
It was different from yesterday. No music close enough to answer for a pause, no strangers passing behind his chair, no reason to keep one eye on where the next game was starting. Just the shade moving slowly and a plate he could put down without wondering whether somebody needed the space.
Maddie asked him to pass the vegetables. He did, then offered the separate plate Kit had set aside when she asked what he'd chosen from it.
"Try it."
She took a small piece. "That's good."
"Dad does them like that."
Kit looked up, hearing himself mentioned. Ethan lifted the plate slightly. Kit nodded, told Maddie what he'd put on it, and asked whether she wanted more. She said yes, if there was any, and received the plate without Ethan needing to stay in the middle of the exchange.
Ellen watched him reach for the bread and laughed.
"You still eat like somebody might take it away."
Ethan looked up quickly enough that she saw the joke hadn't quite landed where she'd meant it. She softened at once.
"I meant fast. You always wanted to be back outside."
He nodded, smiling a little. "I'm not going anywhere."
"Good," Rose said. "Then chew."
That made him laugh. He put the bread down for a moment and took a drink. Maddie didn't look at him with a question he had to answer. She offered the water jug when he reached for it, then went back to asking Ellen how long the dish she'd brought took to make.
Ethan was grateful for the change without wanting anybody to announce it. Sometimes a careless phrase was only a careless phrase. Ellen had corrected herself, and his mother had told him to chew; he could remain at the table instead of becoming a subject everybody had to handle gently.
Tyler nudged him under the edge of the table. Ethan nudged back, accepting the wordless check, and stole the piece of bread his brother had set too close to his own plate.
"Hey."
"You weren't eating it."
"I was about to."
Hannah passed Tyler the basket before they could make more of it. He took another piece and gave her a quick, grateful bump with his shoulder. She accepted it without looking away from what Emily was saying farther down.
"Which age was the worst?" Ellen asked Rose a little later, with a glance toward Tyler and Ethan that made both stop pretending not to listen.
"Whose?" Rose asked.
"Either. Both."
Tyler pointed at Ethan. Ethan pointed back. Hannah smiled with the satisfaction of the only person not yet included.
"Fifteen," Rose said after considering. "For entirely different reasons."
"I wasn't difficult at fifteen," Ethan objected.
Kit looked at him.
"Not that difficult."
"You could argue about anything," Rose said. "Anything. I'd tell you to take a jacket, and somehow we were discussing whether I knew what the weather was."
"It wasn't cold."
"Sometimes it was."
"He does that now," Maddie said.
Ethan turned toward her, betrayed. She was laughing, but not performing the discovery for the other adults. She had her own evidence.
"I ask if he's eaten," she said, "and he gives me a whole explanation of what happened to his afternoon."
"I do eat."
"I know. Eventually."
Sophie laughed into her glass. Tyler leaned back, apparently delighted to have been temporarily released from the discussion. Ethan pointed his fork at him.
"She's not finished with you."
"I can wait."
Rose smiled. "Tyler's was getting him to admit he'd forgotten something instead of explaining why it wasn't necessary."
"Sometimes it wasn't."
Kit laughed aloud. Ethan leaned forward, grinning, and Hannah nearly spilled her water trying to get out of the way when Tyler reached for him.
"Sit," she told both of them.
They sat. Maddie moved the jug back toward the center, where it wouldn't be the first casualty, and asked Hannah whether they always did this. Hannah didn't have to think about the answer.
"Yes."
"Not always," Tyler said.
She looked at him. Ethan laughed and went back to eating before he could become responsible for the next sentence.
Marcus's mother offered her own account of teenage certainty from the far end. Marcus put his head down, smiling into his plate, while Ryan listened with much too much interest. The story involved being certain he knew the way somewhere and discovering, with everybody already in the car, that he didn't. Ryan tried to help him with a detail and only made it worse.
"Thank you," Marcus told him.
"I was there."
"I know."
Ethan laughed. Noah asked whether they'd made it in time, and Marcus said yes, just not by the route he'd intended. That let the conversation become other people's stories too. A missed turn. The wrong entrance. Ellen arriving at a house a week early because she'd put the date in her calendar without the month.
Maddie had done that with a shift once, years ago, and told the story herself. Not the emergency calls, not anything that belonged to somebody she'd helped. Just arriving ready to work and discovering she could go home again. Rose asked what she'd done with the unexpected free time.
"Slept," Maddie said.
Several people laughed in immediate agreement. Ethan watched Kit lean toward Ellen to add something, Rose reach for another helping, Maddie accept the dish she was offered without saying she shouldn't. This wasn't a table arranged so she could be told about him. She had her own mornings, mistakes, opinions about what to do with a day that suddenly belonged to her.
Ellen asked whether Ethan still cooked. He looked at the food in front of him, then at Rose, and smiled before answering.
"Yeah."
"Better than the rolls?"
Tyler made a delighted sound. Ethan lowered his fork.
"I was thirteen."
"They weren't terrible," Rose said.
"They were very small," Kit added.
"They didn't rise."
"They didn't have time," Ethan said. "I was hungry."
Maddie looked between them, smiling. "What did you do?"
"Skipped a bit."
"A fairly important bit," Rose told her. "He had the dough ready, then decided the rest of the waiting was optional."
Ethan remembered the bowl against his stomach, the sticky feel of the dough through his fingers, looking at the clock and deciding he could get it into the oven before anybody had to know he was improvising. He'd wanted bread with dinner. He'd also wanted to be the person who could make it, without having to ask Rose to do the slow part for him.
"They were edible," he said.
"They were," Kit agreed. "We ate them."
"Tyler threw one."
Tyler turned toward him. "Into your hand."
"It hit my wrist."
"I apologized."
Ethan laughed, unable to continue sounding injured about something that had happened years ago. Maddie asked whether he'd tried again, and he nodded.
"Mom helped the next time."
"You let it rise the next time," Rose corrected.
"That's what I said."
"No, it isn't." She smiled and offered Maddie the salad. "He could do the rest. He just wanted to eat before it was ready."
Maddie laughed. "That sounds familiar."
He looked at her. She didn't need to invent a childhood with him to have seen the adult version standing near her stove, asking whether the thing she was cooking was nearly done. He'd sometimes waited there to help. Sometimes he'd waited because he liked the company. She knew enough now to tell the difference.
"What do you make most?" Ellen asked.
Ethan answered without trying to make the list impressive. Pasta, vegetables, the things he could do after a long day without turning the kitchen into a new job. Ellen approved of one, asked how he did another, and confessed she'd never managed to keep a particular pan from sticking.
Kit had an opinion. So did Rose. Maddie asked which pan Ellen was using, and the conversation became equipment rather than Ethan's qualifications. He liked the escape enough that he reached for the last bread before Tyler noticed it.
Hannah noticed first and held out her plate. Ethan broke the piece in half, gave her the larger part, and received a suspicious look when she saw him smiling.
"What?" she asked.
"Nothing."
She took it and didn't let him have any back when he changed his mind. Tyler laughed, offered him another piece from the basket, and told him to wait for the rolls to rise this time.
"I'm never telling you anything again," Ethan said.
"You didn't tell us. We were there."
That stopped him for a moment. Not sadly. He could see his brother at the kitchen table in the old memory, holding one dense little roll, making him laugh hard enough that he forgot to be angry about the recipe. He'd remembered his own disappointment more clearly than the company he'd had while being disappointed.
Ethan looked around the table, picked up his water, and let Ellen move on to the next question.
Hannah asked whether anybody had photographs of the brothers at fifteen. Tyler groaned. Ethan said no with enough speed that Mrs. Keene began laughing before Rose answered.
"Of course I do."
"Mom."
"What?"
"Nothing," Ethan said, giving up immediately.
Rose took out her phone, searched for a moment, then stopped with a smile that warned both sons they weren't going to enjoy the choice. She turned it toward Maddie first.
The picture showed Ethan sitting on the floor with a project spread around his knees, Tyler behind him trying to hold something in position, Hannah much smaller beside them with one hand planted over the edge of the paper. Ethan remembered the afternoon only when he saw the tape stuck to Tyler's wrist.
"Oh, that," he said.
"You wouldn't use the table," Rose told him.
"It was too small."
"The paper was too big."
Hannah leaned over to see. "What was I doing?"
"Holding it," Tyler said. "Very importantly."
She laughed. The memory was mostly floor and impatience, the certainty that the tape would stick to everything except the thing Ethan wanted, and Tyler promising he was helping while lifting the wrong edge. Hannah had insisted she needed a job, then refused to move when it became inconvenient.
Maddie smiled at the photograph. She didn't pretend to remember the day. She asked Ethan what they'd been making.
He explained, then corrected himself when Tyler supplied the part he'd forgotten. Rose turned the phone toward Ellen. The picture moved down the table in short, careful stages, nobody swiping through the rest. When it reached Hannah she held it longer, pleased to have proof that she'd been in the middle even then.
"I was helping," she said.
"You were," Ethan told her.
"Can you send me that?" Maddie asked Rose.
"Of course." Rose reached for her phone.
"I'm collecting evidence," Maddie told Ethan.
"Against who?"
"Haven't decided yet."
Tyler leaned over. "Start with him."
"Traitor," Ethan said.
Rose sent the photograph before putting her phone away. Ethan felt the small, familiar ache of somebody seeing a piece of his life late, but it didn't swallow the afternoon. Maddie was sitting across from him now. He remembered Rose standing in the doorway to take it. Maddie opened the copy on her own phone, tilted it to see Hannah better, and smiled at something his sister pointed out.
He took another drink and asked Maddie to pass the bread.
A breeze reached beneath the table and cooled Ethan's ankles. He shifted his chair a fraction farther into the shade, then helped Hannah move hers when the sun found the back of her neck. She kept one hand over her glass while he pulled, steadying it with the concentration she'd given the bowls yesterday.
"Here?" he asked.
"Yeah. Thanks."
He sat again. Tyler had moved the bread basket out of the patch of sun and was passing it toward Connor, who'd asked whether the last piece belonged to anyone. Ellen told him to eat it. Katie watched him take it, smiled, and handed him the butter before he could start looking for it.
Ethan could feel the meal slowing in his own body, warmth and food and the relief of staying still. The edge of his plate held a little dressing he'd keep chasing with the bread if somebody didn't move the basket away. He put his fork down, then picked it up again when Rose offered him the vegetables.
The food moved more slowly as people filled up. Plates still held a little of everything. Mr. Donovan looked at the time, said he really would have to go soon, and stayed long enough for Kit to ask the next question. Mrs. Keene finished her water and began explaining the mistake she'd made with a plant she'd been certain would tolerate the sun.
Rose disagreed about how much sun that patch received. Mrs. Keene told her to come over and see it. Maddie asked what the plant was called. Ethan listened until the names stopped meaning anything to him, then turned toward Sophie when she touched his wrist.
"Can you save this?" she asked, showing him the food she hadn't finished.
"You're not leaving?"
"Just for a bit."
"Yeah. I'll put it away."
She smiled. "Thank you."
He got up with her plate and his own. Tyler moved his chair so he could pass without climbing over Hannah, and Ethan thanked him before he could demand credit. In the kitchen he found a container, put Sophie's food inside, and marked the lid with her name using the pen Rose had left by the sink.
Maddie came through with the empty vegetable plate a moment later. She saw him writing and asked whose it was.
"Sophie's. She's coming back."
"Okay." Maddie set the plate down. "Where's the cloth?"
He handed it to her. She wiped the little spill near the counter while he found space in the fridge. Neither tried to empty the kitchen before the others could finish eating. Rose would want the containers kept; some things needed to stay outside; somebody was still going to come in asking where the forks had gone.
Maddie leaned against the counter for a moment, the cloth held loosely in her hand. Through the open door Ethan could hear Hannah objecting to whatever Tyler had just said. His mother smiled toward the sound.
"They're funny together," Maddie said. "I'm not sure Tyler knows how often Hannah wins."
"Yeah."
"You too."
He grinned, a little embarrassed. "We're annoying."
"Sometimes."
He laughed. She smiled back, reached out to brush something from the shoulder of his shirt, and let her hand fall rather than turning the small moment into a claim on it. Ethan stayed beside her while she folded the cloth.
"I'm glad you got to see everybody," he said.
"Me too."
"Not just yesterday. Like this."
"I know." She glanced toward the yard again. "I like Rose. And Kit."
He nodded. The answer warmed him in a place that didn't need a bigger sentence. Maddie didn't have to tell him she understood every part of the family to enjoy being with them. He could carry the empty plate to the sink and go back outside with her.
Ellen wanted the story of yesterday's game, but only after noticing Rose and Maddie exchange a look. Ethan sat down in time to hear Ryan say they'd played well. Marcus agreed, smiling. Tyler made an unhelpful noise from the other side of Hannah.
"They won," Ethan told Ellen.
"I heard that."
"Then why are we discussing it?" Ryan asked, laughing now.
"Because it was fun," Rose said.
Maddie laughed too. She described the first terrible throw, Rose's steady ones, the moment she'd realized they might actually win instead of merely avoiding embarrassment. She got one part of the score wrong. Marcus corrected it gently; she thanked him and continued without making the correction into anything more.
Ethan liked hearing the afternoon from somebody else's place in it. He remembered being beside Sophie, watching the blue bag slide. Maddie remembered how the cloth had felt in her palm, Rose calling encouragement from the other end, thinking she'd thrown too hard and seeing the bag stop just in time. The same game, different parts worth keeping.
Hannah asked whether they could play cards later. Emily said she'd brought them, and Katie said she wanted a game that didn't require getting up every two minutes. Connor agreed with feeling. The adults continued discussing the food while the younger end of the table began negotiating which rules everybody actually knew.
Kit stood to bring the next thing from the grill. Ethan started to get up, but his father shook his head and pointed at his unfinished plate.
"Sit. Eat that first."
He sat. Maddie passed him the vegetables he'd been reaching for. Tyler asked Hannah to move her cup before he knocked it over, and she did. Sophie caught Ethan's eye from beside the gate, lifted a hand to say she'd be back, and received his nod before going.
Around the table there was still shade, still food, still somebody halfway through a story. Ethan settled into the chair he'd finally made comfortable and listened for the part he'd missed.
The cards arrived after the plates had stopped moving.
Emily put the deck in front of Hannah, who removed the rubber band and began sorting out the cards somebody had left backward. Ryan wanted to play immediately. Katie wanted to move away from the food first. Connor, still looking at the empty dish beside his elbow, asked whether there was anything else coming.
"Yes," Rose told him.
He smiled. "Then I'm staying here."
"You can move six feet and come back," Katie said.
Ethan laughed and got up before the discussion could become an actual obstacle. There were enough chairs in the loose circle beyond the table, enough shade for most of them if they stopped spreading their legs into everybody else's space. He took his water and sat with one heel tucked beneath the other chair leg, waiting for his body to stop expecting another thing to carry.
Marcus came over with two bowls. He gave Ethan one, kept the other, and sat beside him.
"Thought you were done," Ethan said.
"I was."
Ethan looked down. Something sweet, with fruit he'd noticed Rose putting aside earlier. He accepted the spoon Natalie brought when she came past and decided he could be done after this instead.
The group moved unevenly. Hannah wanted to keep the cards in order long enough to start properly. Tyler took a chair beside her and tried to inspect the deck before she'd finished. She moved it away. Emily sat on Hannah's other side, taking the box of spoons Katie had been given to return to the kitchen.
"Can we borrow these?" Emily called to Rose.
"Only if they come back."
"They will."
Ethan looked at her. "Spoons?"
She grinned. "You scared?"
"No."
"Good."
She set the clean plastic spoons in the middle of the little table they'd brought between the chairs. There wasn't room for everybody to reach comfortably, so they divided into a first round and people willing to watch while they finished eating. Marcus stayed beside Ethan with his bowl. Natalie moved to stand behind Noah, who had chosen a chair at the table and was checking that Connor understood the rules.
"I know," Connor said. "I remember the spoons part, at least."
"Last time you grabbed two," Noah reminded him.
"That was strategy."
Katie laughed and sat where she could reach without leaning across Hannah. Ethan ate another spoonful and watched the first cards move. Emily dealt, made sure they all had the same number, and put the extra deck beside herself.
It began quietly. Too quietly for a group who'd spent yesterday shouting across the street. Hannah inspected her hand with more concentration than she needed; Tyler watched the spoons instead of the cards; Connor looked at Katie whenever she made a sound, apparently expecting her expression to tell him what he should keep.
Ethan saw Emily reach first. The movement was small, almost casual, one spoon sliding toward her wrist. Hannah saw it too. She took the next. Katie moved immediately afterward, and the entire table became hands.
Tyler lost.
He looked at his empty fingers, then at Hannah. She held her spoon up delicately.
"Oh, come on," he said.
She laughed so hard she had to put it down. Ethan joined her, his own bowl balanced precariously on one knee until Marcus reached over to steady it.
"Thanks."
"Finish eating before you hurt yourself."
Ethan took the bowl back and did. Tyler insisted he hadn't been trying, which prompted three people to tell him that was why he lost. He accepted the next hand with exaggerated dignity, and Hannah leaned toward Emily to say something that made them both laugh before the first card moved.
Maddie came past with Rose, carrying the empty bowls they were finally allowed to take. Ethan handed his over and thanked them. Rose asked whether everybody had enough to drink. Emily held up her bottle. Noah looked for his and found Natalie holding it for him so it wouldn't be knocked beneath the table.
"Here."
"Thanks."
She stayed standing behind him, following the game without pretending she couldn't see his cards. He turned the hand slightly away from her. Natalie laughed and looked toward the other end instead.
Ethan joined the next round. Marcus took the place beside him. More people meant bringing the spoons closer and remembering who had to pass which way. They rearranged until Katie could see everybody's hands and Ryan stopped complaining that his chair was too far from the table.
"No lunging," Emily told them. "They're plastic."
Ryan laughed. "I'm not going to break one."
"Good."
He didn't. He lost to Ethan instead, which was considerably more satisfying. Ethan saw Katie move, took the spoon nearest him, and leaned back with it hidden against his palm while the others caught up. Ryan was watching his cards. By the time he looked up, there wasn't anything left in the middle.
Ethan opened his hand.
Ryan stared at it, then at him. "You could've said something."
"Why?"
Marcus laughed. Ryan did too, shook his head, and began collecting the cards. Ethan let the small victory be exactly as ridiculous as it was. Nobody needed another Manhunt to make a Sunday afternoon competitive.
The rounds loosened. People went for water and came back. Noah took a turn watching, Natalie sat, and the two of them argued quietly about whether he'd noticed the first spoon go before she did. Ethan listened long enough to realize neither had any way to prove it, then concentrated on the cards Connor was trying to pass him three at a time.
"Just one."
"Sorry."
Connor sorted them. Katie laughed at him, then discovered she'd passed the card she'd meant to keep and tried to get it back. Hannah refused with immediate delight. Katie gave up, smiling, and managed to win the round anyway.
Beyond their chairs the older conversations continued. Kit's voice, Ellen's laugh, Mrs. Keene making somebody repeat a name. The afternoon wasn't waiting for the younger group to do anything interesting. Ethan could play badly for half an hour and still hear his family a few feet away.
Eventually the spoons went back into the box. Hannah counted them because Rose had asked for them all, discovered one beneath Tyler's chair, and made him reach for it. He handed it over without arguing, then put his empty cup on the little table.
"I'm too full," he said.
"You asked for more," Hannah reminded him.
"I had room then."
Ethan nodded with sympathy he didn't particularly feel. His own stomach was comfortable; somebody else's decision to take a second helping wasn't going to prevent him enjoying it. He leaned back and turned his face toward the shade, letting the conversation find another subject.
It found packing first. Emily had a bag she hadn't emptied, Sophie was still dealing with washing, Noah had brought home a book he meant to finish and hadn't. Natalie asked which book, recognized the title, and said she hadn't liked the middle. Noah turned toward her with an immediate defense that became a question halfway out of his mouth.
"How far did you get?"
"All of it."
"Oh."
She smiled. "I can dislike it and finish it."
"I didn't say you couldn't."
Ethan laughed at the speed with which they'd found familiar ground. Natalie explained what bothered her. Noah listened, interrupted once, apologized, and let her finish. When he answered, he wasn't trying to turn the afternoon into a class. He just liked the thing she didn't, and wanted to know which part they'd read differently.
Natalie rested the book argument for a moment and admitted she was thinking about taking something extra when she went back. Noah asked what, then whether she had room for it. She made a face.
"That's the problem."
"Then why—"
"Because I want to."
He nodded, conceding that much. Ethan watched her turn the bottle slowly between her hands. She wasn't asking Noah to win the argument for her; she was trying to say the part that made the decision difficult.
"I keep thinking if I don't, I'll wish I had."
"And if you do?" Ethan asked.
"I might wish I'd slept instead."
Emily laughed in recognition. "That's work too. Taking something because you can, then having no time for anything else."
Lucia nodded. She'd done it. So had Tyler, who supplied a complaint about the shift he'd agreed to cover before checking what else was happening that day. Nobody asked him to pretend the money hadn't mattered.
"I don't mind being busy," Emily said. "I just don't want it to be the only thing I can tell anybody about."
Ethan looked at her, hearing more than a complaint about one bad week. She smiled faintly and rubbed the back of her hand over one knee.
"What else would you want?" he asked.
"I don't know. That's the annoying part."
"Today?" Hannah suggested.
Emily turned toward her. Hannah looked briefly uncertain, then continued before somebody else could decide whether she meant it seriously.
"Like doing this. You can tell people about this."
Emily's smile warmed. "Yeah. I can."
Noah leaned back and told Natalie she didn't have to decide the class in the next five minutes. She looked at him, laughed, and said she wasn't trying to. It was nice to mention it somewhere it didn't become a form she had to fill in immediately.
Ethan understood. He'd spent enough time making calendars fit to know that wanting something didn't create room for it. Still, there was a difference between saying what might be good and promising to have it worked out. Emily could want an afternoon without knowing how to arrange all the afternoons after it. Natalie could like a subject and decide the extra work wasn't worth it this time.
Katie tipped her head back. "I love you both. I'm not reading it."
"You don't have to," Natalie said, laughing.
"Excellent."
That gave Emily a way to ask what Katie actually wanted to do before going back. Katie wanted to spend one day outside without anybody telling her to hurry up. Connor immediately suggested a route they both knew. She considered it, asked about the muddy part, and began making it shorter before he'd finished explaining the longer version.
Ethan listened with a smile. They weren't arranging a permanent future together or promising to recreate every childhood afternoon. They could want a walk and disagree about where to start. It didn't need him in it to be worth hearing.
Lucia moved her chair into the space Sophie had left. She'd been talking to Ellen and had acquired the name of a dish she meant to try. Emily asked whether she'd send it. Lucia said yes and took out her phone to write it down before forgetting, rather than pretending she would remember the whole conversation later.
"What're you doing tomorrow?" she asked Ethan after putting it away.
"Nothing big."
"Good."
"You?"
"Depends. I might come over."
"You can."
She smiled. "I know."
Hannah asked whether that meant everybody would be there. Nobody gave her the answer all at once. Ryan wasn't sure about the morning. Natalie had something to finish. Connor could probably come later. Katie needed to check. Hannah nodded through the different versions without looking as disappointed as Ethan had expected her to.
"Later's fine," she said.
Tyler bumped her shoulder. "We live here."
"I know where you live."
The speed of the answer made Emily laugh. Hannah grinned and pulled her legs clear when Tyler nudged her shoe. Ethan stretched one foot toward them and received an immediate shove against his ankle for interfering.
"Stay out of it," Hannah told him.
He lifted both hands, laughing. She returned to her seat with the pleased expression of somebody who'd put both brothers where she wanted them. Ethan liked watching her take the space without asking whether she'd been allowed enough already.
Sophie came back through the gate carrying her phone in one hand and nothing else. Ethan saw her before she saw the group. She paused to greet Ellen, answered a question from Rose, and then came toward them with the relieved look of someone who'd actually finished what she'd gone to do.
"Food's put away," Ethan told her.
"I know. Your mom told me."
"Good."
She sat beside him when Lucia moved her chair an inch to make room. Ethan offered his water, and Sophie took it after checking he didn't want the last of it. He shook his head. She drank, gave it back, and stretched her hands over her knees.
"Done?" Emily asked.
"Most of it."
"That's enough."
Sophie nodded emphatically. Ethan didn't ask for a list. She was here with her shoulders down, her phone going into the pocket instead of staying in her hand. He was happy to let the completed chores remain somewhere else for a while.
The conversation wandered toward places they'd like to go when nobody was busy. A train journey somebody had mentioned. A beach that wasn't worth the drive if the weather turned. Ryan wanted somewhere with enough room to play a game. Katie said she wanted somewhere nobody would make her play one.
"You played yesterday," Ryan said.
"Because I wanted to."
"That's what I mean."
"Then we agree."
He laughed and let it go. Connor asked Ethan whether there were places like the woods near the loft. Ethan shook his head at the comparison and explained that getting out to a trail was a different sort of trip. There were places he liked. It wasn't the same as walking a few streets and finding this.
"Could be nice, though," Katie said.
"Yeah."
"Someday."
She went back to asking Connor about the route he'd mentioned earlier. Ethan pictured them on a trail with him, Katie complaining about the heat, Connor wanting to go farther. Then Katie asked about the muddy part again, and he returned to the conversation happening in front of him.
Hannah listened, then asked whether he missed having so much close by. Ethan thought about it before answering.
"Sometimes. Different things are close there."
"Like school?"
"Not that close," he said, laughing.
She smiled. "I keep looking at things and not understanding how far apart they are."
"What things?"
"Schools. Courses. Just looking." She added the last part quickly, as if she'd heard how much of a decision the first words might sound like.
"That's fine."
"I know. I'm not picking anything."
"Good," Tyler said. "You'd have to tell me first."
Hannah looked at him. "No, I wouldn't."
He laughed and held up a hand. "Okay."
She went back to Emily, who was asking what she'd liked looking at. Hannah talked about wanting to see what people actually did in the classes rather than only the photographs on the website. Natalie agreed with feeling. Ethan listened without selecting a university for his sister or supplying a future she could grow into on his schedule.
She could look. She could change her mind. Right now she was explaining something to Emily with her whole face animated, no trace of the cup she'd held too tightly beside the canopy yesterday.
Marcus stood to stretch and asked who wanted to throw something around. Nobody moved quickly. Then Connor stood, Katie followed, and Ryan joined because the invitation had become a possibility instead of an abstract question. They found a soft ball Hannah brought from just inside the house and took the clear space beyond the chairs.
Ethan went too. Not running, not competing, simply joining the uneven circle. Sophie stayed seated with Lucia and Emily, talking while Noah helped Natalie find somewhere to put her feet. Ethan caught the first throw at chest height and sent it to Hannah, who'd come out after deciding the cards could wait.
She caught it against her palms and passed it to Marcus. He caught one-handed, looked at Ryan, and threw with just enough speed to make him pay attention. Ryan grinned and sent it toward Katie. Connor had to lean around her when the return arrived between them, and they both laughed at the near collision.
The throws found a pace. Someone had to stop for a child passing through. Kit called for a little more room near the table, and the circle shifted without complaint. Ethan caught a high one, took a single step back, and sent it gently toward Hannah rather than using the height she'd given him against her.
"Too easy," she told him.
"Fine."
The next was harder. She caught it, smiling, and threw it straight back before he'd fully lowered his hands. It struck his palm cleanly. He laughed and pointed at her with the ball before sending it on.
She didn't need him to make every game easier. He knew that. Sometimes knowing still had to reach his hands.
After a while they drifted back to the chairs. Ethan sat beside Sophie again and accepted the space she made without asking what he'd missed. He could hear enough to find his way in: Emily talking about a room that always got too warm, Natalie remembering a window that wouldn't open, Noah admitting he'd complained about the opposite problem all winter.
Kit came over to collect the empty box Emily had used for the spoons. Hannah told him they were all there. He checked the lid, nodded, and asked Ethan whether he'd had enough water.
"Yeah."
His father looked at the nearly empty bottle. Ethan smiled, gave in, and stood to refill it. Nothing dramatic. Just thirst he'd stopped noticing while there were things to catch and people to listen to.
He paused beside the table, waiting for Rose to finish pouring. Behind him, the chairs scraped as somebody made room for somebody else. Sophie laughed. Hannah answered Tyler loudly enough that he heard it without turning.
Kit put the box down beside the plates and stayed near him, one hand resting on the back of an empty chair. Ethan took his water from Rose, thanked her, and remained there for a moment, comfortable enough not to hurry back.
Kit moved the empty chair with his foot.
"Come sit with me a minute."
Ethan looked back toward the others. Nobody needed him. Hannah had claimed the deck again, Sophie was telling Lucia something with both hands, and Tyler had turned his chair to make more room for the people talking behind him. Ethan sat beside his father with the cold bottle between his palms.
For a while Kit didn't say anything. He took a drink, put the cap on, and watched Connor try to explain a rule Hannah evidently didn't believe. The chair creaked when he shifted his weight. Ethan recognized the sound from a hundred evenings when nothing much had happened, the little give beneath his father's shoulder, the way Kit moved his elbow clear of whoever sat beside him. He put his bottle down and stopped holding himself ready to get up. Ethan could see the smile before his father turned it toward him.
"Good weekend?"
"Yeah."
"Got enough sleep?"
"Some."
Kit laughed quietly. Ethan smiled and looked down at the damp ring his bottle had left on his trousers. The questions weren't difficult. He'd been answering much larger ones in his head without realizing he could stop long enough to sit beside Dad and discuss whether he'd slept.
"Your legs recovered?" Kit asked.
"Mostly."
"Mostly."
"We did a lot of running."
"I gathered."
Ethan grinned. Kit had seen them come back Friday, dirty and thirsty and talking too loudly over one another. He'd probably heard enough of the account over breakfast to reconstruct the entire game, provided he could work out which parts Tyler had exaggerated.
Hannah laughed across the yard. Ethan looked toward her automatically. She was pointing at something Emily held, her head tipped back, no effort to make the sound smaller. Kit watched too.
"She had a good time," he said.
"Yeah. She was really good."
"I heard."
"She was." Ethan felt himself become earnest and didn't bother stepping back from it. "She kept figuring things out. Not just following me."
Kit nodded. He knew his daughter. Ethan wasn't bringing him information he couldn't have discovered another way, only a piece of the evening he'd been there to see. It felt good to give it to him.
A plate shifted on the table behind them. Kit reached back to move it out of the breeze, then settled into his chair again. Ethan rolled the bottle between his hands, listening to the faint, dry sound of someone sweeping inside the kitchen.
"How's everything going?" his father asked.
"School?"
"That too."
Ethan took a breath. The broad answer wanted to be fine. It usually was. Fine contained classes and things he'd understood and things he hadn't, the work waiting when he got back, people whose schedules he now knew well enough to guess whether they'd answer a message. It didn't contain much anybody could talk to him about.
"Busy," he said. "Good. I think."
Kit waited.
"I still like it."
"Good."
"Sometimes I don't like how much I don't know."
His father smiled a little. "That part doesn't go away."
"Great."
"Not all of it."
Ethan laughed under his breath, then looked toward the table again. Rose was leaning close enough to hear Mrs. Keene without making her raise her voice. Maddie stood beside them, holding a dish she'd been trying to take inside for several minutes. Nobody was allowing the conversation to finish just because her hands were full.
"I don't mind learning it," Ethan said. "I just want to be useful before I've learned everything."
"You are."
He glanced at Kit.
"In the ways you're allowed to be," his father added. "I know you're not doing everybody else's job."
"I'm not."
"I know."
Kit said it without warning in his voice. Ethan loosened his grip on the bottle. There were rules he'd had to learn and limits he respected because people mattered more than wanting to prove something. Dad could know he was impatient without assuming he was reckless.
"What do you like best?" Kit asked.
Ethan considered it. Not the answer that sounded the most ambitious. The one he'd actually missed when he was tired enough to wonder why he kept choosing the early start.
"Seeing people work together," he said. "When somebody notices a thing somebody else needs. Or explains something and it makes sense all at once."
Kit nodded slowly.
"And learning what to look for. I like that."
"You always did."
Ethan smiled, uncomfortable with how much he wanted the simple recognition. He drank, buying himself a few seconds, and lowered the bottle when Kit began telling him about a problem he'd spent too long trying to solve by himself that week. Nothing dramatic. Something that would've taken half the time if he'd asked the right question sooner.
"Did you?" Ethan asked.
"Eventually."
"Dad."
"I know."
They laughed together. Ethan liked the ordinary admission more than he would've liked being told his father had always known what to do. Kit could still waste an afternoon. Ethan could still ask him for help.
Kit asked whether the loft was still working out. Ethan nodded, then tried to describe the little things that made living there less like borrowing a place. Where he put the things he needed in the morning. Which light he left on when he'd be back late. The cupboard he'd finally stopped opening when he meant to reach for the one beside it.
His father listened as though the cupboard mattered. Ethan found himself smiling halfway through the explanation, embarrassed by how little it took to keep him talking once somebody asked the right question.
"Sounds like yours," Kit said.
"Yeah."
"Got everything you need?"
"Mostly."
"What's missing?"
Ethan considered. Nothing he couldn't sort out himself. A few things he hadn't bought because there was always something more urgent, a shelf arrangement he kept meaning to change, the ordinary inconveniences of a home that hadn't been lived in for years yet.
"I can do it," he said.
"I didn't say you couldn't."
He looked at Kit. His father took another drink, giving the words room without turning them into an argument.
"I'll ask," Ethan said after a moment. "If I need something."
"Good."
He meant it more than he had the automatic answer. Kit had let him leave, helped where he could, trusted him to work things out. Ethan could let that remain help instead of treating every offer as evidence he hadn't become independent properly.
"Could use the name of that thing you used on the drawer," he admitted.
Kit looked at him. "Which drawer?"
Ethan explained with his hands, the catching edge, the point where it stopped, his confidence that it was a simple fix right up until he tried doing it. Kit asked two questions, understood the shape of the problem, and told him to send a photograph before buying anything.
"Okay."
"Don't force it."
"I haven't."
His father raised his eyebrows. Ethan smiled and looked down at the bottle.
"Not much."
Kit laughed, shook his head, and repeated the request for a photograph. Ethan took his phone out long enough to make himself a note, then put it away. When he got back, there'd be one small piece of home he could ask Dad about without waiting until the thing had become impossible.
Across the yard Tyler looked up, saw the two of them, and pointed at the empty bottle beside Kit's chair. Kit shook his head. Tyler took it anyway on his way past, put it with the recycling, and stopped behind Ethan long enough to squeeze both shoulders.
"Ow," Ethan said, mostly because he wanted a complaint on record.
Tyler eased his hands immediately. "Actually?"
"No."
"Then stop it."
He rubbed the back of Ethan's neck, carefully above the warm patch, and went to find out what Rose was asking for. Ethan watched him go. He could feel his father's glance without turning to meet it.
"What?"
"Nothing."
Kit's smile was small and impossible to argue with. Ethan leaned back and let him have it.
Rose called his name a minute later. Not urgently, only because she'd found the bowl she'd been looking for and wanted him to take it inside. Ethan stood. Kit moved his chair clear of the route, touched the back of Ethan's arm as he passed, and said quietly that he was glad he'd come home.
"Me too," Ethan answered.
It was easy to say standing up, with something to carry. He took the bowl from Rose and waited while she wrapped the spoon so it wouldn't fall out. Maddie passed him in the doorway with her own dish, both of them turning sideways at the same time and then laughing when neither had made more space.
"Go," she told him.
He went first. Set the bowl on the counter. Found a place for hers. Behind him the yard continued talking, the conversation he'd left carrying on without needing his chair occupied.
Rose came into the kitchen with a cloth over her shoulder. She looked at the dishes, then at Ethan's hands as he began finding lids.
"You don't have to do that now."
"I know."
"Then leave it."
He obeyed, reluctantly enough to make her smile. There was a small patch of sauce on his thumb. He washed it off, dried his hands, and turned to find her still watching him.
"What?"
"You look tired."
"I am tired."
"Good tired?"
"Yeah."
She nodded, accepting the distinction. Ethan leaned one hip against the counter while she put the cloth down. The kitchen was cooler than the yard, the air moving through the open window and across his damp hands. He could hear Maddie outside asking Ellen something about the dish she'd brought.
"Are you eating properly there?" Rose asked.
He smiled. "Mostly."
"Ethan."
"Yes. I am."
"Not just coffee."
"No."
She looked at him a moment longer, then reached past him for the container he'd been about to close. He moved away so she could reach comfortably. Her arm brushed his chest; the contact was so familiar that he didn't think of it until she stayed there, close enough to rest a hand against his cheek.
He leaned into it before he could decide whether he was too old to.
Rose smiled. "You can call when you're tired too."
"I do."
"Sometimes."
He looked down. She didn't make him look up again. Outside, somebody laughed, then asked where Connor had put the cards. The sound gave the kitchen a little privacy without making it silent.
"I don't always know what to say," Ethan admitted.
"You can tell me what you had for lunch."
He laughed softly.
"Or complain about something," she added. "You're good at that."
"Mom."
"There you are."
He shook his head, smiling, and let her draw him close. The hug wasn't long. Her hand settled between his shoulder blades; he rested his chin above her shoulder and breathed in the smell of her shampoo beneath the kitchen heat. When she stepped back, he didn't try to finish the moment with a speech.
"I'll call," he said.
"I know."
She picked up the cloth again, pressed it into his hand, and asked him to wipe the spill near the sink before somebody put a plate in it. He did. She took the bowl outside. Ethan stayed long enough to rinse the cloth properly and hang it where it belonged.
Before he could leave, Rose came back to ask whether he wanted the sweatshirt she'd found folded with the clean things. He'd left it here months ago and kept remembering it only when he reached for something that wasn't in his cupboard in Los Angeles.
"Which one?" he asked, though he thought he knew.
"The blue one."
"Oh. Yeah."
She brought it from the chair just inside the hall. Ethan took it, unfolded it by the shoulders, and looked at the faint mark near the cuff. He remembered trying to wash it out, then forgetting the stain as soon as he'd put it on again. The fabric had gone soft at the elbows. He slipped one hand into the pocket and found nothing, which was probably fortunate.
"I was going to send it," Rose said.
"I kept meaning to ask."
"I know."
He rubbed his thumb along the seam. It wasn't a childhood relic. He'd bought it himself, worn it through ordinary days, complained when somebody borrowed it without asking. Still, the familiar weight made him want to put it on despite the heat.
"I'll take it," he said.
"Leave it with your things, then. Before somebody puts it away again."
He nodded and folded it over his arm. In the doorway he met Maddie coming in with two glasses. She glanced at the sweatshirt and smiled.
"Found something?"
"Forgotten something."
"Same difference."
He laughed. She put the glasses down, took the folded cloth from him while he reached for the packet of napkins behind her, and handed it back without making a decision about whether he had room in his bag. They could work that out tomorrow. There would be a way to fit one sweatshirt, even if he had to wear it onto the plane.
Rose went outside again. Ethan put the napkins where she'd asked and found Maddie still at the sink, rinsing the glasses rather than stacking them where somebody might knock them over.
"Need help?" he asked.
"No. Go sit down."
"Everybody keeps telling me that."
"Maybe try it."
He grinned. She smiled back and touched his wrist with the back of her dry hand. He stayed long enough to lean against her shoulder, an awkward half-hug with the sweatshirt between them. Maddie turned, made it less awkward, and pressed her cheek briefly against his temple.
"You okay?" she asked.
"Yeah."
He was. Full and a little warm and tired of explaining tiredness as though something had to be wrong. He could hear the people outside through the open door; he could see Rose's cloth where he'd hung it. Maddie's hand rested on his back without urging him toward the yard or keeping him in the kitchen.
"Good," she said when he eased away.
She returned to the glasses. Ethan set the sweatshirt aside where he wouldn't forget it, safely out of reach of the wet counter, and turned toward the door. Hannah stood there, waiting.
"Are you done?"
"With what?"
"Being in here."
He laughed. "Yeah."
"Come look at something."
She took his wrist, let go once he was following, and brought him outside. Emily had gone to speak to her mother, and the cards were back in Hannah's hands. She wanted to show him a way of shuffling she'd been trying to learn. The first attempt bent half the deck without bringing the halves together.
Ethan sat beside her. "Loosen your fingers."
"I am."
"A little more."
She tried again. Three cards escaped onto her lap. Tyler, arriving behind them, caught one against the chair before it fell farther and handed it back without saying anything.
"Don't laugh," Hannah told him.
"I didn't."
"You were going to."
"I was waiting to see if it worked."
Ethan laughed and received her look instead. He held up his hands, then asked whether he could show her. She gave him the deck. He divided it, curved the edges carefully, and let the cards fall together in a much less impressive wave than he'd intended.
Tyler made a small sound.
"Don't," Ethan said.
Hannah laughed, took the cards back, and tried once more. This time enough of them joined that she looked up before she'd finished, delighted. Ethan caught the sliding corner with one finger and nudged it back into line.
"There."
She did it again, slower. Better. Tyler sat on her other side, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees, and watched until she could finish without looking to either of them for the next instruction.
"Now do the other bit," he said.
"What other bit?"
"The bridge."
Ethan shook his head. "Let her do this first."
"I want to try," Hannah said.
He looked at her, then surrendered the objection with a smile. Of course she did. Tyler took the deck only when she offered it, demonstrated badly enough that she laughed again, and gave it back before he could recover his pride with a second attempt.
Ethan stayed where he was. The light had shifted across the yard while he'd been inside. It caught the fine hairs near Hannah's temple and the edge of Tyler's sleeve, made the table behind them look brighter than the shade beneath their chairs. He could hear Kit and Marcus talking near the gate, Maddie laughing with Rose.
"Will you come back before Christmas?" Hannah asked without looking up from the cards.
Ethan took a breath. "I don't know yet."
She nodded, bent the deck too far, and stopped before it spilled.
"I'll try," he said.
"Okay."
"I mean it."
"I know." She looked up then. "I just want you to."
He nodded. There wasn't a better answer he could promise honestly. Flights cost money. School took time he couldn't rearrange by wanting it. He could try, check, ask, keep her in mind while doing the practical things instead of letting missing her become something he only felt afterward.
"I want to too," he said.
Hannah smiled a little and handed him the cards that had ended up facing the wrong way. Tyler reached behind her chair and squeezed Ethan's shoulder once, harder than he needed to, then let go before either could turn it into a conversation.
Ethan sorted the cards. Hannah watched his hands, then took them back and tried the shuffle again. The sound was soft and familiar, paper against paper, interrupted by a laugh when one stubborn corner refused to settle.
For the next few minutes nobody asked him when he'd come back. Tyler complained about a mark on his shoe. Hannah insisted it had been there before the water balloons. Ethan said he remembered neither of them owning clean shoes for very long and earned two objections at once.
He laughed, moved his feet out of Tyler's reach, and stayed in the chair.
By the time they ate again, nobody could agree on whether it counted as dinner.
Connor called it dinner because there was a plate. Katie said the plate contained things he'd been eating all afternoon. Tyler took a piece of bread, listened to both sides, and settled the question by asking Rose whether anything else needed coming outside.
"Just that bowl," she said.
He fetched it. Ethan moved his chair so there'd be room, then stayed standing to pass things to the people who hadn't quite got comfortable enough to reach. It was an easier meal, smaller portions assembled from what remained. The table covering had acquired a dark ring near one corner and a scatter of crumbs Hannah kept brushing into her palm.
The light came slantwise through the yard. It warmed Ethan's forearm, made him turn the chair a little, and left the kitchen doorway looking darker than it had all day. Somewhere nearby somebody had started cooking their own dinner. He could smell it when the breeze changed.
Mr. Donovan had already gone, taking his bowl and the apology he'd never quite stopped making. Ellen stood near the gate with Rose, halfway through leaving in the way people did when the next sentence seemed worth staying for. Mrs. Keene had accepted a container with some food in it, refused a second, and was trying to make Kit take back the larger portion of the thing she'd brought.
"You keep it," he told her.
"We won't eat all that."
"Neither will we."
Ethan looked at Tyler. Tyler looked at the container. Hannah began laughing before either brother said anything. Kit caught the glance and handed the container to Ethan instead.
"Put that inside."
"Yes, Dad."
He took it in, found a place in the fridge, and came back to discover Mrs. Keene had accepted something else while arguing about the first thing. Maddie was helping her fit it into a bag. The two women tested the handles, adjusted the containers, and agreed it would hold if she carried it from the bottom.
Ethan offered to take it to the gate. Mrs. Keene said she could manage, then changed her mind when she saw how full his hands weren't. He took the weight from beneath, waited while she made sure she'd collected her phone, and walked with her along the path.
"Lovely weekend," she said.
"Yeah."
"Don't disappear for too long."
"I'll try not to."
She looked at him, then patted his arm. No demand for a date he didn't have. He handed the bag back once they were clear, stayed until her grip was secure, and returned to the yard as Ellen finally reached the gate with Rose.
Ellen hugged him, told him to look after himself, and left before he could offer the same promise a second time. She'd already heard it at the table. Rose watched her go for a moment, then turned back and asked who'd moved the lid she'd been holding.
Ethan found it on the chair where she'd put it.
Mrs. Alvarez stopped at the gate as Ethan turned back. She'd come to collect a dish she'd left earlier, certain it was somewhere here and equally certain Rose hadn't thrown it away. Ethan remembered seeing it beneath the table. He found it, brought it over, and watched her run one finger along the edge to make sure it was hers.
"That one," she said. "Thank you."
"You're welcome."
She tucked it into the bag against her hip and asked whether Maddie was still there. Ethan pointed toward the kitchen. Mrs. Alvarez went to say good night, and he followed far enough to hear her asking for the name of the person Maddie had mentioned at the table.
Maddie supplied it, then explained the connection again. Rose listened while drying her hands. Ethan stayed with the empty container he was carrying and tried to follow how many people could turn out to know somebody else through work, a friend, one ordinary conversation he'd missed while eating.
He liked that he couldn't follow all of it. Maddie had arrived here with him on Friday. She'd now had enough conversations without him that people came looking for her by name. Mrs. Alvarez wasn't asking Ethan to fetch his mother so she could say something about him. She wanted to finish a story she'd been telling Maddie.
He put the container down, took the cloth Rose handed him, and dried the little wet patch beneath it. Maddie was laughing at the answer to her question. Mrs. Alvarez mimed a movement with both hands, looked down at the bowl she was holding, and laughed at herself when she realized she'd nearly let it slide.
"Here," Ethan said, reaching only far enough to steady it.
"Thank you. Again."
She caught the dish properly and went back to talking. Ethan smiled, left the cloth folded beside the sink, and let them finish without him.
The Riffraff hadn't left. Most had reached the soft, stubborn part of a gathering when getting up seemed like more work than staying. Noah was looking through the cards to make sure none had slipped beneath a chair. Natalie watched him without helping until he found one beside her shoe, then picked it up for him with a smile that made him shake his head.
Lucia had taken off one shoe to rub the side of her foot. Emily was helping her find the place it had been pinching. Sophie sat near Ethan's empty chair with her hands folded over her stomach, looking comfortably unproductive.
"Your seat's going," she warned when he approached.
He looked at Tyler, who'd put a foot on its edge.
"Move."
"I'm resting."
"So am I."
Ethan lifted the ankle gently and set it back on the ground. Tyler allowed it, which spoiled the argument before it could begin. Ethan sat. Sophie leaned against his shoulder for a moment, then moved so he could reach the drink she'd saved beside his chair.
"Thanks."
"You left it."
"I know."
He drank, watching Marcus carry the empty bowl toward the house. Marcus's mother had gone a little earlier, taking Rose's thanks and a container she'd promised to return. Marcus hadn't been sent with her. Ethan liked the sight of him moving through the familiar gate on his own terms, deciding to stay because he wanted to.
Ryan asked whether anyone wanted another game. Nobody answered quickly enough to encourage him. He smiled and leaned back, apparently willing to let the question fail.
"I could beat you sitting down," Katie said after a moment.
"Yeah, that's generally how cards work."
"I know."
Connor laughed. Emily offered them the deck; Ryan considered it, then said later, which caused more surprise than the original suggestion. Ethan looked at him. Ryan shrugged.
"I'm comfortable."
That settled it. Nobody needed to explain the unusual decision. A chair, enough food, the evening finally cooling: Ethan could understand the case for not turning any of it into a result.
Kit and Rose sat with Maddie near the table. They'd finished the urgent tasks and abandoned the rest. Maddie had her shoes back on, one leg crossed over the other, her glass balanced against her knee. Kit was telling her something about the street yesterday, smiling before he'd reached the part he found funny. Ethan couldn't hear every word. He could hear enough of Maddie's answer to know she was contradicting his version, and that made him smile too.
Hannah brought out a light sweatshirt and pulled it on without being reminded. Tyler watched, opened his mouth, and closed it when she looked directly at him.
"What?" she asked.
"Nothing."
"Then stop looking."
He grinned and turned away. Ethan shifted his chair so Hannah could fit between them instead of standing behind his shoulder. She sat with a relieved breath, stretched her legs, and asked Emily whether she'd send another photograph.
"The blurry one?"
"It's not that blurry."
"You can't see Connor's face."
Connor leaned forward. "Then I approve."
Katie laughed, and Emily took out her phone to find it. The photograph passed from person to person without anybody standing them up to recreate it. Ethan saw a smear of movement, Lucia laughing, the bright edge of a balloon somebody had missed. He liked it more than he expected.
"Send both," he said.
Emily did. He felt his phone move against his thigh and left it there. There was no need to stand outside a photograph's memory while the people in it were still beside him.
The conversation found an old teacher none of them had thought about for a while. Sophie remembered a phrase she'd used. Tyler insisted she'd said something different. Natalie settled the matter by repeating the instruction in a tone so accurate that Noah put his head down laughing.
Ethan remembered the room before the words: too warm near the window, the scratched edge of a desk, Sophie turning around to borrow something he knew she'd brought herself and misplaced. He mentioned that part. She told him she'd always given it back.
"Eventually," he said.
"You didn't need it while I had it."
"I might have."
She smiled, unrepentant. Tyler supplied a story Ethan had forgotten about being asked to explain why both of them had the same wrong answer. Ethan said it had been Tyler's answer. Tyler said Ethan had copied it voluntarily, which was true enough to make everybody laugh before he could defend himself.
He didn't mind. He remembered being annoyed at the time, certain there'd been an injustice because the teacher hadn't accepted the distinction between copying and checking. Now he could hear how he'd sounded. Fifteen-year-old confidence hadn't always been useful.
Sophie nudged him. "You were furious."
"So were you."
"I wasn't involved."
"You laughed."
"I was involved in that part."
Her smile softened when he looked at her. Ethan smiled back, accepting the account. They'd spent years doing ordinary things together; not every memory had to make them admirable to be worth keeping.
Ethan got up to stretch and found the place beneath his chair warmer than the air above it. He moved his glass out of the way with one foot, bent to retrieve a napkin before it could blow across the yard, and stayed standing for a moment with his hands against the small of his back. Sophie looked up at him, smiled, and held her empty cup toward him when he asked if she wanted anything. He took it with his own. In the kitchen he refilled both, watched the water catch the light near the rim, and carried them back slowly enough not to spill. There was no task waiting afterward. He could put her cup in her hand and sit down again while the conversation continued where he'd left it.
The air cooled by slow degrees. Somebody shut a window in the next house. Kit asked Hannah to bring the empty bottles to the bag, and she enlisted Tyler without pretending she couldn't carry them herself. Ethan watched his brother stand with a complaint that had no force behind it, collect the ones near their chairs, and follow her.
Hannah asked Emily what it was like going somewhere you didn't know anybody. Not loudly. Ethan caught the question because he'd leaned back at the same moment and the conversation near his other ear had stopped.
Emily thought before answering. "Weird at first."
"How long?"
"Depends."
Hannah made a face. Emily laughed gently, recognizing the unhelpfulness of it, and tried again.
"I found one person I could sit with. Then she knew someone, and I knew someone else. It wasn't everybody at once."
"Did you have to keep going up to people?"
"Sometimes. Sometimes they came over."
Hannah nodded, turning the edge of her sleeve back over her wrist. "I hate when you can't think of anything to say."
"Me too."
Ethan looked over. Emily was resting her arms on her knees, facing Hannah properly without making the rest of them wait for a serious conversation to be completed.
"You don't seem like it," Hannah said.
"That's because I know you."
Hannah smiled. Emily bumped her knee lightly against the side of Hannah's chair and asked what had made her think of it. Hannah mentioned the people she'd talked to at the canopy, the story she hadn't understood, the relief when somebody asked her something she actually knew the answer to.
"They were nice," she said quickly.
"Good."
"I just didn't know where to put myself."
Emily nodded. "I get that."
She didn't offer a trick that would've made yesterday simple. She told Hannah about sitting beside somebody for several days before discovering they'd both been trying to decide whether to say hello. Hannah laughed at that, surprised enough that Ethan could see the tension leave her mouth.
"What'd you say?"
"Asked what she'd missed. I thought she'd been absent."
"Had she?"
"No. I'd just been looking in the wrong place."
Hannah laughed again. Ethan smiled at his bottle and let the conversation remain theirs. Tyler, on her other side, was listening too, quieter than he'd been while the photographs were being passed around.
Emily asked Hannah to send her the picture she'd taken from behind the chairs. Hannah took out her phone, found it, and immediately began explaining why the angle wasn't as bad as it looked. Emily leaned closer. The uncertain conversation became a familiar one without anybody having to announce that Hannah had done well.
Lucia put her shoe back on and said she should go soon. Emily looked at the time. Katie needed to take something home before she forgot it. The evening began finding its exits in small, practical pieces.
Ethan stood with Lucia when she got up. She hugged him, held on just long enough for him to feel the weight of it, and then leaned back to ask whether he'd be around tomorrow.
"Yeah."
"Text me."
"I will."
"Not when you've already decided to go somewhere."
He smiled. "Before."
"Good."
She said good night to the others and went to thank Kit and Rose. Emily followed a few minutes later. Noah and Natalie left with a discussion still going, both turning back to say good night without stopping the next sentence. Marcus stayed to help move the bowl he'd just remembered he'd promised his mother to bring, then went with Ryan.
No one treated the gate as a place for a final account of the weekend. There was still Monday. Some people would come over. Some might not. Ethan could tell them he was glad he'd seen them without asking the evening to hold still until everybody had been properly grateful.
Katie found her missing container beneath a chair. Connor found the lid in the kitchen after three people told him where to look. They left together, laughing about why he'd put it there in the first place. Sophie waited while Ethan brought her the bag she'd almost forgotten.
"Thank you."
"You'd have come back for it."
"Probably."
She hugged him, her cheek against his shoulder. He rested a hand at the back of her head for a moment, then let her go when she stepped back.
"Tomorrow," she said.
"Tomorrow."
He watched her clear the gate, then turned into a yard that suddenly contained more chairs than people.
Tyler stood in the middle of it with two cups. Hannah was beside him holding the cards. Both looked at Ethan as if he'd been the one who'd arranged for everybody to leave at once.
"What?" he asked.
"We have to put these away," Hannah said.
"Okay."
"Nobody else is here to do it."
He laughed and took one cup from Tyler. "That's terrible."
"Very."
They began without much organization. Hannah took the cards inside. Tyler moved the chairs nearest the path. Ethan gathered the things left on the table and brought them to Rose, who was allowing Maddie to wash while she dried.
"Leave the rest," she told him.
"There isn't much."
"I know. Leave it."
He did. Kit came through the door with another chair, saw the clear space, and decided that was enough for tonight. The yard could look a little untidy until morning. Ethan felt an unreasonable gratitude toward the unstacked chairs for giving the day permission to stop.
He went back out to find Tyler sitting again, elbows on his knees, and Hannah perched on the next chair with one foot tucked beneath her. The last light held above the fence. Below it everything had gone soft at the edges.
Ethan sat on Hannah's other side.
For a little while none of them spoke. The kitchen sounds moved through the open door: water running, Maddie asking where something belonged, Rose answering, Kit opening a cupboard. A house getting ready for a quiet night while the people inside it were still too awake to go to bed.
Hannah leaned sideways until her shoulder touched Ethan's. He let it stay there. Tyler stretched one leg into the space in front of them, then the other, and sighed so dramatically that both siblings turned.
"What?" Ethan asked.
"Nothing. Tired."
"You've mentioned it," Hannah said.
"Because it's still happening."
She laughed, the sound small in the cooling yard. Ethan smiled and looked up. There wasn't much sky visible from this angle, just enough to see that the pale part had thinned.
"Good day," Tyler said after a while.
"Yeah," Ethan answered.
Hannah nodded against his shoulder. He looked down at her, then at his brother, both familiar enough that he didn't need to ask whether they meant it.
Inside, Rose called for someone to bring the last water bottle. Tyler pointed at Ethan. Hannah pointed at Tyler. Ethan picked it up himself, waited just long enough to make them think he'd accepted the job, and put it into his brother's hand.
Tyler laughed. Hannah leaned away before either could accuse her of helping. Ethan got up with them, warm where she'd been against him and pleasantly stiff when he stood.
They went inside before anybody had to call again.
Ethan woke on Monday because the house had gone quiet.
Not silent. There was water moving through a pipe, a cupboard closing, a low stretch of conversation he couldn't make into words. But no music from the street, no chairs being dragged through the yard, no one outside preparing an event he'd need to join as soon as he'd found his shoes.
He lay still and let the difference reach him. The room was warm at the edge of the bed where the light fell. His phone was facedown within reach; he turned it over, checked the time, and put it back. Late enough to get up. Not late enough that anybody would come looking unless he gave them another hour.
The blue sweatshirt he'd meant to put with his bag was folded nearby. He'd remembered it last night. That felt like a small achievement. Ethan looked at it, smiled without much energy, and pulled the sheet up far enough to stop the cool patch of air reaching his shoulder.
He wasn't going back to sleep. He spent several minutes proving it before sitting up.
Downstairs smelled of coffee. His legs felt nearly ordinary on the way, a faint pull in his calves remaining from the weekend rather than anything that required discussing. He found Rose in the kitchen with Maddie, both holding mugs and doing very little. The sight made him stop in the doorway.
"Morning," he said.
Rose looked at the clock. "Morning."
"It's still morning."
"I didn't say it wasn't."
Maddie smiled into her cup. Ethan went to find his own and discovered the cupboard already open, a clean mug waiting on the counter because somebody had expected him eventually.
"Coffee's there," Rose said. "Eat something too."
"I will."
He poured carefully, added what he wanted, and leaned against the counter while deciding how much effort breakfast deserved. There was bread. There were leftovers. There were enough containers in the fridge that opening it made him feel he'd been assigned an organizational task rather than offered food.
He chose toast.
"Tyler up?" he asked.
"Somewhere," Rose said.
"Hannah?"
"With him."
He nodded, took the bread out, and waited for the toaster to become interesting. Maddie asked whether he'd slept. He said yes, then asked her the same question, because she'd stayed up talking after he'd finally gone to bed.
"Very well," she said.
"Good."
Rose sat with them instead of finding another thing to wash. Ethan noticed the chair beside the table still had a cloth folded over its back, but she didn't reach for it when a crumb landed near her wrist. She brushed the crumb onto a plate and asked Maddie whether she wanted more coffee.
The toast emerged warmer than Ethan expected. He caught one slice by the edge, shook his fingers, and accepted the plate Rose pushed toward him without comment. He could hear television from the next room now, low enough that the words remained a murmur. Tyler laughed at something. Hannah answered him, louder than the program.
Ethan sat with his breakfast and let his shoulders drop.
"What are we doing?" he asked.
"Today?" Maddie said.
"Yeah."
"Nothing, if I can help it."
He smiled. Rose pointed at the fridge with her mug.
"Eating some of that."
"I can do that."
"We know."
He ate, accepting the tease because it wasn't a demand to make the day useful. Rose had a few things to put away. Kit had gone to return something to a neighbor and would be back. Maddie wanted to speak to Chimney when the children were ready. None of it added up to a schedule Ethan needed to keep in his head.
He could finish his toast before deciding where to sit next. The chair beneath him rocked slightly when he put his weight on the wrong foot. He remembered that too, adjusted without looking, and listened while Rose asked Maddie which photograph Jee had been trying to show them yesterday. Maddie found it on her phone and passed it over. Ethan watched Rose look closely, ask a question, smile at the answer. His breakfast cooled while he listened. He ate it anyway, no longer trying to decide whether the quiet needed filling with something more purposeful.
Hannah appeared halfway through the second slice. Her hair was still a little untidy on one side, and she had a cushion clutched against her stomach for no reason Ethan could work out.
"Hi."
"Hi." He looked at the cushion.
"Tyler was taking it."
"Right."
"He has two already."
"That seems excessive."
She smiled at the dryness in his voice and leaned against the doorframe. Maddie asked whether she wanted toast. Hannah said she'd eaten, then looked at the remaining bread as if reconsidering whether that settled anything.
Ethan put another slice in. Hannah accepted the plate when it was done and sat beside him, leaving the cushion on the chair behind her. Rose asked what they were watching. Hannah named the film, then said they weren't really watching it.
"Good film?" Maddie asked.
"Tyler picked it."
"That wasn't the question," Ethan said.
Hannah laughed and admitted it was fine. She'd seen part of it before. Tyler kept talking over the parts she hadn't seen, which was the main reason she was in the kitchen.
"Tell him to stop," Rose said.
"I did."
"And?"
"He stopped. Then he thought of something else."
Ethan smiled, finished his coffee, and got up with the plates. Rose let him put them by the sink instead of insisting he remain a guest. Hannah took the cushion under one arm and led him toward the television.
Tyler was sprawled in a position that made the couch look much smaller than it was. He lifted his feet when Ethan approached, lowered them onto the cushion Hannah had just reclaimed, and received an immediate objection.
"No."
"They're clean."
"No."
Ethan took the free space before the argument could spread into it. Tyler moved far enough to let him sit, then put one foot against the side of Ethan's calf instead. Ethan looked at it. Tyler watched the screen as if they hadn't interacted.
Fine. He left it there.
Hannah sat at the other end with her cushion securely beneath her arm. The film moved through a scene Ethan remembered vaguely, enough that he didn't need to ask how they'd got there. Sun lay across a patch of floor and stopped just short of the couch. Somebody had put a glass on the wrong coaster; the wet ring beside it was already beginning to fade.
He watched for a while without checking his phone. When Tyler commented, Hannah told him to wait. When Ethan asked a question, she made the same impatient sound and then answered it anyway. None of them was giving the film the attention it deserved.
Kit came in carrying the thing he'd gone to fetch, saw the three of them arranged across the couch, and shook his head with a smile.
"Comfortable?"
"Yes," Tyler said immediately.
Ethan nodded. Hannah lifted the cushion as evidence.
"Good." Kit put down what he was carrying. "Don't let that spill."
Ethan moved the glass to the middle of the coaster. His father went to the kitchen, greeted Maddie, and asked whether there was coffee left. Rose said there was if he wanted to make it hot again himself.
The film continued. Ethan felt the quiet turn from something he'd noticed on waking into something he was actually inside. No need to find the whole group, no bags of food to carry into the woods, no score to remember. Tyler's foot remained warm against his leg. Hannah laughed at something on the screen, stopped when neither brother joined her, and laughed harder because she was alone in it.
Ethan began laughing too. He'd missed the joke completely. That didn't matter much.
Maddie called from the kitchen a little later, asking whether he wanted to say hello. Ethan leaned forward, heard Chimney's voice through the phone, and got up. Hannah followed with her cushion abandoned on the couch.
The phone was propped where Maddie could see it without holding it over a hot drink. On the screen Chimney sat with Nash against him, one hand supporting the baby while he turned toward something Jee was doing just out of view.
"There's Ethan."
Ethan smiled. "Hey."
Jee came into the frame so close he saw her forehead first. Chimney adjusted the angle. She was trying to show Maddie something made of paper, holding it by one edge so it kept bending before anybody could see the whole thing.
"Turn it around," Maddie said gently. "Other way."
"Like this?"
"That way. There."
Ethan leaned closer. He could make out color, a shape Jee clearly expected them to recognize, the marks she'd added so carefully that he didn't want to guess wrong. He asked her to tell him about it. She did, with enough detail that Chimney smiled and shifted Nash higher without interrupting.
Hannah stood beside Ethan, looking at the small screen. Maddie moved the phone so she could fit too and told Jee who was there. Jee recognized the name before the introduction had finished, asked whether Hannah was still playing outside, and received a serious account of the fact that today they were mostly doing nothing.
"Why?" Jee asked.
"Because we did everything already," Hannah said.
Chimney laughed. "Sounds nice."
Ethan agreed. Nash moved one hand against Chimney's shirt, uninterested in the conversation but entirely absorbing when the screen tilted enough for Ethan to see his face. Maddie's expression changed as she looked at him, soft enough that Ethan glanced away for a moment and gave her the part of the call she'd wanted most.
Rose came over to say hello. Kit appeared behind her, careful not to make the whole image a ceiling and several chins. Chimney greeted them, thanked them for having Maddie, and listened while Rose told him she was keeping her because she was useful in the kitchen.
"I knew this would happen."
Maddie laughed. "You're doing fine."
"We are. Come back anyway."
"I will."
It wasn't a farewell yet, just the domestic version of missing somebody while there were still things to do. Ethan could hear Jee asking for her paper back. Chimney handed it over, adjusted Nash again, and asked Maddie a question Ethan didn't need to stay for.
He touched her shoulder on the way past, said he'd let them talk, and returned to the couch with Hannah. Tyler had taken the cushion again. This time she didn't argue. She sat beside him, pulled it out from under his elbow, and settled before he could decide whether to object.
"Everything okay?" he asked Ethan.
"Yeah."
"Good."
He moved his feet. Ethan sat, stretched his legs into the space he'd been given, and discovered he'd lost enough of the film that the room on the screen now looked unfamiliar. Hannah supplied two sentences of explanation. Tyler supplied six. Ethan thanked Hannah and ignored the rest until his brother nudged his ankle.
The film ended without becoming the event of the morning. There were credits, a discussion about whether the ending had made sense, and the discovery that all three of them had misunderstood a different part. Tyler reached for the remote. Hannah told him not to choose another one yet.
She put the remote down and pulled the puzzle box she'd left beneath the table into view. Ethan hadn't noticed it there. The lid showed enough sky to make him immediately distrust the amount of blue left inside.
"Are we doing that?" he asked.
"I started it."
"Here?"
"In the other room. I brought some of it in."
Tyler looked at the box, then at her. "Some of a puzzle."
"The pieces I was looking for."
She opened it to show them. A small selection, mostly edges, with one completed strip she lifted carefully so it wouldn't bend apart. Ethan leaned forward. He could see why she'd stopped: the same color continuing across several pieces, no obvious shape to tell her which one belonged next.
"Can I?" he asked.
She passed him the loose pieces, keeping the strip supported on the lid. He spread them near his knees, picked up the one that seemed most likely, and discovered it didn't fit in the place he'd been certain it would. Tyler watched without offering advice until Ethan tried it the other way around.
"Still won't," he said.
"I can see that."
Hannah smiled and took the piece back. She didn't make it fit either. That was reassuring enough that Ethan moved closer to the table and began looking properly, comparing the faint changes in color rather than only the shapes.
Maddie came in after finishing her drink and asked what they were doing. Hannah explained, then immediately asked whether she could see a difference between two pieces Ethan had decided were identical. Maddie took them, held them near the window, and pointed out a thin darker line he'd missed.
"Oh," Ethan said.
Hannah turned the strip, tried the second piece, and got the quiet click of the edges settling where they belonged. She looked up at all three of them with delighted disbelief.
"There."
"Very good," Maddie said.
"Only a thousand more," Tyler added.
"Not a thousand."
"How many?"
"I don't know. Fewer."
He laughed and reached for another piece. They stayed around the table in awkward positions, none of them having decided to sit properly because they were only going to do one more. Ethan found two that joined each other but not the strip. Tyler claimed that counted. Hannah said it did, took them carefully, and put them where they wouldn't be mixed up again.
The puzzle wasn't new. The corners of the box had softened. Ethan recognized part of the picture when Hannah turned the lid toward him, though he couldn't remember whether he'd ever helped finish it. That was probably why she had patience for the pieces he kept offering in the wrong place. She already knew what it would become.
"You could start somewhere else," he suggested.
"I did. That's what's in the other room."
"Right."
She showed him a photograph she'd taken of the rest. There was far more done than he'd imagined. A whole section he'd assumed remained in the box was already laid out, the difficult sky becoming a problem she'd chosen because the easier things had stopped needing her.
Ethan looked at the pieces in his hands with more respect. He'd arrived in the middle and tried to tell her where to begin.
"Which bit do you want?" he asked.
"That edge."
He looked for it. Tyler searched beside him, passing over the ones he'd ruled out. Maddie stayed long enough to find another pair, then went to answer Rose in the kitchen. The room kept its slow pace around the little work they were doing.
At last Hannah found the missing corner herself. She fitted it with both hands, pressed lightly along the seam, and sat back. Ethan watched her shoulders lower.
"Good?" he asked.
"Yeah." She smiled. "Thanks."
"You did it."
"You found the other ones."
He nodded, accepting the share she offered. Tyler put the loose pieces back in the box without dismantling what they'd made. Hannah carried the lid carefully away to join it to the larger puzzle, then returned with empty hands and looked toward the kitchen.
"I'm hungry."
"You just ate."
"That was ages ago."
Ethan looked at the time and discovered she wasn't entirely wrong. The morning had turned toward midday while he'd been sitting still, and nobody had come in to tell him he was wasting it.
He went with her to the kitchen. Tyler followed after a minute, pretending he'd come for a drink rather than the food Rose was beginning to take from the fridge. Maddie was off the call now, her phone facedown near her mug. She looked content and slightly tired, the way she'd looked after Sunday when the guests had gone.
"How are they?" Ethan asked.
"Good." She smiled. "Very ready to show us everything when we get back."
"Good."
He took out plates. Hannah chose what she wanted first; Tyler tried to borrow her fork before she'd used it and received an indignant look. Kit came in, opened the bread, and asked who wanted some before taking it all outside to put away the last things from yesterday.
Ethan offered to help. His father nodded toward the plate in his hand.
"Eat first. There's hardly anything left."
He listened. Sat. Let the food be warm enough or cold enough without making it a project. Rose asked Tyler to pass the bowl. Maddie told Hannah the paper Jee had been showing them would probably need its own suitcase if she kept adding to it. Hannah asked whether she could have a picture when it was finished.
"I'll ask her," Maddie said.
Ethan watched the exchange over his plate, then looked down before anybody could ask what he was smiling about. A request for a photograph. A child in California with a whole explanation ready. Hannah in New Haven wanting to hear it. Small things continued while he wasn't standing between them.
His phone buzzed beside his elbow. Sophie wanted to know whether he was awake.
He typed with one thumb, then set the phone down long enough to take another bite.
Ethan: Yeah. At home.
The answer arrived while Tyler was trying to decide whether the last piece of bread belonged to anybody.
Sophie: Might come by in a bit.
Ethan: Come over.
He put the phone away. Nothing had been arranged beyond that. He could finish eating, carry his plate to the sink, find shoes if they decided they wanted to go anywhere. For now Hannah was asking him to pass the potatoes and Rose was telling Tyler to stop using the serving spoon as his own.
Ethan passed the bowl and stayed at the table.
Sophie arrived before Ethan had found his shoes.
He'd put them somewhere sensible the night before, then moved them because Tyler needed to get past, and had apparently expected his feet to remember the second location without involving his head. Sophie stood in the doorway watching him look beneath a chair.
"Going somewhere?" she asked.
"Apparently."
She smiled. He found the shoes beside the other chair, sat to put them on, and asked whether she wanted to go anywhere in particular. She shook her head.
"Outside. A little walk."
"Yeah."
"Tyler coming?"
"He's in there."
She went to ask him. Ethan tied one lace, discovered the other had knotted itself, and heard Tyler agree with the immediate enthusiasm of someone who'd spent half the morning insisting he was comfortable where he was.
Hannah didn't want to come. She'd found something she meant to finish and was sitting with Maddie at the table, both looking at the same phone. Ethan told Rose they wouldn't be long, accepted the reminder to take water, and went out with Sophie while Tyler looked for his own shoes.
The street was just a street again.
Ethan stopped at the gate long enough to notice. No canopy, no chairs, no tables claiming the road. A car moved slowly past, ordinary enough that he stepped back without thinking. The chalk near the curb had faded at the edges. One blue square remained brighter than the others, its number still crooked.
Sophie followed his glance. "Yours."
"The number, not the square."
"I know."
Tyler joined them, carrying a bottle by the neck, and asked which way. Sophie pointed. They went without debating the route, three sets of steps finding a pace they'd used before Ethan could remember deciding to walk beside them.
He took the outside edge at first. Then Tyler stopped to let somebody pass, Sophie moved around a crack in the pavement, and Ethan found himself in the middle. There was no need to restore the original arrangement. Their shoulders nearly touched when the path narrowed, separated again when it widened.
The air smelled warm and faintly dusty. After the enclosed quiet of the house, even the distant sound of traffic seemed bright. Ethan looked at a hedge he'd once known as a place to hide, a gate he'd been told not to climb, a patch of wall with the old mark still visible beneath newer paint.
"Don't," Sophie said.
He looked at her.
"You were looking at it like you wanted to go over."
"I wasn't."
Tyler laughed. "He was thinking about it."
"I was remembering."
"Same face," Sophie said.
Ethan smiled and kept walking. Remembering didn't mean the wall remained a sensible route. He could go around now and still know where he'd once put his foot.
They passed Mrs. Alvarez, who was bringing something out to the bin. She waved with her free hand and asked whether they'd recovered. Tyler said barely. Sophie said yes. Ethan said thank you again for the food, which made her smile and tell him there was still time to come back for more.
They didn't stop long. She had things to do, and for once none of them was carrying a dish she'd need to identify. Ethan waved as they moved on. The encounter took less than a minute and left him feeling he'd been expected without being waited for.
Sophie asked whether he remembered the time they'd tried to get home before the rain and made it only as far as that corner. Ethan did. Tyler didn't remember the rain until she mentioned the bag he'd insisted would keep everything dry.
"It did," he said.
"The inside of the bag," Sophie answered.
"That's what a bag does."
Ethan laughed. He remembered the water running down his neck, Sophie's hair stuck against her cheek, all three of them trying to fit beneath a place clearly too small to shelter even one properly. He'd been irritated about the wet socks. Now the memory arrived with the ridiculousness first.
"Your mom gave us towels," Sophie said.
"Then made us take our shoes off outside."
"They were awful."
"They were shoes," Tyler said.
"They were full of water."
He conceded that with a smile and took a drink. Ethan held the bottle when Tyler offered it, drank, and gave it back. The ordinary passing of it made him think of Friday in the woods and Saturday beside the cooler, the ways their hands kept remembering who would take what without a formal question.
Sophie looked down at her phone when it vibrated. She answered the message with both thumbs, then put it away and told them Lucia was nearby.
"Want to find her?" Ethan asked.
"She said she'd come this way."
They slowed at the next clear patch of pavement, staying out of the route while somebody passed with a stroller. Tyler leaned against the wall. Ethan stood in the shade beside him, watching the light move through the leaves overhead.
Lucia appeared a few minutes later with a bag over one shoulder. She looked from their faces to the wall and smiled.
"Lost?"
"Waiting for you," Sophie said.
"Worse."
Ethan laughed and stepped forward to hug her. Lucia let the bag slide down her arm so it wouldn't catch between them, squeezed him once, and moved beside Sophie as they started walking again.
She'd been doing an errand. Nothing interesting enough to explain at length, she said, then immediately explained the part that had annoyed her because Sophie asked. Ethan listened to the difficulty of being told something was ready when it wasn't, the second trip she'd hoped not to make, the person who'd finally found the thing in the place she'd already suggested.
"Did you get it?" Tyler asked.
Lucia lifted the bag.
"Good."
"Eventually."
She sounded annoyed for another few seconds, then asked Ethan whether he'd eaten any of the food she'd seen being put away last night. He said yes. She named the thing she wanted if there was any left, and he promised to look before Tyler got there.
Tyler objected. Nobody paid him enough attention to keep the objection alive.
At the next corner Sophie asked if they wanted to keep going or turn back. Ethan looked at the road ahead, then at the others. They didn't have a destination waiting to justify the distance.
"A little farther?" he said.
"Okay."
They went on. Not toward another Manhunt hiding place on purpose, though Ethan recognized enough of the route to know where he'd turn if they were playing. His body kept offering shortcuts. The afternoon kept declining the need for them.
Lucia asked Sophie about the thing she'd finally finished yesterday. Sophie answered with a sigh that was more relief than complaint. Ethan let them talk. Tyler fell into step beside him, the bottle swinging loosely from one hand.
"You good?" his brother asked.
"Yeah."
"Good."
They walked several steps without adding anything. Ethan watched a leaf scrape along the pavement, catch against a rough patch, and settle. He could feel the sun at the back of his neck where yesterday's warmth had faded to a mild tenderness.
"Feels weird," he said after a while.
"What?"
"Leaving again tomorrow."
Tyler nodded without making the afternoon solemn. "Yeah."
"I just got used to being here."
"You remember how."
Ethan looked at him. Tyler shrugged, a small movement that didn't pretend to answer the whole thing.
"Mostly," Ethan said.
His brother smiled. "You found your shoes eventually."
Ethan laughed, relieved by the deliberate smallness of it, and nudged Tyler's arm. Tyler nudged back harder. Ahead, Sophie turned to see what they'd done, recognized the shape of it, and kept walking with Lucia.
A ball rolled out ahead of them and stopped against Sophie's shoe. She caught it before it reached the road, looked toward the fence, and found a boy already coming to retrieve it. He stopped when he saw her holding it.
"Yours?" she asked.
He nodded. She gave it back, then moved aside while his friend came through the gap after him, laughing at the kick that had sent it out in the first place. Ethan stepped closer to Tyler to give them room.
The second boy recognized Tyler. He greeted him with a quick, pleased surprise, asked whether he was staying, and received the ordinary answer that he'd be around. Ethan listened, trying to place the face and finding only a much younger version that didn't match the voice.
When the boys went back, he asked who it was. Tyler supplied the name. Sophie remembered immediately. Lucia remembered the sister. Ethan remembered the little boy who used to trail after them until somebody told him he couldn't come as far as the woods.
"He's big," Ethan said.
Tyler laughed. "He kept growing."
"I noticed."
The boy looked back toward them, lifted the ball once in acknowledgment, and returned to his game. Ethan waved. He could remember being irritated by the following footsteps years ago, convinced that being old enough to go farther meant he should never have to wait. Now the boy hardly needed them to notice him at all.
Sophie looked at Ethan's face and smiled. "You used to give him the long way around."
"He always got there."
"Because Tyler told him."
Ethan turned. His brother grinned without apology. Lucia began laughing before Ethan could decide whether he still had grounds to complain.
He didn't. He nudged Tyler's shoulder instead, and the four of them continued at the same unhurried pace.
They stopped where the shade was broad enough for all four of them. Sophie sat on the low edge of a wall. Lucia stayed standing, one hand through the strap of her bag, while Tyler inspected the cap of his bottle as if it had personally inconvenienced him.
Ethan sat beside Sophie. The stone held a little warmth through his trousers. He stretched his legs, crossed one ankle over the other, and felt her shoulder settle near his without quite leaning.
"I like this," she said.
"Walking?"
"Not having to be somewhere."
He nodded. He knew. There'd been years when they could fill an afternoon by deciding which way to turn, then another stretch when every visit came with a clock attached. He didn't want to spend the free hour comparing them. He looked at the shape of her shoe against the pavement instead, the scuff she'd acquired yesterday and hadn't noticed yet.
Lucia shifted the bag to her other shoulder. Ethan offered to take it. She let him, handed it over, and flexed her fingers.
"Thanks."
"What is this?"
"Things."
"Heavy things."
"That's why I gave it to you."
He laughed and put it beside his feet, within her reach. Nothing fragile, she assured him when he set it down too carefully. He could stop treating it like an injured animal.
Tyler sat on Ethan's other side, turning the little pause into something they were doing together rather than waiting for Sophie to finish. Lucia leaned against the wall. They watched the street for a while, talking when something occurred to them and letting the gaps remain when it didn't.
Sophie asked whether he still listened to the song they'd argued about on Saturday. Ethan said sometimes. Tyler insisted it remained his discovery. Sophie rolled her eyes, took out her phone, and found the old message far enough back that the search itself became entertaining.
"Don't go too far," Ethan warned.
"Why?"
"Because I'm in there."
She smiled. "I know."
She found the link, the date, the brief exchange beneath it. No one played the song aloud. Sophie turned the screen toward Tyler, let him read the evidence, and accepted his reluctant admission with enough satisfaction to last the rest of the walk.
Ethan glanced at the earlier messages while the screen was near him. Homework. A question about a time. A complaint he couldn't remember making. The things they'd said because there'd been no reason to preserve them carefully. He looked away before she moved farther back.
"Send it again," he said.
"The proof?"
"The song."
She did. He felt his phone vibrate and smiled without taking it out. Later, on the plane perhaps, he'd listen with headphones and remember this particular warm wall, Lucia's bag beside his shoe, Tyler conceding defeat like it cost him something.
Sophie put the phone away and drew one knee closer to the wall. Tyler asked if she was cold, received a look at the warm pavement, and admitted it had been a stupid question. Lucia laughed, but reached down to straighten the strap Ethan had nearly trapped beneath his shoe. He moved his foot, thanked her, and left his hand resting loosely on the bag. They could sit without making every silence a signal that somebody wanted to leave. Ethan let his breath out and looked toward the turn they would take home when they were ready.
The thought didn't make him sad exactly. It made the afternoon feel worth noticing. Ethan took a drink when Tyler offered the bottle again and asked Lucia what she'd meant about the dish she wanted to make.
She explained it properly this time. Not a recipe delivered for his education, just the thing she'd been thinking about when she saw an ingredient somewhere and wanted to try it. Sophie asked a question. Tyler offered to taste it. Lucia told him she'd assumed that part.
"Let me know," Ethan said.
"When?"
"When you make it."
"Oh. Yeah." She smiled. "I'll send you a picture if it's good."
"If it's bad too."
"Why?"
"So I know I'm not the only person doing that."
She laughed, looked at him a moment, and agreed. Ethan liked the promise because it didn't require a flight or an empty weekend. She could make something on an ordinary evening and decide he was someone who should see it.
Lucia took her phone out to show Sophie the ingredient she'd been talking about, and found a photograph from Friday instead. She paused, smiled, and turned it toward Ethan. Not the posed group picture. Someone had caught them while they were sorting the bags, Ethan looking down, Hannah trying to hand him three things at once, Ryan behind them with his mouth open around a sentence nobody could remember.
"That's probably a complaint," Tyler said.
"Definitely," Sophie answered.
Ethan leaned closer. He could see the dark edge of the trees, the light caught in the plastic bottle near his hand, the small familiar mess of them making themselves comfortable. Nothing in the picture explained what they'd talked about. He liked it for that too.
"Who took it?" he asked.
"Emily sent it."
He nodded. Lucia moved to the next one, then stopped before it became a slideshow nobody had chosen. Sophie asked her to send the first. Ethan asked for it too. Tyler said he was already in enough embarrassing pictures that one more wouldn't make a difference.
"You look fine," Lucia told him.
"I know. That's suspicious."
She laughed and put the phone away. Ethan looked down at his own hands, cleaner now than they'd been in the photograph. A faint pale line remained near one nail where Friday's dirt had taken more washing than he'd expected. The game had lasted a few hours. His body had kept small pieces of it all weekend.
"You going to play when you're back?" Tyler asked.
"Next time I'm here?"
"Yeah."
"Obviously."
"Good."
Sophie smiled. Lucia said she'd ask for the night off sooner, and Ethan told her she hadn't missed anything important by arriving when she did. She looked at him, pleased, then said she meant she'd like not to run there carrying a bag after finishing work.
"Fair," he said.
She could want the whole evening, not only the moment they made room for her. Ethan nodded at the correction and took another drink. Next time, if they managed it, they'd begin with whoever was there and keep a place for the person on the way. That part they already knew how to do.
Sophie stood first. They'd rested long enough for the wall to become less comfortable. Ethan picked up Lucia's bag, offered it back, and kept it when she said he could carry it until the next corner. Tyler got up with a slow stretch that made Sophie ask whether he'd somehow got older since they'd left the house.
"Much," he said.
They headed back. The same route looked different in reverse, familiar turns arriving in an order Ethan's feet knew before his eyes did. Sophie walked beside him now, Lucia and Tyler just behind. He could hear them discussing whether there was any bread left at home and whose fault it would be if there wasn't.
"I'm glad you came," Sophie said quietly.
"Today?"
"This weekend."
He nodded. "Me too."
"I know we've said it."
"That's okay."
She smiled and put her arm through his for a few steps. Ethan adjusted his hand around the bag so the weight didn't pull them apart. No great confession followed. She asked whether he'd packed, he said not properly, and she told him to do it before midnight because he always forgot something when he was tired.
"You sound like Mom."
"She's right."
He laughed. Behind them Tyler asked what Rose was right about and received two incompatible answers. Lucia told him to stop asking questions he didn't want explained. He laughed too, and the four of them went around the last corner together.
The house was where they'd left it. The chalk remained near the curb, paler now beneath the afternoon sun. Ethan put Lucia's bag down just inside the gate and flexed his fingers. Sophie thanked him for the walk as if he hadn't simply followed her out of his own front door.
"Come in," he said.
She did. Tyler called to the house to announce that they'd returned without acquiring any more food. Rose's answer came back asking whether that was a complaint. Lucia began laughing before he could decide.
Ethan held the door for them, then went in after his friends.
It began with Hannah asking when everybody would see Ethan again.
Ethan was sitting in the yard again, though nobody had meant to gather everybody there. Sophie had stayed. Lucia had put her bag down and accepted the food he'd found for her. Emily came over after a message from Hannah, Katie and Connor followed not long afterward, and Ryan announced his arrival by asking whether anyone had left him anything to eat.
There was plenty. Rose pointed him toward it and went back inside with the firm expression of someone who was not hosting another event simply because the chairs were occupied.
Ethan had helped carry out the water. Now he held a glass between his knees, listening while Natalie and Noah arrived in the middle of a disagreement neither appeared particularly upset about. Marcus came through the gate behind them, greeted Kit, and took the space Ryan had saved with a foot.
The whole group, more or less by accident. Ethan had been enjoying the sight of it when Hannah turned toward him with the question.
"You're going back tomorrow," she said.
"That's usually how Tuesdays work."
"I know that." She rolled her eyes. "When are we all going to do this again?"
"I don't know."
"Christmas?" Ryan suggested.
"You volunteering to organize everybody's holidays?" Katie asked.
"Absolutely not."
Tyler laughed. Sophie glanced around the circle, doing the same impossible arithmetic Ethan knew Hannah was doing: work, classes, money, and a dozen lives that no longer ran on the same school bell.
"We could at least try to find a weekend," Sophie said.
"Here?" Connor asked.
"Or somewhere else."
For a moment the subject might have ended there. Then Connor asked whether anyone had considered visiting Ethan instead.
Sophie looked at Tyler. Ethan saw the glance and immediately distrusted it.
"What?" he asked.
"We could come," she said.
He laughed before realizing she hadn't made a joke. She was still looking at Tyler, who'd gone quiet in the way he did when something had moved from entertaining to possible.
"To LA?" Ethan asked.
"No, the moon," Ryan said. "You can call."
Katie flicked his arm. Ethan smiled, but his attention stayed on Sophie.
"You mean it?"
"Yeah. If we can."
The qualification didn't make it smaller. It made the idea something she was willing to put against an actual calendar rather than say because the afternoon felt good. Ethan looked around at the others.
"I'd go," Lucia said.
"Me too," Emily answered.
Noah had already taken out his phone. Natalie leaned toward him, not to borrow the screen but to see which dates he was looking at. Marcus looked at Ryan. Katie asked whether they meant sometime this fall, and Connor said it would make more sense to choose a weekend than to fly out for a single day.
Hannah sat forward.
"I'm coming."
Tyler opened his mouth. She pointed at him before he could speak.
"Not just you."
"I didn't say anything."
"You looked like you were going to."
Ethan laughed, then stopped when she turned the same serious expression toward him. He knew what she meant. She'd heard the talk of travel and older friends making plans, the picture of a reunion she might not be part of. He could answer the actual concern without promising the flight.
"You're included," he said.
Her shoulders eased a fraction. "Good."
"Mom and Dad still have to say yes."
"I know."
"And school."
"I know that too."
He nodded. She stayed forward in her chair, not a spectator waiting to be told whether the rest of them had solved it. Ethan liked that, even while the practical part of his mind began finding every reason the idea would take work.
"Flights," Natalie said, making the first one audible.
"Money," Marcus added.
"Work," Lucia said.
"Classes," Noah said, looking at the screen.
Ryan leaned back. "Excellent. Easy."
They laughed, but nobody dropped the subject. Katie asked how far the airport was from Ethan's place. He answered approximately, explaining that the time could change enough with traffic that he wouldn't plan a tight connection around the best version. Connor asked whether they'd all have to take the same flight.
"No," Ethan said. "Would be easier in some ways. Not necessarily cheaper."
He heard himself beginning to organize eleven people's arrival and stopped to drink before he could volunteer to compare every route. Sophie noticed. She bumped his shoe lightly.
"We can look," she said.
"I know."
"Not just you."
He looked at her, then nodded. "Okay."
Emily asked how many people the loft could hold. Ethan smiled helplessly at the circle.
"Not all of you."
"We know," Tyler said.
"I'm saying it now."
"Good."
There were chairs here, grass, a kitchen full of leftovers, parents who'd been feeding half of them since childhood. Los Angeles wasn't the same arrangement transported west. Ethan could want them in his home without pretending there were eleven spare beds behind the door.
"We'd have to work out somewhere to stay," he said. "Some of you, anyway. I need to check what actually fits."
"A room between a few of us?" Katie suggested.
"Maybe," Natalie said. "Depends what it costs."
"And getting around," Connor added.
He didn't say it like a reason not to go. More like the next piece of the picture he'd need before deciding whether the money was possible. Ethan felt his excitement become less sharp and more substantial. They were asking how it might work.
Hannah looked toward the house. Kit was visible through the doorway, reading something Rose had handed him. She turned back toward Ethan.
"I'll ask."
"Not like we've already booked it."
"I wasn't going to."
Tyler smiled at the certainty of that denial. Hannah saw, made an impatient sound, and stayed where she was. Ethan was glad. If she ran inside now, the others would keep talking around the space she'd left, and she deserved to hear the decisions before trying to explain them.
They looked at a few possible fall weekends first. Not an agreement, a place to begin. Noah checked something against his calendar and said he needed to look at the proper schedule when he got home. Natalie had the same problem for a different reason. Lucia couldn't promise a particular shift would be free just because she wanted it to be.
"Could swap?" Emily asked.
"Maybe. I'd have to ask."
"I can ask early," Marcus said.
Ryan nodded. Tyler rubbed one hand along the back of his neck, thinking through a version of the week Ethan couldn't see. Nobody demanded an immediate answer from him. It would be strange to insist on honesty about the costs and then punish somebody for having one.
Sophie said she wanted to know even if she couldn't come. Ethan looked at her.
"Know what?"
"What everybody's finding. So it's not one person saying no to an imaginary cheap flight that doesn't exist."
Katie laughed in recognition. "Yes."
"And if it doesn't work for all of us," Natalie said, "that doesn't mean nobody goes."
The sentence landed with more weight than the earlier jokes. Ethan looked at Hannah, then Tyler, then the others. Some old part of him wanted to insist they should wait until everybody could do it. The same part had once been furious when a weekend couldn't hold all three of the original trio.
It wasn't a fair rule to impose on people who were trying.
"Yeah," he said. "I'd still want whoever can."
Sophie nodded, relieved enough that he knew she'd been waiting for that answer. Emily began asking which airport people would use. Ryan named the closest option; Natalie reminded him that closest wasn't always cheapest. Connor wanted to know whether a longer drive at this end could save enough to matter.
The questions multiplied. Ethan let them. He answered the ones that belonged to where he lived and listened while the others supplied things he didn't know about their schedules. The whole afternoon no longer depended on him being the bridge between every pair of people.
Hannah got a notebook from inside. When she came back, Tyler looked at it and laughed.
"What?" she said.
"Nothing. Very prepared."
"Somebody should write it down."
"Your phone does that."
"I want to write it."
Ethan held out a hand for the pen only when she started looking for somewhere to put the water glass. He kept it while she moved the glass to the table, then gave it back. She wrote two possible weekends, crossed one out when Noah reminded her about his schedule, and asked whether she should put everyone's names underneath.
"Put a question mark by mine," Sophie said.
Hannah did. Ethan could see her handwriting angled toward her knee. She wasn't making a contract. She wanted a thing she could look at later and know the idea had actually been said aloud.
He understood that more than he wanted to admit.
Rose came to the door to ask whether anybody wanted the rest of the bread. Hannah turned so quickly Ethan thought she'd decided not to wait after all. But she only said yes, please, then looked at him and smiled at the effort of behaving normally.
He smiled back.
"What are you lot doing?" Rose asked.
"Thinking about a trip," Tyler said.
"To LA," Hannah added.
Rose looked at Ethan, who spread one hand before the subject could outrun the truth.
"Just a visit, maybe sometime this fall. We're seeing if it could work."
"Oh." Her expression softened. "That would be lovely."
"And I want to come," Hannah said.
"I heard that part."
"Can I?"
"We'll talk about it when you know what you're asking."
Hannah took a breath. Ethan watched her decide whether to argue and then, to his surprise, hand over the notebook instead.
"That's what we have so far."
Rose read it. Dates, questions, a few names without promises beside them. She nodded, returned it, and told Hannah to show Kit as well before anybody started offering to spend money.
"That's not no?" Hannah asked.
"No," Rose said, smiling. "It's not no."
Hannah sat back with a quiet, triumphant look that made Tyler laugh again. Ethan could feel himself smiling too. Permission to investigate wasn't a booking, but it was farther than they'd been ten minutes ago.
Rose brought the bread. Kit came with her long enough to hear the short version, ask which weekend they were considering, and tell Hannah they would check school before deciding. She nodded so seriously that Ethan nearly laughed, then caught himself. She was trying to be taken seriously. He could help by doing it.
When the parents went back inside, Ryan looked around the circle.
"So we're trying."
"We're trying," Sophie said.
"Actually trying," Katie added, looking at Connor as if he'd be the first to forget which dates they'd discussed.
He smiled. "I have a calendar."
"Use it."
"I will."
Ethan sat still while they made the small promises that meant more than a dramatic one would've. Check a schedule. Ask about a shift. Look at flights without buying them. Find out whether a room split several ways might be affordable. Tell the others when the answer was no as well as when it was yes.
Ethan watched Marcus put a reminder into his phone rather than relying on remembering it after work. Emily checked the dates once more with Natalie. Lucia wrote something for herself, then looked up and joined the conversation before the others moved on. Small acts, easy to miss. He'd said he wanted people to visit before and heard warm answers that never reached a calendar. This felt different, not because anybody sounded certain, but because they were giving the idea places to survive after they left his yard. He kept his hands around the glass until he could trust his voice to stay ordinary.
Nobody reached across the table for a solemn hand pile. Tyler offered his fist toward Ethan anyway, a deliberately small gesture, and Ethan knocked his own against it. Hannah joined so quickly she nearly hit his wrist. Sophie laughed and put her hand against the back of Ethan's shoulder instead.
There. A pact, if that was what they wanted to call it. Not to arrive at any cost. To make an honest attempt to get there.
Ethan looked at them and found his throat unexpectedly tight. He drank before trying to speak, lowered the glass, and saw Sophie watching him with a smile that didn't ask him to perform being moved.
"I'd really like that," he said.
"We gathered," Marcus answered softly.
The warmth in his voice did more than teasing would have. Ethan smiled, looked down at the notebook, and asked Hannah to let him see the dates she'd written. She passed it over. He checked the tentative weekends, the question marks, the little space she'd left beside her own name.
He didn't write a yes. He drew a small line beneath the questions they needed answered, then gave it back.
Noah asked whether anybody had actually looked at a price yet. Several people turned their phones over. Ethan felt the impulse to lean toward the nearest screen, then stayed back while Emily and Natalie compared what they were finding.
"That's one way," Natalie said.
Emily stopped smiling. "Oh."
"Change the date."
"I did."
"The return date."
Emily looked again, made a quiet, annoyed sound, and fixed it. Ethan knew that particular disappointment, the brief bright possibility before the number stopped being what he'd thought it was. He waited while she looked at the new total.
"Still maybe," she said at last. "Not deciding it right now."
Lucia nodded. She wanted to know how much time off she'd need before she could decide what counted as affordable. Marcus said he'd rather pay a little more than arrive with no sleep and spend the whole visit trying to recover. Ryan began to object, considered the point, and admitted that was fair.
They weren't all solving the same problem. Ethan listened as the idea separated into eleven lives with different ways of getting there. Somebody could stay an extra night if it saved enough money. Somebody else couldn't miss the next morning. A cheap option with a long wait might be fine for one person and make the whole thing impossible for another.
"Send what you find," Sophie said again. "We can compare it later."
Nobody was appointed to do all the comparing. Hannah offered to keep the dates together, but Natalie told her she didn't need to turn it into homework. Hannah looked at the notebook, then at her, and said she liked writing things down.
"I know," Natalie said, smiling. "Just don't do everyone's work for them."
Ethan looked at his own hands. Sophie caught the glance and nudged his shoe again. He laughed softly and left his phone where it was.
Tyler asked what Ethan would actually want to do if they got there. Ethan considered the question with an unexpected rush of embarrassment. He'd been imagining airport pickups and bedding and whether everyone could afford a meal. He hadn't got as far as wanting something for himself.
"See you," he said.
Tyler rolled his eyes, affectionate rather than dismissive. "After that."
"I don't know. Food. Hang out. Show you some things."
"We can do that," Katie said.
"Not all of LA in two days."
"Good," Connor answered. "That sounds tiring."
Hannah asked whether she could see the loft. Ethan looked at her, surprised she thought she needed to ask.
"Of course."
"And where you go."
"What, the grocery store?"
"Maybe." She smiled at his laugh. "I don't know where anything is when you tell me about it."
He nodded, the small wish reaching him more clearly than a list of tourist places would've. She wanted to put a room around his voice. Know where he was standing when he called. He could show her that without arranging a spectacular reunion that had to go perfectly.
"Yeah," he said. "I'd like that."
Emily asked about somewhere they could get food without spending everything they had left. Ethan named the sort of options he'd actually use, then stopped before the afternoon became an imaginary menu. They would know more when they knew how many people, how long, which days.
For now the questions had done something useful. They hadn't talked themselves out of wanting the trip. They'd made room for the wanting to cost something real.
They stayed with the practicalities a little longer, until the information available from their chairs had run out. Noah put his phone away first. Natalie told him to send the thing he'd found before forgetting. Lucia made a note about work. Katie asked Connor whether he wanted to look at the different airport options together later, and he said yes without making that a commitment to anything else.
The afternoon widened again. Someone asked for the bread. Emily went inside to refill her water. Ryan wanted to know whether pizza counted as dinner if they were flying home afterward, and Tyler told him not to plan the menu before they'd found the money.
Ethan laughed. The future had become ordinary enough to argue about food in. He didn't need a perfect group photograph to mark the moment, though he thought he'd remember Hannah holding the notebook against her stomach, Sophie leaning back with one ankle crossed over the other, Marcus listening while Ryan tried to make the timing sound easier than it was.
Eventually they would go home and look at actual calendars. Some answers would be inconvenient. The invitation would have to survive the end of the afternoon to mean anything.
For now, when Hannah asked whether she should put everybody's name down, there was a chorus of yeses, corrections, and reminders that it only meant trying.
"That's what I'm writing," she told them.
Ethan looked over her shoulder. She'd written the possible dates neatly this time. Beneath it, crowded but legible, were all their names.
By evening the notebook had gone inside.
Hannah put it somewhere she could find it again, told Tyler not to move it, then came back to the kitchen to ask whether she could help with dinner. Ethan watched her take plates from Rose with the pleased seriousness she'd been trying to hide since the afternoon. Nobody teased her about it. Even Tyler only smiled and moved the cutlery out of her way.
The last friends had left in ordinary stages, carrying bottles, bags, reminders to send something when they'd looked at it properly. Sophie had touched Ethan's arm at the gate and told him to travel safely tomorrow. Lucia hugged him and asked for a message when he was back. Katie and Connor argued about whose route home was shorter; Noah and Natalie were still talking when they went around the corner. Marcus squeezed the back of his neck. Ryan told him not to let the birthday pass without them trying.
Now there were six people to feed, and enough food for more than that. Rose opened a container, looked inside, and handed it to Ethan.
"This can go out."
He took it to the table. Maddie was setting out water, her sleeves pushed back, a little crease between her eyebrows as she tried to make room for the bowl Kit had just put down. He moved a plate. She shifted the glass. The problem disappeared without anybody being assigned blame for making it.
Ethan found his chair and sat when Rose told him to. Tyler was already there, testing the bread with one finger. Hannah hit his hand lightly with the folded napkin before he could pull a piece away.
"Wait."
"For what?"
"Everybody."
"Everybody's here."
Kit sat. Rose followed. Maddie put down the last glass, looked at the available seats, and took the one beside Rose. Tyler glanced at Hannah as if this proved his argument. She ignored him, which Ethan considered a better result than continuing it.
They ate. The food tasted a little different from yesterday, colder where it was meant to be cold, softened by time where it wasn't. Ethan was hungry enough not to mind, rested enough to notice which thing he wanted more of. He passed Maddie the dish she'd been reaching for and took the bread when Tyler finally handed it over.
No one asked for an account of what the visit had meant. Kit wanted to know whether the flight information was still the same. Maddie said yes. They'd go to the airport around noon tomorrow, leaving enough room for the usual things without turning the morning into a race.
Ethan nodded. He'd checked the information. Checked it again because he knew he'd be asked. For once he could give the answer and leave it alone.
"Packed?" Rose asked.
"Mostly."
Tyler laughed. Ethan looked at him.
"What?"
"Nothing. Mostly."
"I have things in the bag."
"That counts," Maddie said, smiling.
Rose looked unconvinced but didn't make him get up to prove it. He'd finish after dinner, while everyone was still awake and able to tell him where he'd left the thing he couldn't find. His sweatshirt was with the bag. His shoes were where he'd put them after the walk. There was no reason packing had to become a midnight emergency just because he'd done that before.
Hannah asked whether he wanted the photograph she'd sent yesterday in the other size. Ethan said yes, though he wasn't certain which size he already had. She explained the difference, growing impatient only when Tyler offered an answer that had nothing to do with the question.
Maddie listened, asked Hannah to show her afterward, and accepted the immediate agreement. Ethan watched his sister go back to eating with the promise stored somewhere obvious in her face.
Kit asked Rose whether she'd heard back from Ellen. Rose nodded and told him the bowl had made it home. That led to a short discussion about a lid nobody recognized, which Ethan found sitting beneath the container beside his elbow. He held it up. Rose looked at it, shook her head, and told him that wasn't the one.
Tyler laughed again. This time Ethan joined him. He'd spent three days carrying things between places and apparently still couldn't identify a lid accurately enough to help his mother.
"Leave it," she said, smiling. "I'll ask."
He put it down. The conversation went on without requiring the mystery solved before anybody could enjoy dinner.
The windows held the last light. Ethan could see a pale strip of sky beyond the darker shape of the neighboring house. Yesterday they'd still been outside at this hour, chairs turned toward one another, people putting off the next movement. Tonight his family was already indoors, the table between them small enough that Hannah didn't have to raise her voice to join in.
She told Maddie about the part of the walk she'd been relieved not to come on because she'd finished the thing she wanted to do. Ethan listened to the account she'd barely offered him at midday. It mattered more when she explained it properly. He asked a question and received a much more detailed answer than he'd expected.
Tyler began to interrupt, stopped when she held up one hand, and waited. Ethan looked at him. Tyler made a face without sound. Maddie hid her smile in a drink.
Hannah finished. Rose asked her another question. This time Tyler stayed quiet because he was listening.
Afterward they cleared without dividing into guests and hosts. Ethan took the plates, Tyler the heavier dishes, Hannah the glasses she could carry safely in two trips. Maddie put things away while Rose decided what needed keeping. Kit stood beside the sink long enough to wash the utensils before anybody could leave them to soak and forget them.
Ethan rinsed his hands, dried them, and went to finish packing.
He didn't rush. There was satisfaction in finding the shirt he'd thought he'd left somewhere else, folding it badly and then doing it again because the first attempt wouldn't fit. He separated the things he still needed in the morning. Set the charger beside his phone. Put the blue sweatshirt into the bag, then took it out and changed the order so he could reach it if the plane was cold.
For a moment he stood with both hands on the open bag, trying to remember what the room had looked like when he'd arrived. Friday had brought its own hurry: people to see, a game waiting, Lucia arriving from work, Hannah standing beside him before the head start ran out. He could remember the sound of all of them laughing in the woods more clearly than he'd remember which shirt he'd worn.
He checked the corners of the room. Nothing he needed on the floor. Nothing hidden beneath the chair. The sweatshirt wasn't forgotten this time.
Tyler appeared in the doorway and leaned one shoulder against it.
"Done?"
"Nearly."
"Mom wants to know if you're coming back down."
"Yeah."
His brother stayed. Ethan put the last folded thing in place, checked the pocket where he kept the travel things, and closed the bag most of the way. He'd need it open once more in the morning. That didn't mean he had to leave it spread across the room like a problem waiting to happen.
Tyler reached past him for a shirt he'd missed on the chair.
"That yours?" Ethan asked.
"Yeah."
"I thought it was mine."
"I know."
Ethan laughed. Tyler took it back without explaining how it had got there. The ordinary mix-up made leaving feel less ceremonial, which helped. Ethan could put his own things in a bag and still be the brother who'd nearly packed somebody else's shirt.
"Good weekend," Tyler said.
"Yeah."
"Should do it again."
"We will."
He meant that without trying to name the date. Tyler looked at him, nodded once, and put a hand against the back of his head, a brief rough touch that turned into a squeeze at his neck before he let go.
"Come on."
Ethan followed him downstairs and found Hannah waiting beside the table where she'd been working while they were out. The puzzle lay complete, its difficult strip of sky joined to the rest without any of the gaps he'd imagined when she showed him the photograph that morning.
"You finished," he said.
"Yeah." She smiled. "I think."
"What do you mean, you think?"
"Look at that bit."
She pointed to a place near the edge where two nearly identical shades met. Ethan bent closer. He could see the fit, the tiny line between them, a difference in color that could've been the printed picture or the angle of the light.
"Looks right," he said.
"That's what Maddie said."
"Then probably."
Tyler leaned over his shoulder, inspected it for less than a second, and said it was definitely correct. Hannah gave him a look.
"You didn't look."
"I did."
"Longer."
He obeyed, smiling at Ethan as he bent again. This time he pointed out the way the line continued into the next piece. Hannah followed it with one finger, careful not to shift anything, and nodded with obvious relief.
"Okay."
Ethan stayed beside her while Tyler went to get his drink. He could find the corner they'd worked on together now, the little irregular shape he'd rejected before Maddie saw the darker line. In the whole picture it was hardly noticeable. He knew where it was anyway.
"What're you going to do with it?" he asked.
"Leave it a bit. Then put it away."
"Not doing it again immediately?"
"No." She laughed. "Not that one."
He smiled. She had other things she wanted to do, another box somewhere, a book she'd started, people she'd be seeing after he left. The thought was comforting once he let it be. She could miss him and still have a whole afternoon he wasn't needed to improve.
"Take a picture first," he said.
"I did."
"Good."
She offered him her phone, not because he needed proof but because she wanted him to see the angle she'd chosen. He looked properly. The light made the joins less obvious, the completed picture larger than the part he'd held between two fingers that morning.
"Send me that one."
"I will."
He gave the phone back. Hannah touched his sleeve on the way past, a quick little pull to make sure he was coming, and went to claim her place before Tyler could take it. Ethan followed, letting the puzzle remain on the table where she wanted it, finished for now and waiting to be put away when she was ready.
Hannah had found the remote. She held it against her chest when Tyler looked toward it, which told Ethan enough about the discussion he'd missed. Maddie sat beside Rose, both looking through the photographs Hannah had promised to show. Kit had brought mugs out and was trying to decide where to put the one nobody had claimed.
Ethan took it when he was offered. Warm, not too hot, the familiar weight settling into both hands. He sat where Hannah moved her legs to let him, careful not to knock the glass she'd put on the coaster.
"What're we watching?" he asked.
"We're deciding," she said.
Tyler made a noise. Hannah pointed the remote at him without pressing anything.
"You picked this morning."
"I know."
"Then stop."
He sat on Ethan's other side and gave up with more ease than Hannah appeared to expect. She looked briefly suspicious, then turned back toward the screen. Maddie offered a suggestion that Rose liked and Tyler didn't object to. Hannah considered it, asked Ethan whether he'd seen it, and received an honest answer that he'd seen enough to know he wouldn't mind it again.
That settled more than a strong opinion would've. She chose it before anyone could change the question, put the remote on the table, and sat back.
Rose asked Ethan to move the little table closer before he sat all the way back. He did, careful of the mugs, then waited while she made sure Maddie could reach without leaning forward. Kit nudged the lamp away from the edge. Hannah caught the remote before it slid, put it somewhere firmer, and finally seemed satisfied with the arrangement. Ethan sat again. His place had become comfortable through half a dozen small adjustments, most made by somebody else while he was paying attention to the screen. He put his hand around the mug and let the warmth settle into his fingers.
The room adjusted around the beginning. A lamp stayed on because Rose wanted it. Kit moved a cushion behind his back. Maddie put her phone away after sending one last message Ethan didn't see. Tyler shifted his knees so Hannah could stretch without being kicked whenever he moved.
Ethan drank, put the mug down, and let the screen take some of his attention. He knew the shape of the opening without needing to remember the exact scene. It gave him room to notice the people beside him instead of trying to decide whether he should be having a more memorable last evening.
Hannah leaned forward at the first part she liked. Tyler smiled at her, caught Ethan seeing it, and looked back at the television. Rose said something quietly to Maddie, who nodded and moved her mug farther from the edge.
The film went on. Ethan followed enough to laugh in the right places, missed a short exchange when Kit asked him to pass something, and didn't ask for it replayed. Nothing here depended on catching every word.
At one point Hannah got up to fetch the notebook. She brought it to Kit, waited until he looked away from the screen, and pointed at the dates she'd written. He read them, asked one practical question, and said they'd look properly tomorrow.
"Okay," she said.
No argument. Ethan watched her put it down where she wouldn't lose it, then return to the couch with the same determined care she used when something mattered. He didn't tell her that tomorrow would have other things in it. Kit knew. Hannah knew. They could still leave a question ready to be answered.
"You're smiling," Tyler said quietly.
"Am I?"
"Yeah."
Ethan looked at the screen. "It's funny."
Tyler glanced at the scene, plainly unconvinced, but didn't make him explain. He leaned back and let his shoulder rest against Ethan's. Ethan let the contact stay instead of shifting to prove he didn't need it.
He was tired now. Not the ache of Friday's running or the full, sun-warmed heaviness after Saturday. A quieter tiredness, arriving because there was no longer anything waiting for him to organize before he could sit down. The bag was nearly packed. The flight existed. The drawer in the loft could wait until he got home and sent Dad a picture.
There would be work when he returned. Classes. Groceries. People he wanted to see. A phone he would look at too quickly when a particular name appeared. None of it had been put on hold forever because he'd spent a weekend here. He'd go back into it carrying the things he'd been allowed to set down for a while.
Maddie laughed at something on the screen, quick and unguarded. Ethan looked over. Rose was laughing too, a hand lifted near her mouth. Kit shook his head at both of them as if the scene hadn't deserved quite that much, then smiled when Rose looked at him.
Ethan loved them with an ease that startled him when he noticed it. Not new. Not simple in every part. Just present, sitting around a room with mugs and cushions and a remote Hannah kept checking was still within reach.
He didn't need to say it now to make it real.
The pause came because Kit wanted to get up, and once he did, everybody discovered they wanted something. Water for Hannah. Another hot drink for Rose. Maddie stood to help before Ethan could, then told him to stay when he began moving his feet.
"I've got it."
He sat. Tyler went with Kit to the kitchen, leaving Ethan and Hannah the whole couch for perhaps thirty seconds. She immediately put her feet where Tyler had been.
"He'll make you move," Ethan said.
"I know."
She smiled and left them there anyway. Ethan looked toward the dark window, where the room reflected back over the faint shapes outside. The yard was beyond it, emptied of the weekend's chairs, still holding the places where they'd been.
Hannah turned toward him. "Will you send me the song?"
"What song?"
"The one you were talking about."
He nodded. "Yeah."
"Not now. Later."
"Okay."
He'd remember. If he didn't, she'd ask again. There was comfort in the certainty that forgetting one small thing wouldn't be the same as leaving her behind.
Tyler returned, saw his occupied seat, and looked at Hannah. She moved before he had to ask, laughing when he sat too close to the space she'd reclaimed. Maddie handed Ethan water on her way back to Rose. He thanked her, drank, and set it within reach.
Kit asked whether everyone was ready. There was a brief search for the remote, which had slid beneath the edge of the cushion, then the film continued.
Ethan settled lower. His shoulder remained against Tyler's. Hannah tucked her feet beneath herself and leaned far enough toward him that her hair brushed his sleeve. Across the room, Maddie and Rose were talking under their breath about a detail both had noticed, Kit listening without admitting he was interested.
He could still feel the afternoon's walk in his calves if he paid attention. The warmth of the mug remained in his hands after he'd put it down. Somewhere in the house, his bag waited with enough space left for the last things.
On the screen a door opened. Hannah laughed before the others, because she'd remembered what came next. Tyler nudged Ethan when he missed the beginning of the joke. Ethan turned back, caught enough of it, and laughed with them.
Then he stayed where he was.
Chapter 22: Closing The Door
The coffee hadn’t finished dripping when Eddie heard the wheels of Christopher’s bag catch against the hallway baseboard. He took his hand off the button on the machine and waited. There was a scrape, a pause, and then a quieter scrape as Chris changed the angle.
“You want me to get that?”
“I’ve got it.”
“Okay.” Eddie moved the shoes he’d left beside the kitchen entrance. Christopher appeared a moment later, pushing the bag ahead of him until he could leave it by the couch. He’d put on the gray shirt with the small hole beside the hem. Eddie had seen it folded on top of the clothes meant for the trip and had decided that an argument about shirts before five in the morning wouldn’t improve anybody’s weekend.
“What time is it?” Christopher asked.
“Four thirty-eight.”
“That’s disgusting.”
From the couch, Jacob made a sound that suggested agreement. He’d fallen asleep there after they’d finished loading most of the bags last night, one arm hanging over the edge and a blanket pulled only as far as his waist. Now he was sitting up, although his eyes hadn’t entirely committed. His hair stood away from his head on one side.
“Bathroom’s free,” Eddie told him.
Jacob looked toward the hall. “Right.”
He stood, folded the blanket in two uneven halves, and set it on the arm. Eddie watched him collect his phone from the floor without looking at the screen. There was something reassuring about having him back in the house long enough to leave a charger somewhere inconvenient. Eddie picked up the cord before Christopher reached it and put it with the backpack by the door.
The kitchen light was too bright for the windows. Outside, the driveway disappeared beyond the pale reflection of the room, and a car passed with its headlights skimming across the ceiling. Eddie poured coffee into his travel mug, checked the lid, and glanced at the clock again. They’d said five. For four people and two cars, five remained possible.
Buck came through the kitchen door carrying a small insulated bag, two charging cables, and a pack of napkins tucked under his chin.
“Where do you want these?”
“Which part?”
Buck lowered his chin enough for the napkins to land on the counter. “Breakfast. Cables are for the truck. Napkins are for when breakfast happens in the truck.”
“There’s food in the truck already.”
“That’s lunch.”
Christopher pulled out a chair. “Can breakfast happen here?”
“Yeah.” Buck opened the bag and took out a wrapped sandwich. “Egg and cheese. Yours doesn’t have the hot sauce.”
Chris accepted it with both hands and began peeling back the foil. Eddie took the second one Buck offered, feeling the warmth through the wrapping. He’d expected a banana and whatever coffee survived the first hundred miles. Buck had apparently been up long enough to cook.
“You sleep?” Eddie asked.
“Some.”
“You’re taking the second stretch.”
“I know. I slept.” Buck put another sandwich beside Jacob’s water bottle. “I just woke up before my alarm.”
That was believable. Eddie had done the same, lying still for ten minutes after his eyes opened while the refrigerator clicked off and a branch scraped lightly against the side of the house. Nothing urgent had needed him. The paperwork was in his bag. The mover’s confirmation was saved on his phone and printed because he’d become that person sometime during the last month. The buyers had their appointment Tuesday. His father had already called twice to ask whether he needed anything.
He hadn’t needed to get out of bed at four ten. He’d done it anyway.
“Eat yours before you start loading more stuff,” he said.
Buck looked down at the insulated bag as though there might be an additional task inside it. Then he took his sandwich out.
For a few minutes, the loudest sounds were foil and the coffee machine giving up its last drops. Christopher rested his forearms on the table and ate with his eyes half-closed. Eddie leaned against the counter. Buck stood beside the sink until Eddie pushed the empty chair out with his foot, and then sat down.
“I downloaded music,” Chris said.
Eddie swallowed. “Good.”
“A lot of music.”
“As long as some of it has instruments.”
Christopher looked at Buck. “See?”
“I didn’t say anything,” Buck told him.
“You knew he was going to.”
Buck took another bite instead of answering. Eddie watched the corner of his mouth move and decided to let that one go. He’d have twelve hours to make Christopher listen to something with a guitar in it. More if they hit traffic before they cleared the city, which was why five mattered.
Jacob returned with wet hair flattened into a more reasonable direction. He stopped at the table, took in the sandwich, and sat without waiting to be invited.
“Thanks,” he said to Buck.
“Coffee?”
“Please.”
Eddie poured it into the mug Jacob had left beside his bag last night. “Milk?”
Jacob held his fingers a short distance apart. Eddie added enough to turn it brown, passed it over, and watched him wrap both hands around it. The silence that followed was companionable and temporary. Once Isabel and Pepa arrived, they weren’t going to get much more of it.
“Are we going to the house tonight?” Christopher asked.
“Grandma’s first. We don’t have to do anything over there until Sunday.”
“Is the stuff still in my desk?”
“Should be.” Eddie put the used knife in the sink. “I haven’t moved anything since you left.”
Christopher considered that while he picked a loose piece of egg off the foil. “There’s a notebook. The green one. I don’t want it to get packed with the books.”
“You can get it Sunday.”
“I know. I’m telling you so you don’t put it in a box.”
“I’ll leave the desk to you.”
That seemed to settle it. Chris drank some water, then asked whether the movers would take the desk apart. Eddie explained that it was going with the rest of the bedroom furniture to his grandparents’, not on the long-distance shipment. He’d already measured the room with Ramón on the phone. The desk would fit beneath the window if they moved the chair Helena had put there.
“She likes that chair,” Christopher said.
“She offered to move it.”
“Where?”
“I didn’t ask.”
Christopher thought about that. “Probably Abuelo's side.”
Eddie smiled into his coffee. It was probably exactly where the chair would go. His father had sent a photograph of the room from an angle that carefully excluded the exercise bike nobody used, and his mother had mentioned needing a little more space. Somebody was going to lose an argument about a piece of furniture. Eddie was glad to be far enough away not to take sides until Sunday.
Buck reached for the foil Chris had finished with, but Christopher was still using it to collect the crumbs. He waited, took it when Chris held it out, and folded it into a small square.
“You want to bring anything back in the cab?” Buck asked. “We left some space.”
“The notebook. Maybe my model.”
“Which model?” Eddie asked.
“The plane. If it’s still okay.”
“It’s on the shelf.”
He remembered leaving it there after he found one of the wheels on the carpet. He’d put the wheel in an envelope beside it rather than risk losing it in the vacuum. For a second he could see the shelf and the square of dust beneath the plane, a place he hadn’t looked at since he started sending photographs to the agent.
“Needs a wheel glued back on,” he added.
“I’ve got glue at home.” Christopher tipped his cup toward the table to check how much water remained. “I can do it when we get back.”
Jacob unwrapped the last corner of his sandwich. “I’ll help you find a box that fits it.”
“It has to stay flat.”
“Yeah.”
“And not underneath Buck’s snacks.”
Buck looked up. “The snacks are in a soft bag.”
“There’s a lot of them.”
“Most of them are yours.”
Christopher glanced at Eddie, apparently expecting support. Eddie picked up his coffee again. He’d seen the shopping list, and Christopher had written three things on it after Buck said he was finished.
“We’ll make room for the plane,” he said.
Jacob finished eating and took his plate to the sink. He rinsed it while Buck folded the insulated bag down around its remaining contents. Christopher stayed at the table, tapping the side of his phone with his thumb as he checked the downloaded songs. The display cast a pale patch across his fingers. Eddie watched him delete something, reconsider, and put it back.
“That bad?”
“No. You just won’t like it.”
“You don’t know that.”
“I really do.”
Eddie took the plate Christopher offered him and stacked it with Jacob’s. “Put it after breakfast, then.”
His phone lit up on the counter.
Pepa: We’re outside.
A car door closed before Eddie could type anything back.
“We’re early,” he said.
Christopher looked at the clock. “Don’t tell them.”
Eddie took his coffee and opened the front door. Pepa had parked behind the truck with her headlights still on. Isabel was already out of the passenger seat, holding a handbag and a covered container that seemed too large for whatever she was planning to call a little food. Pepa came around the hood carrying a folded cardigan over her forearm.
“Morning, Abuela.”
“You look tired.” Isabel reached up to touch his cheek. “Did you sleep?”
“Yes.”
“You always say yes.”
He bent so she could kiss him, took the container, and felt its weight settle against his palm. “What’s this?”
“Something to eat.”
“We have breakfast.”
“Then something to eat later.”
Pepa passed him with a quick kiss and a pat between his shoulders. “Her bag needs to go in the back. She wants the space for her feet.”
“I can hear you,” Isabel said.
“I know. I’m telling him.”
They went inside ahead of him. Eddie set the container on the kitchen counter just in time for Christopher to look up from his last bite and receive both women’s attention. Isabel’s greeting brought his face out of its sleepy arrangement. Pepa wanted to know whether he had a sweater. He told her it was August. She said cars had air-conditioning.
Buck stood to make room. Isabel kissed his cheek before he could finish saying good morning, then noticed the sandwiches.
“You made these?”
“Just eggs. There’s one more if you want it.”
“We ate,” Pepa said.
Isabel took the remaining wrapped sandwich. “I’ll put it away.”
Eddie looked at her covered container and then at the sandwich going into her handbag. She caught him doing it.
“What?”
“Nothing.”
“Good.”
Jacob stood for his own greetings and nearly put his elbow in his coffee. Pepa moved the mug without interrupting her question about whether he’d packed a decent shirt for dinner. He looked down at the one he was wearing, a dark T-shirt Eddie hadn’t seen before.
“There’s one in my bag.”
“That one’s fine,” Isabel said.
“I didn’t say it wasn’t,” Pepa told her.
Eddie let the conversation settle around the table while he made one last trip down the hall. Christopher’s room was lit by the lamp beside the bed. The sheets were rumpled, one pillow on the floor, and a book lay open facedown on the desk. His old dresser stood where it had stood before Texas, a pair of socks caught beneath the bottom drawer. Eddie pulled them free and put them in the laundry basket.
Helena had sent a photograph of the cleared space yesterday afternoon, followed by a question about whether Christopher still liked the blue comforter.
He’d asked Chris, who’d said yes without looking up from his game. Eddie had sent the answer back. It had taken less than a minute.
Now he turned the lamp off and checked the bathroom window. Four nights away, a house to empty, a sale to finish. When they got home, the book would still be on the desk.
Back in the living room, Jacob had his backpack on one shoulder. Buck was carrying breakfast trash toward the kitchen. Christopher had put his headphones around his neck but hadn’t turned them on.
“Bathroom before we go,” Eddie said.
“Already went.”
“Anybody else?”
Pepa raised a hand and headed down the hall. Eddie stepped aside for her, then took Christopher’s bag out to the truck. Most of the loading had been done the night before: their duffels forward in the bed, the folded chair protected from shifting bags, a small cooler where they could reach it at a stop. He fit Chris’s bag into the remaining space and checked the straps again. Nothing needed to come out to make room for a dresser.
That had been the first question his father asked when Eddie said they were driving. How much could they bring back? Eddie had explained the interstate shipment, the storage option, the inventory he’d need to finish Sunday. His father had listened, then offered to help with the bed frame anyway.
He’d take the help. He wasn’t going to put the bed frame in the truck.
Buck came down the path carrying the little breakfast bag and Isabel’s food. “This needs to stay flat.”
“Of course it does.” Eddie held the rear door while Buck settled it on the floor behind the passenger seat. “What’s in it?”
“I didn’t ask.”
“Smart.”
Buck checked the space around the container, then straightened. “Did you print the mover thing?”
“It’s in my bag.”
“I have a copy on my phone.”
“So do I.”
“Okay.”
Eddie looked at him over the open door. “Nobody’s lifting my couch into the truck.”
“I wasn’t going to.”
“You were looking at it when I told you the dimensions.”
“I was trying to picture the couch.” Buck shut the rear door. “It’s been a while.”
Eddie believed about half of that. He let it stand. Buck had spent yesterday checking the tires and finding the missing end of a charging cable while Eddie finished the closing forms. If he needed to privately assess how many sofas a pickup could carry, Eddie could live with that as long as it stayed private.
Christopher came out with Jacob behind him. Eddie unlocked the passenger side and waited while Chris chose how he wanted to get in. The step was familiar; the hour made him slower. He passed his crutches to Jacob, used the handle, and settled onto the rear seat with a small exhale. Jacob stowed the crutches where they wouldn’t slide and went around to the other side.
“Bag on the floor or beside you?” Eddie asked.
“Floor. Can I have my water?”
Buck handed it back before Eddie could turn. Christopher fit it into the cup holder and pulled his seat belt across. The headphones stayed around his neck.
“You’re not going to sleep?” Eddie asked.
“Maybe.”
“Then why’d we have a whole discussion about music?”
“For when I’m awake.”
Jacob buckled in beside him, his coffee held carefully between his knees until he could get the lid straight. “I’ll listen.”
“You look like you’re going to be asleep before the freeway,” Christopher said.
“Probably.”
Eddie shut the door on Chris’s small laugh and went back to the house. Isabel stood inside the entrance, looking toward the kitchen with her handbag hooked over one arm.
“We have everything,” he told her.
“Your keys?”
He held them up.
“The other keys.”
“Those too.”
She nodded. He could feel the second set in the small zippered pocket of his bag without touching it. Front door, back door, the key to a lock he’d replaced himself after the first one stuck. Tuesday they’d go in an envelope. This morning they were just another thing he couldn’t leave in Los Angeles.
Pepa came out of the hall adjusting the strap of her purse. “Ready.”
“You’re following us?”
“Until we need gas. Then we’ll call.”
“If you get separated, don’t try to catch up. We’ll stop.”
“We know how to drive, Eddie.”
“I know.”
Isabel put her hand on his arm as they passed. “Let her tell you where she is. She likes to.”
Pepa pretended not to hear. Eddie followed them outside, checked the front door once after locking it, and put his own bag behind his seat. The morning air was still cool enough to make the coffee pleasant against his fingers. Somewhere down the block a sprinkler came on with a wet, uneven ticking.
Buck had already settled into the front passenger seat. He’d moved his water bottle out of the cup holder nearest the gearshift and left Eddie’s place clear. Eddie got in, set down his mug, and started the engine.
“Everybody good?”
Christopher tugged once on his belt. Jacob lifted a hand without taking his head off the seat. Buck checked the mirror for Pepa’s car, then looked back at Eddie.
“Good.”
Four fifty-eight. Eddie let himself enjoy that for a second.
He backed out carefully, waited while Pepa pulled away from the curb, and drove toward the end of the block. Christopher’s music connected before they reached the first stop sign. It came in louder than any of them expected. Jacob jolted upright. Buck reached for the volume at the same time Chris did, and the song dropped almost to nothing.
“Sorry,” Christopher said, laughing now.
Eddie turned right. Behind them, Pepa’s headlights followed through the intersection. “At least we’re awake.”
“Some of us,” Jacob said.
He eased the volume back up from his phone, one notch at a time, until Christopher stopped directing him. The truck filled with a steady beat and the small noises of people settling in for a long drive. Eddie took the on-ramp with both hands loose on the wheel. Ahead, the freeway lights ran east through the dark.
Jacob woke with one side of his neck cold and the other pressed against the seat belt. For a moment he couldn’t work out why the light was moving. Then the truck passed under an overpass, the window went dark, and he remembered where he was.
Christopher was watching him.
“What?” Jacob asked.
“Nothing.”
Jacob sat up far enough to feel the crease the belt had left in his cheek. “How long?”
“About forty minutes.”
“Did I miss anything?”
“Buck dropped his phone.”
“It slipped,” Buck said from the front.
“And Dad said we were making good time, so now there’s traffic.”
Red lights brightened in the lanes ahead of them. Eddie took his foot off the accelerator and gave the truck more room. “That’s not how traffic works.”
Christopher’s expression suggested he wasn’t prepared to accept that without further evidence. Jacob rubbed his face and reached down for the water bottle beside his bag. He’d slept through the worst of leaving Los Angeles, apparently. The sky beyond the windshield was beginning to separate into colors, the black at the edges thinning toward a gray-blue he could see reflected along the hood.
He drank, put the bottle away, and checked the time without opening anything else. His phone had spent the night charging beneath the couch. It could spend the morning in his pocket. There was enough happening inside the truck without trying to take another room along.
The music changed. Eddie made a small sound before the singer got through the first line.
“You haven’t even heard it,” Christopher said.
“I’ve heard this one.”
“No, you haven’t.”
“You’ve played it in the kitchen.”
“That’s the other song.”
Buck glanced back between the seats. “It’s the same album.”
“Thank you,” Eddie said.
“That’s not what I meant.” Buck reached for his coffee. “Let it get to the chorus.”
Jacob leaned his head against the seat and listened. Christopher watched the front of the truck with the concentration of somebody waiting for a test result. By the time the chorus arrived, Eddie was following the movement of traffic and no longer visibly arguing with the song. Chris let his shoulders settle.
“It’s okay,” Jacob said quietly.
Christopher turned toward him. “You don’t have to say that.”
“I like this part.”
Chris tapped the screen once, not to change anything, just to bring the display back. “The next one’s better.”
It was. Jacob said so when they reached it, and Christopher began explaining where he’d heard it. A video, then a different video, then the full track because the first two had used the wrong part. Jacob followed as much of the explanation as he could, asking which part was wrong. That turned into a discussion of songs that became irritating after thirty seconds online and stayed irritating for the remaining three minutes.
Buck contributed one he’d heard at the station. Christopher looked offended before Buck finished identifying it. Eddie knew the older song it had sampled but not the new title. Jacob found himself defending both versions without being especially attached to either.
By the time the freeway loosened, nobody was still making the original argument.
The first real light reached them on a long straight stretch. It found the dust on the dashboard and the edge of Buck’s ear, then slid across the back seat until Christopher turned his face away from the window. Jacob pulled the shade down on that side after Chris asked him to. The tint cut the worst of it without taking away the view.
“Better?”
“Yeah.” Christopher shifted his foot, trying to get the heel clear of his bag. “Can you move that a little?”
Jacob pushed the bag toward the middle and caught the water bottle that rolled out of its side pocket. He put it back while Chris found a position he liked. It took less time than changing the song.
Outside, warehouses gave way to wider spaces and low hills. Jacob had made this drive before, but usually in the other direction, or with a reason that occupied more of him than the landscape. This morning he watched the colors come out of the slopes. A pale ridge became brown. Farther away, the mountains stayed blue.
“You good back there?” Eddie asked.
“Yeah,” they answered almost together.
“We’re stopping before the state line. If you need anything sooner, say.”
Christopher asked how long that was. Eddie gave him an estimate. Buck checked the route on his phone and gave a slightly different one, which started the next argument.
“That’s without the stop,” Eddie said.
“I’m including the stop.”
“It doesn’t know how long we’re stopping.”
“I know how long we’re stopping.”
Jacob looked out the window while Christopher silently held up five fingers, then folded them down to three. Jacob wasn’t sure whether he was counting minutes or predicting how many times they’d hear the same discussion before Texas. He smiled anyway.
Eddie saw it in the mirror. “Something you’d like to contribute?”
“No.”
“Thought so.”
The call came through before Buck could make his final point. Pepa’s name appeared on the display. Eddie answered from the wheel.
“Everything okay?”
“We’re behind you.”
“I can see you.”
“Your grandmother wants to know whether Christopher ate the other half of his sandwich.”
“He ate the whole thing.”
“Good. She has more food.”
Buck made a helpless little gesture toward the container on the floor. Jacob couldn’t see his face, only the movement of his hand. It was enough.
“We know,” Eddie said.
Isabel’s voice came from farther away. “Tell Buck I have his sandwich.”
“He can hear you, Abuela.”
“Buck, I have your sandwich.”
“Thanks, Isabel.”
“You put the good cheese in it.”
“There was only one kind,” Eddie said.
“Then he bought the good kind.”
Pepa laughed close to the microphone. Jacob turned toward the window to hide his own. Eddie didn’t look particularly wounded by the distinction. He adjusted his grip on the wheel and told them which exit they were taking for the next stop.
“We’ll follow you.”
“That’s the plan.”
The call ended. For a while they stayed quiet, the song low enough now that Jacob could hear the soft rattle of something in the door pocket. Christopher was looking at the map. His finger moved across the screen without touching it, tracing the long line still ahead of them.
“Do you remember doing this when you were little?” he asked Jacob.
“Driving to California?”
“This far. With everybody.”
Jacob thought about it. “Not with everybody. I remember falling asleep with my shoes on and being mad when somebody woke me up to get out.”
“You still do that.”
“I take my shoes off now.”
Christopher glanced down. Jacob still had them on. He accepted the look and rested his heel farther beneath the seat.
“I remember the drinks,” he added. “Those little cartons your grandmother always had. They’d get warm before anybody wanted them.”
“She still buys those.”
“I know. I had one last time.”
“You’re supposed to put them in the freezer first,” Chris said. “Then they thaw.”
“That would’ve helped.”
“Nobody listened to me,” Eddie said.
Buck looked over. “You told them to freeze the juice?”
“Years ago.”
“You probably said it like everybody should already know,” Christopher told him.
Eddie didn’t answer immediately. Jacob watched the side of his face in the mirror and knew he was trying to decide whether to defend himself. In the end he only asked whether Chris wanted a drink now.
The first stop loosened everybody up. Jacob remembered bright bathroom tiles and the cool air of the convenience store, then the shock of heat when he stepped outside again. Eddie and Buck walked around the truck while Christopher chose something from the snacks they’d already brought. Pepa inspected a mark on her windshield. Isabel gave Buck back his sandwich in a fresh napkin, although he said he wasn’t hungry yet.
Back on the highway, Buck was driving. Eddie settled into the passenger seat with his coffee refilled and the route open on his phone. Jacob had expected the change to make the conversation quieter. Instead it gave Eddie more time to turn around.
“How’s it feel?” he asked.
Jacob looked up. “What?”
“Being done.”
“Oh.” He rubbed his thumb over the edge of the bottle label. “Weird.”
Eddie waited.
“I keep thinking I’ve forgotten something. Like there’s one more thing I’m supposed to submit.”
“Is there?”
“No. I checked.”
“More than once?” Buck asked.
Jacob looked toward the front. “A few times.”
“That’s normal.”
He probably meant it. Jacob had checked the assessment result often enough that the portal now opened to it automatically. The result hadn’t changed. He’d finished what UCLA required, even if his hands still wanted to find a deadline.
Christopher asked whether that meant he could put the degree on a job application. Jacob told him yes.
“Then do that,” Chris said.
“I have.”
“Was it weird?”
“A little.” Jacob smiled down at the bottle. “Mostly I checked I’d spelled it right.”
“Biochemistry?”
“Yeah.”
“You spent all that time doing it.”
“Still a long word.”
Buck laughed, a brief sound beneath the music. Eddie asked what kinds of jobs Jacob had been looking at. Jacob told him about a couple of laboratory listings, the ones whose requirements hadn’t quietly become a different degree halfway down the page. Some were probably too far away. One had a schedule that looked reasonable until he worked out what the commute would be.
“You could move,” Christopher said.
“Eventually. I just moved.”
“I meant closer to a job.”
“I know.” Jacob turned the bottle in his hands. “I’d rather find out if I get one first.”
Eddie nodded. “Fair.”
It was a relief not to have to make it sound more settled than it was. The possibilities were there, collected in tabs and a folder and a couple of applications he’d actually sent. That wasn’t the same as knowing which one would work. He’d liked helping Ravi. He’d liked the practical parts more than he’d expected, the things that needed doing with his hands as well as his head. He hadn’t turned any of that into a promise.
“Are you still thinking about the other stuff?” Buck asked.
“Some of it. I’m looking.”
“Okay.”
Buck didn’t immediately offer three people he could call. Jacob appreciated that enough to keep talking. He explained what he’d found interesting about one of the positions, then admitted the pay was worse than he’d thought once he worked it out by the hour. Eddie asked about benefits. Christopher asked if he’d have to wear a coat with his name on it.
“Probably just a badge,” Jacob said.
“That’s less good.”
“I’ll tell them.”
“Did you like the campus?” Christopher asked.
“Yeah. Most of it.”
“What didn’t you like?”
“Getting across it when I was late.”
Chris looked interested. “How late?”
“Enough that walking faster didn’t fix it.”
Eddie turned his coffee between his palms. “That’s generally when you start earlier.”
“I figured that out.” Jacob could hear the answer come out more defensively than he’d meant. Eddie smiled a little and looked back toward the windshield.
“I mean what was there,” Christopher said. “Not classes. Like, if you had a break.”
Jacob thought past the buildings he’d used most. There were whole parts of UCLA he knew only from cutting through on his way to somewhere else. He told Christopher about places to sit, the food that cost more than he wanted to spend on an ordinary Tuesday, the students who could sleep on grass with a backpack under their heads and wake up looking rested.
“You could do that,” Chris said.
“I’d miss the class.”
“Set an alarm.”
“I’d sleep through it.”
“You’ve thought about this.”
“I’ve seen it go wrong.”
Christopher wanted to know whether anybody checked if you actually went. Jacob explained that it depended on the class, and that being allowed to miss something didn’t make catching up less annoying. Chris listened with his chin tucked down, turning the information over. He wasn’t asking to be told how much harder everything got. Jacob tried not to give him that by accident.
“Sometimes it’s good,” he added. “Choosing when to do the work. Sometimes you choose badly and then you’re awake at two.”
“Like school now.”
“A little.”
“He shouldn’t be awake at two now,” Eddie said.
Christopher gave the front seat a long look. “I’m not.”
Jacob let them have the argument without joining it. He remembered being fourteen well enough not to volunteer evidence against somebody else. Outside, a row of trucks waited on a frontage road, their white trailers bright in the sun. He followed one until the curve took it out of sight.
“We can go look sometime,” he told Chris. “If you want. Without me trying to get to a class.”
Christopher considered it. “Can we get food?”
“Probably.”
“Something you actually like.”
“Yeah.”
He didn’t pick a date. Christopher didn’t ask him for one. They had time to work out an afternoon when neither of them needed to be anywhere else. Jacob rested the bottle against his thigh and found himself thinking about which entrance would save them the worst of the hills, then stopped planning long enough to hear Buck ask a question.
“What?”
“I said it’s easier when you can go without having a deadline.”
“Yeah. It is.”
“We should do some of that,” Eddie said. “Stuff in the city we keep driving past.”
“You always say parking’s terrible,” Christopher told him.
“Parking usually is terrible.”
“Then somebody else can drive.”
Buck lifted one hand from the wheel just far enough to indicate his present situation. Christopher smiled and settled back. Eddie said he’d find somewhere, which wasn’t quite a plan but wasn’t an excuse to stay home either.
Jacob liked Los Angeles more when he didn’t try to account for all of it at once. A grocery store he could find without opening a map. A stretch of sidewalk he knew took longer than it looked. Being able to tell somebody where to turn and actually being right. He’d begun to collect those things without noticing until Christopher asked about campus.
“The thing I like,” he said, “is when I don’t have to think about where I’m going anymore.”
Chris nodded. “Except when you’re late.”
“Then I think about it a lot.”
Buck chuckled and moved into the next lane after the truck ahead of them signaled. The conversation moved sideways into the ugliest uniform Buck had ever worn. He described the color first, then the way the material trapped heat. Eddie said he’d had worse. Buck asked for evidence. Christopher began looking for a photograph before Eddie had finished objecting, and Jacob leaned in to help him find the right album.
They didn’t find the uniform. They found an older picture of Eddie holding something over his head while Adriana tried to reach it. Christopher enlarged it until the faces blurred.
“What is that?”
Eddie turned far enough to look. “I don’t know.”
“You stole it.”
“You don’t know that.”
“She’s trying to get it back.”
Buck kept his eyes on the road. “Send her the picture. She’ll remember.”
“Don’t start something before we get there,” Eddie said.
Christopher saved it. Whether that counted as restraint seemed to depend on how long he waited to show her.
The land opened farther. They crossed into Arizona, and the highway kept going in a way that made the map feel inadequate. Jacob watched a truck appear ahead of them, grow slowly larger, and fall behind. The air-conditioning touched his knees. Somewhere in the front, Eddie opened the bag of pretzels they’d agreed not to call lunch.
Christopher took his headphones off his neck and offered Jacob one side. Jacob hesitated only long enough to make sure he wasn’t being asked to share whatever Chris had been saving specifically to annoy his father.
“It’s a video,” Christopher said. “You have to watch the left side.”
Jacob leaned closer. At first he couldn’t see what mattered. A boy was standing beside a table, talking too quickly while somebody offscreen kept telling him to move. Then a dog entered from the left, ignored both people, and pulled an entire cloth off the table without dislodging anything except the boy’s lunch.
Jacob laughed hard enough to lose the earbud.
“Wait,” Chris said. “There’s another one.”
They watched three before Eddie asked what was happening. Christopher tried to explain. It was less funny in words, which made Jacob laugh again. Buck said they could show him at the next stop.
The phone went away after that. Christopher’s head gradually found the corner between the window and the seat. Jacob adjusted the bag again so Chris could stretch his leg and then sat back, looking past him at the long pale strip of road running beside theirs.
Beyond Christopher’s shoulder, the hills had lost most of their green. Jacob watched the distance change without seeming to get any closer. The road would rise, showing them another long stretch of itself, and then settle low enough that the next truck became most of the view.
It should’ve been boring. In another mood it would’ve been. Today there was a relief in being unable to hurry it along. He could send applications from a table in Los Angeles. He could look at schedules and try to find a shape that fit. He couldn’t do either of those things better by staring at the phone from the back seat.
Christopher stirred, opened his eyes, and looked at him.
“Are we stopping?”
“Not yet.”
“Okay.”
He closed them again. Jacob moved the empty snack bag off the seat before it could crackle against Chris’s arm. Then he put it in the little trash bag Buck had hung within reach. There were two foil wrappers in it already, flattened neatly to make space. The rest of the morning could take as long as it needed.
The book he’d brought was beneath the spare shirt in his backpack. Opening it now seemed like work. He let the miles happen instead, listening to Eddie and Buck discuss where to stop and whether the place Buck remembered was the one with the decent bathrooms or the one whose parking lot had trapped them behind a delivery truck.
“Different exit,” Eddie said.
“Same sign.”
“It’s a chain.”
“I know it’s a chain. I’m talking about the building next to it.”
Jacob closed his eyes. They could work it out. For once, he didn’t have anything due when they arrived.
Buck felt his phone vibrate while he was trying to get the last few cents of fuel to land on an even number. He let the pump click off where it wanted to, put the nozzle back, and checked that he’d closed the cap before reaching for his pocket.
The notification had the little house icon he’d trained himself to stop opening at work.
Saved property update
He almost dismissed it. Most of them were price changes that didn’t change anything useful, or a reminder that a place he’d liked had become somebody else’s place. He’d kept the alerts on because turning them off felt too final, then complained when they arrived.
This one had a photograph beneath it.
White walls. The wide front window. A corner of the living room he recognized before the address finished loading.
Buck stood still beside the pump.
“Receipt?” Eddie asked from the other side of the truck.
“What?”
Eddie pointed toward the machine. Buck turned and found it asking him a question. He pressed no, waited for the screen to clear, and looked back at the phone.
Back on market
“The house,” he said.
Eddie came around the tailgate. “Which house?”
Buck tilted the screen toward him. It took Eddie less than a second.
“Westchester?”
“Yeah.”
A car pulled into the next lane. Buck stepped closer to the truck so its driver could reach the pump, and the movement brought the sun directly onto the screen. He shaded it with his hand. The photograph didn’t change. Neither did the little line of text.
“I thought it sold,” Eddie said.
“It was under contract.”
“Guess it isn’t now.”
Buck opened the listing. For a moment the page gave him nothing but a spinning circle. He could hear Christopher and Jacob on the other side of the truck discussing whether the restaurant was the one they’d stopped at before. Somewhere behind them, a compressor started with a hard metallic clatter.
Then the listing loaded.
The photographs were mostly the same. The yard still looked smaller from the angle beside the kitchen door and larger from the back fence. Somebody had put the orange tree closer to the beginning this time. Buck knew that corner of the yard well enough to remember where the branch crossed the neighbor’s fence.
“Can you park before you read the whole thing?” Eddie asked.
“Yeah. Sorry.”
He locked the phone without closing the page and got behind the wheel. It was a hundred feet to the parking spaces beside the restaurant. He drove it like there might be something important in the space between one line and the next.
Pepa parked two spaces over. By the time Buck got out, Isabel had her handbag on her shoulder and wanted to know what they were looking at.
“A house,” Christopher said.
“You haven’t seen it yet,” Eddie told him.
“I heard you say Westchester.” Christopher looked at Buck. “The one with the tree?”
Buck nodded. The small recognition in Chris’s face made the page feel less like something the app had invented to keep him checking.
“That’s a good house,” Isabel said.
“We’re just finding out what’s happening,” Buck told her.
“Then find out.” She waited until Christopher had room to get clear of the door, then went ahead with Pepa toward the restaurant.
Inside, the air-conditioning hit the damp patch beneath Buck’s collar. Eddie found a table with enough space at the end for Christopher to sit without the crutches getting caught behind somebody else’s chair. Jacob went to the counter with him to help carry the drinks. Buck stood beside the table for a second too long.
“Sit,” Pepa said, moving her purse off the chair.
He sat.
“Food first,” Eddie said.
“I’m getting food.”
“You haven’t looked at the menu.”
Buck looked. Sandwiches, burgers, three salads that seemed to use the same ingredients in different amounts. He chose something he’d eaten there before, handed Eddie money, and opened the listing again as Eddie joined the short line.
This time he read from the top.
The prior transaction hadn’t completed. The seller had returned the property to active status and was open to a lease-option arrangement as well as a conventional sale. Further information through the listing agent.
Buck read that twice. He hadn’t misread the words, but he’d learned that real estate language could make the same arrangement sound generous or terrifying depending on which sentence you stopped at.
“What changed?” Pepa asked.
“The deal fell through. They’re offering rent-to-own now.”
She put on her glasses. “What does that mean for this one?”
“I don’t know yet.”
“All right.”
He’d expected another question. She settled back instead, waiting for him to get to the part he could answer. Isabel watched the counter. Christopher was leaning toward Jacob to say something Buck couldn’t hear over the room.
There was a time when Buck would’ve filled the space himself. Explained every version he’d read about, every possible credit and fee, every way a deal like this could work if nobody did anything stupid. He knew enough now to recognize that an explanation wasn’t the same as the actual terms.
“Would the rent count toward buying it?” Isabel asked.
“Maybe some. Maybe none. It depends on the agreement.”
She frowned, not at him, and looked toward her daughter. Pepa took her glasses off again.
“Don’t let them tell you that part later.”
“I won’t.”
Buck knew the broad questions. How much money up front, what happened to it if the sale didn’t happen, who paid when something broke during the lease. Whether the price was set now or left to become a different number later. He’d read enough listings over the summer to know the phrase could cover arrangements that barely resembled each other. He didn’t know which version was on offer here.
He opened the notes on his phone and started a short list. Not a budget yet. He had one of those, and the figures in it hadn’t improved just because the front window had appeared on his screen again. His savings were still his savings. His pay hadn’t changed while he was buying gas.
He could ask, though. He could find out whether the new route got him somewhere or only made the first step look smaller.
Christopher watched his thumb move. “Are you writing it all down?”
“Questions.”
“So you don’t forget?”
“So I don’t remember them right after I hang up.”
Chris nodded as if that distinction made perfect sense. He reached for the paper menu and began flattening the curled corner beneath his palm. Across the room, somebody’s number was called twice before a man at the window noticed and got up.
Buck looked at the list and moved the repair question above the one about a showing. He’d want to go back either way. That wasn’t the useful test. It mattered more what had happened inside the wall since the last time he’d stood in the bathroom and tried to imagine paying for it.
“You don’t have to work it all out at lunch,” Pepa said.
He looked up at her.
“Just enough to ask.”
“Yeah.” He closed the notes. “That’s what I’m doing.”
He opened the expanded description. It didn’t give him much more. A contact button, the agent’s name, a short note about availability. He remembered the name. He’d written it at the top of a page of questions months ago and then kept the page after he no longer had a reason to call.
Eddie returned with the number for their order and sat across from him. “Well?”
“They’ll consider a lease option.”
“Okay.”
“Which could mean a lot of things.”
“So ask which things.”
Buck turned the phone so Eddie could read the paragraph. Eddie leaned in, his forearms on the table. He wasn’t pretending to know more than Buck. He read it once, scrolled just far enough to see the next line, and handed it back.
“Same agent?”
“Yeah.”
“You still have the emails?”
“Yeah.”
“Start there.”
Buck found the thread. The last exchange was painfully ordinary: a brief acknowledgment that the property was under contract, an offer to send other listings, Buck’s equally brief thank-you. He remembered writing it at the little table he’d squeezed into Eddie’s dining room, trying to sound like a person who hadn’t already measured a couch in his head.
The table had been a good purchase. He used it every day. That didn’t mean he wanted to spend another season fitting his chair between a bed and a kitchen door.
“Did they fix the window?” Christopher asked.
Buck looked up.
“In the bathroom. You said something was wet.”
“There was moisture damage beneath it. I don’t know if they’ve done the work.”
“You should ask.”
“I’m going to.”
“And the roof,” Eddie said.
“I remember the roof.”
“Good.”
The questions were familiar enough to slow his breathing. Not because the answers would be good, necessarily. Because a roof was something he could ask about. So was a window, an inspection, the amount due before he could put a key in the door. The photograph was making him think too far ahead. The questions brought him back to where his feet were.
Jacob and Christopher returned from the counter with the drinks. Buck moved his phone so Chris could put a cup down without knocking it off the table.
“Is it still two bedrooms?” Christopher asked.
“Unless they moved a wall.”
“Can I see?”
Buck passed the phone over. Christopher enlarged the living-room photograph with two fingers. Jacob leaned close enough to see without taking the phone away.
“That’s the window,” Chris said.
“I remember.”
“And the shelves.”
“Yeah.”
“The room looked bigger when we were there.”
“Different angle,” Jacob said.
Buck took a drink. He’d walked through that room and been able to see it with things in it. His things, not a staged lamp and a bowl of lemons. He’d tried to be careful about that afterward. There was no point furnishing a room somebody else might buy.
Now Christopher swiped to the kitchen, paused at the photograph that still didn’t quite show the refrigerator space, and gave the phone back.
“They still took a bad picture.”
“They did,” Buck said.
That helped too.
Their food arrived on two trays. For a few minutes the listing disappeared beneath the ordinary business of making space. Isabel wanted extra napkins. Jacob’s drink had come without a straw, and he got one for Christopher while he was up. Eddie divided the fries into a less precarious arrangement because the paper basket was overflowing.
Buck ate half his sandwich before he picked up the phone again. It wasn’t a test anybody had set. He was hungry, and the food was good while it was hot.
He began a reply in the old email thread.
He said he’d seen the property was active again and that he remained interested. He was out of state for the holiday weekend but would be back in Los Angeles Tuesday night. Could the agent send details of the lease-option terms, current disclosures, and any repairs completed since the previous listing? He’d appreciate arranging a showing or a call later in the week.
He read it over. Deleted a sentence that sounded like he was apologizing for being in Texas. Put the return date back because that part was useful. Then he stopped with his thumb over send.
Across the table, Eddie was helping Isabel work out which of the drinks was hers. He didn’t look up until Buck said his name.
“Can you read this?”
Eddie took the phone. Buck ate another fry while he watched him. There was a greasy fingerprint on the side of the case that he wanted to wipe off, but taking the phone back now would’ve made him look worse than the fingerprint.
“Fine,” Eddie said.
“Fine like send it, or fine like it’s an email?”
“Both.” He handed it back. “You asked what you need to know. Send it.”
Buck did.
Nothing happened, which was what usually happened after sending an email. The table didn’t shift. No one put a key beside his plate. Christopher asked Jacob to move his elbow because it was covering the ketchup, and Pepa began telling Eddie about a lane closure they’d passed before he noticed it.
“Is the food in the truck going to be all right?” Jacob asked Isabel.
“It’s in the cooler.”
“I mean when we get there. Your daughter-in-law’s making dinner, right?”
“She can put it in the refrigerator.”
“Okay.”
“He thinks you brought another dinner,” Pepa told her.
Isabel looked mildly offended. “It’s for tomorrow.”
Buck glanced at Eddie. Eddie was looking down at his plate in a way that suggested he’d decided to keep eating rather than participate.
“What is it?” Christopher asked.
Isabel told him. He brightened, then wanted to know whether the container would stay with them or go in Pepa’s car. Buck couldn’t follow the exact reason it mattered until Christopher explained that Isabel sometimes handed food to somebody else to carry and then everybody forgot whose car it was in.
“One time,” Pepa said.
“Twice,” Isabel corrected.
“The second time I told you.”
Christopher listened to them with the absorbed pleasure of somebody whose evidence was being supplied for him. Jacob caught Buck’s eye across the table, then looked down before either of them laughed.
“It’s in our cooler,” Eddie said. “We’ll put it in Mom’s fridge. Nobody’s losing anything.”
“Thank you, mijo.” Isabel took a fry from his plate.
Buck took another bite and let them argue about the first time. He’d heard part of the story before, but apparently not the part involving the parking garage. Pepa objected to that detail. Isabel insisted it was relevant. Eddie asked whether anybody wanted the rest of his fries and found three people willing to end the discussion for him.
The phone stayed facedown through all of it. Buck knew where it was without looking. For once that didn’t require having it in his hand.
Buck finished eating.
He lasted almost four minutes before he turned it over.
There was no reply. Of course there wasn’t. It was lunchtime on a Friday before a long weekend. He locked it again and put it in his pocket, where it could vibrate if it needed him.
“You can call,” Eddie said quietly.
“I just sent it.”
“You can still call.”
“I don’t want to be a pain.”
Eddie looked at him. “She’s selling a house.”
Buck wiped his fingers on a napkin. That was fair. He’d asked questions before. The agent had answered them. Nobody had suggested he needed to become less interested to make the transaction easier.
“I’ll call outside,” he said.
Eddie nodded and slid Buck’s unfinished drink toward the middle so it wouldn’t get cleared.
The heat outside was dry enough to make Buck’s lips feel different after three breaths. He moved beneath the narrow shade along the restaurant wall, away from the door, and opened the contact. A family was getting a small child out of a car across the parking lot. The child wanted to carry a bag almost as big as he was. His father let him try.
The call rang until voicemail picked up.
Buck left his name, identified the property, and said he’d sent an email about the new listing. He gave his number even though she already had it. He almost added an entire explanation about reception on the highway, then shortened it to being available by email if she couldn’t reach him by phone.
He ended the call and stood there for a moment, looking at the address on the screen.
He still liked it. That was the part he didn’t need to research. He liked the light in the kitchen and the living-room shelves and the tiny patch of yard that had somehow survived every other property he’d looked at. He liked that Christopher remembered the window that needed fixing instead of only the tree.
He remembered the floor beneath the front window, the way it had creaked when he stepped back to let Christopher look out. He hadn’t needed to be sold on the view. It was a street, a parked car, somebody walking past with a bag. What he’d liked was being able to stand there without blocking the route to anything else.
He could put a chair beside the shelves and leave it there. A chair, not the only chair, the one that had to keep changing jobs because there wasn’t room for another. He’d looked at enough small spaces to know that square footage wasn’t the whole question. Sometimes it was whether opening a door required moving something he’d just put down.
The house hadn’t been perfect. He’d caught his hand on a rough bit of paint beside the kitchen and noticed a cabinet that wouldn’t close flush. He remembered those things too. Wanting it again hadn’t removed them.
That didn’t make it affordable. It didn’t make the terms fair or the repairs small. It did make the phone call worth making.
He put the phone away before he could call again.
Eddie came out carrying both their cups. He passed Buck his and stood beside him in the shade.
“Voicemail?”
“Yeah.”
“All right.”
They watched Pepa cross toward her car. Isabel followed more slowly, stopping to adjust the strap of her bag. Jacob had the restaurant door open for Christopher, who was explaining something with enough concentration that he didn’t notice Buck watching until he reached them.
“Can I pick the next place?” Chris asked.
“The next stop?” Eddie said.
“For food. Not gas.”
“Depends where we are.”
“I’ll look.”
“You just ate,” Buck said.
Christopher glanced at the truck. “It’s a long drive.”
It was. Buck could feel the morning in the backs of his legs now that he’d been standing still. Eddie held out his hand for the keys, and Buck gave them to him without objecting. He’d driven his stretch. He could spend the next one looking out the window, or sleeping, or reading the same six lines on a listing until he knew them by heart.
Before they left, he opened the page one more time. Not to check for a change. To save it somewhere he could find without searching his notifications.
The little heart was already filled. He left it that way.
By the time the mountains began to look familiar, Eddie had stopped trusting the temperature on the dashboard. It dropped a degree, climbed two, and returned to where it had been. The truck felt the same. His shirt had a crease where the belt crossed it, and the back of his right knee wanted him to get out and walk.
They’d done that less than an hour ago. He could wait.
Buck was studying a road sign as they passed it. “That’s the turn we took last time.”
“Farther up.”
“You sure?”
Eddie looked at him.
“Right. Sorry.” Buck put his phone down. “Long day.”
“Getting there.”
Behind them, Christopher had been quiet for nearly twenty minutes. He wasn’t asleep. Eddie could see him looking out, his chin lifted enough to follow the line of the mountains beyond the road. Jacob sat beside him with a pack of crackers open in his lap, folding the top down whenever he wasn’t taking one.
The light had softened without losing its heat. It lay across the scrub and the low buildings with the particular flat brightness Eddie remembered from coming off a shift and realizing the afternoon was nearly over. Farther ahead, traffic thickened. He eased back and let a car across.
“Abuelo took me out this way,” Christopher said.
Eddie glanced at him in the mirror. “Yeah?”
“Not all the way. We turned off.” He lifted a hand toward the window. “There was a place with tables outside.”
“Food?” Buck asked.
“No, he took me to look at the tables.”
Buck laughed. “Okay.”
“We got lunch,” Christopher said, relenting. “It was good.”
“Do you remember what it was called?” Eddie asked.
Chris frowned toward the road. “I’d know if I saw it.”
Eddie let that be enough. His father had taken photographs during those months, but not of every lunch. Some had arrived with a caption, others with nothing except Christopher in the corner of the frame or a plate placed in front of him. Eddie had enlarged those pictures until the small things lost their edges. A shirt he’d bought. The angle of Chris’s hand. Whether he looked tired.
It was different hearing about the meal from the back seat while they drove toward dinner. Eddie loosened his grip on the wheel and moved his thumb away from the seam that had started to press into it.
“We don’t have to stop there now,” Christopher added.
“I didn’t think we did.”
“Grandma made dinner.”
“She would’ve anyway,” Jacob said.
“She made a lot.”
“She would’ve done that too.”
Eddie smiled. Jacob had stopped sounding half-asleep somewhere after lunch. He’d spent a stretch of the afternoon talking to Christopher about a game Eddie couldn’t follow and another stretch holding his phone at an angle so they could both see without the sun washing it out. Now he looked past Chris toward the turnoff, searching his own memory.
“Was it the place with the green chairs?” he asked.
“Maybe.”
“They used to have those metal ones that burned your legs.”
“That’s every place here,” Eddie said.
“These were bad.”
“I believe you.”
Buck shifted, looking through the gap between the seats. “What did you get?”
Christopher told him, then couldn’t remember the name of the drink and had to describe it. Jacob offered a possibility. Chris rejected it, thought about it, and accepted it with one qualification. By the time they’d finished, Buck wanted to go on a future trip and Christopher had undertaken to recognize the building before anybody asked him to remember the name again.
Eddie changed lanes for a slower truck. There were things he knew here without needing a sign: where traffic would bunch, the shape of a turn, a stretch that always looked wider before he was actually driving it. He’d spent months relearning them after he came back. Familiarity had arrived faster than comfort. Now both were just part of the road.
A gust pushed lightly against the side of the truck. Eddie corrected without thinking, then gave the taller vehicle ahead more space. The highway was familiar enough to make his attention want to wander. He brought it back to the road, the mirrors, the gap he could keep open.
Buck noticed the movement and stopped reaching for the snack bag until the truck steadied. Neither of them said anything. The next gust came weaker, carrying dust low across the shoulder, and passed.
Eddie had driven this stretch alone with the radio loud enough to keep him awake. He remembered the ache behind his eyes afterward, the foolish decision to pass one more place where he could’ve stopped. Today there’d been somebody beside him to point out the turn, someone else to insist they all get out, Christopher asking for five more minutes to finish a drink instead of swallowing it as they pulled away.
He was tired. It was a manageable kind of tired. When his knee began to bother him again, he’d say so and let Buck take the wheel.
He hadn’t expected to bring three people east with him this time. When the closing date became definite, he’d thought about a quick flight, a day of packing, one appointment. Then his mother had reminded him it was a holiday weekend. His father had asked about Christopher. Isabel had said she and Pepa could drive, and Buck had checked his schedule before Eddie finished explaining.
Somewhere in there, the trip had become five days. There were worse things to lose an argument about.
Traffic slowed again a few miles later, not enough to stop, just enough to make every driver ahead reconsider the lane they’d chosen. Eddie stayed where he was. On the shoulder, a strip of shredded tire trembled in the wake of a passing truck.
“Are we going to Caballo the same way?” Christopher asked.
“Back north for a while,” Eddie said. “Not this whole drive.”
“I know that.”
“Then why’d you ask?”
“Because Abuelo said there was another road.”
Eddie considered what his father might’ve meant, then decided he didn’t need to solve tomorrow from the middle of today’s traffic. “We’ll look tonight.”
“We’re not leaving at five again?” Jacob asked.
“No.”
“Good.”
Christopher turned toward him. “You slept through the first part.”
“I still had to be there.”
Buck reached back for the nearly empty snack bag and found a small bag neither of the boys wanted. He opened it himself, then held it where Eddie could take some without looking. Eddie took a few, tasted too much salt, and reached for his water.
“What does your dad have planned?” Buck asked.
“For the lake? Food. Somewhere to sit. Asking if anybody wants more food.”
“Adri’s bringing games,” Christopher said.
“That too.”
Chris began explaining one she’d mentioned. He’d apparently received more information than Eddie, including an argument about how much room it would take in the car. Eddie listened, working out which parts were settled and which were probably Adriana making plans in several directions at once.
“You want to do that?” he asked when Chris paused.
“Yeah. If everybody actually plays.”
“We’ll play.”
“You always say that and then you start talking.”
Eddie couldn’t honestly deny it. Someone would ask about work, or a neighbor would stop, or his father would want help moving a cooler. By the time he looked back, the game would be three rounds into an argument nobody could explain.
“Tell me when you start,” he said.
“I will.”
Buck folded the top of the bag shut. “Tell me too.”
“You have to stay on the same team.”
“Who said I was on yours?”
Christopher looked at him, waited, and then smiled when Buck gave in. Eddie watched them in the mirror long enough to see Jacob shake his head before he returned to the cars ahead.
The traffic moved. They passed the truck that had been holding the center lane, and the road opened for a few miles. Eddie let the cruise control find its speed again. His foot stayed close to the brake anyway.
“Abuelo gets really serious about cards,” Chris said after a while.
“Always has,” Eddie told him.
“He said he was teaching me. Then he got mad when I won.”
“Did he get mad, or did he ask for another game?”
“Another four games.”
“That’s how you know,” Jacob said.
Buck wanted to know what they played. Christopher explained the version Ramón had taught him, and Eddie found himself objecting before Chris finished.
“That’s not how he taught me.”
“That’s how he taught me.”
“You can’t pick that up after you’ve already—” Eddie stopped, checked the road, and started again with less certainty. “Maybe he changed it.”
“Maybe you don’t remember.”
“I remember.”
“You just said maybe.”
Jacob was grinning now. Buck took the bag out again and offered it to the back seat. Apparently it was worth eating if there was something to watch.
Eddie listened to the rest of the rules. Some were the same. Two definitely weren’t, although he wasn’t going to accuse his father of anything from a hundred miles away. Christopher described laying his cards down on the table and Ramón examining each one as if the answer might change if he looked harder.
“Grandma told him to stop looking and deal,” Chris said.
Eddie laughed. He could picture the kitchen table, the cards worn soft at the corners, his mother passing behind Ramón’s chair with a plate. It was an ordinary evening he hadn’t seen, and Christopher was giving him the funny part without any careful pause before it.
“We’ll ask him,” Eddie said.
“He’ll say I’m right.”
“Probably.”
Christopher seemed satisfied with that. He turned the music up a little, then lowered it when he realized Jacob had started speaking. The conversation slipped into something else before Eddie could ask another question.
“Does your mom know we’re this close?” Buck asked.
“I told Dad at the last stop.”
“Okay.”
“You can tell him again if you want.”
Buck picked up his phone. “Do you want me to?”
Eddie almost said no. Then he pictured his father going to the front window every time a car slowed outside.
“Yeah. Tell him about forty minutes, depending on traffic.”
Buck typed while Eddie watched the brake lights ahead of them. The estimate was probably optimistic. It didn’t matter much now. The dinner his mother had made would survive another ten minutes. Eddie had called early enough that nobody needed to keep a skillet waiting over a burner.
His phone rang through the truck almost immediately.
“You could’ve just called,” he told Buck.
“I sent what you said.”
Eddie answered.
“Where are you?” his father asked.
Eddie told him.
“Good. Your mother says take the other road if the traffic’s bad.”
“I’m watching it.”
“All right.” A pause, and then the muffled sound of Ramón moving the phone away from his mouth. “He knows.”
Somebody answered in the background. Eddie couldn’t make out the words. Christopher could apparently recognize the voice well enough to smile.
“Everybody there?” Eddie asked.
“Your sisters. Your mother. Too many bags in my hallway.”
“They’re staying?”
“Somebody is. I stopped asking.”
That sounded about right. Eddie had asked about sleeping arrangements two days ago and received three answers, all of which assumed somebody else had the final version. He’d packed the extra pillow his mother said they didn’t need. Buck had put it in the truck without comment.
“Christopher?”
“I’m here, Abuelo.”
“Hungry?”
“Yeah.”
“Good. Tell your dad not to stop anywhere.”
“We’re not,” Eddie said.
“And Buck, I put the bags inside. The ones you asked about.”
Buck leaned a little closer to the display even though it wouldn’t help Ramón hear him. “Thanks. Appreciate it.”
“It’s fine. We’ll see you soon.”
The call ended. Eddie glanced over.
“What bags?”
“Ice. For tomorrow. I asked if he had space in the freezer.”
“You asked my dad to buy ice?”
“He offered. I asked about space.”
“Okay.”
“Why?”
“No reason.”
Buck gave him a look, then put the phone away. Eddie didn’t try to explain the small pleasure of his father and Buck arranging something as dull as ice without needing him to stand between them. There was no explanation that wouldn’t make it sound stranger than it was.
Christopher had gone back to the window. He pointed out a building he recognized, then another farther along. The second one wasn’t there anymore. A low fence surrounded the empty lot.
“That was the store,” he said.
“What store?” Eddie asked.
“The one with all the boxes outside. Grandma bought pots there.”
“She buys pots everywhere,” Jacob said.
“These were the big ones. She made Abuelo carry them.”
“He offered,” Eddie said.
“Then he said they were heavy.”
Eddie could hear his father saying it and his mother replying that she’d told him so. He hadn’t been there for that particular trip. He didn’t have to have been there to know where the pots probably ended up, or that his father would’ve complained while positioning them exactly where Helena wanted.
“Did anything grow in them?” Buck asked.
“One thing died.”
“Only one?”
“She moved the others because it got too hot.”
“That’s fair.”
Chris looked over at him. “You’re going to have to water the tree.”
Buck’s mouth moved before he found an answer. “If I get the house.”
“I know. I’m saying.”
“I know how to water a tree.”
“You forgot the plant in the kitchen.”
“Once.”
“It looked really dead.”
“It’s fine now.”
Eddie let them work through who’d last watered the plant without contributing. The phone had stayed quiet since lunch. He’d seen Buck check it at the last stop, then put it away without announcing anything. If a message came, Buck would tell them. Eddie didn’t need to keep asking.
The state line passed with less ceremony than Christopher had expected. He looked back as if he’d missed something.
“That’s it?”
“What were you expecting?” Eddie asked.
“A better sign.”
“We can send a complaint,” Buck said.
“Don’t,” Eddie told him.
Jacob laughed from the back. Not loudly. Just enough to make Eddie look in the mirror again.
“You remember the old drive?” he asked.
Jacob’s eyes moved to his. “Which one?”
“When Chris used to insist every sign meant we were there.”
“I was little,” Christopher said.
“You were.”
“The one time he was right,” Jacob said, “you drove past the turn.”
Eddie remembered it a beat later. An argument with the navigation, a place he’d been certain he could find, Shannon sitting beside him with the map turned toward her and Christopher delighted by the discovery that adults could get lost on familiar streets.
“Your mom thought that was funny,” he told Chris.
“Was it?”
“Not while I was turning around.”
“You were mad at the phone,” Jacob said.
“The phone was wrong.”
“You’d turned it off.”
Buck made a small choking noise beside him. Eddie kept his eyes on the road.
“It had already been wrong,” he said.
Christopher laughed. He wanted the rest of the story, although there wasn’t much more to it. They’d gone around the block. Shannon had found the entrance. Eddie had parked in the shade and then discovered the shade belonged to a tree with birds in it.
“We had to wash the car,” Jacob said.
“That part I remember,” Chris said.
Eddie hadn’t thought about it in years. Not the whole afternoon, only the ridiculous patch of white on the windshield and Shannon trying not to laugh while he searched for a rag. He could remember being annoyed. He could remember the sound she made when he looked at her and she gave up trying.
He shifted his hand on the wheel. The road had begun to curve.
“Did you find a rag?” Buck asked.
“No. Bought paper towels.”
“He bought the cheap ones,” Jacob said. “They came apart.”
“I was washing a windshield, not choosing linens.”
“You still bought more.”
Christopher was smiling at the window now. Eddie could see it in profile when the light caught his cheek. He didn’t try to hold the conversation there. A sign ahead gave him the next turn, and he took it.
The nearer streets brought more recognition. Chris knew the place Ramón had gotten a tire patched and the corner where Helena had stopped for bread on the way home. Jacob knew a different stretch, a small building Eddie hadn’t noticed had been repainted until he pointed it out. Buck asked which side, leaned to see, then told them about something similar near a place he’d lived years ago.
Nobody needed the same map to follow the conversation. Eddie listened while the streets narrowed around them and the light changed from open highway to the shifting shade of walls and trees.
He’d dreaded some drives here. There was no point pretending otherwise. He could still find the feeling if he went looking for it: a phone too quiet beside him, the thought of another evening in a house where every room seemed to tell him what he hadn’t fixed.
Today Christopher was asking whether his grandmother still had the cereal he’d left. Jacob said cereal didn’t last forever. Chris said it had only been a few weeks since somebody checked. Buck wanted to know which kind because he was apparently willing to buy more on the way out of town.
Eddie didn’t go looking.
At a red light, he checked Pepa’s car in the mirror. She was still two vehicles behind them. Isabel lifted a hand when she saw him turn his head. He lifted his own without taking it far from the wheel.
“Almost there,” he said.
“We know,” Christopher told him.
“I was talking to Jacob.”
“I know too,” Jacob said.
Buck looked out at the intersection. “I don’t.”
“Then I was talking to you.”
The light changed. Eddie turned onto the next street and felt his shoulders settle as he recognized the car outside his parents’ house. One of his sisters had parked badly enough that he was going to have to come in wide.
He did. The truck straightened in the driveway, the engine dropped to an idle, and for the first time all day there wasn’t another stretch of highway waiting after the stop.
Christopher unbuckled only after Eddie put it in park. Jacob reached down for the crutches. Buck opened his door and then caught it before it could swing too far toward the other car.
The front door of the house was already opening.
Jacob got out of the truck with Christopher’s crutches in one hand and the feeling that he was still moving. The driveway stayed under his feet, but only just. He shut his eyes for a second, opened them, and found Sophia coming down the path.
“You look terrible,” she said.
“Hi.”
She hugged him before he could put anything down. He shifted the crutches clear of her arm and hugged her back awkwardly with his free hand. She smelled of soap and something warm from the kitchen.
“How long were you in there?”
“All day.”
“Yeah. I can tell.” She let go and stepped aside so he could pass the crutches to Christopher. “Come inside. Mom’s been opening the oven every ten minutes.”
Adriana had reached the truck on Eddie’s side. She was talking before he finished getting out, asking why he hadn’t told them the last estimate was wrong. Eddie said forty minutes had been close enough. She checked her phone to dispute him, then abandoned the argument when Christopher came around the back.
“There he is.”
Chris accepted the hug with a smile, then turned his face slightly when she tried to inspect him at arm’s length.
“I’m the same height.”
“I was looking at your hair.”
“It needs cutting.” He pushed it back from his forehead, then let her look.
She laughed and let him go. Jacob collected his backpack, giving them room. Buck had opened the truck bed and was working a bag free without letting the others shift. Ramón came out, took one look, and pointed to the space beside the garage.
“Put the chair there for now. I’ll get the light.”
“Hey, Ramón.”
“Hey.” Ramón caught Buck’s shoulder in one hand and pulled him into a brief hug before either of them moved another bag. “Good drive?”
“Long.”
“You’re here now.”
He took the duffel Buck handed him and went toward the house. Buck followed with two more, then returned when Isabel called his name. She wanted her container brought in level. He held it out for inspection until she was satisfied.
Jacob stayed near Christopher as they crossed the path, not because Chris needed him there but because everybody else was coming the opposite way. By the time they reached the entrance, Helena had moved the small rug back from the doorway. She kissed Christopher’s face, held his shoulder while she looked at him, and asked whether he was hungry.
“Everybody keeps asking me that.”
“That’s because dinner’s ready.”
“Then yes.”
She smiled and let him inside. Jacob bent for his own kiss and received a hand against the back of his neck.
“You too,” she said.
“Yeah.”
“Wash up.”
Inside, the house was cooler than the driveway and louder than it looked from the street. A fan hummed somewhere down the hall. The television was on low in the living room, its picture changing color against the wall. There were shoes beneath the bench, a folded bag beside the wall, and a stack of towels that somebody had set down halfway through taking them somewhere else.
Jacob put his backpack beside the bag instead of adding to the hallway. The smell of chicken reached him first, then warm rice and the sharper scent of something he’d want on the side rather than already mixed in.
“Your room’s the same one,” Sophia said behind him.
“Okay.”
“Except there’s a box in the closet. Don’t put it on the bed. It’s got dirt on the bottom.”
“What’s in it?”
“Plant things. Mom hasn’t decided where they’re going.” She looked tired now that they were out of the driveway. “We brought them in so they’d stop getting in the way.”
“I’ll leave them.”
“Good choice.”
She took the towels and went down the hall. Jacob washed his hands in the bathroom, let the water run cold across his wrists, and looked at himself in the mirror. Sophia hadn’t been entirely wrong. There was a line on his cheek from the seat and another at the neck of his shirt where the collar had folded under the belt.
He smoothed his hair once and gave up. Dinner was ready. Nobody was taking his picture for a document.
When he came back, Eddie was trying to put a bag into a room Helena said was already full.
“Full of what?”
“Things.”
“I can see the floor.”
“That’s where the other bag goes.”
Adriana took Eddie’s duffel from him and carried it in the opposite direction. “You’re over here. I told you.”
“You told me three different things.”
“And now I’m showing you.”
Eddie followed her. Buck, waiting with his own bag, looked at Helena.
“Same room?”
“Yes. He knows where it is.”
From down the hall, Eddie said he could still hear her. Helena turned back to the kitchen without appearing especially concerned.
Jacob helped Ramón move the extra chairs to the table. There were enough places if the two folding chairs went at the far end and nobody tried to keep a bag on an empty seat. Christopher chose the side with more room behind him, and Sophia moved a serving dish so he wouldn’t have to reach past it for his glass.
“That stays there,” Helena told her from the kitchen.
“It’s six inches.”
Helena looked at Christopher, looked at the dish, and went back for another spoon.
They sat in stages. Isabel wanted the chair next to Pepa, then wanted Pepa on the other side so she could hear Ramón. Adriana had been carrying a bowl while directing both of them and finally put it down with a small, careful thump. Buck took it when she held it out again, passed it across, and sat where Eddie tapped the back of a chair.
For the first few minutes, the conversation was mostly about what everybody wanted on their plates. Jacob said yes to too many things and had to move the rice to make room. Eddie ate before talking. Buck tried the sauce, paused, and accepted the water Sophia silently pushed toward him.
“You want the other one?” Adriana asked. “There’s a milder one.”
“No, this is good. Just surprised me.”
“More rice,” Sophia said, nudging the bowl toward him.
Buck laughed, took another bite with less sauce on it, and asked Ramón whether the ice had fit. Ramón said he’d had to move a loaf of bread. Isabel wanted to know why there was bread in the freezer. Three people began answering.
Jacob concentrated on his plate until the first real edge of hunger passed. The chair felt different after the truck, too straight and not straight enough. He shifted, stretched one foot beneath the table, and accidentally touched Sophia’s shoe.
“Sorry.”
She moved it. “You can have that side. I’ve been sitting all day too.”
“Doing what?”
“Waiting for someone to answer a question they could’ve answered yesterday.” She pulled a piece of chicken apart with her fork. “They answered at four fifty.”
“Was it the answer you needed?”
“Mostly.”
“That’s something.”
“It was enough to leave.” She took a bite, then nodded toward the other end. “Adriana’s been here since lunch. Apparently that means none of us can be tired.”
“I can hear you,” Adriana said.
“Good.” Sophia reached for her water.
Jacob smiled down at his plate. He’d missed the difference between them more than he’d noticed while he was gone. Adriana talked with her hands even when they were occupied. Sophia could keep an entire argument going by waiting half a second before she answered.
Neither of them stayed in that mode for long. Adriana turned to Christopher to ask about school, then listened when he corrected which class he’d been talking about. Sophia asked Eddie whether he’d brought the document their father wanted to copy. He said yes, after dinner. Nobody made him get up.
Ramón asked Jacob about finishing at UCLA. He didn’t ask for a speech. Jacob told him the assessment was done, the result was in, and he was beginning to apply for things.
“Good,” Ramón said. “You have something you want?”
“A few possibilities. Nothing definite yet.”
“All right.”
Helena wanted to know whether he was eating properly in Los Angeles. Jacob said yes before he realized he’d answered too quickly. Sophia looked at him over the rim of her glass.
“I am.”
“I didn’t say anything.”
“You looked.”
“You can survive being looked at.”
He could. He took another bite and let Helena put more vegetables on his plate because explaining what was in his refrigerator would take longer than eating them.
Helena asked whether his room got hot during the day. Jacob wasn’t sure at first why she wanted to know, then remembered the photograph he’d sent after he moved in. The light had been coming through the window hard enough to turn the floor white.
“A little,” he said. “It’s better if I close things before I leave.”
“And at night?”
“It’s fine.”
“You have a fan?”
“Yes.”
She nodded, satisfied with that in a way she hadn’t been satisfied with the vegetables. Jacob reached for his water and found himself telling her about the different noises at night, the building settling and people coming home later than he expected. Nothing bad. Just a different place to learn.
Sophia asked whether he could hear the neighbors through the wall. He said sometimes, although it was usually a door closing rather than a conversation.
“That’s better than music,” she said. “The same song. Every morning.”
“You have that?”
“Not anymore.” She picked a piece of onion out of the rice and moved it to the side of her plate. “I still know every word.”
Jacob smiled. He didn’t tell her that he was beginning to recognize which sounds belonged to which person at the loft, the difference between his own careless attempt to close something quietly and somebody who actually managed it. That wasn’t the question she’d asked.
“I like it,” he told Helena.
“Good.”
She passed him the bowl again. This time he took some without making her offer twice.
At the other end, Isabel had begun asking Christopher about a book. He explained that he hadn’t finished it because the part everybody said was good was taking too long to arrive. Pepa said perhaps it wasn’t for him. Christopher looked relieved by the possibility, then admitted he still wanted to know what happened.
“You can skip ahead,” Adriana said.
“I can’t just skip.”
“Why not?”
“Because then I won’t know why.”
“Then read it.”
He considered that unhelpful but kept talking. Jacob listened while he tried to explain what he’d expected from the cover. It sounded better than the actual book. Isabel wanted to see it when he got home. Christopher said he’d send a photograph and reached for his water with the matter temporarily settled.
Jacob shifted his plate out of the way so the bowl could pass him again. He’d forgotten how little empty space there was on this table once everybody sat down. Someone’s wrist brushed his. Someone asked for salt. The bottle of sauce moved past his face, and he leaned back to let it through.
He was tired enough that he should’ve wanted a quiet room. He would, later. For now he took the bowl from Eddie and passed it to Sophia, staying where he was.
Down the table, Christopher had remembered the card game. Ramón stopped with his fork halfway up.
“What about it?”
“Dad says you taught him different rules.”
Eddie put his glass down. “I said they weren’t the rules I remembered.”
Ramón looked from one of them to the other. “It’s the same game.”
“That’s what I said,” Christopher told him.
“You changed the part about picking up,” Eddie said.
“You were little.”
“I wasn’t that little.”
Adriana turned toward Sophia. “Do you remember?”
“I remember you throwing the cards.”
“They were stuck together.”
“After you threw them.”
Ramón set his fork down and began explaining. Christopher listened until the version reached the point in question, then interrupted to say that was exactly what he’d been doing. Eddie made a small movement with his hand. Buck, who had no reason to take a side, asked a question that made both father and son start again.
Jacob ate through the explanation. He liked the game better when they were actually playing it, but he liked this too: Eddie leaning back, his father leaning forward, Christopher trying to get a word in while his aunts supplied evidence nobody had requested. There was a practical end to it. Helena told them the food was getting cold. They returned to their plates.
By the time the serving bowls made their second trip around, Jacob no longer felt the road moving beneath him. He was warm from dinner, tired enough that the house sounded slightly farther away than it was, and trying not to yawn while Sophia told him about an attempt to repair a strap on one of the picnic bags.
“I can look at it,” he said.
“You don’t have to do it tonight.”
“I know. Just show me.”
She brought it over when they began clearing. The stitching had pulled out along one edge rather than the strap itself tearing. Jacob turned it over, pressed the loose fabric flat, and asked whether there was a needle big enough for it.
Pepa knew where one was. So did Isabel. They named different places.
“I’ll find it,” Sophia said before either of them stood up.
Jacob carried the bag to the living room and sat on the end of the couch. Christopher was beside the television with Ramón, trying to locate the right input. Eddie brought plates into the kitchen two at a time while Adriana objected to the way he was stacking them. Buck had found the dish towel and was drying whatever Helena handed him.
Sophia returned with a little sewing kit. The needle wasn’t ideal, but the fabric gave when Jacob tested a spot away from the seam. He threaded it, doubled the thread, and started where the original stitching was still sound.
“You sure?” she asked.
“It’s not much.”
“It needs to hold bottles.”
“Then don’t hold it by one strap.”
She accepted that, sat in the chair opposite him, and began sorting the small tangle of thread she’d pulled out with the needle. For a while they worked without talking. Jacob could hear water in the kitchen and Eddie asking where something went. Helena answered, then answered again more loudly when he opened the wrong cabinet.
The needle needed more pressure near the folded edge. Jacob braced the fabric against his thumb and worked it through slowly, stopping before he bent the point. Sophia held the bag steady when he asked, then let go once he had the next stitch anchored.
“You could’ve left it,” she said.
“You’d have had to carry it underneath.”
“I could do that.”
“I know.”
She watched his hands for a moment, then returned to the thread in her lap. He didn’t mind the small job. After sitting still for most of a day, doing something with a visible end to it felt good. The loose section was already shorter. Another line along the edge would hold it without making the stiff part too thick to bend.
He tested the seam once, carefully, and heard Sophia tell someone in the kitchen that they’d be there in a minute. Nobody sounded impatient. The television was finally working, the plates were nearly done, and the bag wasn’t going anywhere until morning.
His phone vibrated against his leg.
He finished the stitch before looking. Ethan’s name was above a photograph that took a moment to sharpen on the house’s wireless connection. Then the little group filled the screen.
More people than the frame seemed designed to hold. Faces bright in the light, clothes marked from whatever they’d been doing, shoulders pressed together to fit. Jacob picked Ethan out almost immediately. He looked tired and happy in a way that made Jacob bring the phone a little closer.
Ethan: Hannah won Manhunt. We’re all very gracious about it, obviously.
Jacob smiled. He set the bag down with the needle tucked safely through the fabric and typed with both thumbs.
Jacob: Tell her congratulations. You all look like you ran through a hedge.
The reply came while he was looking at the photograph again.
Ethan: Several. Pretty sure I’ve got half of one in my shoes.
Jacob could see it. Not the hedge, exactly, but Ethan trying to get the bits out afterward and discovering more every time he thought he’d finished. He enlarged the picture just enough to look at Hannah, then returned it to the full group.
Jacob: Looks like a good night. Glad you got everybody together.
Across the room, Christopher had found the right input. The television sound rose, then dropped when Ramón reached the remote first.
Ethan: It is. How’s your night?
Jacob brought his thumbs back to the screen.
“Who’s that?” Sophia asked.
He looked up and locked the phone. She had untangled most of the thread and was winding it around the little card from the kit.
“Ethan.”
“Your roommate?”
“Yeah.”
“Thought so.”
Jacob picked the bag back up. “What?”
“Nothing. You looked pleased.”
“He sent a picture.”
“You can show me.”
He hesitated, then opened the phone again. It was a group photograph. There wasn’t anything private in it. He passed it over and pointed Ethan out when she asked which one.
Sophia looked at the picture, then at him. Her smile changed slightly.
“Nice,” she said, and gave it back.
“They were playing Manhunt.”
“So I gathered.” She tapped the corner of the bag. “You’ve lost your needle.”
Jacob looked down quickly. It was still in the fabric, exactly where he’d left it. She was already smiling when he looked back up.
“It’s there,” he said.
“Good. I’d like to sit on that couch tomorrow.”
From the kitchen, Adriana called for someone to move the last chairs. Sophia got up and took the kit with her, leaving him the thread he needed. Jacob put his phone beside his thigh, screen down, and finished the seam.
He tested both straps before he carried the bag back. It held. Sophia took it from him without another question and set it near the coolers for morning.
Buck woke to the sound of someone trying to open a drawer quietly and failing three times in the same way. He lay still long enough to identify the room, the strip of light beneath the door, and Eddie’s breathing from the other bed. Then the drawer caught again.
“Lift it,” Eddie said into his pillow.
Buck turned his head. “What?”
“The kitchen drawer. It sticks.”
From somewhere down the hall came the hollow scrape of wood finally moving.
“They got it.” Eddie pulled his pillow closer and closed his eyes.
Buck checked the time. It wasn’t early by yesterday’s standards. His legs were stiff from the drive, but the rest of him felt reasonably put back together. He got up, found his shirt without turning on the overhead light, and took his shoes into the hall.
The house smelled of coffee and toasted bread. Isabel was at the kitchen table with a cup between her hands. Helena stood at the counter cutting fruit into a large bowl. Pepa had the drawer open and was looking at its contents as if she hadn’t caused the noise that woke him.
“Morning,” Buck said.
“You slept?” Helena asked.
“Yeah. Really well. Thanks.”
“Coffee’s there.”
He found a mug after opening the correct cabinet on his first attempt, which felt like an accomplishment he shouldn’t mention. The coffee was stronger than he’d made yesterday. He drank it standing beside the counter until Helena put a cutting board in front of him.
“If you’re up, you can do these.”
Buck looked at the bag of rolls.
“Cut, don’t fill. Adriana’s doing that.”
“Got it.”
He washed his hands, found the bread knife, and began. It was pleasant work at this hour: a soft crust giving under the blade, the board steady beneath his hand, no need to decide where anything went yet. Helena put the fruit into a container and tested the lid with both thumbs.
“How many people are we feeding?” he asked when he reached the end of the first bag.
“Us.”
“Okay.”
“Someone always wants more.”
Buck couldn’t dispute that. He opened the second bag and kept cutting.
Ramón came in through the back door carrying a cooler. He set it down, looked at the space available, and moved it again before Helena could tell him it was in the way.
“There’s another one outside,” he told Buck.
“I’ll get it.”
“Finish that. I’ll bring it.”
Buck stayed where he was. That took slightly more effort than getting the cooler would’ve, but the bread needed finishing and Ramón had already gone. Isabel watched him over her coffee, then reached for a roll he’d cut.
“Those are for lunch,” Helena said.
“I know.” Isabel tore off a small piece. “This one’s for breakfast.”
Pepa sat beside her with a plate of toast and put half within reach. Isabel took that too. Buck cut the last roll, brushed the crumbs together, and moved the board away from the clean containers.
By then the house was beginning to wake up. A door closed. Water ran in the bathroom. Adriana arrived with her hair tied back, inspected the rolls, and thanked him before taking his place at the counter.
“You eat,” she said. “There’s eggs in a minute.”
“I can help with—”
“I need that spot.” She indicated the place his hip occupied against the cabinet.
“Right.” He moved.
Sophia appeared carrying the repaired bag. She pulled both straps taut once, then held it up where Jacob could see it as he followed her in.
“Still attached.”
“Good,” he said.
“You think it’ll hold the bottles?”
“If you don’t put all of them in one side.”
“I heard you last night.”
She distributed a few between the two compartments while he watched, then gave him a look until he went to find coffee. Buck hadn’t noticed the repair when Jacob was doing it. He could see the new thread now, dark against the webbing, the stitches close and unshowy. The bag looked like something they’d keep using until a different part gave out.
Christopher came in next, followed by Eddie with a shirt that had been folded too long to stop showing it. Chris went straight to the table.
“What time are we leaving?”
Ramón checked his watch as he brought the second cooler through. “When everybody’s ready.”
“You said eight thirty.”
“Then eight thirty.”
Adriana looked at the clock above the stove and kept filling the rolls.
Eddie poured coffee. “We’ll get there.”
“I want to be there before lunch,” Christopher said.
“So do I.”
Buck moved to the table when Helena put the eggs down. Breakfast arrived without the containers for lunch ever quite leaving the counter. People ate in shifts, then abandoned the idea and brought extra plates. Eddie sat beside Chris. Jacob took the place where the sun hadn’t reached the table yet. Ramón stood long enough to tell everybody the route before Helena put a plate in his hand.
“Sit down.”
He sat.
For a few minutes, they were all eating. Buck let his coffee cool and listened to Adriana explain why the game she’d brought would be better if they had teams. Sophia pointed out that she’d said the same thing yesterday and changed the teams twice before dinner.
“Because people kept saying they weren’t playing.”
“You put Dad on both.”
“He hadn’t decided.”
Ramón looked up from his plate. “I still haven’t.”
Christopher began suggesting a way to choose. Buck listened, caught Eddie’s glance across the table, and kept his own mouth shut. There was no version of assigning teams over breakfast that wouldn’t become evidence later.
“What about the paddles?” Sophia asked.
“They’re in the bag,” Adriana said.
“The other bag?”
“The one by the door.”
“That’s what I mean. We can bring both things.”
“I didn’t say we couldn’t.”
Helena asked them to pass the toast. They did, each still watching the other. Buck had the impression that most of the disagreement had started before he woke and would survive whichever games actually reached the lake.
He finished eating before reaching for anything else. Eddie was still on his first cup of coffee. Christopher had pushed his plate away and was checking the bag he’d brought down, making sure the things he wanted were near the top. Jacob asked for the small container beside it and got told it was for later.
“I wasn’t eating it,” he said.
“Then why’d you want it?” Chris asked.
“You put it on my phone.”
Christopher lifted it, found the phone underneath, and passed it over without further explanation. Jacob accepted it with equal restraint.
Buck stood and began collecting plates. Isabel gave him hers and then put a hand over his wrist before he could move away.
“You brought the little packs?”
“Which ones?”
“For your hands. Yesterday.”
“Wipes? Yeah. They’re in the truck.”
“Good. Bring them with the food.” She patted his arm and let go. “He thinks of things.”
Eddie looked up. “I put them in the bag.”
“Buck brought the bag,” Isabel said.
“I carried the bag.”
She considered him, entirely untroubled. “Thank you, mijo.”
Christopher laughed into his water. Eddie shook his head and went back to his coffee. Buck took the plates to the sink before his own expression made it worse.
Once breakfast was out of the way, the kitchen changed shape. The chairs went back beneath the table. The rolls were wrapped and packed. Helena cleared a space for the fruit while Adriana labeled two containers so nobody would open the wrong one first. Pepa found a bag she wanted to use for dry things and discovered Isabel had already filled it.
“Those don’t need to be in there.”
“They fit.”
“I need it.”
Isabel looked around the kitchen. There were four other bags in view. Pepa looked at them too and selected the one that wasn’t quite large enough.
Buck got the larger empty one from beneath the table and set it beside her without comment. She transferred the napkins and paper plates into it, then added something from her handbag that he didn’t identify before it disappeared.
“Thank you.”
“No problem.”
Buck went back for his coffee and discovered Helena had put another piece of toast on his plate. He’d left the plate beside the sink, empty. Now it was at the table again.
“I’m not in the way here?” he asked, looking at the containers.
“You can sit there.” She moved the bowl of fruit six inches toward the middle. “I need the counter.”
He sat. There wasn’t anything else required of him for the next few minutes. Adriana was finishing the rolls, Ramón had gone to find the straps he wanted, and Eddie was standing in the hall talking to Christopher. Buck could see one of Eddie’s hands through the doorway, holding a towel by the corner.
“That’s mine,” Chris said.
“I know. You left it in the room.”
“Because I was coming back for it.”
“Okay.” Eddie left it on the bench and came into the kitchen. “You bring swim stuff?” he asked Buck.
“Yeah.”
“Towel?”
“Yeah.”
“Good. Mom’s worried she’s running out.”
Helena turned from the counter. “I have enough. I just don’t want the clean bathroom ones outside.”
“That’s what I told him,” Eddie said.
“Then stop telling everyone I’m running out.”
He came over and took the chair beside Buck. For a moment neither of them said anything. The coffee had cooled enough that Buck could drink it instead of testing it. Somewhere outside, a car door shut and a bird made a loud, rough call from close to the house.
“You been out there before?” Buck asked.
“Caballo? Not for a while.”
“Chris seems excited.”
“He likes a day where the whole plan’s getting outside.” Eddie looked toward the doorway. “Especially if everyone else has to come too.”
Buck smiled. He’d seen Christopher settle into a place, look around, and begin rearranging whatever the adults thought they were doing. Usually he was right about the part that mattered: less standing around, more of the thing they’d come for. Buck took another bite of toast and decided he’d try not to be the person who made him wait today.
Eddie sat until his cup was empty. Then he got up, took Buck’s plate when Buck held it out, and left both by the sink.
“Come on. Let’s load before Dad starts without us.”
Buck finished the coffee and followed. The house looked different from this side of breakfast, the empty plates giving way to the bright lids of containers and the clutter of things headed out the door. Jacob was helping Christopher find something beneath the bench. Isabel had found her hat and was inspecting a crease in the brim.
They passed Pepa carrying the bag she hadn’t wanted to use. She’d made it work by folding the paper plates sideways. Buck started to say something about the larger one, then saw that she’d already put it with the dry food, full to the top.
There was enough room. They only needed to get it all into the cars.
Outside, they went around to the back of the truck to make room for the coolers. The morning had warmed since he woke. Sunlight reached across the driveway, leaving a narrow strip of shade beside the house. They’d unloaded the travel bags last night, which meant most of the bed was free.
“Big cooler forward?” Buck asked.
“Yeah. Chairs beside it.”
They laid out the space without putting anything in yet. Eddie moved a strap, checked the anchor, and passed Buck the folded blanket they’d used yesterday to keep the chair clear of the duffels.
“That under the handles. Otherwise it’ll rattle the whole way.”
Buck folded it twice and set it where Eddie pointed. Ramón came around the side carrying two camp chairs. He showed Buck which one caught at the hinge, then watched while Buck tested it and found the position that let it fold flat.
“There,” Ramón said. “Don’t force it.”
“Got it.”
“I keep meaning to fix it.”
Eddie took the other chair. “You said that last time.”
“And it’s still working.”
They put both beside the space for the cooler. Buck could see Eddie deciding whether to say anything else. He didn’t. There was a sensible limit to the number of home repairs a person should start before leaving for a lake.
Inside, somebody called for the ice.
Ramón went back first. Buck followed, leaving Eddie to finish with the straps. The kitchen floor was damp where one bag had begun to melt. Jacob was drying it with a cloth while Sophia moved the bag into the open cooler.
“Corner caught,” she explained.
“Where do you want this?” Buck asked, taking the second bag from Ramón.
Helena indicated the smaller cooler. Buck cut the plastic where she asked, spread the ice around the containers, and stopped when she said that was enough. The remaining ice went into the other cooler. There wasn’t a complicated method, just enough space for what needed to stay cold and no space for anyone’s feet.
Jacob finished the floor and put the cloth in the sink. “Do you want me to take something out?”
“This end,” Buck said.
They carried the larger cooler together, waiting at the doorway while Christopher came through from the hall. He had his hat tucked beneath one arm and an expression Buck recognized from the mornings when school needed to happen faster than the adults were managing.
“We’re loading,” Buck told him.
“I can see that.”
“Then we’re doing pretty good.”
Christopher gave him a doubtful look and went to ask his grandfather about the time.
Outside, Jacob took the heavier side without being asked. Buck adjusted his grip and matched the pace. They set the cooler down once at the tailgate, shifted their hands, and lifted it into the space Eddie had cleared.
“Thanks,” Eddie said.
Jacob flexed his fingers. “What’s in that thing?”
“Lunch,” Buck said.
“For today?”
Eddie pulled the strap across the top. “Don’t ask.”
Jacob smiled, shook his hands out again, and went back for the smaller things. Buck stayed long enough to help Eddie tighten the strap. The cooler didn’t move when they tested it. Neither did the chairs.
There were more trips after that, but smaller ones. The bag Jacob had repaired went on the floor in Ramón’s car, balanced as Jacob had suggested. Adriana brought out the games and stood beside the truck deciding whether they needed the second bag after all. Sophia told her to put it in before someone changed their mind.
“You said there wouldn’t be room.”
“There is room.”
Adriana put it in. The argument ended with the soft thud of the bag beside the chairs.
Buck went back inside for his water and found Christopher sitting by the door, waiting while Eddie brought the wheelchair around. His crutches were against the bench. He was using the brief pause to adjust something in his bag, the zipper sticking near one corner.
“Caught on the lining,” Buck said.
“I know.”
He waited. Christopher worked the fabric free himself and zipped it closed.
“Can you put this behind your seat?”
“Sure.”
Buck took the bag. Chris tipped his head back toward the open doorway, watching the procession cross the drive. Pepa had come out with her cardigan over one arm again. Isabel was checking whether her handbag was in the right car.
“We should’ve had breakfast at the lake,” Christopher said.
“You wanted eggs.”
“We could’ve brought them.”
“Next time you can tell your grandmother.”
Christopher considered the kitchen, then looked back at him. “No.”
Buck laughed and took the bag outside.
They were close now. Not ready, but at the stage where most of the remaining work involved asking where other people had put things. Ramón counted chairs. Helena counted containers. Sophia stood beside her father’s car holding the keys while he checked the back door one more time.
Eddie helped Christopher get settled in the truck, then took the crutches Jacob handed him. Buck checked the cab floor for anything that might roll, found a bottle cap from yesterday, and put it in his pocket. His phone was there too. He hadn’t looked at it since waking.
There was no new message from the agent. That was all right. It was Saturday morning. He’d given his return date and asked the questions; the next part wasn’t going to happen faster because he stood in the driveway refreshing his email.
He put the phone away.
“Buck,” Isabel called.
He turned. She was holding the small pack of wipes Eddie had put with the food.
“These?”
“Those are them.”
She put them into the bag on her lap, pleased. Eddie, coming around the front of the truck, saw her do it and looked at Buck. Buck lifted both hands. He hadn’t said anything.
“Everybody has everything?” Ramón asked.
There was a general answer that didn’t sound convincing to anyone. Helena went back inside. Adriana called after her about the last bottle on the counter. Sophia got into the car and left the door open.
Christopher lowered his window.
“Abuelo.”
“I know.”
“We’re going to miss the whole morning.”
“We’re leaving.”
“You’re standing there.”
Ramón looked down at himself, then at Eddie, who was making no effort to help. He gave up and went to the driver’s side.
Helena returned with the bottle and something wrapped in a towel. Nobody asked. Buck shut his door, put his water in the cup holder, and felt the familiar adjustment of the seat beneath him. The truck was the same. The day ahead wasn’t twelve hours long.
Eddie checked the mirrors. Jacob leaned back with his hands empty. Behind them, Christopher had the route open on his phone already, the blue line running north toward Caballo Lake.
The first car pulled away. Pepa followed, then waited at the corner while Eddie backed out. He lifted a hand to Ramón and turned the truck after them.
Before they reached the end of the street, Christopher started the music.
Christopher saw the water between two buildings and then lost it again when his father turned. He leaned toward the window, waiting for the next gap.
“It’s there,” Jacob said.
“I saw.”
“Okay.”
Then the road opened and there was more of it than the narrow glimpse had suggested, a bright surface with darker pieces moving across it. Mountains rose on the far side, brown and folded, their edges too sharp to be clouds. There weren’t trees all around the water the way there were in some of the pictures he’d seen of lakes. There was a lot of open ground, pale and dry, and then the water sitting in it.
“Are we going down there?” he asked.
“We’re parking first,” Dad said.
“I know. I mean is that where we’re going?”
Buck looked where he was pointing. “We’ll have a look.”
That wasn’t an answer, but it was better than the one about parking. Christopher watched a boat move slowly farther out. Its wake spread behind it, making lines that looked almost straight until they met the ripples coming the other way.
The truck stopped behind Abuelo's car. Everyone got out at once except Christopher, who waited while Dad brought the chair around. He could hear Adriana asking about the bag with the games, then Sophia telling her to stop asking until they got it out. Somebody’s radio was playing nearby. Beyond that was a different sound, small and steady, which he realized was the water moving against the shore.
The air felt hot as soon as Buck opened his door. Christopher put on his hat before he got out. The brim cut the brightness down to something easier to look at.
“Chair or crutches?” Dad asked.
“Chair for now.”
It was too far to keep going back and forth with the crutches while everyone decided where things belonged. He transferred, waited until his feet were where he wanted them, and pushed clear of the truck so Dad could close the door. Jacob brought his bag and put it on the back when Christopher asked.
Abuelo had found a table in the shade. Not all the ground around it was shaded, but the part where they’d eat was, and there was firm space beside it for the chair. Christopher went over to look while the others began unloading. A strip of rougher ground separated the picnic area from the lower shore. He could see where people had been going down, the color changing where it got softer.
He wasn’t taking the chair through that. There were other ways to get to the water later.
“That side?” Grandma asked, catching up with him.
“Here.” He turned to show her. “So people can get past.”
“Good.” She put the first bag on the table, opened it, and immediately closed it again. “Where’s the cloth?”
“In the other one,” Pepa said behind her.
“Which other one?”
Christopher moved back before the bags started arriving. Buck and Dad carried the big cooler between them, their steps getting shorter when they reached the edge of the hard surface. Abuelo pointed to a place beneath the end of the table. They set it there, then moved it because Grandma needed to get around the other side.
“There?” Buck asked.
“Yes. Thank you.”
Dad stood up slowly and pressed a hand against his back.
“You’re old,” Adriana told him, passing with two chairs.
“Drove all day yesterday.”
“You sat all day yesterday.”
“Exactly.”
She laughed and kept going. Christopher watched Dad take a chair from her before she got it open. They unfolded them beside each other, both pretending not to notice when Abuelo came over to check the one with the bad hinge.
Buck brought the smaller cooler and put it where everyone could reach the drinks. Then the chairs arrived, the games, the towels, and the bag Jacob had sewn. Sophia lifted it onto the table by both straps and gave him a small nod. He nodded back. Christopher had seen part of the repair last night. It looked better now that it was doing something.
He pushed toward Jacob, who was trying to stop a rolled towel falling out of the last bag.
“Can you get my water?”
“Side pocket?”
“The other one.”
Jacob found it and handed it over. Christopher drank, watching a family farther along try to get the corner of a blanket to stay down. The little boy standing on it moved his foot every time the woman bent to put a bag there. Eventually she told him to keep standing exactly where he was.
“They’re having trouble too,” Christopher said.
Jacob looked over. “Wind.”
“He’s not helping.”
“He thinks he is.”
The boy finally stayed still. The woman got the bag down and said something that made him look pleased. Christopher looked away before Jacob could catch him smiling at it.
Adriana put two flat targets on the ground and opened a bag of beanbags. She’d shown him a picture of the game before they left. The targets were supposed to lie far apart, with points for getting a bag inside the marked sections. He’d liked it immediately because throwing things at something was usually better than standing around while adults discussed where to put things.
“Not there,” Sophia said.
Adriana looked up. “Why?”
“People walk through there.”
She looked at the gap between the table and the next picnic spot. A man carrying a towel went through it while she was looking.
“Fine.” She picked up one target. “Over there?”
Christopher followed them toward a flatter open patch that wasn’t blocking the route down to the water. The sun was brighter beyond the shade. He lowered his chin until the brim helped and stopped where he could see both targets without turning all the way around.
“How far?” Adriana asked.
“Not that far,” Sophia said.
“It looks closer in the picture.”
“Everything does.”
Jacob took the second target and set it down. They moved them twice before Christopher told them to stop and throw something.
Adriana gave him one of the bags. It was heavier than he expected, the filling shifting to one end when he held it by the corner. He turned it over in his hand, worked it flatter, and tried a throw.
It landed short.
“Practice,” he said before anyone could comment.
“Obviously,” Jacob said.
He picked it up and passed it back. Christopher tried again with more room in his arm. This time it slid over the edge of the target and stopped on one of the lines.
“Does that count?”
Adriana crouched to look. Sophia said it depended on which rules they used. Christopher looked between them.
“Pick some.”
“I’m reading them,” Adriana told him.
She took the folded paper out of the bag and discovered it had more languages than she needed. Sophia turned it over for her. Jacob began collecting the unused bags before anyone stepped on them.
Dad came over with Christopher’s sunglasses, holding them by the folded arms.
“Left these in the cab.”
“Thanks.”
Christopher put them on. The whole patch of ground became less tiring to look at, the bright lines on the target separating from the pale dirt around it. Dad stayed beside him long enough to watch Adriana throw.
She missed.
“Harder than it looks,” Christopher told him.
“I can see that.”
“You try.”
Dad held up his hands. “I’m still helping.”
“You said to tell you when we started.”
He stopped moving backward. Christopher waited.
“One throw,” Dad said.
Sophia handed him a bag. He weighed it in his palm in the same way Christopher had, stepped to the place Adriana indicated, and threw. It hit the target sideways and skidded off.
Adriana made a pleased sound. Dad pointed at the edge.
“That bounced.”
“I saw.”
“Ground’s uneven.”
“It was uneven for me too.”
He looked at her, then at the target. Christopher knew that look. Dad was deciding whether one more throw counted as still helping with the bags.
Grandma called him from the table before he could decide. He gave the next bag to Christopher and went back.
“He’ll play,” Sophia said.
Christopher already knew. He threw again.
They didn’t keep score yet. Adriana wanted to know how the bags moved when they landed, Sophia was trying different ways of holding them, and Jacob kept changing where he stood until Christopher told him that was probably cheating.
“We haven’t started.”
“Then pick a place before we do.”
Jacob put one heel against a crack in the ground. “Here.”
“Okay.”
He threw from there and hit the middle. Adriana immediately inspected the crack to make sure she could find it later.
After a while, Abuelo came to ask whether they wanted to see the water before everybody got settled. Christopher looked at the target, then at the lake. The beanbags weren’t going anywhere.
“Yeah.”
They went back for the crutches. Dad helped him make the change, then asked whether he wanted the chair left at the table.
“Yes.”
“Tell me if you want an arm.”
“I will.”
The first part was easy, firm enough that the tips stayed where he put them. Nearer the lower ground, he stopped to choose the line that looked least soft. Dad waited beside him instead of pointing. Buck went a little ahead to see where the surface changed, then came back without announcing a discovery.
“That way’s firmer,” he said when Christopher asked.
They took that way. The last bit was rougher, with little stones that shifted underfoot. Christopher asked Dad for his arm and kept his other crutch where it gave him the best support. It took a few minutes. When they got there, he wanted to stay there long enough to make it worth the effort.
The water wasn’t as blue close up. He could see the bottom near the edge and then not see it where the ripples crossed. There were little pieces of wood, a pale stone, something that might’ve been a leaf. The lake made a small wet sound each time it reached farther up and went back.
“It’s warm,” Adriana said. She’d taken her shoes off and put one foot in.
“It’s not warm,” Sophia said after trying it.
“Compared to the ocean.”
“Everything’s warm compared to that.”
Christopher gave one crutch to Dad and tried the water with the toe of his shoe. He’d put the water shoes on at the truck because he didn’t want to change twice. A thin wash reached the edge of the sole and slid away before it got to his foot.
“A little farther?” Dad asked.
“Just a little.”
He took Dad’s forearm, moved onto the firmer patch Dad had tested, and let the next ripple come over both shoes. Cooler than the air. Not cold enough to make him change his mind.
“That’s good,” he said.
They stayed at the edge. No one tried to turn it into swimming before they were ready. A boat went past farther out, well away from them, and a few minutes later its wake arrived as a wider movement under the smaller ripples. Christopher watched for the next one and laughed when it reached higher than he expected.
Buck was holding his shoes and pretending he hadn’t just gotten the bottom of his shorts wet. Jacob stood a little farther back with his hands in his pockets, watching Adriana try to persuade Sophia that the water felt better once both feet were in.
“You can just come in,” Christopher told her.
“I’m thinking.”
“You’ve been thinking.”
She looked at him, then stepped in. Adriana cheered as if she’d done something much more difficult. Sophia splashed a little water at her ankle, not enough to start anything, and Abuelo told them not to come back complaining their clothes were wet.
He was smiling when he said it. Christopher could hear that without looking.
By the time they went back, the table finally felt like theirs. The cloth was down, held at the corners. The chairs made an uneven half-circle around the shade. Isabel had taken her shoes off and put her feet on a folded towel beneath the table. Pepa was peeling something with a little knife, dropping the skin into an empty container.
Grandma asked whether the water was nice. Three people answered differently. Christopher said yes and sat in the chair while Dad put the crutches where he could reach them.
“You hungry?” she asked.
“Not yet.”
“Fruit?”
He thought about it. “Okay.”
She handed him a little bowl. The first piece was cold from the cooler, sweeter than he expected. He ate it slowly while he watched Buck and Dad move one chair farther into the shade. There was room now without anyone’s knee being in somebody else’s back.
Jacob sat on the low edge beside him, holding a piece of fruit in his fingers because he’d forgotten to take a bowl. Christopher offered his. Jacob took one more piece, then said that was enough.
“Are you playing?” Christopher asked.
“Yeah.”
“On my team?”
“I thought you had Buck.”
“I can have more than one person.”
Jacob looked toward Adriana, who was still reading the folded instructions. “You should probably tell her that.”
Christopher ate another piece. “She’s taking too long.”
There was time, though. He could see that now that they were there. The bags were out, the water was close, nobody had an appointment, and even Dad had stopped standing with one foot ready to go back to the truck.
A breeze pushed under the edge of the tablecloth. Abuelo held his cup down and watched it pass. From the next picnic area came laughter, then a child calling for someone to look at what he’d found.
Isabel held her phone out toward him. “Can you see what I took?”
Christopher moved closer. She’d photographed the lake, or tried to. Most of the picture was the tabletop and somebody’s elbow. There was a thin strip of blue at the top.
“You have to hold it up more.”
“I did.”
“It took it before you did.”
He showed her where the edge of the picture was, then waited while she tried again. This one had more mountains and less table. She inspected it for a long time and decided it was better.
“You want me to take one?” he asked.
“No. I want to take it.”
“Okay.”
She moved the phone a little higher, keeping both elbows clear of the table this time. Christopher waited until she asked him whether it was straight before he answered. Then she took three.
Pepa leaned over to look. “That one’s nice.”
“I’m keeping all of them.”
Christopher knew she would. Her phone had photographs that were nearly the same except for a hand moving or someone closing their eyes. Sometimes those were the ones she liked best. He took another piece of fruit while she went through them.
Abuelo had put his hat on the table and was looking out at the water. Christopher followed his gaze, trying to find what he was watching. It was only a boat turning, the front lifting a little as it changed direction.
“Did you ever have one?” Christopher asked.
“A boat? No.”
“Would you?”
“Not now.”
“Why?”
Abuelo considered it. “I like being able to come here and go home without taking the lake with me.”
Christopher wasn’t sure what that meant until Abuelo began talking about trailers and cleaning things and finding somewhere to put them. That sounded like a lot of work after a day at the lake.
“You could rent one,” he said.
“Another time, maybe.”
It wasn’t the kind of maybe adults said when they wanted him to stop asking. Abuelo was actually looking at the boat. Christopher looked with him, imagining where he’d want to sit and how far out the shore would look different.
Dad came back with the sunscreen and gave Christopher the bottle. Christopher set his bowl down, put some into his palm, and did the parts he could reach. Dad asked about the back of his neck. He nodded and held still, making a face when Dad’s fingers found the cool strip beneath his collar.
“You missed a bit,” Dad said.
“I can’t see it.”
“That’s why I’m telling you.”
He finished, put the bottle on the table, and stayed there when Abuelo asked him something. Christopher rubbed the last of the cream into his hands. He didn’t like having it between his fingers, but he liked having sunburn less.
Across from him, Buck had finally sat down. His feet were dusty already. He was trying to drink without the brim of his hat knocking the bottle, and he solved it by taking the hat off and putting it on his knee.
“You said you’d play,” Christopher reminded him.
“I will. I’m drinking.”
“Adriana’s still reading.”
Buck looked at her. “Then I’ve got time.”
He did have time, which was irritating because Christopher couldn’t argue with it. He finished his own water, screwed the cap on tightly, and put it where he wouldn’t have to ask someone for it again.
The shade had moved enough to reach one wheel. Beyond it, the ground looked almost white. Christopher watched two birds land near the edge of the picnic area, hop around a dropped crumb, and leave again before either got it. The wind came through in short bits, moving the corners of bags and cooling the damp hair at the back of his head.
He’d wanted them to hurry all morning. Now that everybody was here, he didn’t want the day to go faster. He only wanted the part where they played to start.
Christopher finished the fruit and gave the empty bowl to Jacob.
“I’m ready,” he said.
Jacob took the bowl to the table and came back with the yellow bags. He handed one to Christopher and kept the others until Buck joined them.
“You picked?” Buck asked.
“Yellow.”
“Okay.”
He didn’t ask why. Christopher liked that. The yellow ones were easier to find when they landed beyond the target, and he’d already decided he didn’t want to spend the whole game asking where his throw had gone.
Adriana was finally folding the instructions. Abuelo had found somewhere to sit where he could see both ends of the game. Dad came over with his water and stopped beside Sophia.
Christopher held the bag across his palm, feeling the weight settle into the shape he wanted. This throw would count. He waited for everyone to finish choosing where to stand, then looked toward the target.
Eddie realized he’d agreed to a team when Adriana handed him three red beanbags and told him not to lose them. He looked at the bags, then at the two targets lying on the ground.
“I was going to watch.”
“You can watch between turns.”
“I’m not getting serious about this.”
Sophia, standing beside Jacob, made a quiet sound that brought back twenty years in less than a second. Eddie turned toward her.
“What?”
“Nothing. Throw.”
He looked down at the red bags again. Adriana was still distributing the other colors. Buck and Christopher had chosen yellow, leaving Sophia and Jacob with the green set. The colors didn’t quite match the targets, which seemed like something the manufacturer should’ve thought about.
“Same color for the whole team,” he said.
“They’re all ours. That’s why I’m giving them to you.”
“You just gave me three.”
“And you give them back when it’s my turn.”
Eddie accepted that. He’d been awake long enough to follow a game intended for a backyard. There was no reason for his sister to look that pleased.
His father took the folded rules, read them, and asked whether anybody had a pen. Sophia produced one from her bag. He flattened an old envelope against his knee and wrote their names while Eddie watched Adriana put the throw line where she wanted it.
“You moved it.”
“We’re setting it up.”
“Chris already practiced from there.”
“Then he can practice from here.”
Christopher looked at them over his sunglasses. “Are we starting?”
“Yes,” Eddie said.
They established the parts that mattered. Three throws per person. Three points for the middle, one for the outer section. Anything touching the edge had to be inside it to count. First team to fifteen, finishing the round so everyone got the same number of turns.
“No bonus points,” Ramón said.
“Who asked for bonus points?” Adriana wanted to know.
“I’m telling you now.”
Christopher had the clearest sightline from one side of the mark, so Buck stood beside him instead of behind. Jacob checked where his feet went. Sophia took the first bag and barely seemed to look before throwing it.
It landed in the middle.
Adriana turned toward Eddie. “You were watching that?”
“Yes.”
“Good.”
The next two didn’t land in the middle, but both stayed on the target. Five points. Sophia walked out to collect the bags with the mild expression she’d used at breakfast when she knew exactly where the paddles were.
Buck went next. His first throw overshot. His second struck the fabric hard enough to move it, making Ramón get up and put the target back. The third stayed in the outer section.
“You don’t have to throw it through the ground,” Christopher told him.
“I noticed.” Buck gave him the bags. “Show me.”
“It’s not my turn.”
“After Eddie, then.”
Eddie stepped to the mark. The bag was flatter if he held it across his fingers instead of by one corner. He remembered his first attempt skidding off the edge and gave it a little more height.
It landed short.
Adriana said nothing. Eddie could feel the effort it cost her.
He changed his grip and tried again. This one reached the middle and then slid to the edge, leaving him with one point. The third landed beside it.
“Two,” Ramón said, marking the envelope.
“I can count,” Eddie said.
“Good. Then we agree.”
Adriana collected the bags. She gave Eddie a look as she passed, not exactly disappointed, more like she was storing the performance for later. He folded his arms and moved back where he wouldn’t cast a shadow over Christopher’s target.
Chris took his time with the first throw. He worked the filling into the corners, held the bag flat, then sent it low enough that Eddie thought it wouldn’t reach. It did. The edge folded when it struck the ground, slowing it just inside the outer section.
“One,” Ramón said.
Christopher did it again.
Not the middle. Another one. The third stopped beside the second. Buck bent to look, then gave him a brief, emphatic nod.
“Three,” Ramón announced.
“He put them all in the same place,” Adriana said.
“They all count,” Christopher told her.
“I know.”
Eddie watched him accept the bags back from Buck. He wasn’t trying to land in the center at all. He’d found a patch he could reach consistently and was using it. There were worse ways to play.
Jacob’s first throw was too careful and fell short. His next two were less careful and landed farther apart, one in the middle, one nowhere useful. He laughed at the second one and went to get it before the people walking past had to step around it.
Adriana took her turn with more ceremony than the game needed. She planted both feet, drew her arm back, and hit the middle with the first bag. Eddie looked at her. She didn’t look back.
The second bounced off.
The third went so far right that she stood still afterward, staring at the place her hand had been.
“Wind,” she said.
Sophia picked the bag up. “Sure.”
“It was.”
“I felt it.”
That was somehow more irritating than if she’d argued. Eddie understood Adriana’s expression completely. He took the bags from her and smoothed one between his palms while his father added the first round.
In the shade, his mother, Isabel, and Pepa had turned their chairs enough to see. Pepa wanted to know who was winning. Ramón read out the totals. Isabel asked why Eddie and Adriana had so few points if they were together.
“We’re warming up,” Adriana called.
“It’s hot already,” Isabel said.
Buck laughed, then missed his next throw because he was still laughing. Christopher told him to concentrate. Eddie was glad his sister had heard that too.
The second round moved faster. Everyone knew which bags to collect and where to wait. Eddie landed two in the outer section and one in the middle, then stepped back with the quiet satisfaction of having corrected a small problem.
Adriana clapped once. “That’s better.”
“Thank you.”
“Do it again.”
“On my next turn.”
“I know how turns work.”
Christopher looked at Buck. Buck pressed his lips together and picked up the yellow bags.
Eddie walked toward the table for water while Jacob was throwing. He could hear the soft thuds behind him, his father’s voice giving the score, then Sophia telling Jacob not to change anything because that one had worked.
His mother passed him his bottle before he reached for it.
“You’re enjoying yourself,” she said.
“It’s a game.”
“I can see.”
He drank, feeling the cold move past the dry place in his throat. The sun had found the back of his neck. He pulled his collar free, checked that Chris still had his hat, and saw his son explaining something to Buck with a bag spread across both hands.
He didn’t need anything. Eddie stayed where he was for another drink.
When he returned, Adriana had decided to copy Christopher’s technique. She flattened the bag, tucked the corner, and sent it skimming toward the target. It struck the outer section, hopped, and rolled off.
“You threw it too hard,” Chris said.
“I barely threw it.”
“You threw it flat and hard.” He demonstrated with an empty hand. “It’s more like this.”
She listened, although Eddie could tell she wanted to object. The next one stayed. One point wasn’t what she wanted, but it was one more than she’d had.
By the fourth round, everybody’s arithmetic had become selective. Buck remembered all of Christopher’s points and none of his own misses. Adriana thought one of Sophia’s bags was farther out than it looked. Jacob said they could go and look, went and looked, and came back with the same answer Ramón had given them.
“It’s inside.”
“I wasn’t saying it wasn’t,” Adriana said.
“You asked.”
“And now I know.”
Eddie glanced at his father. Ramón showed him the envelope without being asked. He’d drawn a firm line under each completed round. There wasn’t any space for retroactive changes, which was probably why he’d chosen that side of the envelope.
“Where are we?” Eddie asked.
“Yellow thirteen. Green twelve. You have eleven.”
“Still this round to finish?”
“You and Adriana.”
Three bags each. Eddie could make four points without doing anything remarkable. Five if one landed in the middle. He turned the bag over and felt where the filling had settled.
“Don’t think too much,” Sophia said.
“I’m not.”
“Okay.”
He knew better than to look at her. He threw, watched the red bag reach the target, and saw it stop in the outer section.
One.
The second was better. It clipped the center, folded, and stayed with one corner out. His father went to check it. Eddie waited, aware that he’d stopped breathing for something made of red fabric and plastic pellets.
“One,” Ramón said.
“It’s mostly in.”
“It has to be in.”
Eddie let the breath out through his nose. “Fine.”
He aimed the last one higher. Too high. A little gust caught the loose corner just enough to turn it sideways, and the bag hit the far edge with no chance of staying.
Adriana shut her eyes.
“Two,” Ramón said.
“I heard.” Eddie went to collect the bags.
At the target, he crouched to pick up the last one and heard the seam of his shorts make a small, alarming sound. He froze, checked, and discovered it was only the hook on the pocket catching his shirt.
Buck had seen him stop. “You good?”
“Fine.”
“You looked—”
“Pocket.” Eddie unhooked it and stood. Buck looked down, understood, and started laughing.
Christopher wanted to know what happened. Eddie said nothing happened. Buck tried to explain and had to stop halfway through because Adriana was already taking her first throw and didn’t want him moving beside her.
She made one point, missed completely, and then landed the last bag so neatly in the center that she raised both arms before it had finished settling.
“Seventeen,” Ramón said.
“See?” she told Eddie.
He held out his hand. She slapped it, hard enough to sting.
“Next round,” Sophia said.
“We won.”
“You said finish the round.”
“We did.”
Ramón looked at the envelope. “You did. You win.”
For a moment Adriana was too pleased to speak. Then Christopher pointed at the mark she’d made on the ground.
“Best two out of three?”
“You want another game?” Eddie asked.
“You said you weren’t getting serious.”
Eddie looked at Buck, who was making no effort to help him. He looked at his sister, still holding the last red bag like a trophy.
“Water first,” he said.
They took a break in the shade. Nobody called it a break until Helena started handing out drinks, but the chairs filled quickly enough. Eddie sat on the end of the bench and let his breathing settle. He hadn’t been running. Somehow that hadn’t stopped him getting hot.
Christopher told Jacob about the pocket. Jacob tried not to laugh and failed when Eddie looked at him. Eddie drank his water and accepted that he’d given them something new for dinner.
The second game was less elegant and more fun. Pepa insisted on taking one of Buck’s turns, complained about the weight of the bag, and put it straight into the middle. Isabel said she could do that too. She couldn’t, but she made everybody move while she tried again.
Eddie played from a chair for part of it because the shade had moved and nobody wanted to stand out there listening to Isabel and Pepa negotiate turns. He found the angle harder than he’d expected. Christopher gave him the same advice he’d given Adriana. Eddie tried it and watched the bag stop short.
“A little more,” Chris said.
“I got that.”
“You didn’t do it.”
He was right. Eddie tried again. This one made it.
They played until the first target had to move because the sun was turning it into a bright square. Yellow won the second game by landing enough ordinary points to make everyone else’s attempts at the center useless. Buck lifted his hand toward Christopher. Chris met it, smiling wide enough that Eddie forgot to be annoyed about the score.
There would’ve been a third game immediately if Adriana hadn’t found the paddles. She held them up, asked who was playing, and got four answers.
Sophia took one and bounced the little ball twice, testing it. Jacob stood opposite her. They tried to keep it between them, not far enough apart to need a net. Three hits. Six. On the seventh, Jacob reached too far, missed, and watched the ball roll toward Eddie’s shoe.
Eddie stopped it, picked it up, and gave it back.
“You try,” Jacob said.
“You’re doing fine.”
“You keep moving like you want it.”
Eddie looked down at his hands. He’d apparently been holding one out for the paddle.
He took it.
It wasn’t the same as hitting a tennis ball. The first time, he put too much behind it and Sophia had to step back. The second came at his shoulder, and he twisted out of the way while Adriana shouted that he could’ve hit it.
“I know.”
“Then hit it.”
He did. It went in exactly the wrong direction.
Christopher laughed so hard he had to lean forward. Eddie pointed the paddle at him. “You want to come over here?”
“No. I’m watching.”
“Convenient.”
“You said I could watch between turns.”
That had been Adriana, but Eddie wasn’t going to get the quote back now. He retrieved the ball and started again, softer this time. Sophia met it. He returned it. She returned it.
For a few seconds there was no score, no argument, just the small hard sound of the ball meeting the paddle and his sister moving when he did. He caught the next one cleanly. She smiled.
“There,” she said.
Then Adriana shouted a number that was definitely too high, and they both missed.
Sophia went after the ball. Eddie put the paddle against his thigh and looked toward the water while she found it. The glare was stronger now. The lake had become a moving sheet of light at its center, with darker water near the edge where the mountains showed through.
He could smell food from another table. Somebody was cooking onions, the scent reaching them in short bursts when the wind changed. His stomach noticed before the rest of him did. He’d eaten a full breakfast. That seemed like a long time ago now.
“Last one before lunch,” he said.
Adriana looked toward the coolers. “We haven’t done anything yet.”
“We’ve been out here a while.”
“One more.”
“That’s what I said.”
She took Sophia’s paddle and waved Buck over. Eddie stepped back to let them try. They weren’t graceful together at first. Buck moved farther than he needed to, and Adriana kept hitting the ball toward the place he had been instead of where he was. After the third miss, they stopped moving so much.
That helped. Buck softened his return. Adriana met it with the center of the paddle, and the ball went back almost straight. Six, seven, eight. Christopher counted without raising his voice, making the numbers clear enough that nobody else could improve them.
At eleven, a gust lifted the ball. Buck took two quick steps back, stretched, and caught it on the edge. The return went high. Adriana turned under it, lost it against the bright sky, and lowered her paddle just as it came down beside her foot.
“Eleven,” Christopher said.
“Twelve,” Adriana told him.
“You didn’t hit the last one.”
She looked at the ball on the ground, accepted that, and picked it up.
Sophia held out her hand to Eddie. He gave her the paddle, assuming she wanted it back. She pressed it into his hand again by the handle.
“You and me.”
“You want to beat eleven?”
“I want to stop listening to her say eleven.”
Adriana had already begun telling Ramón about the gust. Eddie took his position before he could be included in the explanation.
This time he watched Sophia’s hands instead of the ball the whole way. It made her return easier to anticipate. She wasn’t hitting hard; she was giving him something he could send back. He tried to do the same.
The rhythm came slowly. A tap, a step, a tap. At five he nearly overreached and made himself stop. At eight she had to bring her paddle across her body, and he waited for the ball instead of lunging toward it. At ten he heard Adriana go quiet.
Eleven.
He shouldn’t have looked at her. He knew that before he did it. His next return caught the lower edge of the paddle and shot down between them.
Christopher said the number with considerable satisfaction.
“Tie,” Ramón announced from the shade.
Sophia looked at Eddie for a long moment. He could hear Buck laughing behind him.
“I know,” Eddie said.
“You looked.”
“I know.”
She shook her head, smiling now, and took the ball. Jacob came over to swap in for Eddie. They made fourteen on their first try, quietly enough that Adriana demanded to know when they’d started.
“At one,” Christopher said.
Eddie sat beside his son while they began another attempt. The chair gave slightly beneath him, then held. Chris shifted his elbow to make space for Eddie’s water bottle on the table.
“You could’ve got twelve,” he said.
“Probably.”
“You shouldn’t have looked.”
Eddie put his arm along the back of his own chair and watched Sophia step into another easy return. “You going to tell me that all day?”
“Maybe.”
“Okay.”
Christopher drank, still smiling. Eddie stayed where he was until Helena called everyone over for food. By then the rally had ended, the ball was back in its bag, and his sister had already begun explaining why fourteen wasn’t going to be difficult to beat later.
By the time Buck reached the table, Helena had opened the coolers and Adriana was searching for the container she’d labeled herself. He took the plates Pepa handed him, put them where people could reach them, and waited while Isabel explained that the thing he was about to move wasn’t trash.
“It’s the lid,” she said.
Buck looked down. It was the lid, folded underneath an empty bag in a way that had made it look disposable.
“Sorry.”
“Here.” She took it from him, smoothed it against the table, and set it beside the right container. “Now you know.”
“I do.”
He filled a plate when Helena told him to. There were the rolls he’d cut that morning, filled now, and cold fruit, and the food Isabel had brought all the way from Los Angeles. The drive hadn’t improved the look of the container. It had done nothing bad to what was inside.
He sat beside Ramón, balancing the plate on his knees until Eddie moved a bag and made room at the table. Across from him, Christopher was explaining how they’d won the second game. He was reasonably generous about Buck’s contribution, leaving out the first throw that had gone beyond everything.
“We stopped trying for the middle,” Chris said.
“You stopped,” Buck told him. “I kept trying.”
“That’s why I told you.”
Eddie looked at Buck with the expression he wore when Christopher had made a point neither of them could improve. Buck took a bite and let it stand.
Lunch moved around the table instead of arriving all at once. Sophia passed things without looking up from a conversation with her mother. Jacob held the container still while Isabel got the last piece she wanted. Adriana sat down, realized she’d left her drink beside the targets, and got up again before anybody could offer to fetch it.
There was room for Buck’s knees if he turned a little. Ramón moved his own foot without being asked. The shade wasn’t cool exactly, but it was enough of a difference that Buck could stop thinking about where the sun was landing.
“You two played that much when you were kids?” he asked Eddie, nodding toward the game.
“Not that.”
“Anything,” Sophia supplied.
“We had other things to do,” Eddie said.
“And you made those a race too.”
Ramón ate for a moment before adding, “He’d finish eating before everyone else and then complain that we were slow.”
Christopher looked at his father.
“Don’t,” Eddie said.
“I didn’t say anything.”
“You’re about to.”
Chris took another bite instead. Buck looked down at the part of his own lunch he’d already eaten and slowed slightly, although nobody had accused him of anything.
At the next table, a little girl had fallen asleep sideways against someone who was trying to eat one-handed. Buck watched the woman shift the child higher without quite waking her. A man reached across to hold the plate steady. The whole arrangement took a few seconds, then everyone went back to what they’d been doing.
He turned back when Ramón asked him about the paddles. Buck admitted they’d been harder than they looked. Ramón said he’d never understood why something got more difficult when you tried to keep it from touching the ground.
“Gravity,” Buck said.
“I know what it is. I don’t know why you all keep arguing with it.”
Buck laughed, nearly lost a piece of tomato off his plate, and caught it with the edge of his thumb. Ramón watched the rescue without comment. It was a kindness Buck appreciated.
They ate until the conversation slowed. Christopher leaned back with his water bottle against his chest. Eddie reached for it only after Chris handed it over, filled it from the cold supply, and gave it back. Adriana had gone quiet enough that Sophia asked whether she was planning the next game or finally tired.
“Eating,” she said.
Sophia nodded. “Go ahead.”
The breeze found the empty plates first. Buck put his hand on the stack before it could scatter. He held it while Pepa found the bag they’d brought for trash, then collected the paper that actually was trash this time. Isabel watched him inspect a lid and gave him a pleased nod.
“You learn,” she said.
“Eventually.”
Christopher had found a deck of cards in the bag with the games. He held it up to his grandfather while the food was being put away, and Ramón looked at the table as if considering what could reasonably be moved.
“Here,” Sophia said, shifting an empty container. “Not the whole table.”
That was enough of an invitation. Christopher put the deck down and began dealing before anybody had agreed on how many people were playing. Eddie took the place beside him. Ramón sat opposite. Buck discovered a small pile in front of his own plate and moved the plate out of the way.
“I don’t know this one,” he said.
“You do,” Christopher told him.
“I might know a different version.”
Eddie made a sound that brought his father’s eyes up immediately.
“It’s fine,” Ramón said. “We’ll show you.”
Buck picked up the cards. Some had worn soft at the edges, the colors a little faded where thumbs had held them most often. He could see exactly where one had been bent and flattened again. Christopher finished dealing, turned the first card, and waited while Buck put his hand in a less revealing order.
The first few turns were easy. Buck knew enough to follow them and not enough to see what Christopher was saving. Eddie watched his son across the gap between their chairs. Ramón watched Eddie, which was probably the more useful choice.
At the far end, Pepa had begun gathering the things that didn’t need to go back in the coolers. Isabel kept one hand on the corner of the tablecloth while she listened to Helena explain where the spare bags were. Their voices moved around the card game without interrupting it.
Buck took his turn, then realized he’d missed something.
“I could’ve used that?”
Christopher nodded.
“You can change it,” Ramón said.
“He’s already put it down,” Eddie objected.
His father looked at him. “He doesn’t know.”
“I know now,” Buck said, and left the card where it was.
Christopher gave him a quick smile. Eddie was looking at his own hand, already occupied with a problem Buck didn’t understand. The lake moved beyond his shoulder. Buck could see the light through the gap between his arm and the chair.
He liked games better when someone else was keeping track of the rules. Not always. Sometimes he’d read enough to make himself unpopular before anyone opened the box. Today he was content to learn the part he needed and have Christopher tell him when he’d forgotten it.
Ramón put a card down. Christopher responded too quickly for Buck to follow, then leaned back with his remaining cards held close to his chest. Eddie narrowed his eyes.
“You’ve been waiting for that.”
“It was my turn.”
“That’s not what I said.”
Chris smiled and waited for the next person. Buck looked at the cards in his hand and found one he could use without asking for help. That felt disproportionately good.
A little gust lifted the corner of the top card on the pile. Ramón put a clean spoon across the stack. The next person moved it, played, and put it back. After two rounds of that, they were doing it without needing to remember.
Adriana came to watch with a piece of fruit in one hand. She stayed behind Ramón, looked at what he was holding, and began to say something. He lifted one finger without turning around.
She stopped. Buck couldn’t help smiling.
“I’m only looking,” she said.
“Then look quietly.”
She did, for longer than Buck expected. Sophia joined her, said nothing at all, and seemed to find the game more interesting because of it.
Buck lost track of the number of cards Christopher had left. One moment there were several. The next there was only one, tucked carefully between two fingers. Ramón looked at Eddie. Eddie looked at the pile. Buck looked at all three of them and realized he was the only person who hadn’t seen this coming.
He couldn’t stop it with anything he had.
Christopher put his last card down and smiled.
“There,” he said.
Eddie let his own hand drop to the table. Ramón laughed, a short surprised sound that made Christopher’s smile wider. Buck put down the four cards he’d been carefully arranging and accepted defeat.
“Again?” Chris asked.
“Later,” Eddie told him. “Let people finish clearing.”
He didn’t argue. He gathered the cards, tapped the uneven edges against the table, and slid them into the box. One resisted at the corner. Jacob, passing behind him, held the flap out of the way until it went in.
Buck picked up his plate and the one beside it. There was a little patch of moisture beneath his cup, cool against his fingers when he lifted it. He wiped it with a napkin, put the spoon back with the clean things, and looked for the bag with the actual trash.
Ramón took the plates from him. “I’ll do that. You get the bottles.”
They finished the job in less time than it had taken to play. Christopher went to show Isabel the cards he’d saved until the end, and Eddie followed with an explanation of why his own hand hadn’t been as bad as it looked. Buck let them go ahead of him, smiling as he screwed the caps onto the half-finished drinks.
Ramón rose to help close the larger cooler. The latch on one side had caught the edge of the cloth underneath. Buck held the lid up while he freed it, then helped him slide the cooler farther into the shade.
“That good?” Buck asked.
“For now. Sun’ll move again.”
“Keeps doing that.”
Ramón smiled and straightened slowly. He kept one hand on the table until his back settled, then looked toward the chairs. Eddie had already gone to help Christopher get comfortable after lunch. The others were dispersing by degrees, not going far enough to need a plan.
Buck stayed with Ramón to put away the food. They kept the things people were still eating within reach and closed the rest. Helena came over to check one container, found it where she wanted it, and left them to finish.
“She trusts you with it,” Ramón said.
“With the food?”
“Not many people get to close those without being asked what they’ve put on top.”
Buck looked at the cooler.
“You’re fine.” Ramón put the last bottle beside the others. “My mother would tell you if you weren’t.”
“She has.”
“I know.”
There wasn’t anything Buck could say to that without making himself sound worse. He folded the cloth so it stayed clear of the latch this time and let Ramón close it.
They moved two chairs into the patch of shade beside the table. One was the old folding chair with the catching hinge. Ramón turned it onto its side to check the foot before letting anyone use it. Buck crouched beside him and held the frame.
“It needs a new washer,” Buck said.
“Probably.”
“I’ve got a little kit in the truck, but I don’t think—”
“Not today.” Ramón set the chair upright. “It sits. That’s all I need it to do.”
He tested it with his hand, then sat down. Buck took the other chair. There was a strip of sunlight across his shoe and nothing on the rest of him. His knees were dusty from getting down beside the frame.
“Eddie was like that,” Ramón said.
Buck looked over.
“Anything loose, he had to find out why. Then he’d leave the parts on the table.”
“He still does.”
“I thought he might.”
Buck smiled. Across the picnic area, Eddie was talking to Sophia with his sunglasses pushed up into his hair. Christopher had something on his phone he wanted both of them to see. Eddie bent, looked, and laughed at whatever it was.
Ramón watched them too.
“He’s better,” he said.
Buck kept his hands around the bottle. “Yeah.”
It was enough of an answer for the moment. He didn’t need to name every version of Eddie he’d known, or decide which one Ramón meant. Eddie was there, on an ordinary Saturday, arguing with his sister about a video and losing track of the fact that the rest of them could hear.
“Christopher too,” Ramón added.
“Yeah.”
Buck rubbed a grain of dirt off the side of the bottle with his thumb. There were things he knew about that which weren’t his to explain, and things Eddie’s father knew that Buck had only seen from a distance. Neither of them reached for the whole story.
Ramón leaned forward, forearms on his knees. “I wanted to thank you.”
Buck looked at him. “For what?”
“You know.”
The bottle shifted in Buck’s hands. He tightened his grip before it could fall.
“I don’t—”
“For Christopher. When the water came. And for getting Eddie out of there after he was shot.”
Buck’s attention caught on the word water in a way that had nothing to do with the lake. Heat against his shoulders. A shirt too heavy. Christopher’s hand, then the place where it wasn’t. He looked down at the bottle until the clear water inside it stopped being the first thing he saw.
Ramón didn’t keep talking. That helped.
“You don’t have to,” Buck said.
“I know.”
“They would’ve done—”
He stopped. It wasn’t the point. Christopher had been a child. Eddie had been bleeding too fast for Buck to count anything except the seconds it took to reach him. Making it even now wouldn’t make the conversation easier.
Ramón’s hand rested on the arm of his chair, broad and still. “I wasn’t there,” he said. “You were. I don’t forget that.”
From behind them, Adriana called for Jacob to look at something. A chair scraped lightly against the ground. The lake kept making its small steady sound.
Buck swallowed. “I’m glad I was.”
His voice came out rougher than he’d wanted. Ramón nodded once, not hurrying to fill the space after it.
“So am I.”
Buck turned the bottle until the label faced him. He could read the small print. He didn’t need to. It gave his eyes somewhere ordinary to land.
He’d been thanked before. By people who knew parts of it, by people who’d watched something through a screen, by people who used words that made him feel like they were talking about a different man. Ramón hadn’t done that. He hadn’t called Buck brave or made him explain what happened next.
That didn’t make it easy to sit there. It made it possible.
“Chris told me you got him laughing on some terrible days,” Ramón said after a while.
Buck looked up. “He gets me laughing too.”
“I believe that.”
“Mostly when he thinks I’m wrong.”
“Then you give him plenty to work with.”
Buck laughed before he could help it. Ramón’s mouth moved at one corner. The moment loosened enough for Buck to take a drink.
Ramón asked whether the water was still cold. Buck said yes and passed him another bottle from the cooler beside them. He took it, opened it, and drank while they watched Christopher persuade Eddie to bring the targets farther into the shade.
Eddie lifted both at once. Adriana objected to where he put the first one. He set it down, let her move it, and stepped back with his hands clear.
“He learned that here,” Ramón said.
“Letting her do it?”
“Eventually.”
Buck smiled into his drink.
The old chair shifted as Ramón changed position. Buck glanced at the hinge automatically, then looked away when it stayed put. It could wait. Everything that actually needed doing had been done for the moment.
After a while Helena came over carrying two small bowls. She gave one to Ramón and one to Buck without asking whether they wanted them. Something sweet, cold from the cooler. Buck took a spoonful and discovered that he did.
“Good?” she asked.
“Really good.”
“There’s more.”
“I’ll finish this first.”
She accepted that and went back to the table. Ramón watched her go, then looked down at his bowl as if he’d expected a different answer from it.
“Don’t ask what’s in it,” he said.
“Why?”
“You’ll have to remember next time.”
Buck took another spoonful and decided he could live with that. He asked. Ramón told him enough to make the bowl more interesting and not enough to let him reproduce it. When Helena passed again, Buck asked her, and she gave him the part Ramón had left out.
“He forgets,” she said.
“I eat it,” Ramón replied. “I don’t make it.”
She touched the back of his head as she passed, a small absent motion, and took the empty bag he’d been holding.
The bowl was almost empty when Ramón stood to put his spoon away. Buck started to get up too, but Ramón took the empty one from his hand.
“Stay there. I’ll bring you more water.”
“I’ve got some.”
Ramón checked the bottle, nodded, and left him to it. Buck sat back. The chair made a soft sound beneath his weight. He could feel the pulse in his hands now that he wasn’t using them for anything.
He watched Christopher lean toward Eddie to say something quietly. Eddie listened, shook his head, then laughed anyway. Chris looked pleased with himself.
Buck took a drink. The cold caught his teeth. He lowered the bottle and waited for Ramón to come back, not because the conversation needed finishing, but because the other chair was still there beside his.
Buck watched a dragonfly stop over the edge of the table, its wings almost invisible until it moved. The air smelled of warm fabric and dust and food, with the lake underneath it. He could hear Eddie’s voice clearly now, asking whether someone had moved his sunglasses. They were still on his head.
Christopher told him. Buck closed his eyes for a second and let himself laugh.
Jacob found Sophia sitting with one foot tucked beneath her chair and the other resting on an unopened bag. She moved the bag when he came over, leaving room for him to put his own chair down.
“You can sit,” she said.
“I was going to.”
“You looked like you were checking.”
He unfolded the chair and tested the ground before sitting. It rocked once. He shifted it a few inches until all four feet stayed where he put them.
Adriana was on the other side of Sophia, rubbing sunscreen into the strip above her knee where her shorts had moved. She held the bottle out to Jacob. He took it, did the backs of his hands, and gave it back.
Adriana was looking at a photograph on her phone. She turned it toward Sophia, who sighed before Jacob could see the screen.
“You’re still showing people that?”
“It was my first try.”
“I know. I was there.”
Jacob leaned closer when Adriana offered it. There was something brown on a baking tray. It might’ve been bread. It had the right general shape, although not much height.
“It’s bread,” she said.
“Okay.”
Sophia turned her head away, smiling. Adriana took the phone back before Jacob could make the picture larger.
“It tasted fine.”
“You had to cut it thin,” Sophia said.
“You had two pieces.”
“I was hungry.”
Jacob asked what had happened. Adriana began with the recipe and got as far as the first wait before Sophia interrupted to point out that she’d started too late. They’d expected to eat it with dinner. By the time it had risen as much as it was going to, dinner was over.
“Then I put it somewhere warmer,” Adriana said.
“And checked it every five minutes.”
“Because it wasn’t doing anything.”
“It was trying.”
Adriana looked at her. Sophia took a drink and let her continue.
Jacob listened while she described the small adjustments that had become less small as she made them. A little more flour because it was sticky. More warmth because it was slow. The recipe had looked easy when it was pictures of somebody else’s hands.
“Was the yeast all right?” he asked.
“I think so.”
“Did you check?”
She looked at him for a moment, then shook her head. “Next time.”
“There was a next time,” Sophia said. “That one was better.”
Adriana smiled, the defense leaving her face. She found another picture and passed the phone over again. This loaf was higher, the crust split neatly along the top. Jacob could see a little steam in the photograph where she’d cut it.
“That looks good.”
“It was.”
“She didn’t let me cut it,” Sophia said.
“You would’ve done it too soon.”
“I waited.”
“Because I told you to.”
There was affection underneath it, easy enough that neither needed to smile to prove it. Jacob gave the phone back and asked whether she’d make it again. Adriana said yes, but not on a day when she had to leave the house. That seemed sensible.
Sophia had taken a picture of the first attempt beside a knife, which she produced now. It did look better sliced. Jacob said so, and Adriana took the concession without arguing about the word better.
“We put it in soup,” Sophia said. “It was fine.”
“You said it was good.”
“It was good in soup.”
Adriana shook her head and put her phone away. Jacob watched her do it, then looked toward the table where Helena was covering the food again. The family had brought enough things they already knew how to make. Maybe that was why Adriana could show him the failed one without seeming particularly upset.
“I like the picture,” he said.
She looked at him.
“The first one. You kept it.”
“Well, yes.” She smiled a little. “Otherwise the second one doesn’t look as impressive.”
He laughed. Sophia settled farther into her chair, stretching her foot out of the shade and pulling it back when the sun reached her toes.
For a while they watched Eddie take the ball out of the game bag and then put it back when Christopher told him that wasn’t the one he wanted. Adriana began to get up to intervene. Sophia caught the edge of her chair with two fingers.
“They’ll find it.”
“I know where it is.”
“So do they.”
Adriana sat back down. A few seconds later, Eddie found the right pocket and held up the ball. Sophia let go of the chair.
Jacob smiled, looking down at his own empty hands. He’d spent enough time trying to make himself useful that he recognized the slight restlessness in Adriana’s leg. She wanted to be where things were happening. Sophia seemed content to wait for them to happen close enough to watch.
“You want to play again later?” Adriana asked him.
“Yeah. After I sit here a while.”
She accepted that more easily than he expected. “Me too.”
For a while, none of them said anything. The quiet wasn’t complete. There were voices from the table, a splash somewhere down by the water, the thin sound of a boat farther out. But nobody was asking them to get up. Jacob let his shoulders settle against the chair and looked at the pale dust on his shoes.
“You look more awake,” Sophia said.
“Better than last night?”
“Much.”
“I slept.”
“That helps.”
Adriana pulled her chair closer to the shade. “I want to know about the degree.”
“What about it?”
“Not the part where you tell Dad it’s done and hope nobody asks again.”
Jacob turned his bottle between his palms. He hadn’t meant to do that at dinner. He’d given Ramón the answer he’d asked for. That was different from not wanting anyone to ask.
“It’s done,” he said, then smiled when Sophia looked at him. “I mean, it really is. I’m glad.”
“Good,” Adriana said.
“It took long enough.”
She tipped her head, but didn’t take the sentence apart for him. “What happens with the actual piece of paper?”
He told her what he knew. It was mostly administrative and less satisfying than saying he’d finished. She listened anyway. Sophia asked whether he’d checked the mailing address. He had, more than once.
“Of course you did,” she said.
“I moved.”
“I know. I would’ve checked too.”
That took the defense out of his next answer. He rested the bottle on his knee and told them about trying to make his applications sound like he’d actually done the things listed on them, rather than like someone had assembled him from the suggested phrases on a careers page.
Adriana laughed. “Read it out loud.”
“I did. That’s how I noticed.”
“Then you’re ahead of some people.”
Sophia wanted to know whether the places were nearby. He explained the commute problem without listing every possible route. One looked close on the map and then stopped looking close when he checked what time he’d need to be there. Another had questions he needed answered before he knew whether to apply at all.
“You can ask,” she said.
“I know.”
“I mean before you spend the afternoon on it.”
He looked at her. She shrugged a little, remembering her own Friday. He smiled.
“Yeah. I should.”
It was easier talking about possibilities here than it had been at the laptop. On the screen, every blank box seemed to require a version of him with fewer interruptions in the story. Out here, Sophia knew he’d moved and Adriana knew he’d finished and neither needed him to explain all the time between those facts before they asked what he wanted next.
He didn’t have a complete answer. He had some things he wanted to try, some he knew he didn’t, and the small practical relief of not being about to lose the room he slept in.
“How is the place?” Adriana asked, as if she’d followed that thought.
“Good.”
“You have to give us more than good.”
“It’s good,” he repeated, then laughed because he could hear himself doing it. “There’s space. I can put something down without needing to move it ten minutes later.”
“Unlike Eddie’s dining room,” Sophia said.
“That worked for a while.”
“I didn’t say it didn’t.”
He nodded. The chair creaked beneath him as he shifted. Across the open ground, Buck was trying to throw a beanbag into a container from farther away than anyone had agreed was necessary. Christopher watched with his chin in his hand. Dad and son had the same expression sometimes, although Jacob doubted either would enjoy being told.
“We bought the wrong size trash can,” he said.
Adriana looked at him. “What?”
“For the kitchen. At the loft. We measured the space and then forgot the lid had to open.”
Sophia smiled slowly. “Who measured?”
“Both of us. Ethan had the tape. I wrote it down.”
“Then who forgot?”
“Both of us.” He looked at her until she accepted that. “We got it in there, stood back, and couldn’t open it.”
“Did you return it?”
“We moved it first. Tried about four places. One was worse because the door hit it.”
Adriana laughed, leaning back far enough that her chair tipped before she caught herself. Jacob put a hand out automatically, then took it back when all four feet landed.
“It’s fine,” she said.
“I can see.”
“Where did it end up?” Sophia asked.
“We returned it. Ethan kept saying there had to be somewhere. Then he kicked it trying to get past and gave up.”
Jacob could still hear the small hollow noise, then the silence before they both started laughing. It hadn’t been funny while they were carrying it back through the store. By the time they got home with the smaller one, it was funny again.
“The new one works?” Adriana asked.
“Yeah.”
“You checked the lid?”
“In the store.”
Sophia took a drink. “Good.”
He told them about the window next, because Adriana asked what he liked best. The light, mostly. Having a place to sit that wasn’t the edge of the bed. The noises he’d begun to recognize from downstairs and the way the building sounded different after dark.
“And you get along,” Sophia said.
“Yeah.”
“That’s good. It’s miserable if you don’t.”
“We do.”
He heard the certainty in his own voice and let it stay there. That part wasn’t complicated. They didn’t agree on everything, and sometimes one of them wanted quiet when the other had finally thought of something to say. They could say that. They were getting better at it.
“He’ll ask me something from the other side of the room,” Jacob said, “and I’ll answer before I realize I didn’t hear half of it.”
“What do you answer?” Adriana asked.
“Usually yes.”
“Dangerous.”
“Last time it was whether I’d seen his phone. I was holding it.”
Sophia laughed into her bottle. He looked down, smiling despite himself. He’d been looking at a picture Ethan wanted him to see. Ethan had forgotten he’d handed it over and spent a minute checking the same two places before Jacob realized what he was doing.
“You do that,” Adriana told Sophia.
“Not with my phone.”
“Your keys.”
“Once.”
“You had them in your mouth.”
Sophia looked out at the water as if she’d decided the story could finish without her. Jacob laughed, then drank because the dry air kept catching at the back of his throat.
They sat through a little silence. Adriana stretched one leg, flexed her ankle, and inspected the pale mark where the sunscreen hadn’t quite rubbed in. A fly landed on the arm of Jacob’s chair. He moved his hand and it went somewhere else.
“What about food?” Sophia asked. “Do you cook together?”
“Sometimes. Depends who’s home.”
“Who cleans?”
“Whoever didn’t cook. Mostly.”
“Mostly,” Adriana repeated.
“Sometimes we both make something. Then someone still has to wash a pan.”
He told them about trying to make dinner out of what they’d thought was in the fridge and what was actually in it. He’d bought the same thing Ethan had already bought. Ethan had used the thing Jacob thought was still there. Nothing terrible had happened. They’d changed dinner and written a list that neither of them remembered to take next time.
“Use the phone,” Sophia said.
“We do now.”
“You sound settled,” she said.
Jacob looked past her toward the table. Isabel had her eyes closed, her head angled toward Pepa’s voice. She was listening even when she looked asleep. He’d learned that years ago.
“I like coming home,” he said.
He hadn’t planned to put it that way. Sophia didn’t immediately answer. Adriana stopped rubbing her knee.
Jacob took another drink, which gave him something to do while he waited for the sentence to become less exposed.
“Good,” Sophia said at last.
It was enough. He could’ve left it there. He almost did.
“Ethan’s got this thing,” he said, “where he’ll ask if I’ve eaten even when he’s eating something himself. Like the fact there’s food in the room doesn’t mean I’ve noticed it.”
Adriana smiled. “Have you?”
“Usually.”
“Usually,” she said again.
He rubbed the side of the bottle with his thumb. “Sometimes I’m doing something. I forget the time.”
“You?” Sophia asked, but gently.
“Yes.” He looked at her. “You know I do.”
“I do.”
The breeze came across the open ground, lifting the hair at his temple. He pushed it back, then realized both women were looking at him. Not in the way they had when he was explaining the trash can.
“What?”
Adriana glanced at Sophia. Sophia stayed looking at him.
“You keep doing that,” she said.
“Doing what?”
“Telling us about Ethan.”
Jacob shifted the bottle to his other hand. “You asked about where I live.”
“I did.”
“We live together.”
“I know.”
Adriana sat forward, elbows on her knees. “He’s the one from the picture?”
Jacob looked at Sophia.
“You showed me a group picture,” she said. “I’m allowed to remember it.”
“I didn’t say you weren’t.”
“Then don’t look worried.”
He looked away instead, which was worse. Across the way, Christopher had finally taken the beanbag from Buck and moved the container closer. The next throw went in. Buck raised both hands, accepting the correction.
“I’m not worried,” Jacob said.
Neither of them answered quickly enough.
“We get along,” he added.
“We heard,” Adriana said.
Sophia gave her a small look. Adriana sat back, still smiling but no longer leaning into him with it.
“Do you like him?” Sophia asked.
The question was ordinary enough that Jacob had an answer ready.
“Yeah.”
She waited.
He looked down at the bottle. There was a damp line across his palm from holding it too long. He wiped his hand on his shorts and put the bottle between his feet.
“You mean—”
“More than as a friend,” she said, before he had to finish it.
His first thought was that she shouldn’t ask him that here. His second was that she hadn’t said it loudly, and nobody else was listening, and there wasn’t a different place where the answer would be easier.
He looked out at the lake. A boat had stopped farther away, its outline dark against the light. He couldn’t tell whether the people in it were fishing or just sitting.
“I don’t know,” he said.
Adriana’s expression softened in a way he didn’t want to examine. Sophia nodded once.
“Okay.”
He’d expected another question. The lack of one made him want to explain.
“It’s not—” He stopped, then tried again. “We live together.”
“You said.”
“I know. I mean it’s good. I don’t want to make it strange.”
Sophia didn’t tell him it wouldn’t be. He appreciated that enough to meet her eyes again.
“I wasn’t asking you to do anything,” she said.
“Okay.”
“You looked happy last night. I wondered.”
“He was with his family.” Jacob could hear himself providing information she hadn’t asked for. “His friends too. He hadn’t seen everybody together for a while.”
“I remember.”
“That’s why I was smiling.”
It was true. It wasn’t all of it. He could feel the difference without knowing what to do with it.
Adriana picked up the sunscreen and tightened the cap. “You don’t have to decide at the lake.”
Jacob let out a breath that almost became a laugh. “Thanks.”
“You’re welcome.”
She didn’t add anything. For once, that was the thing that made him look at her.
They sat until Helena called Sophia over to help find something in the cooler. Sophia stood, pushed her chair back into the shade, and touched Jacob’s shoulder briefly as she passed. No squeeze, no meaningful look he had to answer. Just her hand, then gone.
Adriana stayed another minute. She asked whether he wanted more water. He said he still had some. She looked at the bottle between his feet and nodded.
“I’ll leave my chair,” she said. “You can put your bag there.”
“Okay.”
When she went, Jacob remained where he was. The chair beside him was empty. The water was still there. His phone was in his pocket, quiet.
He didn’t take it out.
For a few minutes he tried to follow what was happening by the targets. Buck had stopped throwing. Christopher was explaining something to Eddie, who kept looking at the same patch of ground as if the answer might be there.
Jacob could’ve gone over. He almost did. It would’ve given his hands something to do and his mouth a question he could answer.
Instead he stayed in the chair. The question Sophia had asked kept returning without any of the words around it. Not the trash can or the shopping or the photograph. Just whether he liked Ethan, and the small space she’d left before explaining what she meant.
He’d known what she meant.
A little sand had worked into the seam above his shoe. He brushed it away with his thumb and sat up, resting his elbows on his knees. The chair beside him was still warm where Adriana had been sitting.
When Christopher finally called him over, Jacob picked up his bottle and went. He could be useful without solving everything first. He could stand beside his cousin, take the bag Chris handed him, and look where he was pointing.
He did those things. The question came with him.
The second time Christopher asked about the water, Eddie put his own bottle down and stood.
“Yeah. Let’s go.”
Chris looked up as if he’d expected to have to ask again. Then he began collecting the things he wanted, giving each one to Buck as Buck came past. Towel. Water shoes. The small bag he’d packed himself. Buck accepted them until he had enough in his arms that he had to stop and reorganize.
“You coming in?” Eddie asked Jacob.
Jacob looked away from the lake. “Yeah.”
He’d been quieter since he sat with Eddie’s sisters. Not unhappy, exactly, but occupied. Eddie knew better than to ask about it with everybody standing there. He picked up his own towel and left room for Jacob to join them.
They chose the stretch they’d looked at earlier, away from the places where boats were coming and going. The shore wasn’t a beach you could run down without thinking. There were stones, soft patches, a change in slope where the water had been higher. Eddie took the firmer route with Christopher and kept the rest of the distance unhurried.
Buck carried the things they didn’t need yet. Jacob came behind with the floatation jackets, stopping to give one to Adriana when she caught up. Nobody had persuaded Sophia to do more than put her feet in earlier. Now she was wearing the clothes she’d brought to swim in and refusing to explain the change.
“I was getting hot,” she said when Adriana asked.
“That’s why we came.”
“I know why we came.”
Eddie left them to it. He put the spare things where they wouldn’t get wet, then helped Christopher with the jacket after Chris asked him to check the lower fastening. Chris had done the top one himself. Eddie checked the fit, finished the strap, and let go.
“Arm?”
“Yes.”
They moved into the shallows together, Christopher holding Eddie’s forearm until the water gave him enough support to change his grip. Buck stayed on the other side, close without crowding him. The first cool wash reached Eddie’s knees and made the heat in his skin suddenly noticeable.
Chris laughed when the next ripple came. Not because anything was funny yet. Because he’d been waiting, and they were finally in.
They stayed where the bottom was firm enough to stand and where they could see the changes in the water ahead. Eddie let Chris set the pace. Farther out, the lake reflected the light in long moving lines. Closer in, it was broken into little squares around their legs.
Buck came in too quickly and made a noise when the water reached his waist. Adriana laughed at him, then did exactly the same thing.
“Warm, huh?” Sophia asked her.
Adriana splashed at her shin. Sophia stepped back, missed the splash, and sent a little water at her in return. Eddie held up his free hand before either of them could recruit him.
“Not in the face.”
“We know,” they said together.
Christopher looked at him. Eddie could feel the comment waiting.
“What?”
“Nothing.”
“Good.”
He grinned, and Eddie gave up pretending he hadn’t heard the resemblance.
Jacob had brought the soft ball. He threw it to Buck from close enough that Buck could catch it without moving. Buck sent it to Adriana, who dropped it and had to catch it against the water before it drifted away.
“Slippery,” she said, laughing as she tried to close both hands around it.
She squeezed some water out, tested her grip, and tossed it to Christopher. Eddie shifted his hand where Chris asked, giving him room. Chris caught it against his chest, held it a second, then sent it toward Jacob.
It fell short. Jacob moved one step, collected it, and threw it back without comment. The next one reached him.
They kept it moving. Not a game with enough rules for anybody to win, although Adriana kept suggesting additions. No throwing over someone’s head. No making people chase it toward deeper water. No counting the one Buck caught after it bounced off his shoulder, no matter what Buck said.
Christopher wanted that one counted.
“You’re not even on his team,” Eddie said.
“There aren’t teams.”
“Exactly.”
Buck caught the next throw cleanly and held the ball up long enough for everyone to see. Jacob asked whether he planned to give it back. Buck sent it at his chest, soft enough that Jacob barely had to move his hands.
Adriana wanted to make it harder. Of course she did. She proposed that whoever had the ball had to say the name of the person they were sending it to before they threw.
“That’s not harder,” Sophia said.
“Then you should be good at it.”
Sophia took the ball, said Jacob’s name, and threw it to him. He caught it easily, said Buck, and sent it across. Buck had been looking at Adriana and only turned in time because Christopher called him too.
“One name,” Adriana said.
“He wasn’t looking,” Chris told her.
“That’s why you say the name.”
Buck held the ball up. “I got it.”
They began again. Eddie took his turn without letting go of Christopher’s chosen support, throwing with his free hand. The ball was heavier wet, its soft cover cool against his fingers. He sent it gently enough that Sophia caught it against one palm and had to bring the other underneath.
She called Adriana. Adriana was watching the ball so closely she threw it to Jacob before she remembered to say anything.
Christopher pointed immediately.
“I know,” she said.
“You made the rule.”
“I know.”
Jacob gave the ball back. She accepted it, said his name very clearly, and threw again. He caught it with exaggerated care, which made her laugh despite the effort she was making not to.
It worked for a while. Not because it was difficult, but because everybody was trying not to be the person who forgot. When Sophia finally said Eddie and looked directly at Buck, both men moved. Neither caught it. The ball landed between them with a small, unimpressive splash.
Christopher laughed so abruptly that Eddie felt it through the arm he was holding. He steadied the way Chris asked and waited until he was ready before moving again.
“You looked at me,” Buck told Sophia.
“I said Eddie.”
“I heard you.”
“Then why’d you reach?”
Buck looked down at the water. The ball had reached his wrist. He scooped it up and handed it to Christopher.
“Your turn.”
Chris took it, still smiling. He said Buck’s name and put the ball directly into his hands. That was apparently within the rules. Adriana considered objecting, then decided not to.
They stayed close enough to pass it that way for a few turns, the throws becoming shorter as the game lost its shape. Jacob let his jacket take some of his weight and watched the mountains while he waited. Eddie could see him relaxing now, his shoulders lower, his face less occupied.
He didn’t ask what had changed. There were worse things than being left to look at the water.
Eddie lost track of how long they stayed in. Long enough for his legs to stop feeling hot, for Christopher’s wet hair to flatten at the temples, for the shore to become less interesting than the small circle of people in the water. He changed his support when Chris wanted to float back for a moment, kept the hold Chris chose, and listened to his son explain to Buck why the shoulder catch couldn’t possibly have been deliberate.
At some point Ramón came down to watch. He stood near the edge with his hands on his hips and told Adriana she was getting water everywhere.
She looked around her, then at him. He laughed before she answered.
That was how Eddie knew his father was enjoying himself. He’d start things and then leave the rest of them to finish them.
They came out before Christopher got too tired to want the walk back. He said he was ready, and Eddie believed him without asking him to prove it. Buck brought the towel. Jacob took the ball and squeezed the water out well away from anybody’s shoes.
Eddie waited while Chris changed his hold, then gave him his arm for the rougher patch. They took the same route back. It was easier to see now that they knew where to look.
At the table, Helena had cleared a dry place for the towels. Isabel wanted to know whether they were cold. Six damp people gave her answers that didn’t agree.
“Then sit down,” she said.
Christopher did. Eddie wrapped the towel where Chris wanted it and left the front loose so he could dry his own arms. Buck was rubbing his hair with enough enthusiasm that it came out worse than before.
“Leave it,” Eddie said when Buck tried to fix it with his fingers.
“It’s sticking up.”
“It’ll dry.”
“Then it’ll stick up dry.”
Christopher started laughing again. Buck looked at him, gave up, and sat down.
The warmth came back slowly, comfortable this time instead of pressing against the skin. Eddie changed into a dry shirt, drank, and stayed in the shade while the others sorted their things. The lake looked different in the later light. The mountains had more shadow in them, the folds deeper and easier to distinguish.
He could’ve stayed another hour. He could also feel yesterday’s drive behind his eyes. Both were reasons not to rush the next ten minutes.
Isabel began asking for a photograph while half of them were still drying. Nobody objected to the photograph. Everyone objected to the place someone else wanted to take it.
“Too bright,” Christopher said when Adriana pointed them toward the open ground.
She checked the angle, looked back at the shelter, and nodded. “Here, then.”
“With all the bags?” Sophia asked.
“We can move the bags.”
They moved the bags. Ramón brought the chairs into a less uneven line. Isabel sat first and told Pepa to come beside her. Pepa said she was coming, then went back for the cardigan she’d brought all the way from the house without once needing it.
Buck had everyone’s phones in his hands by the time Eddie noticed. He was trying to work out which one to use.
“One,” Eddie said. “Then send it around.”
“Your grandmother wants hers.”
“Use hers.”
Buck set the others on the table. A woman from the neighboring picnic spot looked over as he began checking the timer.
“Want me to take it?”
“That’d be great,” Buck said.
He handed her the phone, showed her the button when she asked, and came back while Adriana was moving people by their shoulders. Sophia stepped away before she could be repositioned.
“I’m standing here.”
“Then Jacob goes there.”
Jacob went there. Ramón stood behind Helena’s chair. Eddie took the space beside Christopher, and Buck fit in on his other side without anyone needing to explain the arrangement.
“We can all see?” the woman asked.
They could. Eddie checked only because he was behind a chair and didn’t want to lean across his son’s face. Christopher kept his sunglasses on. He was smiling already, which improved the odds of getting one picture without instructions.
The first photograph caught Adriana talking.
The second caught Ramón looking at her.
By the third, everybody was laughing because the woman had politely suggested they all stop telling each other to look at the camera.
She took several more and handed the phone to Isabel. Isabel inspected them, touched the screen in the wrong place, and had Christopher bring the pictures back.
“That one,” she said.
It was the one where they were laughing. Of course it was.
Eddie thanked the woman, then offered to return the favor for her family. There were only four of them, but getting the little boy to stand beside his sister took longer than arranging the Diazes had. Eddie waited, took the pictures when they were ready, and gave the phone back.
His mother wanted one with Christopher and Ramón before they moved the chairs back. Eddie took Isabel’s phone, checked where the light was coming from, and waited while Chris decided he wanted Abuelo beside him rather than standing behind.
Ramón crouched once, thought better of it, and took the empty chair. Chris leaned toward him enough that their shoulders touched. Neither needed to be told to smile.
Eddie took two pictures and lowered the phone. On the screen, his father’s hand rested along the arm of the chair, close to Christopher’s. The mountains had come out pale behind them, less distinct than they looked in person. Their faces were clear.
“Good?” Helena asked.
He showed her.
“Send that to me.”
“It’s on her phone.”
“Then help her send it.”
He did. Isabel watched each step because she wanted to do it herself next time. Christopher offered to show her again later, and she said she’d remember. Nobody argued with her.
When Eddie put the phone down, Buck had found his own and was taking a picture of the spread of damp towels, shoes, and half-packed bags. Not the sort of picture anyone would put in a frame. Eddie liked it anyway. It looked like they’d actually been there.
When he turned around, his own family had begun to come apart into small jobs. Buck was folding chairs. Sophia was collecting the games. Jacob had the repaired bag open and was making sure the empty bottles didn’t leak onto the dry things.
Christopher wanted the last few bags thrown before they packed the targets. Adriana said they needed a deciding game. Eddie pointed to the sun, then the cars.
“Five minutes.”
“That’s enough,” Chris said.
It wasn’t enough for a deciding game. It was enough for everyone who wanted one to take another turn. Helena threw from the shade, missed, and laughed when Ramón told her she’d need to put more behind it. She handed him the second bag.
He missed too.
Neither of them took advice especially well after that.
Eddie stood beside Christopher and watched Jacob place one bag neatly in the outer section. Chris copied the angle and landed close to it. Adriana tried for the middle because she was still Adriana.
“Last one,” Eddie said.
“You haven’t thrown,” Christopher told him.
He took the bag. It was softer from use, the fabric warm where someone had been holding it. He aimed, threw, and watched it land just outside.
Chris looked up at him.
“I know,” Eddie said.
He was smiling when he went to collect it.
Packing took less time than setting up. The food was lighter. Everyone knew which bag held what, mostly, and the damp towels went together instead of being mixed with the clean things. Eddie and Buck carried the big cooler back with less effort than it had required that morning.
At the truck, Eddie checked the straps while Buck brought the last chair. Jacob came over with Christopher, moving at the pace Chris chose. Chris was quiet now, not unhappy, just past the part of the day where every thought needed to be shared.
“Want to get in?” Eddie asked.
“Yeah.”
They got him settled. Eddie put the water within reach, took the crutches, and checked whether Chris wanted his shoes changed before they drove.
“These are dry enough.”
“Okay.”
Buck took the driver’s side when Eddie held out the keys. There was still light to get home by. Eddie could sit in the passenger seat and stop counting how much of the road was left.
They waited for Ramón’s car to pull out. Pepa went next. Buck followed, slow through the park, and the lake moved out of sight behind the buildings.
For the first few miles, Adriana’s claim about the paddle score occupied the hands-free call from his father’s car. Sophia corrected her from the background. Ramón asked Eddie which number he’d heard.
“Fourteen,” Eddie said.
“He wasn’t watching all of it,” Adriana objected.
“I was watching enough.”
Christopher offered to confirm it. Jacob made a small, unhelpful noise beside him. Buck watched the road with a smile that kept changing whenever someone said another number.
The call ended when Helena told them to leave the score alone until they got home. For a little while they did.
There was still lake water in the cuff of the towel at Eddie’s feet. He moved it away from the vent before it could cool the whole footwell. Buck noticed, glanced down, and changed the direction of the air without asking.
“Better?”
“Yeah.”
They passed a stretch of open ground where the late light reached farther than the road. Eddie watched it until the truck turned and the view changed. Behind him, Christopher was talking to Jacob about the best picture, not the one where everyone had been told to smile, the other one.
Jacob said he’d saved it. Chris asked him to send the one of the water too. There was a soft exchange of phones, a pause, then a small pleased sound from Christopher.
Eddie didn’t turn around. He’d see the pictures later, probably several times, in different combinations from people who’d all been standing in the same place. For now he listened to his son put the day in order while Buck drove them home.
Then the truck went quiet in stages. Jacob rested his head against the seat. Christopher stopped answering the low conversation in the front. Eddie looked back and found him asleep, his hat on his lap and one hand curled loosely around its brim.
“Out?” Buck asked.
“Yeah.”
Buck lowered the music without turning it off.
Eddie faced forward. The light was changing on the road, making the dry grass briefly gold instead of pale. His legs were tired. His shirt smelled faintly of the lake even though it was clean. Somewhere behind him, the cooler shifted against its strap and stayed there.
He let his eyes rest on the mountains as they passed. There wasn’t anything he needed to say to Chris when he woke up. They’d had the day. He could leave it at that.
Eddie found a red line above his left wrist when he pushed his sleeves up to wash his face. Not much. Just the place the sunscreen hadn’t quite reached beneath the cuff. He looked at it, remembered telling three other people to be careful yesterday, and decided nobody needed to hear about it before coffee.
Buck was already awake when Eddie went back into the room. He sat on the edge of the other bed, looking at his phone with one shoe on.
“Anything?” Eddie asked.
“The agent replied.”
Eddie stopped beside his bag. “Yeah?”
“Last night. Just saying she got it. She’ll send more about the terms.”
“Good.”
“She asked about next week. I said I’d be back Tuesday night.”
“You already told her that.”
“I know. I told her again.”
Eddie smiled and took his shirt out of the bag. Buck went back to the message, read something once more, and put the phone down to deal with the second shoe.
“You get a picture from my grandmother?” Eddie asked.
“Fourteen.”
“Pictures?”
“Some of them twice.”
“She learned how to send them.”
“I noticed.”
They went down the hall together. The house smelled of coffee again, but breakfast was less organized than yesterday’s. Nobody was filling rolls. Nobody was insisting they leave in five minutes. Ramón stood at the counter with a piece of toast in his hand while Helena looked for the pan she wanted.
Eddie found it drying beside the sink and passed it over.
“Thank you.” She looked at his face. “You slept?”
“Yeah.”
“Your sister’s complaining about her legs.”
“Which one?”
“The loud one,” Sophia said, coming through behind him.
She took a mug and made herself coffee with the slightly careful movements of someone whose shoulders also hurt. Eddie didn’t point that out. He had to turn his whole body to look at the clock because the left side of his neck objected.
Buck saw him do it. Eddie looked back until he stopped smiling.
Christopher arrived dressed, with his hair still damp at the front from washing. He took the chair nearest the end of the table and reached for the toast.
“You hungry?” Helena asked.
He looked at her, then at the plate in front of him. “Yes.”
“Eggs in a minute.”
“Okay.”
Jacob followed with his water bottle and sat beside him. He looked rested, although he moved one shoulder experimentally before settling. Eddie watched him accept coffee, then turned back to the counter when his mother asked whether he wanted the last of the bread.
Adriana came in carrying her phone.
“I found the score.”
Sophia closed her eyes.
“Dad took a picture of the envelope,” Adriana explained.
“Then it should be settled,” Eddie said.
“I didn’t say it wasn’t.”
She put the phone down between them. The envelope was there, names and totals in Ramón’s firm handwriting, one corner held by his thumb. There was also a picture of the targets and a close view of a bag whose exact position Adriana had apparently wanted preserved.
“That one was in,” she said.
“You won that game,” Eddie reminded her.
“I know.”
Christopher took a bite of toast and looked at Buck. Buck concentrated on his coffee.
Isabel and Pepa arrived while the eggs were being served. Isabel had the photographs open too, but she was interested in the people rather than the evidence. She wanted to know whether Helena had saved the one with Christopher and Ramón.
“I have it,” Helena said.
“Show me.”
Helena showed her. Isabel compared the same photograph on two screens before deciding they were both good.
Eddie sat down with his plate. The chair felt different without a bag hanging from it, the table larger now that half the lake supplies had been put away. There was still a towel over the back of one seat. Somebody had brought it in damp, and nobody had decided where it belonged.
Christopher was scrolling through his own pictures. He turned the screen toward Jacob, who smiled at something and then looked quickly at Eddie.
“What?” Eddie asked.
“Nothing.”
“Let me see.”
Chris handed the phone over. It was a picture of Eddie asleep in the truck on the way back, chin down, sunglasses crooked enough to defeat their purpose. His mouth was slightly open.
“Who took that?”
Jacob lifted a hand.
“You were asleep too,” Eddie said.
“After.”
Christopher was smiling into his plate. Eddie gave the phone back without requesting deletion. There were worse pictures of him in circulation. Several had been taken by his sisters while he was actually trying to look good.
“Send it to me,” Adriana said.
“No,” Eddie told her.
Chris put the phone down. Whether that meant he’d listened would become clear later.
They ate. The conversation wandered through the lake, the drive, the one bag nobody could find until Sophia remembered where she’d put it. Buck asked Helena about the sweet thing she’d given them yesterday. She told him what she used, then corrected the amount when Ramón supplied it.
“That’s too much,” she said.
“It was good,” Buck told her.
“Because I didn’t put that much in.”
Eddie listened with his elbows clear of the table and his coffee close enough to keep drinking. He’d forgotten how much he liked a morning where nobody needed the bathroom at the same time. Christopher finished eating, pushed his plate forward, and began checking what he’d brought for the house.
That brought Eddie back to the other part of the weekend.
He took his own phone out and opened the mover’s confirmation. The message hadn’t changed overnight. Monday morning, the collection they’d arranged before the holiday schedule filled. He’d already answered the inventory questions he could answer from Los Angeles. Today he’d finish the rest in person.
“They still coming tomorrow?” Ramón asked.
“Eight to ten.”
“Good.”
“Everything for the interstate load needs to be ready by then. We’ll pack the loose things today. They handle the furniture.”
Adriana reached for her coffee. “All the furniture?”
“Most. My bed, the couches, the dressers, the dining table. The things on that inventory.” He turned the phone so she could see which document he meant. “Those go to California.”
“Straight to the house?” Helena asked.
“Storage first if the place isn’t ready for delivery. That’s already in the booking.”
He didn’t want a truck arriving at South Bedford before there was somewhere to put what came out of it. He’d asked that question twice, read the answer once more, and saved the confirmation where he could find it without searching through every message about the sale.
His mother nodded. “And Christopher’s room comes here.”
“The bed and dresser, desk, the rest of his Texas room. We do that separately.”
Christopher looked up from his bag. “The chair too?”
“If you want it.”
“Yeah. It’s the one that fits the desk.”
“Then the chair too.”
Ramón reached for the envelope Adriana had left on the table, turned it over, and found he’d already written on the back. Sophia passed him a clean piece of paper before he could begin using the margins.
“Thank you,” he said.
“You’re welcome.”
Eddie gave them the local plan. The cargo van was booked for that afternoon, enough room to take Christopher’s bedroom furniture without trying to fit it around a cooler or tie it above somebody’s luggage. They’d move the pieces here, put the bed together, and leave the long-distance load to the crew in the morning.
“We can help with the bed,” Buck said.
“I know.” Eddie looked at his father. “But we’re not taking the couches ourselves.”
Ramón held up his hand. “I didn’t say we were.”
“I’m telling everyone now.”
Adriana smiled down into her cup. Sophia made a small mark on the paper, dividing the two destinations.
Christopher leaned forward. “I just want my notebook and the plane in the truck.”
“And whatever else you pick,” Eddie said.
“Not a whole box of books.”
“You can choose.”
“I’ve got books at home.”
Home came out without a pause. Eddie kept his attention on the list, giving the word nothing extra to carry.
Helena asked about the blue comforter. Chris said he still wanted it on the bed here. She wrote that down herself, although nobody was likely to forget it now.
“There’s room under the window for the desk,” Ramón told him.
“You moved the chair?”
“Your grandmother moved it.”
“Where?”
Ramón looked toward the hall.
Eddie took a drink before he smiled. Christopher noticed and smiled too. They didn’t need to ask which side of the room it had ended up on.
“Your things in Los Angeles stay where they are,” Helena said, checking the two lists. “The room there doesn’t need anything from here.”
“No,” Eddie said. “His original furniture’s still there.”
He’d been glad of that more than once. The Texas set had been bought for the Texas room. Now it could make another room comfortable without anyone having to dismantle the one Christopher had returned to.
Chris was already asking whether the model plane needed a box or something firmer. Buck suggested a small box with room around the wings. Jacob said he could find something suitable once they saw what was available.
“Not underneath the bags,” Chris told him.
“I remember.”
“Just checking.”
Jacob smiled and reached for his water.
Eddie let the conversation move on to the things they could actually carry. Small keepsakes, a few clothes, whatever Chris wanted within reason. Not furniture. The truck had brought four people and their luggage east; it would bring the same four people west after the closing, without a bed frame trying to share the space.
Adriana leaned over his shoulder to look at the inventory photographs. Eddie let her have the phone. She went through them slowly, stopping at the living room.
“I’d forgotten how much was still there.”
“Most of it.”
“I thought you’d moved some before you came back.”
“Clothes. The things I needed right away.”
The photograph showed the couch, the low table in front of it, the lamp beside the chair. Farther back, the dining chairs stood around the table. He’d taken the picture to answer a question about what the crew would be collecting, not to preserve the room. It was useful for that too, apparently.
Adriana passed the phone to Sophia, who moved to the next picture.
“So we don’t turn up and find six boxes waiting by the door.”
“No.”
“Right.” She looked at the list again. “We should start with the cabinets.”
“We can.”
“Then the surfaces are clear.”
Adriana looked at her. “You’ve thought about this.”
“I can see the surfaces.”
There were enough of them to make it sensible. Eddie took the phone back before his mother began checking the state of the kitchen from an old photograph. He knew what she’d find. A mug beside the sink, a folded cloth, a few things he’d left where they were because he’d been coming back to pack them.
He could feel the scale of it better with the other people at the table. Not smaller exactly. Divided into jobs that didn’t all need his hands at once.
“You tell me what you want kept separate,” Sophia said. “Then I can mark it.”
“I’ll show you when we’re there.”
“Good.”
She took the clean paper and wrote two headings, one for Los Angeles and one for the furniture coming to their parents’ house.
Christopher leaned over to check it.
“My desk lamp too.”
“Here or LA?” she asked.
“Here. I’ve got the other one at home.”
She added it beneath the desk.
“And the things on the shelf,” he said. “Some of them can stay here.”
“You can pick,” Helena told him.
“I know. I want to see them first.”
“Then we’ll see.”
Eddie watched his mother stop herself from suggesting anything else. Christopher was already making a space in his bag for what he knew he wanted. The rest could wait until he was standing in the room. Eddie hadn’t wanted to make decisions from photographs either.
Buck asked whether they had enough boxes. Eddie told him what he’d left at the house, including the flat ones behind the dining table.
“I can put those together,” Jacob said.
“Thanks. There’s a bag of wrapping paper beside them.”
“Clean paper?” Isabel asked.
“Packing paper.”
She nodded, satisfied. Pepa asked about bags for the things that weren’t being kept. Eddie had those too, but not everything had been decided. Some cabinets would be simple. Some wouldn’t.
“We don’t have to throw something out just because we can’t decide in five minutes,” he said.
Adriana looked up. “Who’s throwing things out?”
“Nobody yet.”
“Then we’re fine.”
He smiled. They were, probably. He’d been preparing for a whole morning of questions and found himself answering them in between bites of breakfast instead.
Ramón asked about the van keys. Eddie explained the pickup arrangement and showed him the confirmation, then put the phone away.
“I’ll be there,” Ramón said.
“I know.”
“You tell me when you’re ready.”
“I will.”
Christopher had stopped packing his bag. He was listening now, his forearms resting across it.
“Can I put the little books in the desk here?”
“It’s your desk,” Helena said.
“I mean the drawer. So they don’t get put somewhere else.”
“Yes. We’ll leave them there.”
He nodded and pulled the zipper closed. Eddie knew which books he meant only vaguely. Thin ones, the kind Chris had kept even after he stopped reading them every night. He didn’t ask him to name them. There was room in a drawer for something that didn’t need an explanation.
Adriana took the last piece of toast. Sophia moved her cup out of the way before it could catch the edge of the plate. The table was beginning to empty without anybody announcing breakfast was over.
Eddie glanced toward the hall, where the bags were waiting. The drive to Cielo Vista would be short. He wouldn’t need to think about leaving the state or reaching the next stop before dark. They’d go over, open the house, and start with something ordinary enough that other people could help.
“Kitchen first?” Sophia asked.
“Kitchen’s fine.”
“And leave the coffee stuff until the end,” Buck said.
Eddie looked at him.
“People are going to want it,” Buck explained.
“People?”
Buck held up his cup. Eddie let the question go. He’d put the coffee things aside with the kettle and whatever cups weren’t already in somebody’s hand. Not everything needed to be packed in the first hour.
Pepa wanted to know which kitchen cabinets he’d already sorted. Eddie described the ones he’d left untouched. Isabel asked whether he’d kept the good dishes. He wasn’t sure which dishes she meant until she described the edge.
“Yes,” he said. “They’re there.”
“Then don’t put books on them.”
“We won’t.”
“Or pans.”
“I know how to pack a plate, Abuela.”
She looked at him, then at Buck. Buck wisely said nothing.
“I’ll do those,” Isabel decided.
“Okay.”
Pepa wanted the cabinet beside it. Helena said she’d help Christopher decide what stayed in the room they were making for him. Adriana asked where the tape was. Eddie told her there was tape, then realized that wasn’t the question and gave her the actual location.
“And more in my bag,” Buck added.
Eddie looked at him.
“I had it,” Buck said.
“Okay.”
He wasn’t going to object to extra tape. He’d moved enough times to know that tape disappeared in a room full of people who were all absolutely certain they’d put it down right there.
Ramón asked what time the appointment was Tuesday. Eddie told him, then checked that the keys were in the small pocket of his bag. They were. There were still two nights before he’d need to hand them over.
He closed the pocket.
“We’ll get through the loose stuff today,” he said. “Tomorrow they collect. Tuesday morning I sign. No one’s loading furniture after the appointment.”
His father nodded. The plan was straightforward enough when Eddie said it out loud. It had taken more calls than the sentence suggested, but the calls were finished.
Christopher picked his phone up and turned it toward Jacob again. This picture wasn’t of Eddie. It was the family at the lake, all of them caught in the middle of laughing. Jacob looked at it for a moment longer than he had the sleeping photograph.
Sophia saw him looking. She didn’t say anything. Eddie noticed the silence only because his sister usually had something to say about a picture Adriana was still arguing with.
He left it alone.
Helena began gathering plates. Eddie stood to help, taking the cups that were actually empty and leaving the others where they were. Buck rinsed. Jacob dried the flat things and put them aside until someone told him where they went. Christopher checked his bag one last time, then put it by the door instead of in the middle of the hall.
There was no need to hurry breakfast into a moving day before anyone had finished eating. Isabel was still working on her toast. Ramón had gone to look for the right screwdriver rather than the one Eddie remembered leaving at the house.
Eddie poured the last of the coffee into his cup and stood beside the sink while the room gradually changed around him. Lists went into bags. The food was covered. Adriana found the tape Buck had brought and held it up without comment.
Outside, the sun was already bright on the driveway. The truck still had a little dust from yesterday along the lower panels. Eddie could see a pale handprint on the rear door where somebody had steadied themselves getting out.
He drank the coffee, washed the cup, and put it with the others.
“Ready?” Christopher asked from the hall.
Eddie picked up the keys. “Yeah.”
The key stuck for half a turn, then gave. Jacob remembered the sound before Eddie got the door open. A scrape, the little catch in the frame, the house waiting on the other side.
Warm air came out first. Not the heat of the driveway, but air that had been sitting with the curtains closed. Eddie stepped inside, put his bag down, and went to change the thermostat while everyone else worked out how to come through the doorway without blocking it.
Jacob moved the bag out of the route. Christopher waited on the firm part of the path until Buck had brought the chair around, then came in ahead of the coolers and the rolls of paper. They hadn’t brought nearly as much food as yesterday. Helena had brought enough to make Jacob suspect they weren’t leaving for lunch.
The living room looked like Eddie’s living room.
Jacob wasn’t sure what he’d expected. Not an empty house; he’d heard the plan often enough. But seeing the couch beneath the window and the table with the faint ring near one edge gave the last few weeks a different size. He’d been somewhere else. The furniture hadn’t been doing anything.
One cushion leaned where someone had left it. A folded blanket lay on the arm. Beyond the living room, the dining chairs were still pushed in, and the flattened boxes stood against the wall exactly where Eddie said they would.
“Windows?” Ramón asked.
“Leave them,” Eddie said. “Air’s coming on.”
His father nodded and put the tool bag down beside the dining table. Adriana came through with the tape Buck had brought, holding it against her chest with the paper. Sophia followed with the two lists she’d made over breakfast.
“Where do you want these?” she asked.
Eddie indicated the clear end of the counter. “There. Not under anything.”
“I’ll try.”
She set them down, moved a mail envelope out of the way, and put the tape beside them. Jacob took the flattened boxes before they could fall forward.
“I’ll start these.”
“Dining room,” Eddie said. “Leave the route to the hall open.”
Jacob could see why. Once two boxes were standing up, they occupied more space than the whole stack had. He carried them through, set one on the table, and opened the folded sides. The cardboard gave a low, dry crackle. He turned it until the seam was where he wanted it.
Adriana brought the tape.
“You hold, I’ll do that.”
He held the flaps flat while she drew the first strip across. It stuck to her thumb. She peeled it free without comment and gave the seam another inch at each end.
“There.”
They turned the box upright. It was a little crooked but square enough to stand. She passed him the next one.
From the kitchen came the opening and closing of cabinets. Isabel had found the dishes she’d asked about. Pepa wanted the smaller plates put somewhere separate so nobody reached over them with a pan. Helena was clearing the counter for the things coming out.
Jacob could remember standing there with a knife in his hand, vegetables spread across a board, Eddie working on the lasagna and Christopher arguing that he knew what was hot. He’d set the laptop at that end of the counter. Buck had appeared on the screen with Jee, and then Ethan had been there too.
He pressed the second box flat against the table.
“This side?” Adriana asked.
“Yeah.”
She taped it. Jacob checked the bottom before setting it beside the first. Nothing about the counter required him to keep looking at it.
Eddie came back with Buck and Ramón. They stopped at the edge of the dining room while Sophia put a strip of tape on the first box and wrote where it was going.
“Anything marked California stays here for the crew,” Eddie said. “Not by the front door. We need to get through there all day.”
“And the things coming to the house?” Ramón asked.
“Chris’s room, once he’s picked what he wants out of it. We’ll do the van this afternoon.”
Christopher had come to the doorway. “Can I start in here first?”
“Sure.”
“There’s stuff in that drawer.”
Eddie looked at the low cabinet Chris was indicating. “Then start there.”
Jacob moved the loose cardboard against the wall. Christopher came through, turned where he had space, and stopped beside the cabinet. He tried the handle, found it too awkward from that angle, and changed his position without asking anyone to make it a production.
“Want this on the table?” Jacob asked when the drawer opened.
“Yes. Just the tray.”
He lifted the shallow tray out and set it where Chris pointed. Pens, a couple of rubber bands, a small stack of cards, something that looked like a game piece. Christopher picked the game piece out immediately.
“I’ve been looking for that.”
“Here?”
“At home.”
He smiled at the mistake, then put it in the bag on his lap. Jacob smiled too and went back to the boxes.
Buck and Eddie walked through the living room, checking the larger things against the inventory. They weren’t taking the couch apart. Buck crouched long enough to look at the feet, asked Eddie a question Jacob didn’t catch, and stood again when Eddie shook his head.
“They’ll do that,” Eddie said.
“I was checking.”
“I know.”
Ramón had the screwdriver out already. He used it on the loose handle of the dining cabinet, tightened the screw, and tested it twice. Eddie noticed on his way past.
“That one’s going with me.”
“Then it’ll get there with a handle.”
Eddie let him finish.
Jacob made four boxes before Sophia asked him to stop. She wasn’t out of labels; they were out of clear table.
“Put those against the wall. We’ll fill them before we make more.”
He did. Adriana stayed beside him, opening the bag of paper and pulling out enough sheets to make the top one lift in the air from the vent.
“That’s working now,” she said, looking up.
The cool air reached Jacob’s forearm. He hadn’t realized how warm he’d gotten. He pushed his sleeves higher and took the water Buck had left beside his bag.
For a few minutes, the house filled with the sounds of everyone beginning a different job. Paper rubbed against paper. The cabinet door opened more easily now. Someone pulled a chair back and someone else asked them not to put it in the hall.
Jacob had thought it might feel strange to be one of so many people here. He’d known the quieter version of these rooms, when the afternoon stretched because none of them knew what to do with it. Now Pepa was asking for the tape and Sophia was refusing to surrender the only marker until someone found the second one.
There wasn’t much room for standing around wondering where he belonged. Adriana had put a box in front of him and a handful of paper inside it. He could make that work.
They began with the things from the dining cabinet. Some were easy: napkins, a folded cloth, two serving pieces Eddie wanted kept. Some required him to answer from the other room, and they made a separate space for those instead of following him around with each one.
Jacob wrapped a shallow bowl, turned it once in the paper, and pressed the loose edges down. He’d seen people do it more neatly. The bowl still disappeared into a padded shape that wouldn’t touch the next one.
“Too much?” he asked Isabel when she passed.
She pressed the middle with one finger. “Good.”
He put it in the box. Adriana handed him another.
“You ever get all the way moved in?” she asked.
“At the loft?”
“Yes.”
“Mostly.”
She glanced at him, then at the bowl. “There’s always one box.”
“Mine’s a bag.”
“Same thing.”
It was. The last few things didn’t have a place because he hadn’t needed them enough to make one. A cable, an old notebook, a handful of receipts he’d meant to sort. He’d moved the bag twice without making it any smaller.
“I’ll do it when I get back,” he said.
“You don’t have to tell me.”
He looked at her. She smiled, not asking for anything, and passed him the next piece.
From the cabinet, Christopher asked whether anyone knew where the other half of a small plastic case was. Buck found it behind the drawer. Chris fit the two pieces together and looked so pleased that Eddie asked what it held.
“Nothing now. It will.”
Eddie accepted that, took the loose batteries Chris handed him, and put them somewhere Jacob couldn’t see. One of the drawers scraped against the stop. Chris asked for help with that one, and Eddie came over to lift it clear.
They kept the path open. When a box began to spill into it, Jacob moved it. When the stack of paper got too low, Adriana went to find more.
After a while, Buck appeared with a roll of small bags for loose parts. He put them beside the paper.
“For the screws later. Not for the plates.”
“We worked that out,” Adriana said.
“Just saying.”
He looked toward the box Jacob had nearly filled. “You want me to move that when you’re done?”
“Yeah. Let me finish the top.”
Buck waited while he tucked the last sheet around the bowl. The box was heavier than Jacob expected when they lifted it together. They set it against the wall, well clear of the doorway, and Sophia came to mark it.
“Kitchen?”
“Dining cabinet,” Adriana said.
“California,” Jacob added.
Sophia wrote both and left the top open until Eddie had seen what was in it. One box didn’t make the house look much different. The cabinet was still half full. The couch, the table, all the large pieces that gave the rooms their shape were staying exactly where they were until morning.
It was a start, though. Jacob could see the empty strip of shelf.
He went to get another box and stopped beside the kitchen island to let Helena pass. The countertop was clear where he’d remembered the laptop, covered elsewhere with small decisions waiting to be made.
“You need to eat something?” she asked.
“Not yet.”
“Water, then.”
He held the bottle up. She nodded and went through with the container in her hands.
Outside the back window, the yard looked dry in the hard morning light. Jacob could see the edge of the garden bed where he’d worked with Christopher, the place where an old pipe had refused to cooperate until the two of them made it. He’d talked about UCLA out there before it was anything he could put on a form as finished.
He took a drink and looked away from the window.
“This one?” Adriana called, holding up a box.
“Yeah.”
He went back to hold the bottom flat while she taped it. The strip caught cleanly this time. She smoothed it down with the heel of her hand, and he turned the box over between them.
The next cabinet held things that didn’t belong together. A stack of folded placemats, a candle with the label still on it, a pack of batteries beneath a serving tray. Adriana put the batteries aside and looked toward Eddie.
“You looking for these?”
He turned from the hall. “Earlier.”
“They’re here.”
“Put them with the others.”
“Where are the others?”
Eddie stopped. Buck, coming through behind him, pointed to the corner of the counter. Adriana put the pack there and returned without saying anything. Jacob was grateful. Eddie looked like he knew exactly what she could’ve said.
They emptied the shelf in batches. Jacob made a soft base in the box and put the flatter things upright where they would be easier to lift out. Adriana held up the candle, got a nod from Eddie, and wrapped it. The paper made everything take up more room than it had in the cabinet. They had to stop and rearrange before the box would close.
Jacob tried to make the shape work twice before admitting it wouldn’t. He took one serving piece out and put it beside the next box. There wasn’t any reason to prove he could fit everything into this one. No one was charging by the number of times he got it right on the first try.
Sophia came to check the label and crouched beside the box long enough to inspect the bottom.
“Not too heavy?”
“We split it,” Jacob said.
“Good.” She wrote the room, drew a line under the destination, and gave the marker back before anyone could ask her for it.
Christopher had emptied the tray from the cabinet onto a towel. He’d separated it into several small groups. One contained things he wanted; one contained things he wanted Eddie to identify; the largest seemed to be rubber bands and pens that probably didn’t work.
“Can you try these?” he asked Jacob, holding up the pens.
Jacob took a scrap of cardboard and drew a line with the first one. Nothing. The second worked if he pressed too hard, then stopped halfway across.
“Those two can go,” Chris said.
“You sure?”
“Yes. They’ve been bad for ages.”
Jacob put them in the trash and tried the third. A clear blue line.
“That one.”
Christopher took it back and put it in the case he’d found. The job was that simple. Keep the one that worked. Stop saving the others because a drawer had room.
“We should do that at home,” Chris said.
“With the pens?”
“Dad keeps the bad ones.”
“He can hear you,” Eddie called.
Christopher looked toward the living room. “Then you know which ones I mean.”
Eddie appeared in the doorway with a cable looped around one hand. “I don’t test every pen before I put it down.”
“That’s why they’re all still there.”
He took the dead ones out of the small trash bag, tried one against the same cardboard, and got no more out of it than Jacob had.
“Fine,” he said, putting them back.
Chris smiled and returned to the things he was keeping. Eddie left the working cable on the table long enough to put a small label on it, then took it back to Buck.
Jacob waited until his uncle was out of the doorway before he moved the next empty box. Christopher stopped him with a hand against the edge.
“Do you think the sprinkler still works?”
Jacob looked toward the back window. “Probably.”
“We did it properly.”
“Eventually.”
“You broke the first bit.”
“The first bit was already broken.”
Christopher considered how much he wanted to argue with that and let it go. Jacob put the box down where it wouldn’t block him and stood beside the window. The garden bed looked much the same, although the shadow across it was shorter now. He couldn’t see the repair from here. That was probably a good thing.
“You were thinking about college then,” Chris said.
Jacob looked at him. “Yeah.”
“And now you’re finished.”
“Yeah.”
Chris nodded, as if putting two dates in the right order. He wasn’t waiting for Jacob to say something about how far he’d come. He just remembered being there.
Jacob rested his fingers on the back of the empty chair. There’d been cold bottles and heat in the yard, Eddie leaning against the fence while Jacob tried to make an idea sound like something he could actually do. He’d needed Eddie to answer him plainly. Eddie had.
Now the result was on a screen he could open whenever he wanted. The yard didn’t look any different for it.
“I’m glad we fixed it,” he said.
“Me too.” Christopher looked down at his lap, found the game piece he’d put there, and moved it into the right pocket. “You want me to do anything with that box?”
“Not yet.”
“Okay.”
He went back to his tray. Jacob stayed at the window another second, then picked up the box and carried it to the table.
The room was beginning to show their work now. One cabinet stood empty. A little patch of dust marked where the serving tray had been. The boxes against the wall had labels rather than open flaps. Buck had gathered the loose cords into separate bags, and Ramón had put the screwdriver away instead of leaving it on the table.
Helena came through to ask which of the cloths Eddie wanted kept with the things going west. He answered, she marked them, and the rest went into a bag she was taking back to her own house. Nothing about the decision seemed difficult. Jacob liked having a few like that.
He checked his water, found he’d nearly finished it, and went to refill it before he forgot. In the kitchen, Isabel was showing Pepa the safest way to separate two plates whose paper had folded together. Neither woman looked up until he asked whether he could get past.
“Here, mijo.” Isabel moved her chair an inch.
He went through, filled the bottle, and came back to find Adriana waiting with the last flat box from the stack.
“One more?”
Jacob took the cardboard from her. “One more.”
He checked the bottom before they put anything inside. The flaps lay flat, the tape held at both ends, and there wasn’t a loose corner waiting to catch someone’s hand. Adriana passed him the paper and he made the first layer slowly, pressing it into the shape of the box instead of bunching it all in the middle.
On the other side of the wall, Buck asked Eddie a question about something in a cabinet. Eddie answered. A drawer closed. Christopher laughed at something Jacob couldn’t see.
Jacob took the next bowl from Adriana and held it while she found a clean sheet. The room had cooled now. There was enough time to do the job properly.
They left enough space around it for the next pair of hands. Jacob checked the label, set the marker back where Sophia could find it, and reached for the clean paper. Across the room, Christopher had begun telling Eddie where the last little case needed to go.
Buck found six charging cables in the same drawer and couldn’t match any of them to the plug beside them. He laid them out on the counter, tried the first connection, and looked toward Eddie.
“What did this go to?”
Eddie glanced over. “Something old.”
“Helpful.”
“If I knew, it wouldn’t still be in there.”
Buck put it with the things they needed to identify and tried the next one. That fit. It belonged to a charger neither of them had seen yet.
The kitchen had lost the look of a kitchen slowly. First the cabinet doors stayed open. Then the things from inside them occupied every surface. Now there was a clear patch where the kettle had been and a box of wrapped dishes where someone would normally stand to make coffee.
They’d left the actual coffee things out. Buck checked that without meaning to.
Pepa passed behind him with a bag of folded cloths. He moved closer to the counter until she was through, then moved the little pile of cables out of the way of her next trip. The trick seemed to be doing one useful thing without creating a problem for the person beside him.
“That box stays open,” Isabel reminded him.
“Eddie hasn’t checked it yet. I know.”
She nodded and went back to the plates. Buck found the missing charger at the back of the drawer. It had been holding a pencil against the wood for so long that the pencil had left a faint line.
He paired it with its cable, looped them loosely, and put them in a bag. One small problem solved.
From the living room, Adriana made a sound that brought Sophia out of the dining room.
“What?”
“Look.”
“Don’t,” Eddie said from somewhere down the hall.
He couldn’t possibly know what she’d found. Buck wiped his hands, went to the doorway, and discovered she was holding a photograph.
Young Eddie stood in clothes he’d clearly been told to wear, his face arranged into a determined refusal to enjoy any part of it. The picture was a little faded. The bow tie wasn’t. It remained a bright, regrettable red.
“How old?” Buck asked.
“Old enough to know better,” Adriana said.
“I didn’t pick it,” Eddie told them, coming back.
“You picked the face,” Sophia said.
He took the photograph, looked at it, and handed it back with no attempt at a defense. Christopher held his hand out.
“I want to see.”
Adriana gave it to him. Buck watched Chris inspect it closely, compare it to the man standing beside him, and begin to smile.
“You look like you’re about to leave.”
“I probably was.”
Helena came over, saw the picture, and supplied the reason: shoes that had pinched, an afternoon that had gone on too long, Eddie objecting to both without being able to get out of either. She remembered more than he did.
“The shoes were terrible,” he said.
“They were new.”
“They were still terrible.”
Buck looked at Christopher, who was listening with the satisfaction of someone whose father had been caught being an actual child. It was good for him. Probably good for Eddie too.
“There’s more,” Adriana said, looking into the envelope.
Sophia took it before she could remove the next photograph.
“We can pack these.”
“Now you’re in a hurry?”
“They’re photographs. They should stay together.”
Eddie began laughing. Sophia ignored him and checked that the edges weren’t bent before putting the pictures back. She gave Christopher one more look at the red bow tie, then tucked it into the same envelope.
Buck took the small stack when she handed it to him and put it on the shelf Eddie had cleared for personal things. Not in the kitchen box. Not in the bag for donations. Some decisions were easy once someone said what the thing actually was.
The next find wasn’t interesting enough for an audience. Three takeout menus, a receipt whose ink had almost vanished, two spare buttons in a tiny bag. Buck spread them out and Eddie sorted them in less than a minute.
“Keep those,” Eddie said, indicating the buttons.
“You know what they’re for?”
“A shirt.”
“You know which shirt?”
Eddie stopped, looked down, and changed his answer. “Leave them. I’ll check.”
Buck put them beside the photographs. The menus went in the trash. So did the receipt, after Eddie held it toward the light and decided a faded total wasn’t a reason to keep it forever.
Christopher had moved to the table with a folder from the cabinet. Jacob lifted the loose papers out for him and made space for two piles. Buck stayed near enough to pass the empty box but didn’t look over Chris’s shoulder.
“This can go to Grandma’s,” Chris said, holding up a card.
“All of them?” Jacob asked.
“No. Just that one.”
Jacob took it. Christopher kept the next one and spent longer on the sheet beneath it. There was a drawing on one side, a name at the top, and enough creases that Buck suspected it had been carried home in a bag rather than a folder.
“That too,” Chris said.
“Here?”
“Yeah.”
He didn’t need the whole folder in Los Angeles. He didn’t want the whole folder thrown out either. Jacob put the papers where Chris told him, checking once when the two piles got close enough to confuse.
Buck went back to the kitchen. There was a shallow pan at the bottom of the cabinet that had caught under the shelf. He turned it sideways, freed the handle, and nearly brought a stack of plastic lids down with it.
Pepa caught the lids.
“Thank you.”
“Don’t pull so hard.”
“I didn’t think I was.”
“It came out.”
It had. Buck set the pan down, looked at the lids, and began finding their containers before anybody packed one half without the other. They fit except for two. He put those on the counter where Eddie could see them.
He knew this part of moving. The things a room swallowed because they were small, the things you bought twice because you couldn’t find the first one, the sudden number of lids in a house with only three people in it. He’d done a version of the same job with his own belongings before they went into Eddie’s dining room.
That had been a smaller job. It hadn’t felt smaller.
He nested the matched containers without putting anything fragile inside them. Beside him, Isabel wrapped the last plate and laid a sheet of paper across the top. She pressed one hand gently on the stack, then held the box open for Eddie to check.
He looked, nodded, and she let Buck tape it.
The sound brought Adriana in with another box, still open, and a question about a chipped mug. Eddie wanted to see it before deciding. Buck had expected him to keep it. He turned it over, examined the sharp edge, and put it in the trash.
“No one’s drinking out of that,” he said.
Adriana nodded, apparently satisfied. She hadn’t wanted it either.
By the time Helena began putting lunch out, they had to clear the table a section at a time. Nobody wanted to put the photographs beneath the food. Nobody wanted to move the screws Ramón had carefully gathered into a bag. Sophia made a place on the sideboard and told everyone to use it.
“Not for drinks,” she added, looking directly at Eddie.
He moved his bottle before answering.
Lunch was what they’d brought, served without pretending they needed a fresh meal cooked in the middle of this. People took plates and found places to sit. Buck chose the edge of the couch, then stood when Christopher wanted the clear end of the table and needed room to turn.
Once Chris was settled, Buck sat again. The couch gave beneath him, familiar in a way he hadn’t expected. He’d sat here before. He’d seen it in the background of calls more often. It would look different against another wall in Los Angeles.
“Still like it?” Eddie asked.
Buck looked up.
“The house,” Eddie said quietly.
“Yeah.”
“Good.”
That was all. He didn’t ask whether the agent had replied again or whether Buck had decided what to offer. Buck ate a mouthful of lunch and looked toward the kitchen, where the empty cabinets made the room look larger without changing its size.
“You start finding out how much room things need,” he said.
“That’s why I keep measuring.”
“I know. I’m starting to get it.”
Eddie leaned back enough to ease his neck. Buck could see the red strip above his wrist now. He glanced at it, then at Eddie’s face.
“Not a word,” Eddie said.
Buck took another bite. Across the room, Christopher asked why Buck was smiling.
“Nothing.”
Eddie reached for his drink with the other hand.
They rested long enough for the house to become quiet around the edges. Jacob sat on the floor with his back against a chair, eating carefully so he wouldn’t get crumbs on the papers beside him. Sophia had her eyes on the list but wasn’t writing. Adriana had taken her shoes off beneath the table and was flexing her toes.
It looked like work, and it looked like a family taking a break from work. Buck finished eating, folded the edge of his plate around the last crumbs, and waited until Helena had finished her own food before asking where the trash bag was.
After lunch, Buck took the small cabinet beside the sink. It was deep enough that the things at the back had disappeared behind the things in front. He cleared the front row first and set everything on a towel, giving himself somewhere to put the glass before he reached farther in. A narrow bottle caught against the underside of the shelf. He stopped pulling, changed the angle, and got it out without spilling the spoons behind it.
“That can go,” Eddie said, passing.
“The bottle?”
“The whole set. Someone else can use it.”
Buck looked at the rest: pieces that matched but hadn’t been used much, if the dust was anything to go by. He put them together in the donation box rather than dividing them between other things. Then he took a cloth and wiped the shelf. It wasn’t a cleaning day yet, but leaving the dust there until tomorrow would’ve meant putting his own hand in it again.
Adriana brought a bag over and asked where it belonged. He looked inside, saw enough mixed contents to refuse to guess, and called Eddie back. The answer took less time than their attempts to work it out.
On the other side of the room, Christopher had found a photograph among the papers in the folder. He held it by the edges while Jacob moved the rest away from his plate. Buck couldn’t see the image until Chris turned it toward Eddie.
Shannon, younger than Buck remembered her, caught with her face turned toward someone outside the frame. Christopher was small enough to fit against her shoulder. The picture wasn’t posed properly. There was a blur at one edge, a hand in the foreground, and more wall than anyone would’ve chosen.
“This one’s mine,” Chris said.
Eddie came over to look. He didn’t take it.
“Okay.”
“Can we put it in something?”
“There’s a stiff envelope with the others.”
Jacob found it. Christopher slid the photograph in carefully, checked that the corner wasn’t caught, and closed the flap without sealing it. Eddie held his bag open while he put it inside. Then Chris went back to the papers on the table and asked whether the little stack at the bottom was all the same thing.
Buck wrapped the narrow bottle, put it with the matching pieces, and made sure the box underneath it wasn’t too heavy. The work had a steadier rhythm now. He knew where to ask, where to leave something, what didn’t need anyone’s permission. Eddie had stopped trying to keep the whole house in his line of sight and was doing one room at a time.
At the back of the cabinet, Buck found the little measuring cup Eddie used when he wasn’t prepared to wash the bigger one. It had a crack in the handle. He held it up, got a decisive shake of Eddie’s head, and put it with the things nobody was taking anywhere. He could remember Eddie making coffee with it during a call, complaining that the markings were wrong. They hadn’t been wrong. He’d been looking at the other side.
Buck smiled to himself and cleared the rest of the shelf.
He’d have to do this with his own things soon, if the house worked out. Not this exact job. His collection was smaller, scattered between bags and a few drawers and the places other people had made room for him. He could name the large pieces without needing a list. The small ones were less obedient. They’d accumulated in pockets, the bottom of his turnout bag, the narrow table beside his bed.
He thought about putting his books on the built-in shelves instead of stacking them where he could still reach the charger. About buying something because he wanted to sit in it, not because it folded against a wall. There would be other work attached to that. He knew. He’d asked for the terms, not signed them. Still, the thought arrived without having to be dragged past everything that could go wrong first.
Eddie came back with an empty box and found him looking at a cabinet he’d already finished.
“Done?”
“This one.”
Eddie leaned to check the far corner, then straightened. “Good. Put the light stuff in here. We’ve got enough heavy ones.”
Buck took the box. There were dish towels left, a few things made of plastic, the lids that finally had containers to go with them. He put those in without wrapping each one as if it were glass. Eddie stayed beside him to sort the last small pile and found the shirt the spare buttons belonged to in a bag by the door.
“See?” Eddie said.
“You found it.”
“I knew I would.”
Buck let that pass. The shirt got its buttons back. He’d believe the sewing happened when he saw it, but at least both parts were now going to the same state.
Sophia came through with the envelope of family photographs and asked whether anyone had left one out. Christopher checked his bag, said his was separate, and told her she could close it. She folded the flap down, slipped the whole thing into a larger folder, and marked it for Eddie to carry himself.
They were quieter for a while after that, not solemn, just occupied. The paper made a dry whisper against Buck’s wrist. A cabinet door tapped the side of his arm when someone passed behind him. Somewhere down the hall, Ramón and Eddie were discussing the order to take a piece of furniture apart, each waiting for the other to finish before beginning a different explanation.
“I can get that,” Jacob offered from the doorway.
“Not yet,” Eddie called. “We’re only looking.”
Jacob stayed where he was. Buck didn’t need to see his face to know he’d understood the difference between looking and actually being ready for somebody to lift.
Isabel inspected the box of lighter things, approved it, and went to check on Pepa. Buck taped it shut.
He carried it to the wall with the rest.
There were enough boxes now to change the room. Eddie came back for Christopher, said he could do his room whenever he wanted, and waited while Chris put the last paper away.
Buck made room at the doorway. Father and son went through together, neither of them in a hurry. He watched only long enough to keep the path clear, then turned back to the kitchen and the last open drawer.
The last drawer held the things people reached for without looking: a corkscrew, a small pack of clips, the handle of something whose other half was already packed. Buck set them on the towel and waited for Eddie to identify what belonged together.
He didn’t guess. He’d spent enough of the morning opening boxes again because somebody remembered where a missing piece had gone. Eddie came back, paired the handle with the right part, and put the clips in the small bag beside it.
Buck wrapped the sharp end before putting it away. He closed the drawer, checked that it was empty, and left it open an inch so nobody would need to search it twice.
The cabinet doors stayed open. Buck stepped back to make sure nobody was about to walk into one, then folded the towel he’d used beneath the small things. There were crumbs in it, a loose bit of thread, nothing anyone needed to save. He shook it over the trash, put it with the cloths being washed, and went to get a drink.
Christopher’s room was warmer than the hall. Eddie opened the vent a little farther, pulled the curtain away from it, and waited while Chris chose where to start.
“Desk,” Chris said.
Eddie moved the chair so he could get close. The surface held a few things that hadn’t made it into the drawers: a book laid flat, a little dish, the model plane with its missing wheel. Chris reached for the plane first.
“Wait.” Eddie opened the top drawer and took out the envelope he’d left there. “That goes with it.”
Christopher tipped the wheel into his palm. He turned the plane carefully, checked the place it had come from, and put the wheel back in the envelope.
“I can fix it at home.”
“That’s what you said.”
“Did we get a box?”
“Jacob’s looking.”
“It needs to be wider than that.”
Eddie followed his glance to the small box he’d brought in. “That’s for the desk things. We won’t put the plane in there.”
Chris nodded and moved it to the bed for now. Eddie held the envelope until Chris told him to put it beside the plane, not underneath it. He did. The whole business occupied a space no bigger than a pillow and required more precision than most of the furniture.
The green notebook was in the second drawer. Christopher pulled it out, checked the cover, and slipped it straight into his bag. Eddie pushed the drawer back far enough that it wouldn’t catch his knee.
“Anything else in there?”
“I’ll look.”
Eddie sat on the edge of the bed. He could reach the lower drawer from there if Chris wanted it lifted out. For the moment Chris was working through the top one, making small piles across the desk. A pack of pencils. A cable. A folded page he looked at longer before putting it with the notebook.
Outside the room, someone laughed. Buck’s voice answered, too low for Eddie to make out the words. A box scraped over the floor, stopped, then moved again with someone lifting it properly. Eddie listened long enough to know nobody needed him and stayed where he was.
“Grandma already moved the chair,” Chris said.
“I heard.”
“Abuelo said it nearly blocks his closet.”
“Nearly?”
“He can still open it.”
“Then I guess it’s fine.”
Chris smiled down at the drawer. He found something small enough to disappear into his closed hand and put it in the little dish rather than showing Eddie. Eddie took the cable when he offered it and looped it beside the pencils.
They worked that way for a while. Chris decided; Eddie made room. Some things belonged in the bag for Los Angeles. Some could travel inside the desk when they moved it across town. A few things were trash, and Chris let them go with less hesitation than Eddie expected.
There was a shirt in the bottom of the closet that had fallen off its hanger. Eddie shook it out and held it up.
“Still fit?”
Christopher looked at it. “Probably. I don’t like it.”
“Donation?”
“Yeah.”
Eddie folded it instead of putting it back. He checked the pockets on the next thing before asking the same question. This time Chris wanted to keep it at his grandparents’. He’d worn it there before; he might want it again. Eddie made a separate stack.
The room grew less cluttered without changing much. The bed was still made with the blue comforter. The dresser stood square against the wall. A pale mark on the carpet showed where the desk chair usually rested. When Eddie moved his foot, the pile lifted slowly into place.
He’d bought furniture that would last longer than the circumstances that put them here. At the time, that had seemed sensible. It still did. The bed would go into another room, the desk beneath another window. Chris would have somewhere to put his bag when he visited instead of making a nest on the floor beside someone else’s things.
“I liked this desk,” Chris said.
“It’s coming.”
“I know.” He ran a finger along the smooth edge. “It’s bigger than the old one.”
“You want to swap them?”
Christopher thought about it. Eddie waited.
“No. The other one fits my room.”
“Okay.”
“And this one fits here. At Grandma’s.”
Eddie nodded and put the folded shirt on the stack. It was the sort of decision he’d been trying to make on paper all week. Christopher had looked at two rooms he knew and found the answer without needing a tape measure.
“Can you get that drawer?” Chris asked.
Eddie lifted it clear and set it on the bed between them. Chris turned enough to see the contents, then asked for the crutches. He wanted to sit on the bed while he finished. Eddie passed them over, moved the drawer farther from the edge, and waited until Chris was settled beside him before pulling it closer.
The bottom held older things. A few cards, the thin books Chris had mentioned at breakfast, something made from stiff paper that had bent at one corner. Chris smoothed that carefully and put it with the things staying in Texas.
“You can put those in the desk when it’s there,” Eddie said.
“I will.”
“Nobody’ll move them.”
“Grandma might tidy.”
“I’ll tell her.”
Chris glanced at him. “You can try.”
Eddie laughed. The sound surprised him, close in the small room. Christopher smiled and gave him the little stack of books to hold.
“I used to read those when I couldn’t sleep,” he said.
“I remember.”
“Abuelo thought I was asleep because the light was off.”
“What were you reading with?”
“My phone.”
Eddie looked at him. Christopher looked back, old enough now to know the information was unlikely to get him into trouble after the fact.
“Not all night,” he added.
“Good.”
“Just until I got tired.”
“That’s usually how it works.”
They put the books in the small box. Eddie folded paper around them so the corners wouldn’t catch anything else. Christopher watched, then reached for the card he’d left aside.
“That can stay too.”
“You want it on top?”
“Yeah.”
He placed it there himself.
Christopher reached for his phone, checked the battery, and put it on the desk with the speaker turned away from the wall. Music began quietly enough that Eddie could still hear the work in the next room.
“This one was in the truck,” he said.
“Yeah.”
“Thought so.”
“You said you didn’t like it.”
“I didn’t say that.”
Chris gave him a look.
“I hadn’t heard all of it,” Eddie amended.
That earned a small smile. Christopher let the track play while they worked through the desk. Eddie listened past the part he recognized. There was more to it than the little piece he’d heard at breakfast, a change in the rhythm that made him understand why Chris had told him to wait.
“Okay,” he said after a while.
“Okay what?”
“It’s good.”
Christopher glanced at the phone as if checking which song his father had finally approved. “There’s another one.”
“Let this finish.”
He did. Eddie folded the next piece of clothing and listened. He didn’t need to like everything Chris liked. It was pleasant finding something he could hear twice without counting the minutes until it ended.
When the track changed, Chris told him who it was and where he’d first found it. Eddie asked a question that apparently revealed how little he’d understood about the way people found music now. Chris explained again, less quickly, and Eddie tried to keep the route through three different videos straight.
“You could just send me the song,” he said.
“I did.”
“When?”
“Before the trip.”
Eddie looked at the phone in his pocket, then left it there. “I’ll find it.”
“You don’t have to do it now.”
“I know.”
They went back to the drawer. The little dish Chris had set aside held three things now, small enough that Eddie suggested putting them in one bag before they disappeared inside anything larger. Chris agreed and held the bag open while Eddie transferred them.
He’d once known the purpose of every small thing his son owned. Or thought he had. Toys, parts of toys, a particular rock that had to stay in a particular pocket because it was the one Chris had picked. Now Eddie could hand over a notebook without knowing what was in it and wait for instructions about a model he’d never built.
“That one goes in the front pocket,” Chris said.
Eddie put it there.
“Thanks.”
The second track ended. Christopher let the next one play, and this time Eddie recognized it from somewhere else. He named the older song it reminded him of.
“Buck said that too,” Chris told him.
“Then he’s right.”
“You should tell him.”
“About a song?”
“He’ll like it.”
“He’ll never let me forget it.”
Christopher laughed and leaned forward to check the bottom of the drawer. Eddie held it at an angle so he could see the back corners without having to reach into them.
Empty. Chris ran his fingers along one edge, found a little piece of paper stuck there, and peeled it free. It was the backing from a sticker. He gave it to Eddie for the trash.
“You want to leave the music on?” Eddie asked.
“Yeah.”
“Fine with me.”
He shifted the empty drawer farther onto the bed, clear of the edge and the clothes they still had to sort.
Christopher looked toward the window. “Jacob said he’d take me to UCLA sometime.”
“I heard.”
“Not to look at classes. Just around.”
“Sounds good.”
“He knows somewhere to get food.”
“Then you’ll be fine.”
“Can we work out a day when we get back?”
“Ask him. You two can figure it out.”
Chris nodded, already thinking about it. Eddie could almost see him putting the idea with the other things waiting after the drive home. A trip with his cousin. The model to fix. A song his father might actually open this time.
“You can tell me when you’ve got a plan,” Eddie added.
“I will.”
He believed him. Chris turned the volume down a little when someone came along the hall, then left it there once the footsteps passed. The room held the music without needing it to cover the quiet.
The air from the vent had begun reaching them. It moved the curtain against the wall and cooled the damp patch beneath Eddie’s collar. Somewhere outside, a car passed slowly enough that he could hear the loose rhythm of its engine. He’d heard that sound on evenings when he’d come home too tired to do anything but sit here while Christopher talked.
“Are you going to miss it?” Chris asked.
Eddie looked at him. “The house?”
“Yeah.”
He could’ve answered quickly. It would’ve been easy to make the sale sound like nothing but money and forms, a practical job that ended when someone else got the keys. Chris had asked while holding a card he wanted to keep. Eddie took the question at that size.
“Some of it,” he said.
“Like what?”
“The kitchen. There’s room to make a mess without using every surface.”
“We used every surface.”
“For the lasagna. That was different.”
“It was a lot.”
“It was.”
Christopher smiled, looking toward the open doorway as if he could see it from here. Eddie remembered paper laid out, Chris concentrating on the sheets of pasta, Jacob moving the laptop because someone had put it too close to the food. The sauce had taken longer than he’d meant it to. Nobody had starved.
“I liked those nights,” Chris said.
“Me too.”
He settled the drawer more securely between them. The conversation could rest there while Chris picked up the next thing. It did, for a little while.
Then Christopher said, “And going out with Abuelo. When he said he only needed one thing and we ended up getting lunch.”
Eddie smiled. “He does that.”
“Sometimes he didn’t need the thing yet.”
“You figured that out?”
“It wasn’t hard.”
He’d gone out anyway. Eddie could hear that in the fond irritation, the way Chris rolled the edge of the card against his thumb. His father had found ordinary reasons to get him out of the house. Lunch, a trip to a store, something he could look at that wasn’t the same four walls.
“I’m glad you had that,” Eddie said.
Christopher nodded.
“Grandma too,” he added. “She’d say she was only looking at one plant.”
“That one’s never true.”
“I know.”
He laughed, and Eddie remembered the pots he’d heard about in the truck, his father carrying them while complaining they were heavy. All those trips had happened inside the stretch of time Eddie remembered as being difficult. Christopher had lived the actual days. Some of them had lunch in them.
Eddie put the folded shirt in the box going to his parents’ house.
“They took good care of you,” he said.
“Yeah.”
“I’m grateful.”
Chris looked at him, then nodded again, a little more firmly. “Me too.”
Eddie let the words stay plain. From the hallway came Sophia’s voice asking where someone wanted a lamp. He answered that it could wait a minute. She said okay and went away.
Christopher was looking around the room now. At the shelf, the bed, the space beneath the window. He wasn’t searching for anything. Eddie could tell the difference.
“It’ll look smaller without the bed,” Chris said.
“Bigger.”
“No. Like when a room’s empty and you think nothing fits.”
Eddie considered that. “Maybe.”
“Then you put stuff in and it does.”
“Usually.”
“Except the chair.”
“The chair fits.”
“On Abuelo's side.”
Eddie laughed again. Chris leaned back on one hand, still holding the card in the other. The bed gave beneath both their weight, solid enough that Eddie could picture it assembled down the hall from his parents’ room.
“You can tell them where you want the desk,” he said.
“Grandma’s already picked.”
“You can still tell her.”
“I like it under the window.”
“Then you’re good.”
Chris looked down at the card, put it back on the stack, and asked for the next drawer.
They found more ordinary things. A pencil sharpener that needed emptying, a ruler, a little bag of parts Chris said belonged to something already in Los Angeles. Eddie took his word for it and put them in the carry bag. There was a pair of socks at the back, one turned inside out. Chris couldn’t explain how they’d got there. Eddie didn’t ask him to try very hard.
He folded them together and put them with the clothes. The room smelled of warm fabric and the faint clean scent of whatever Helena had washed the comforter in. Eddie knew she’d make the new bed up before Chris had even decided he was tired enough to use it tonight.
“Do you think she’ll put the same sheets on?” Chris asked.
“Probably. You want different ones?”
“No. These are good.”
“I’ll tell her.”
“And the books in the drawer.”
“You can put those away yourself.”
Chris nodded, satisfied. There was a room waiting at the end of the move. That was the piece of the plan he seemed to care about most.
Jacob appeared at the doorway holding a box wide enough for the plane. He stayed there until Eddie looked up.
“This one okay?”
Christopher leaned forward to inspect it. “Can you put it here?”
Jacob set it on the bed, well away from the drawer. Eddie took the plane while they tested the space. There was room around the wings if they made a shallow nest of paper and kept the wheel envelope beside it.
“Not underneath,” Chris said.
“Beside,” Jacob agreed.
They packed it together. Eddie held the paper open, Christopher lowered the plane, and Jacob folded the edges down without pressing on it. The envelope went where Chris could see it until the lid closed.
Jacob wrote Christopher’s name on the top and added that it needed to stay level. He showed Chris before putting the marker away.
“Good,” Chris said.
“I’ll leave it with the things for the truck.”
“Thanks.”
Jacob took the box out. Eddie waited until he was clear, then lifted the empty drawer off the bed.
“Anything else before we start on the furniture?”
Christopher looked at the desk, checked the top, and shook his head. “Just my bag.”
Eddie passed it over. Chris put the last small thing inside, closed it, and rested it against his leg. The blue comforter was still spread between them, creased where the box had been.
“We should make lasagna again,” he said.
“Sure.”
“Not today.”
“I wasn’t about to start.”
Chris smiled. Eddie smoothed the corner of the comforter once, then stood and reached for the bag of clean bedding Helena had sent. There was work left. They could do it without hurrying the last minute they had in the room.
Chris shifted toward the edge of the bed. Eddie moved the small box first, then passed him the crutches when he asked. They took their time getting everything out of the place where the bedding needed to go.
Once Chris was settled by the desk again, Eddie stripped the bed. The sheets came off easily, the fitted corners lifting one after another. He checked the floor before folding the comforter so nothing small could disappear inside it.
“That bag?” Chris asked.
“Yeah.”
He held it open while Eddie put the bedding in. The blue fabric made a soft, uneven bundle between them. Chris pulled the zip the last few inches and left the handles turned toward the door.
Eddie set it where his mother could find it. The mattress was ready now. He went to tell the others, leaving the music low and his son checking the empty desk one last time.
He paused at the doorway when Chris called his name.
“That song. It’s in the message I sent you. Not the video.”
“Okay.”
“So you don’t have to find it.”
Eddie smiled. “I’ll open the right one.”
Chris nodded and went back to his bag. Eddie stepped into the hall with the bedding, able to hear the next track beginning behind him.
The cargo van had tie-down points along both sides and enough space to make Buck glad Eddie hadn’t tried to talk himself into using the pickup. He and Ramón had collected it while the others finished the small packing. Now Ramón backed it into the driveway, stopped when Eddie lifted a hand, and turned the engine off.
Buck opened the rear doors. The blankets they’d arranged with the rental were folded near the wheel well. He checked the straps, lifted one out to make sure it wasn’t caught underneath the rest, and laid it where they could reach it.
Inside, boxes stood against the walls with their destinations clear. There was room to walk through to the hall.
Eddie met him beside the dining table with the inventory.
“That’s the last kitchen box. It stays open until Mom checks it.”
“Okay.”
“Then everything here is ready for tomorrow.”
Buck moved a roll of paper off the floor.
“Chris’s bed?”
“Ready to take apart.”
They went down the hall. The comforter had been folded into a bag, the mattress stripped, the desk empty enough that its surface looked oddly large. Christopher sat nearby with his bag against one leg. Jacob had the box with the plane and was checking that the lid stayed closed without pressing on anything.
“That goes in the truck,” Chris said when Buck looked at it.
“I remember.”
“And stays flat.”
“That too.”
Jacob took it out first. Christopher followed after Eddie moved the spare chair out of his path. Buck waited until they were clear, then set the tool bag on the floor where nobody would trip over it.
They worked from the easy pieces inward. Drawers came out first, their contents already boxed. The lamp went with the smaller things. Eddie and Ramón checked the bed frame, agreed on where to begin, and only then started loosening it. Buck held the section that would otherwise have twisted while Jacob came back to take the hardware.
Every screw went into the same bag. Jacob wrote the furniture name on it before he handed it to Eddie. It was a small courtesy to the versions of them who would be tired in an hour and unable to remember which identical little bag belonged to which piece.
The room heated up with four people working in it. Buck felt sweat gather between his shoulders, stopped long enough to drink, and passed the bottle clear of the mattress before he put it down. The vent could only do so much with everyone standing around the bed.
“You and Jacob take that end,” Eddie said.
They found their grips before lifting. The mattress wanted to bend in the middle, which would’ve made the turn harder, so Buck kept it closer to upright and waited for Jacob to match him. Eddie moved ahead to keep the doorway clear. Ramón took the wall side where the corner would catch.
They got it through without touching the frame. Outside, the sun made Buck blink. He waited while Jacob adjusted his grip, then they carried it the rest of the way and set it on the blankets in the van.
The bed pieces followed. Then the dresser, lighter without its drawers but still awkward at the turn. Buck counted before lifting because all four of them needed to move at the same time. Ramón said ready, Eddie said ready, and Jacob nodded once where Buck could see him.
At the van, they set it down before changing the angle. Nobody tried to keep lifting while someone else was moving a hand. Buck’s palms were beginning to feel the edges through the blanket. He was glad when the piece was inside and standing where the straps would hold it.
“Desk last,” Eddie said.
Adriana had already checked the drawers. She showed him the empty spaces, took a little bit of paper out of one corner, and stepped back. Sophia brought the bag with the lamp wrapped safely inside it.
“This rides in the car,” she said.
“Good,” Eddie told her.
They brought the desk out with the top protected and the chair beside it. Buck tightened the straps once everything was positioned, then stepped back while Ramón checked the opposite side.
Eddie looked in from the doors and nodded.
“That’s it.”
“You want me in the van?” Buck asked.
“With Dad, if that’s okay. I’ll bring Chris and Jacob.”
“Yeah.”
He closed one door, waited for Ramón to finish checking, and closed the other. Behind him, the house was still busy with the last small decisions. Isabel had approved the kitchen box. Pepa was collecting the bags that belonged to people rather than the move. Helena stood beside Christopher with the bedding bag in her hand.
Buck went in once more for his water. The living room looked familiar enough that for a second he expected Eddie to tell everyone to sit down. Then he saw the labels, the bare shelf, the empty strip of counter through the doorway.
Sophia had finished the inventory marks. Eddie checked the list against the boxes, made one correction where two things had gone together, and put the papers in his bag. His phone held the collection confirmation. Tomorrow morning, eight to ten. The plan had survived Sunday.
“Anything you’ve got with you that should stay?” he asked the room.
They checked. Jacob opened one bag, found the folded cloth Helena wanted, and gave it to her. Adriana retrieved a marker she’d put in her pocket. Buck checked his own and found only the cap of a bottle and the keys Ramón had given him to hold.
He passed the keys back.
Eddie made a brief circuit of the rooms, checking windows and lights. When he came back, he looked once across the living room and turned the switch off.
“I’ll be here before the crew,” he told his father.
“I’ll come with you.”
“Okay.”
There was no need to settle that again. Buck went out ahead of them and climbed into the van. Ramón adjusted the seat, checked the mirrors, and waited until Eddie had backed clear before pulling away.
The drive across town felt shorter in the van. Not because the roads were different, but because Buck spent most of it listening to the load. A soft creak at a turn. A small knock that stopped when they straightened. Nothing moving freely. He checked the mirror even though it couldn’t show him the straps.
“It’s fine,” Ramón said.
“I know.”
“You can look when we stop.”
Buck smiled and let his hands rest on his knees. They passed a place Christopher had pointed out on Friday, and Buck recognized it without needing anyone to tell him. A corner, a sign, the angle of the road. It was satisfying in a small way.
At the house, the others had arrived first. Helena had the door open and the route clear. She’d moved the small table that normally stood against the wall, leaving the turn wider than Buck remembered.
“The room’s ready,” she said.
They unloaded in the order they needed the pieces. Buck and Jacob took the dresser together while Eddie walked the route ahead of them. Ramón stayed at the van to hand down the lighter parts. Adriana held the door and warned them about a low corner they could all see, then moved aside when they needed the space.
In the room, the desk belonged beneath the window. Christopher had said so. They put it there, checked that there was still room for the chair, and only then brought in the dresser.
Before they brought the bed in, Buck helped Ramón put the other pieces in their final places. The dresser needed enough room for the bottom drawer to open without catching the bed. They measured the gap with the drawer itself rather than guessing, then moved the whole dresser a little closer to the wall. Buck lifted one end while Ramón checked the foot beneath it. There was no reason to leave a wobble they could fix now.
The room smelled of the clean bedding Helena had brought in and the faint dusty warmth of furniture that had spent the afternoon outdoors. The light through the window lay across the desk in a bright rectangle. Buck put the wrapped lamp to one side, unpacked it, and gathered the paper before anyone could stand on it.
“Where’s that going?” Ramón asked.
“Ask Chris.”
Ramón nodded, accepting the answer, and went to find him. Buck stayed with the lamp. He checked the shade for a bent edge and put it right with two fingers. The cord had been looped carefully instead of knotted; he was glad of that when it fell free.
Christopher came to look while Eddie was bringing the next bed section down the hall. He stayed well clear of the work and pointed to the far corner of the desk.
“There. So it doesn’t take all the space.”
Buck set it there. Chris asked for it a little farther back. He moved it, left the switch turned toward the front, and tucked the excess cord out of the route beneath the desk.
“That?”
“Yeah. Thanks.”
The chair fit beneath it with room to spare. Buck pushed it in slowly, watching the arms and the underside of the desktop. Nothing caught. He pulled it out again so Chris could check how much space he wanted left beside it.
Helena appeared carrying an empty basket. She’d brought it for the small things that otherwise ended up on the floor. Christopher looked at the basket, then at his bag, and decided it could go beside the dresser.
“Not where the drawer opens,” he said.
“Here?”
“Yeah.”
She put it there and stood back. For a moment she and Ramón were both looking at the furniture as if checking it against a room they’d been picturing for days. Buck watched them make the last small adjustment together, her hand on the corner of the dresser, his stopping it before the foot caught.
Eddie came in with the bed piece and asked them for the space. They gave it to him. Christopher went back toward the doorway, choosing a place where he could watch without being asked to move each time someone brought something through.
Buck laid the protective blanket on the floor and knelt on it. His knees objected less than they would’ve on the bare surface. Jacob handed him the first small bag. The label was clear. The parts were all there. Buck emptied them onto the towel Eddie had put down, counted the pieces once, and gave the bag back to Jacob to keep for the return trip.
“We won’t need it again,” Jacob said.
“Put it with the spare things anyway.”
“Okay.”
They started with the two pieces closest to the wall. Eddie read the shape of the joint before deciding how to hold it. Ramón had the other end. Buck could feel the weight settle toward him when one side was raised, and he changed his grip before they lowered it.
“Wait,” he said.
They waited. He moved his thumb clear, set his hand underneath instead, and nodded.
“Good.”
The piece went down exactly where it needed to be. No drama. No scraping it across the floor to find the hole. Buck liked jobs better when everyone stopped for a word instead of making him say it twice.
From the kitchen came the smell of something warming, rich enough to make him realize lunch had worn off. Adriana called that dinner wouldn’t be ready for a while. No one had asked yet. Buck looked at Eddie, who was smiling down at the hardware.
“She heard us thinking,” Eddie said.
“Apparently.”
They went back to work. Outside the window, somebody shut a car door. Sophia passed the doorway with the last of the small things from Cielo Vista and left the bag where Christopher could reach it. He thanked her, looked inside, and put one thing into his own bag before setting the rest aside.
Buck found the next fastener by touch and held it where Eddie could take it. The frame was beginning to resemble a bed again. He remembered carrying the same pieces out of the other room an hour ago, convinced for a moment that the stack would be too awkward for the van. Now they occupied the amount of space a bed was supposed to occupy, no larger and no more difficult than that.
Ramón tightened the corner he was holding, checked it, and passed the tool to Eddie. Buck stayed still until both sides were ready. The afternoon had become a series of small waits: until someone had a grip, until the path was clear, until the piece was aligned. None had taken long. They were getting the job done without anyone having to prove how fast they could move.
Eddie sorted the remaining hardware on the towel. Ramón checked the joints. Buck held the frame level while Jacob fit the first section.
“Not tight yet,” Eddie said.
Jacob stopped. “I know.”
“All right.”
They left enough give to align the other side, then tightened it evenly. Buck could feel the whole thing become more solid through the part he was holding. The last loose movement stopped. Eddie checked one corner and stood back.
“Mattress.”
They brought it in, lowered it together, and waited while Helena inspected the clearance beside the bed. She could get past. Christopher could get where he needed to go. There was room for his bag without putting it in the doorway.
“Here?” Eddie asked when Chris arrived.
Chris looked around. “Can the chair go a little farther under?”
Buck moved it. The open space grew by a few useful inches.
“Yeah,” Chris said. “That’s good.”
Helena brought the sheets. Buck moved out of the way and found himself holding the empty bedding bag while she and Eddie made the bed. The blue comforter went on last, shaken out once, then smoothed where it had folded.
Christopher put the little books in the desk drawer himself. He checked the lamp after Sophia plugged it in, turned it off, and set his bag where he wanted it. The room stopped looking like a place they’d just carried furniture into.
“I’ve got the plane,” Jacob said from the doorway.
“That stays boxed,” Chris told him.
“I know. Where?”
Christopher pointed to the clear place beside the desk. Jacob set it down and checked that the label was facing up. Buck watched Chris look around once more, then lean back with the satisfied tiredness Buck remembered from finishing a job he’d actually wanted done.
He took the empty bag out. In the hall, Pepa had made a stack of things that needed to go back into the van before the rental was returned. Ramón was looking for the keys he had put on the counter.
Buck found them beside the marker and handed them over.
“I’ll come with you,” he said.
“Good.”
They checked the van together before leaving, gathering the straps, folding the blankets, making sure nothing small had slipped between the boards. Buck’s arms felt used now, a deep ache that would probably be worse tomorrow. Nothing sharp. Nothing that required more than a shower and dinner.
From inside came Christopher’s voice telling someone not to move the books. Helena answered that she wasn’t moving them, she was seeing which ones he’d kept. Buck smiled as he pulled the rear door closed.
Ramón checked the time. His car was waiting at the rental place for the trip home.
“Good?” Ramón asked.
“Good.”
They went around to the front. Buck lowered the window a little before the engine started. The air smelled of hot pavement and dinner from the open kitchen door. Inside, someone laughed, and Christopher’s voice answered.
They’d be back before the food was ready. Buck settled into the seat, put his water between his feet until he found the holder, and let Ramón take them out of the driveway.
Ramón asked which turn the rental entrance was. Buck looked ahead, recognized the sign from that afternoon, and pointed it out. They took the turn slowly, the empty van quieter now that it had nothing left to carry.
Jacob stopped outside Christopher’s door with his hand half-raised. The room was quieter than the rest of the house. He could hear something playing low through the speaker of Chris’s phone, then the little sound of a drawer closing.
He knocked.
“Yeah?”
“It’s me.”
“Come in.”
Chris was on the bed with his legs stretched out and the blue comforter folded beneath one hand. The chair had been pushed under the desk. His bag sat beside it, the box with the plane safely beyond anyone’s route through the doorway.
Jacob came in and closed the door most of the way. Then he stood there, uncertain what to do with the sentence he’d brought.
Christopher turned the sound off.
“You okay?”
“Yeah.” Jacob looked at the desk, then back at him. “Can I tell you something?”
“Sure.”
“A secret.”
Chris sat up a little farther. “Okay.”
Jacob pushed the door closed all the way. There was a chair, but it held the shirt Chris had changed out of. He asked where it went, put it where Chris told him, and sat with his hands between his knees.
He could hear the house beyond the door. Water running, someone laughing at the television, Eddie asking whether the van keys had been returned. Normal sounds. He’d picked a quiet room in a house full of people and somehow expected it to make him better at talking.
“It’s about Ethan,” he said.
He’d spent the last half hour finding other things to do. There were dishes to carry, a bag someone needed moved, the question of whether the plane box could stay beside the desk without being kicked in the dark. Each job had a clear end. He’d reached it, looked for another, and found himself back outside Christopher’s door anyway.
Sophia hadn’t asked him again. She’d passed him a drink and wanted to know whether he could move his elbow. Adriana had been busy helping get dinner ready. The question at the lake had stayed with him without either of them doing anything to keep it there.
Now he’d said it aloud to someone else. He couldn’t turn it back into a question about where the trash can went.
Christopher’s expression changed, not much. Enough that Jacob noticed.
“What?”
“Nothing. Go on.”
“You already look like you know.”
“I don’t know what you’re going to say.”
Jacob believed that. Mostly.
He rubbed his thumb along the side of his hand. There was a little rough place from the cardboard. He’d noticed it earlier and forgotten it until now.
“I think I like him.”
“Yeah,” Chris said.
Jacob waited.
Christopher waited too.
“Not just as a friend,” Jacob added.
“I thought that was what you meant.”
The answer came so plainly that Jacob laughed once, startled and not entirely pleased.
“You’re not surprised?”
“Not really.”
“Why?”
Chris shifted the comforter off his hand. “You talk about him a lot.”
“We live together.”
“I know.”
“People keep saying that.”
“Who?”
Jacob hesitated. “Sophia asked me yesterday.”
“About Ethan?”
“Yeah.”
“What did you say?”
“That I didn’t know.”
Christopher considered him for a moment. “Do you know now?”
Jacob looked down. Saying the first part hadn’t made the next part easier. It had made the room feel more real, the distance between the chair and the bed something he had to get his voice across.
“I think so.”
“Okay.”
“It’s not just because she asked.”
“I didn’t think it was.”
He was fourteen, sitting in a room they’d put together that afternoon, and somehow he was letting Jacob take as long as he needed. Jacob breathed out and rested his hands on his knees.
“I like being with him,” he said. “Even when we’re not doing anything.”
“Yeah.”
“I mean, I liked it before. It’s just—” He stopped, tried again. “I notice when he’s not there.”
Christopher nodded. Jacob watched him understand without finding a joke and felt something in his chest loosen.
“And I don’t know what he thinks.”
“Have you asked?”
“No.”
“Okay.”
Chris reached for his water, drank, and set it back within reach. Jacob waited for the obvious advice. Just tell him. Just ask. The kind of thing that sounded sensible until he imagined actually doing it in the kitchen of the place where they both had to sleep afterward.
Christopher didn’t say it.
He could picture the loft too easily. Not some version of it with everything arranged to make the conversation go well. The actual place, a glass left beside the sink, one of them trying to hear the other over the water, a bag of groceries set down in the route because it was only going to be there for a minute. He liked those minutes. He’d spent enough of his life arriving somewhere and trying to make himself take up less space. At the loft, he’d begun to put his bag down and trust that he could pick it up later.
Ethan was part of that. Not because he said the perfect thing. Sometimes he didn’t hear, or got distracted, or started one story and remembered a different one halfway through. Jacob liked those things too. He knew when to wait for the rest of the sentence. He knew when he could laugh without making Ethan feel like he’d done something wrong.
Trying to explain all of that to Christopher made him afraid of making it sound bigger and less ordinary than it was. The ordinary part was what he was frightened of losing.
“I like being able to come home and just talk,” he said. “About something stupid. Or nothing.”
Chris nodded.
“If I say it and he doesn’t feel that way, I don’t know if he’ll be able to do that anymore. Without thinking about it.”
“You’d be thinking about it.”
“Yeah.”
“You already are.”
Jacob looked at him. Chris wasn’t accusing him of anything. He was stating the part Jacob had just described.
“I know,” Jacob said quietly.
He rested his elbows on his knees. The lamp lit the edge of the desk, leaving the corner by the closet dimmer. He could see the box they’d carried from the old house, the label clear on top. Something that mattered to Chris, made safe enough to take with him. Jacob looked back before he could start making too much of that.
“I don’t want him to think I was only being his friend because I wanted something else.”
Christopher frowned. “Were you?”
“No.” The answer came quickly, with none of the uncertainty the rest had required.
“Then you can tell him that. If you need to.”
“Okay.”
It wasn’t a solution. It was a sentence Jacob could actually imagine saying. He held on to it while the sounds in the hall moved farther away.
“I don’t want to make things weird,” Jacob said.
“Because you live together?”
“Yeah. And because we’re friends. He’s been—” He rubbed his palms against his shorts. “It’s good. I don’t want to ruin something that’s good because I can’t keep my mouth shut.”
Chris looked at him for a long moment.
“You haven’t told him anything,” he said.
“I know.”
“So you haven’t ruined it.”
Jacob let out another short laugh. “Not yet.”
“You don’t have to.”
“I know that too.”
“I mean you don’t have to do it all at once. Like, today.”
Jacob looked up. Christopher was picking at a loose thread on the comforter, concentrating on the small thing while he thought.
“If you want to talk to him,” Chris said, “you can wait until you’re actually talking. Not just because you’ve decided you have to say it before dinner or something.”
That sounded enough like something Jacob might do that he looked away.
“I wasn’t making a schedule.”
“Okay.”
“I wasn’t.”
“I said okay.”
He was smiling now. Jacob found himself smiling back, despite the warm embarrassment creeping up his neck.
“But if there’s a time,” Chris added, “you don’t have to pretend you didn’t notice.”
“What kind of time?”
Christopher looked at him. “I don’t know. I don’t live there.”
That got a real laugh out of Jacob. Chris grinned, pleased with the effect but not treating the whole conversation as something funny.
“You know him better than I do,” he said.
Jacob looked down at his hands again. He knew how Ethan left things when he was distracted, how he sounded when he wanted to tell a story but wasn’t sure anybody had time for it, the difference between being quiet because he was tired and being quiet because he was somewhere else in his head. He knew that standing in the same room could be enough to make a bad day easier.
He didn’t know what Ethan would do if Jacob put a different name to any of it.
“I can’t just assume,” he said.
“Then don’t.”
“Helpful.”
Chris shrugged, not offended. “You don’t know. That’s different from knowing he doesn’t.”
“What would you want?” Chris asked.
Jacob looked up.
“If he did like you.”
For a moment he couldn’t answer. He’d spent so much time getting to the bad version of the conversation that the other one seemed almost impolite to think about.
“A date,” he said eventually.
“Okay.”
“Just going somewhere because we both wanted to. Not because we needed food or someone asked us to come.”
Chris nodded. He wasn’t laughing.
Jacob could picture that too, once he let himself. Ethan on the other side of a table, a menu neither of them was reading because one of them had started talking. The walk afterward, not having to guess whether he was allowed to move a little closer. He’d already had versions of those evenings. The difference was being able to ask for the next one without hiding what he meant.
“I’d like to hold his hand,” he said, quieter.
Christopher’s face stayed open. “Yeah.”
The simple answer made Jacob look down. He’d expected saying it to feel foolish. Instead it felt small enough to be real. One thing he wanted. Not an entire future he had to make Ethan agree to before he could stop worrying.
“That sounds good,” Chris said.
Jacob nodded. He didn’t trust his voice immediately. The chair had stopped feeling like something he was waiting to escape. He sat back a little and let his hands rest where Chris could see them, empty and still.
Jacob sat with that. It wasn’t proof. Chris wasn’t offering it as proof. He could hear the difference.
“I’m not saying he does,” Christopher added.
“I know.”
“I just don’t think you should decide for him.”
Jacob nodded slowly. The edge of the chair pressed into the back of his leg. He moved one foot and realized he’d been sitting in the same position since he came in.
“You make it sound simple.”
“It’s not.”
Chris said it without hesitation. Jacob looked at him.
“I’ve done things wrong,” he said. “With girls. When I thought not saying something was easier.”
Jacob stayed quiet.
“Then they found out what I hadn’t said, and it was worse.” Chris pulled the loose thread free and put it on the bedside table instead of dropping it. “So I don’t know. You don’t have to tell him right now. But if you keep having to hide everything, that’s probably going to get hard too.”
“Yeah.”
“I wouldn’t like that.”
“Me neither.”
There was a short silence. Jacob could hear someone moving a chair in the next room, then Helena saying it could stay where it was. A cabinet closed. The house kept going.
“I wasn’t trying to make you tell him,” Chris said.
“I know.”
“You look worried.”
“I am worried.” Jacob smiled faintly. “That’s not your fault.”
Christopher accepted that. He reached for the water again, thought better of it, and left the bottle alone.
“Can you not tell anybody?” Jacob asked.
“I won’t.”
“Not Sophia.”
“I’m not going to tell Sophia.”
“Okay.”
He hadn’t realized how much he’d needed the promise until it was there. His shoulders lowered against the chair. He took a breath that reached farther than the others had.
Christopher looked toward the desk. “There’s someone at school.”
Jacob turned back.
“A girl?”
Chris nodded.
“Okay.”
He waited, deliberately, the way Chris had waited for him.
“Her name’s Nora. We’ve been talking.”
“Talking how?”
“On my phone.”
Jacob smiled. “I meant what about.”
“Stuff.”
“Right.”
Chris looked at him, saw he wasn’t laughing at him, and tried again. Books, things other people had posted, what they were doing before school really got going. Nora had asked about lunch when they were both back. Chris had said yes.
“So you want to sit with her?” Jacob asked.
“Yeah. I just don’t know if that’s what she meant.”
“What else would she mean?”
“I mean just us. Or everyone. Or—” Chris stopped, frustrated with the words. “If she likes me.”
“Oh.”
“She might just want to sit together.”
“She might.”
Jacob didn’t soften that into a promise. Christopher watched his face, checking.
“What did you say?”
“That it sounded good.”
“Did it?”
“Yeah.”
“Then that was a good answer.”
Chris looked down at the comforter. “It doesn’t tell me anything.”
“No.” Jacob rubbed his thumb over the rough spot on his hand. “I don’t think I’d know either.”
Christopher looked back up. Something in his face eased. Jacob had the sudden, uncomfortable recognition that he’d been waiting for exactly the same thing from Chris: not an answer, just someone to admit the question wasn’t stupid.
“Do you like her?” he asked.
“I think so.”
“Okay.”
“She’s funny. And she remembers things.”
“What things?”
Chris gave him an example, small enough that he almost sounded embarrassed by it. Something he’d said weeks ago, a detail Nora had brought back without him needing to explain it again. Jacob listened and didn’t point out how familiar the description felt.
“What do you talk about?” Jacob asked.
“I told you.”
“I know. Tell me one thing.”
Christopher thought about it. He’d told Nora about a book that was taking too long to get good. She’d remembered which one, then sent him a picture of another by the same author in a store, asking whether he wanted to suffer twice.
Jacob smiled. “Did you?”
“I haven’t finished the first one.”
“Right.”
“But she remembered.”
He said it more quietly this time. Jacob understood why that mattered. He didn’t make Christopher explain it again.
“Did you tell her you liked the picture?”
“I laughed.”
“In a message?”
“Yeah.”
“Then she knows you thought it was funny.”
Chris considered that, still uncertain. “I don’t want to say the wrong thing.”
“You can ask her about the book too. What she’s reading.”
“I have.”
“Good.”
“She likes different stuff.”
“You don’t have to read all of it.”
Christopher looked relieved, then smiled at his own relief. “Good.”
Jacob laughed with him, not loudly enough for the house to hear. He remembered being fourteen well enough to recognize the effort behind the casual answers. The invitation to lunch had probably been read more times than Chris intended to admit. Jacob wasn’t in a position to judge anybody for that.
“You can like talking to her,” he said. “Start with that.”
Chris nodded, looking toward his phone without picking it up. Jacob waited until he looked back. The smaller problem hadn’t become smaller to the person sitting on the bed. He’d done enough worrying about his own kitchen to understand that.
“That sounds nice,” he said.
“It is.”
“You can sit with her and find out what it’s like. You don’t have to know all of it before lunch.”
Christopher smiled slowly. “Neither do you.”
Jacob looked at him, then laughed. “Fair.”
“And you can’t tell Dad.”
“I won’t.”
“He’ll ask questions.”
“Probably.”
“A lot.”
Jacob nodded. He knew exactly how many a lot could mean with Eddie.
“If you want help with something, you can ask him,” he said. “But I’m not going to go and tell him.”
“Okay.”
The promise seemed to settle them both. Chris leaned back against the pillow. Jacob changed the angle of the chair so the front leg stopped catching against the edge of the rug. For the first time since he knocked, he could see the room rather than only the route to the next sentence.
“You should tell me if anything happens,” Christopher said.
“With Ethan?”
“Yeah.”
“You too.”
“With Nora.”
“I worked that out.”
Chris smiled. “Updates.”
“Like a newsletter?”
“A little one.”
“Okay.” Jacob nodded, making it a real agreement instead of only a joke. “You get mine. I get yours.”
“Just us.”
“Just us.”
Outside, Eddie called to ask whether either of them wanted something to eat. Christopher looked at Jacob. Jacob looked back, then toward the door.
“In a minute,” he called.
“Okay.”
The footsteps went away. Christopher reached for his phone, then stopped.
“Want to see the picture?”
“Which one?”
“The good one. From yesterday.”
He held it out. Jacob moved closer so they could both look without Chris having to keep his arm raised. The whole family, laughing at the camera. Buck’s hair still wrong from the water. Eddie turned slightly toward Christopher. Sophia caught halfway through saying something, Adriana smiling wide enough to look nothing like she had while arguing about the score.
Jacob was there too, close enough to the others that their shoulders touched.
“I like that one,” he said.
“Me too.”
They looked at it another moment. Then Chris put the phone down, Jacob stood, and neither of them hurried to fill the quiet before they went to find dinner.
In the hall, Jacob waited while Chris got comfortable with the crutches, then walked beside him toward the kitchen. The light was brighter there. People were talking over one another about plates and who wanted what, nobody looking up as if they could tell something had changed.
Christopher glanced at him once. Jacob met his eyes and gave a small nod.
Then Chris asked whether he could have the end chair, Jacob pulled it clear, and dinner became the thing they were doing. He sat within reach of the water and listened to Adriana finish a story. His phone stayed in his pocket. The secret didn’t need another person tonight.
Ramón put the shopping list between them and waited for Eddie to finish checking his phone. The mover’s copy of the inventory had arrived, complete with the marks they’d made at collection. Eddie opened it, checked the last page, and saved it with the rest of the sale documents.
“All there?” his father asked.
“All there.”
He put the phone away. The crew had come inside the booked window, loaded what they were supposed to load, and left the house vacant for the buyers. Eddie had checked the rooms, locked the door, and come out to the car. Tuesday still needed signatures. Monday didn’t need him to keep opening the same document.
“Your mother added things,” Ramón said, indicating the list.
Eddie picked it up. There were two kinds of handwriting and a short addition squeezed sideways into the margin. He recognized his mother’s without needing his father to explain it.
“This one’s Pepa.”
“She asked your mother. Your mother wrote it down.”
“Right.”
Ramón pulled out of the parking space. Eddie settled back, feeling the difference between this seat and the truck’s. His shoulder had begun to stiffen after yesterday’s lifting. He moved it once and left it alone. They were buying food and ice. He could manage that without deciding he needed to fix his whole body before lunch.
The city was awake around them, traffic lighter in some places because of the holiday and ordinary in others. At a crosswalk, a man waited with a child whose hat was too big for her. The child held the brim with both hands when a car passed. Ramón waited until they were clear before turning.
“How’s the storage part work?” he asked.
Eddie explained the arrangement. The furniture would go west with the professional load, then be held if South Bedford wasn’t ready when it reached California. Delivery would be scheduled when they could actually put it in the house. No one was expecting the family to meet a truck in a driveway tomorrow.
His father listened, nodded, and asked the one question Eddie had already asked twice himself.
“They call before they bring it?”
“They call.”
“Good.”
That was all. No alternative plan involving a trailer, no offer to drive a couch across three states. Eddie let himself enjoy the completed conversation.
At the store, Ramón found a place close enough that the ice wouldn’t be a project on the way out. They took a cart with one wheel that clicked but rolled straight. Eddie opened the list on top of the handle and went where his father pointed.
There were other people shopping for the same holiday meal. Not the same food, but the same look at a list, the same calculation over how much another person might eat. A woman near the entrance was talking into her phone while holding up two packages for someone who couldn’t see them. She gave up and read the labels aloud.
Eddie smiled at the familiar frustration and followed his father toward the produce.
Ramón chose things by picking them up, turning them, and occasionally putting one back so decisively that Eddie inspected it himself. There was usually a reason. A soft place, a bruise that hadn’t looked like one from above.
“Your mother wants these today,” he said.
“I know.”
“Then get the ready ones.”
Eddie put one back and chose another. His father didn’t comment. They moved on.
For a while they talked about the food. What Helena already had, what had been forgotten, what Isabel would insist nobody needed and then eat anyway. Eddie found the thing Pepa had added and checked the size before putting it in the cart.
“That enough?”
“She said one.”
“One of these?”
Ramón looked at it, took his phone out, and called instead of guessing. Eddie waited beside the cart while his father explained the two sizes. There was a brief answer he couldn’t hear, then a longer one that apparently included something else.
Ramón ended the call and added another item to the list.
“One of those,” he said.
Eddie put it in the cart. “And?”
“Something for tomorrow morning.”
They found that too.
At the end of the aisle, his father stopped to let someone pass. Eddie moved the cart clear and realized he wasn’t trying to keep the trip inside a schedule tighter than it needed. They’d finished with the crew. The house was done. The groceries could take the time groceries took.
“When are you back at work?” Ramón asked.
“This week.”
“Same crew?”
“Yeah.”
“Good.”
Eddie nodded. The answer still gave him a small, steady satisfaction. He knew who he’d see, where things belonged, the people who would make something ordinary out of his first coffee. Work wasn’t simple. It was familiar in a way he could use.
“Busy?” his father asked.
“Usually.”
“You like it?”
Eddie looked at him. His father was looking at the shelf, not waiting to catch him in the wrong answer.
“Yeah,” Eddie said. “I do.”
Ramón nodded and put the right package in the cart.
There’d been years when that question would’ve come with another one tucked behind it. Why there, why that work, why not something closer. Eddie could remember the answers he’d prepared before anyone asked. Today he hadn’t needed one. His father had asked whether he liked it.
They turned into the next aisle. Eddie checked an item off the list and noticed the little box his mother had drawn beside it. He’d done the same thing on the moving inventory without thinking about where he’d learned it.
“Chris wants to go look around UCLA with Jacob,” he said.
Ramón looked over. “Already picking colleges?”
“No. Jacob knows where the food is.”
His father laughed. “That’s a reason.”
“They’re figuring out a day.”
“Good. He’s looking forward to school?”
“Some parts.”
“That sounds right.”
Eddie smiled. He’d asked Chris the same question and received a list that began with seeing people and ended with not wanting to get up early. It had seemed like a reasonable answer for fourteen.
“He’ll be fine,” Ramón said.
“I know.”
The words came without needing to force them. Eddie had things to do before school gathered speed, forms to check and ordinary arrangements that mattered because Chris would use them every day. None of it required wondering whether his son wanted to be there.
He reached for the next item. Ramón stopped him and pointed one shelf lower. The same thing, the size his mother actually used. Eddie took it and put it in the cart.
“You sound settled,” his father said.
Eddie looked up.
“We are.”
Ramón held his gaze for a second, then nodded. “Good.”
They went on. The cart clicked at every second turn of the wheel. Somewhere near the back of the store, a freezer fan was loud enough that they stopped talking until they passed it.
Eddie thought about Christopher’s room at his parents’ house, the desk where he’d asked for it, the books in the drawer. He’d seen the lamp on last night when he went to say goodnight. Chris had been tired and pleased and unwilling to let anyone reopen the plane box.
“Thanks for yesterday,” Eddie said.
“We got it done.”
“Yeah. And for making the room.”
“He needs somewhere when he comes.”
“I know.” Eddie turned the list over, then back. “I meant more than moving the chair.”
His father waited.
“You and Mom did a lot for him. Last year. All of it.”
Ramón put one hand on the cart, keeping it still while someone came around the corner. He waited until they were alone in the narrow part of the aisle again.
“He’s our grandson.”
“I know that. I’m still grateful.”
“You’re welcome,” his father said.
Eddie nodded. He hadn’t needed an argument about whose responsibility it had been, or a list of things he should’ve done sooner. He’d wanted to say thank you to the man standing beside him. His father had let him.
“He told me about the card games,” Eddie added.
Ramón’s mouth moved. “I’m sure he did.”
“And the lunches.”
“We had to eat.”
“Apparently you didn’t always have to buy what you said you needed.”
His father laughed, looking down. “He noticed that?”
“He’s fourteen, Dad.”
“I know how old he is.”
“Then you know he noticed.”
Ramón smiled and started the cart moving again. Eddie walked beside him, close enough that they didn’t have to raise their voices. The store had cooled the sweat at his neck. He pushed his sleeve down over the red strip at his wrist and reached for the list when it began to slide.
“Your mother will want to come out,” Ramón said.
“She can.”
“We have to look at dates.”
“Then look. Tell me what you’re thinking before you buy anything.”
“I would.”
Eddie looked at him. Ramón gave him a small, conceding nod.
“We’ll call first.”
“Good.”
He didn’t promise a particular holiday or start arranging sleeping places in a house that wasn’t ready for delivery yet. There would be dates they could make work and dates they couldn’t. His father could call about both.
They collected the last dry things before getting the ice. Ramón checked the list against the cart, reading each item quietly enough that Eddie could barely hear. Eddie took his own turn checking the bottom where the heavier things had gone. Nothing missing.
“Coffee?” his father asked, looking toward the small counter near the front.
“Mom’s waiting.”
“She knows where we are.”
Eddie considered the time, the finished list, the fact that they hadn’t collected the ice yet. “Okay.”
They left the cart where they could see it and ordered two coffees. Ramón paid before Eddie could get his wallet out. Eddie let him, then took the cups to the narrow counter by the window.
It wasn’t much of a place to sit. Two stools, a view of the parking lot, the steady sound of people coming through the entrance. His father settled beside him and turned the handle of his cup out of the way of his elbow.
Eddie drank. Too hot yet, but good.
For a while they watched the parking lot. A man went back to his car for bags he’d forgotten. Two children argued over who could push an empty cart until the woman with them took it herself. A truck backed out carefully beside a smaller car, its driver waiting for the pedestrians to pass.
Ramón asked whether Eddie wanted anything to eat. Eddie said he could wait until they got home. His father nodded and drank his coffee.
Home meant his parents’ house for the next day. Then it would mean Los Angeles again, a long drive with three people he knew how to travel with. He didn’t have to correct the word out loud.
His father had finished half his coffee before he spoke again.
“Your mother wants another copy of that picture.”
“Which picture?”
“The lake. All of us.”
“She has it.”
“A real one. For the wall.”
Eddie smiled and looked down at his cup. “I can get it printed.”
“She’ll want to pick the size.”
“Then let her pick.”
“I told her you would say that.”
His father sounded pleased rather than put upon. Eddie could picture the wall, the space Helena would clear, the disagreement over whether the new frame matched the ones already there. One more picture with the people they had now. Buck would be in the middle of it with his hair wrong, and Christopher would be laughing instead of trying to keep still.
“She can send me the place she wants it,” Eddie said. “I’ll see what fits.”
Ramón nodded. “Good.”
They drank. The coffee had reached the temperature Eddie liked. He took a longer swallow and rested the cup between both hands. The small counter was warm where the sunlight hit it, cool farther back. He moved his elbow into the shade and watched a woman fold a receipt before putting it in the front pocket of her bag.
He’d spent enough time in other people’s kitchens over the last few months to know how quickly a familiar place could change around you. A bag moved out of a hallway. A chair put in another room. The table they’d used for one thing becoming useful for another. His parents had made a room for Christopher without making the visit into a condition he had to satisfy.
“He’s happy with it,” Eddie said.
His father looked over.
“The room. He told me last night.”
“Good.”
“He’ll probably move the lamp.”
“He already did.”
Eddie laughed. Ramón smiled into his coffee. That was the answer, really. Christopher had been there less than a day and had already begun changing the little things that made a room usable. He’d sleep there tonight, pack his bag tomorrow, and know where the books would be when he came back.
Ramón finished his coffee and put the empty cup down.
“We should get the ice.”
“Yeah.”
Eddie took the last of his own and stood. His shoulder objected, briefly, then settled. His father looked as if he might ask about it, decided against it, and took the cart while Eddie cleared the cups.
They went back through the store by the shortest route. At the freezer, Eddie opened the door and held it while Ramón got the first bag. Cold air touched Eddie’s face and the bare strip above his collar. The second bag was stuck lightly to the one beneath it. Ramón freed it with a short pull, put it in the bottom of the cart, and shut the door.
“Only two?” Eddie asked, checking the list.
“Only two.”
“All right.”
At the checkout, they divided the job without discussing it. Eddie put the things on the belt. Ramón kept the cold items together and moved the empty cart to the other end. The cashier asked whether they’d found everything, and his father said yes with the satisfaction of a man who’d called to make sure.
Eddie got his wallet out this time. Ramón looked at him, then stepped aside. They’d already had the coffee argument without actually arguing. Eddie paid for the groceries and took the receipt.
Outside, the heat returned all at once. He could feel it through his shirt by the time they reached the car. They loaded the ice last, keeping it in the insulated space they’d brought for it, and checked that the heavier bags weren’t resting on the softer food.
His father passed him the last bag. Eddie put it in, closed the back, and stood still for a moment with his hand on the warm metal.
“Ready?” Ramón asked.
“Yeah.”
The car smelled faintly of coffee and the things they’d just bought. Eddie put the folded list back between the seats, where his father could see that every little box had a mark beside it. The receipt went in his own pocket instead of disappearing into another cabinet.
Ramón started the engine and waited for the air to cool before turning it toward his face. Eddie loosened his collar, checked that the belt wasn’t pressing across the tender strip at his wrist, and watched the parking lot move past.
“Your sisters are going to want the picture too,” his father said.
“They can have it.”
“Adriana will want the other ones.”
“She already has the other ones.”
“All of them?”
“Probably.”
His father laughed. Eddie could live with the sleeping photograph. He could live with the red bow tie appearing in a family conversation the next time someone needed to embarrass him. They were fairly small prices for having been there.
At the light, Ramón glanced toward him.
“Long drive tomorrow.”
“We’ll trade off.”
“Stop when you need to.”
“We will.”
“I know.”
The last part was new enough that Eddie looked over. His father was watching the light, hands resting easily on the wheel. He hadn’t said it to end the conversation. He sounded as if he meant it.
The light changed. They went on.
Eddie’s phone vibrated once in his pocket. He took it out to find a message from Buck asking whether they needed help carrying things in. He answered that they were nearly back, then put the phone away without opening the mover’s document again.
When they turned onto the street, he could see the familiar cars outside his parents’ house. The van was gone, returned yesterday. The truck waited where he’d left it. A patch of shade reached across the front path.
Ramón parked. Eddie opened his door, felt the heat again, and went around for the cold bags first. His father took the others. Neither tried to take everything in one trip.
Buck opened the front door before they reached it. From inside, Helena asked whether they’d found what she’d wanted.
“All of it,” Eddie said.
He went through with the ice.
Helena met him before he reached the kitchen and pointed him toward the cooler. He put the ice down carefully, kept the wet plastic clear of the floor, and held the lid while Buck made room.
“Enough?” Buck asked.
“That’s what they wanted.”
“Good.”
His father came through with the remaining bags. They unpacked them on the clear part of the counter, checking off nothing now because the things themselves were there. Pepa found what she’d asked for and took it without needing to explain the size again.
Eddie washed his hands. Through the doorway he could see Christopher talking to Jacob, one hand resting on the back of the chair beside him. His son looked up, smiled, and went on with what he’d been saying.
Eddie dried his hands, hung the towel where his mother kept it, and asked what else needed doing. There was time before the meal. His father had already taken his place at the other end of the counter.
Christopher came to the doorway a minute later and asked what they had left to do. Eddie told him the cold things were put away and the rest was up to Grandma.
“Grandma wants the picture on the wall,” he added.
“Which one?”
“The one you like.”
Chris smiled. “Good.”
He went back to Jacob with that piece of news. Eddie took the empty bags from his father, folded them together, and put them where they could be found again. Outside, the truck was beginning to fall into shade.
Helena gave Buck a knife and a cutting board while Eddie was still putting the shopping bags away. There were already enough people in the kitchen to make standing still the most useful thing he could do, so he took the place she pointed to and waited for instructions.
“Small pieces,” she said, setting the vegetables beside him. “Not so small they disappear.”
“Got it.”
He cut the first one and held the board where she could see. She nodded, turned back to the stove, and left him to finish. Outside the kitchen, Ramón was telling someone the ice had gone where it was supposed to go. Eddie answered. A bag rustled, and then the doorway cleared.
The house had been moving around them all morning. The crew had taken Eddie’s furniture. The groceries had arrived. Someone had put the lake photographs on a screen large enough that Isabel could examine them without holding a phone to her face. Now the next job was food, which suited Buck better than sitting down and realizing how much his shoulders hurt.
He kept his fingers curled clear of the blade. The vegetables made a steady little sound against the board, harder at one end, softer at the other. Helena passed behind him to get a pan and said excuse me before he could move. He shifted enough for her to reach, then went back to what he was doing.
“You cook at work?” she asked.
“Yeah. We take turns.”
“And at home?”
“Some. Depends who’s there.”
“Eddie cooks.”
“He does.” Buck smiled down at the board. “He also calls putting things in a tortilla cooking.”
“Sometimes it is.”
“I’m not arguing.”
She laughed quietly and handed him a bowl. He slid the chopped pieces into it, using the back of the knife instead of the edge. She noticed that. He could tell by the small pause before she went on, but she didn’t make him explain where he’d learned it.
The next job turned out to be peeling the loose outer leaves off a cabbage. Helena set it in front of him, went to find something in a cabinet, and came back to discover he’d taken off more than she meant.
“Not all of them.”
“Some were coming off anyway.”
“Those are good.” She took one from the board, rinsed it, and put it with the others. “Here. Like this.”
He watched her turn the cabbage, getting her thumb beneath the damaged edge instead of pulling at the whole leaf. There was hardly anything left in her hand when she finished. He copied her on the other side, slower this time, and she left him with it.
At the station he could find almost anything in the kitchen without asking. He knew which pan needed coaxing to keep a handle from getting too hot, which shelf held the things people bought and then forgot they wanted. Here he had to open a drawer, look, and sometimes close it again. It wasn’t unpleasant. Nobody acted as if he should’ve known already.
“Does this one have a name?” he asked when she put a smaller knife beside him.
“A knife.”
“No, the thing we’re making.”
She glanced at him and began laughing. Buck waited until she could answer, smiling because she was trying to apologize for it and failing.
“I thought you were asking which knife you should use.”
“I can identify a knife.”
“You looked very serious.”
“I wanted to make sure.”
She told him what she called the dish and what her mother had called the version she used to make. There wasn’t a recipe written down that she could point him toward. She could tell him what went in and approximately how much, though every approximation came with a condition: how many people, how sharp the vegetables were, whether he was making it for today or tomorrow. Buck listened, trying to keep the sequence straight while his hands finished the job she’d actually given him.
“Could I put it in my phone?” he asked.
“The recipe?”
“Yeah.”
“You’ll have to stop cutting.”
He put the knife down. She waited while he washed and dried his hands, then repeated the ingredients more slowly as he typed. The first measurement she gave him was a handful. Buck looked at her hand, then at his own, and held it up.
Helena considered the difference. “Less than that.”
“Okay.”
“Not half.”
He wrote a small handful and showed her. She accepted it, though she wanted him to add that he ought to taste it before deciding whether it needed more. He did. By the end he had a note with enough qualifications that it looked like something he’d taken during training.
“You don’t have to get it exactly the same,” she said.
“I know. I want to get close.”
“Then make it once when you’re not feeding everybody.”
That was probably good advice. At the firehouse there was always somebody willing to eat the result, but there was also always somebody willing to remember what he’d done wrong. Buck saved the note, locked the phone, and put it away before he reached for the knife again.
Helena took the finished pieces from him and began arranging the next dish. She didn’t seem particularly interested in standing over him now that he’d learned what she wanted. When he found a torn leaf, he trimmed it and put the good part in the bowl without asking. She slid another bowl into the space he’d cleared.
“Do you make a lot before you go to work?” she asked.
“Sometimes. Depends on the shift.”
“For when you get home.”
“Oh. Not always.”
“You should. Then you don’t have to decide.”
He thought of coming in tired enough that opening the refrigerator felt like starting a conversation he didn’t have the energy to finish. “Yeah. That’s a good idea.”
“Eddie used to say he wasn’t hungry when what he meant was he didn’t want to stop.”
“Used to?”
She gave him a look. Buck ducked his head and smiled at the counter. There were limits to what either of them needed to say about Eddie with him one room away.
“He’d eat if I put it down,” she said. “Then he’d tell me he hadn’t wanted anything.”
“He does eat.”
“I know. I heard him tell you about lunch.”
Buck remembered Eddie calling from the other room, asking whether they’d already decided what was happening with the food. He hadn’t thought of it as something Helena might notice. They’d answered him, he’d answered back, and the day had gone on.
“He remembers for other people,” Buck said.
“Yes.” She reached past him for the clean bowl. “So did his father.”
“Did?”
This time she laughed before he did. “You can ask Ramón how much better he’s got.”
From the next room came a low protest. Ramón had apparently heard his name, if not the rest. Helena told him they were busy. He said something Buck couldn’t quite catch, and she shook her head as she turned back to the food, pleased rather than annoyed.
Buck wiped the scraps from the counter into his palm. It was easy to put Eddie’s parents in the house and leave them there, waiting for a call or a visit. He’d seen enough this weekend to know they didn’t. Ramón had a life that included errands and the men he spoke to about things Buck only understood in pieces. Helena had people she expected to see when the weekend ended, a cabinet she wanted sorted her own way, and an opinion about almost every subject somebody brought into the kitchen.
“Are we leaving you a huge mess?” he asked.
“You’re taking most of it with you.”
“I mean here.”
“I know what you mean.” She glanced toward the hall. “The towels can wait. I’ll do them tomorrow.”
“I could start—”
“Not while we’re making lunch.”
“Right.”
She handed him the bowl to rinse. He took it, accepting the boundary with more ease than he might’ve managed a few years ago. There would still be a washing machine in this house after they left. He didn’t have to leave every room ready for somebody to inspect it.
They worked without talking for a few minutes. Helena knew the order she wanted things done and didn’t seem troubled by the fact that no one else could see it. Something on the stove needed less heat. Something in the refrigerator needed another hour. Buck asked before moving the bowl he’d filled and got told it could stay right there.
Pepa came through looking for a spoon. Helena indicated the drawer with her elbow, then asked which kind before Pepa got it open. A short discussion followed about the thing the spoon would be used for. Buck kept chopping. It ended with a different utensil and both women satisfied that the other had finally understood.
When Pepa left, Helena shook her head, smiling.
“She knows where I keep them.”
“She wanted a specific one.”
“She wanted to tell me why.”
Buck laughed. That sounded more familiar. He moved the second batch into the bowl and checked whether she wanted anything else cut before washing the board.
“In a minute. Have some water.”
He drank from the bottle beside his elbow. Through the doorway, he could see Christopher explaining something to Ramón with one hand lifted. Jacob sat nearby, listening rather than supplying the answer. The three of them looked comfortable enough that Buck let his attention return to the counter.
Helena was watching too.
“He likes the room,” she said.
“Yeah. It came out good.”
“He moved the lamp.”
“He told me where he wanted it.”
“Of course.” She stirred the pan, scraping the bottom once, then lowered the heat. “I left the books where he put them.”
“Probably a good idea.”
“I wasn’t going to read them.”
Buck looked at her. She was smiling, a little defensive on principle. He smiled back and set the bottle down.
“I didn’t think you were.”
There was something ordinary and pleasant about hearing her report on the room. The furniture hadn’t arrived as a consolation prize. Christopher had a desk he liked and a bed already made, and she was learning which small things he wanted left alone. Buck knew how exact those instructions could become once Chris began trusting a place.
Helena took the bowl, checked the pieces, and tipped them into the pan. The sound rose sharply for a moment. Buck turned the board over to clean the other side while she stirred.
“He’s happy in Los Angeles,” she said.
Buck dried his hands before answering. “Yeah.”
“I can see.”
He waited. She wasn’t looking for him to prove it. Her attention stayed on the food, the spoon moving slowly enough that nothing caught.
“It’s good,” Buck said.
“It is.”
The kitchen settled around the short exchange. A cabinet door clicked shut in the next room. Someone laughed at something on the television, then turned the volume down when another conversation began. Buck put the clean board aside and found the next bowl where Helena had left it.
She handed him a towel instead.
“Those need drying.”
He took the washed things from the rack. Familiar work, glass warm from the water, the towel becoming damp at one corner. He dried the rim carefully and set the first dish beside the others.
“When Eddie changed his will,” Helena said, “I wasn’t happy.”
Buck stopped with the second dish in his hand.
He knew what she meant before she said his name. The word will did that, opened a space in a room where Eddie was supposed to keep existing. Buck put the dish down before the towel could slip.
“I thought it should’ve been us,” she said. “Or one of his sisters. Someone in the family.”
She looked up then, hearing the sentence as he heard it.
“I know,” she added. “That wasn’t fair.”
Buck rubbed the towel between his fingers. He could’ve made it easier for her. Told her he understood, supplied the reasons she hadn’t said, moved the whole conversation past the uncomfortable place before she had to stand in it.
He didn’t quite know which part he understood.
“You’re his grandmother,” he said.
“Yes.”
“You’d want—”
“I wanted what I’d expected.”
She said it plainly, then turned the spoon once through the pan. Buck looked at the dish he’d put down. There was still a drop of water on the bottom. He dried it and set it in the right place.
Helena lowered the heat again before continuing.
“I wasn’t thinking about his school. His friends. The life Eddie had made with him. I was thinking that I’m his grandmother.”
Buck kept his hand on the towel. He could hear Christopher laughing outside the kitchen. It made the conversation easier and harder at the same time.
“That matters,” he said.
“I know it does.” She met his eyes. “It doesn’t mean I knew best.”
He let that sit. There wasn’t an answer he could give without taking over what she was trying to tell him.
“Eddie knows his son,” she said. “And he knows you.”
Buck looked down. His hands had gone still again.
“I’d do everything I could,” he said.
“I know.”
“I hope I never have to.”
“So do I.”
The agreement came quickly, with an edge to it he recognized. Not an argument between them. Something they could both refuse to want, even while the paper existed.
Helena put the spoon down. “You wouldn’t take him away from us.”
Buck looked at her. “No.”
“I know that now too.”
He swallowed. “He’d still need you.”
She nodded, her mouth pressing briefly before she let it relax.
“And you’d know what else he needed,” she said. “You’d ask him.”
Buck thought of the lamp, the chair, Christopher telling him where his bag needed to go. Of other decisions that wouldn’t fit into a room and couldn’t be made easier by asking once. He wasn’t going to tell her he’d always know. He could promise the part she had actually named.
“Yeah,” he said. “I would.”
From the hall, Eddie asked where someone had put the empty shopping bags. Helena answered without raising her voice much. He found them, thanked her, and went away again.
Buck could breathe a little better after hearing him.
“We haven’t forgotten what you did,” Helena said. “The tsunami. When Eddie was shot. I remember.”
He shook his head slightly. She lifted one hand, not stopping him so much as asking him to let her finish.
“I’m not asking you to explain it.”
“Okay.”
“I’m telling you I haven’t forgotten.” She picked the spoon up again, then set it down without using it. “Eddie made a good choice.”
There it was. No grander than the kitchen could hold. Buck felt it low in his chest, an ache that made him want to move, find something to carry, give the room a reason for the way his hands had stopped working.
He stayed beside the rack.
“Thank you,” he said.
Helena nodded once and returned to the pan. It needed stirring. That was helpful. Buck picked the next dish up and dried it slowly, making sure he wasn’t leaving water around the rim.
For a little while they worked in quiet. The conversation didn’t disappear, but it stopped requiring the next sentence. Buck could feel the towel warm in his hands. The dish went beside the others. He reached for another.
Helena asked him to taste the food.
He took the small spoon she offered, waited because it was hot, and tried it. Good, but he could tell she’d asked a real question.
“Maybe a little more salt?”
“That’s what I thought.”
She added some, stirred, and gave him another taste. This time he nodded. She did too, satisfied, and set the spoon in the sink.
Buck glanced at the clock. There was still time before everyone needed to sit down. He’d helped cook meals that came together in the last few minutes, people reaching past one another, someone looking for a thing nobody had washed. Helena was putting the lid down and moving on. He watched her clear the space around the stove without making more work for herself.
“I always start that part too early,” he said.
“Then you’re trying to keep it warm.”
“Yeah.”
“Get the bowls out first. It gives you something to do.”
He smiled. “That obvious?”
“A little.”
“Now we leave it,” she said.
“Okay.”
She handed him a bowl that needed carrying to the other end of the counter. He moved it, came back, and found her sorting the clean lids into a stack. There were three sizes. None fit the bowl she wanted covered.
Buck searched the rack and found the right one beneath a plate. He dried it before handing it over.
“There,” she said. “I knew it was here.”
The lid fit. He held the bowl steady while she pressed the edges down, then put it where she indicated. They had enough clear counter now to see what was left to do.
He was beginning to understand the order. The cold things stayed cold. The hot ones could wait without getting ruined. The things that needed doing at the last minute hadn’t been started just because there were hands available. Helena had been feeding a room full of people for longer than Buck had been alive. She didn’t need him to make it more complicated.
“You can sit,” she said when he began looking for another task.
“I’m good.”
“I didn’t say you weren’t.”
He looked at her, then laughed quietly. She smiled and gave him a piece of something from the plate beside the stove. He ate it standing there, hot enough that he had to be careful.
“Good?”
“Really good.”
“Then go tell the others it’s almost ready. Not ready. Almost.”
“I’ll make the distinction.”
“Please do.”
He went as far as the doorway. Christopher was at the table with Ramón and Jacob, looking through the photographs. Eddie stood behind them, one hand on the back of a chair, listening to something his father was saying.
Buck stopped long enough to look. Nobody needed him immediately. Eddie glanced up, met his eyes, and tilted his head in a quiet question.
“Food’s almost ready,” Buck said.
“Almost?” Chris asked.
“Specifically almost.”
Eddie smiled and came to move the last bag off the table. Buck went back for the bowls.
Jacob carried the last bowl into the dining room and found that the table had acquired two more chairs while he’d been in the kitchen. One was empty. The other held the bag Adriana had already moved twice.
“Whose?” he asked.
“Mine.” She took it before he had to set the bowl down on top of it. “Sorry.”
He put the bowl within reach of Helena, checked that the spoon wasn’t going to fall out, and sat beside Christopher. There was enough space if everyone kept their elbows to themselves. That seemed unlikely, but they managed the first few minutes.
The food arrived in pieces, carried by whoever had a free hand. Buck came with the hot things and warned them before putting anything down. Eddie brought drinks, then had to go back because one glass was missing. Ramón waited until Isabel had chosen her chair before taking his own. Pepa moved the bread so nobody had to reach over it for the water.
Jacob liked the sound of this part. Glass touching the table, the scrape of a serving spoon, the small overlapping requests people could answer without interrupting the conversation they were already having. He passed a dish toward Chris, held it steady while he took what he wanted, and accepted the bowl Sophia sent the other way.
“More than that,” Helena told Eddie.
“I haven’t finished.”
“I’m telling you now.”
He took another spoonful, looked at her until she was satisfied, and passed the dish along. Buck was trying to identify something he’d helped make. Helena told him it looked different when it was finished. He laughed, accepted that, and put some on his plate.
For a while they ate instead of talking. Jacob hadn’t realized how hungry he was. He’d spent the morning helping people put small things in bags, finding a missing lid, answering questions about where something had been left last night. It was nice to have a plate someone else had already decided how to fill.
Christopher took the sauce carefully, tasted it, and pushed the bowl toward Jacob with a quiet warning about the heat. Jacob tried a little first. Good advice. He added more anyway, then reached for his water without making a point of it.
Sophia noticed and smiled. He ignored her until she asked him to pass the bread.
“It’s good,” he said.
“I didn’t say it wasn’t.”
“No. You looked.”
She took the bread. “I’m allowed.”
He smiled down at his plate. The first stiffness of being away from his own routine had gone sometime over the weekend. He knew which sounds belonged to which person in this house, who would move a bowl without asking and who would insist on finishing what they were saying before answering a simple question about a spoon. None of it required him to keep watching for the right response.
At the other end of the table, Adriana had begun telling Ramón about something that had happened on her way over. Not a disaster, just an inconvenient driver and a turn she’d missed because she was paying attention to the wrong lane. Eddie listened long enough to start offering another route.
“I know another route,” she said. “I took it.”
“Then why were you late?”
“Because first I took the wrong one.”
Sophia laughed. Ramón kept eating, apparently determined not to be asked to settle this. Jacob watched Eddie decide whether he needed the last word and, after a visible effort, go back to his plate.
Christopher leaned toward Jacob. “He does that to everybody.”
“Directions?”
“Yeah.”
“He knows a lot of roads.”
“He likes telling people.”
Eddie looked toward them. Christopher took a drink with an expression of perfect innocence. Jacob couldn’t manage it as well and looked away before he started laughing.
The conversation moved. It had room to do that without anyone wrapping up the first subject. Pepa wanted to know whether Sophia still had the book she’d borrowed. Sophia said yes, at home, and that she’d bring it next time. Isabel remembered lending something different and began describing it. By the time they worked out whose book was whose, Adriana had asked what it was about and Helena had gone to get more food.
Buck stood when she did. She told him to stay seated. He sat again, picked up the water pitcher, and filled the glasses within reach instead. Jacob watched him pause beside Chris’s bottle, ask with a look, and refill it when Chris nodded.
The easy movement made Jacob think of the loft. Ethan putting water where he’d remember to drink it, one of them reaching for something at the same time as the other. He put the thought aside before it took him out of the room. Christopher was asking him a question.
“What?”
“Do you want the last one?”
Jacob looked at the dish between them. “You can have it.”
“I’m full.”
“So am I.”
Christopher offered it across the table. Buck took it after confirming nobody else wanted it. That settled the question without either of them needing to eat something only because it was there.
Adriana asked whether anyone remembered the night they tried to sleep in the yard. Eddie’s head came up immediately.
“We slept in the yard.”
“For a while,” Sophia said.
“All night.”
“Not all of us.”
Helena returned with the bowl and set it down before she answered. “You came in because you forgot the pillows.”
“That was one trip,” Eddie said.
“And then the food,” Adriana added.
“That was yours.”
She didn’t deny it. Jacob could see the memory arriving separately for each of them, each person beginning at the part that made the most sense from where they’d been standing.
It hadn’t been a great expedition. They’d been close enough to the back door that Ramón could hear them talking through it. Eddie had apparently insisted they could manage everything themselves, then discovered the practical limits of a plan made before anyone remembered blankets. Adriana had supplied a bag of food and eaten most of what she wanted before they’d gone outside. Sophia had stayed long enough to decide she preferred a bed.
“I had a bed,” she said. “It was inside.”
“You left early,” Eddie told her.
“Yes.”
“You didn’t even try.”
“I tried the ground. Then I went to bed.”
Christopher was smiling now, following the story with the absorbed attention he gave to evidence that his father had once been less organized. Jacob watched Eddie lean back, caught between defending the trip and admitting that it sounded ridiculous when everybody told it at once.
“Was it a tent?” Chris asked.
“Eventually,” Adriana said.
Eddie pointed his fork at her. “It was a tent.”
“After Dad helped.”
“After Dad held one side.”
Ramón put his glass down. “It needed two people.”
“Thank you,” Eddie said.
“I said that at the time too.”
That got him. Eddie laughed, not the small breath he used when he wanted a conversation to move on, but a real laugh that made Buck look at him and begin smiling too. Christopher leaned forward with his chin near his hand, waiting for the rest.
There wasn’t much rest. They’d slept, mostly. The ground had been harder than expected. Someone had gone in for a bathroom and stayed because they found the house more comfortable. Nobody could agree on who that was. Sophia refused to be blamed for it because she’d announced her departure.
“Did you go again?” Jacob asked.
“Not that way,” Ramón said.
“For real,” Eddie added.
Helena looked at her son, then at his sisters. “With a list.”
Jacob laughed. Adriana admitted that would’ve helped. The admission lasted until Sophia asked whether she’d remembered food the second time, and then she was defending herself again.
It was good seeing Eddie in the middle of it. Not handling a problem, not waiting to be asked something about work or Christopher. Just one of three siblings with an old argument he knew how to enjoy. Jacob had known versions of that man when he was younger, before he had the words for how much work Eddie was doing around the edges. He liked seeing him now with food on his plate and nowhere he needed to be before someone else finished the story.
Isabel had her own version of an outdoor meal that hadn’t gone as planned. Pepa corrected the place, then the year, then gave up and told it herself. Isabel let her get halfway through before pointing out the detail she’d missed. They weren’t trying to win. They both wanted the good part told right.
Jacob listened as the account spread around the table. One missing utensil became several. A bag someone thought another person had packed had stayed at home. The food had still been eaten. Nobody had gone hungry, although they spoke of the inconvenience with the seriousness of people who’d had decades to improve the story.
“That’s why I bring things,” Isabel said at the end.
Eddie looked at the amount of food still on the table. “We noticed.”
She tapped his wrist lightly with the back of her fingers. “You ate.”
“I did.”
“Good.”
He smiled and let her have it.
Helena asked about the photographs while the plates began emptying. Not more photographs now; the ones they’d already taken. Ramón explained that Eddie would help get a copy printed once she chose a size. Adriana wanted to see which one.
“The good one,” Christopher said.
“There are several.”
“The one where everybody’s laughing.”
Adriana accepted that as specific enough and reached for her phone. Soon there were three screens open to the same image. Jacob kept his own in his pocket. He knew what it looked like. He’d looked at it with Chris last night, both of them quiet for reasons no one else at the table needed to hear.
Sophia looked across at him once. He met her eyes. She smiled, a small ordinary smile, and returned to showing Helena how to compare the picture with the wall space she had in mind.
She didn’t ask about Ethan. Jacob was grateful enough that he passed her the water before she reached for it.
“Thanks,” she said.
“No problem.”
At the far end, Buck had been asked about the meal. He described the part he’d helped with and gave Helena credit for everything that made it work. She said he’d chopped the vegetables the right size. Pepa wanted to know whether he’d done the second bowl too.
“I did.”
“Then you can do it again,” she said.
“Apparently,” Buck replied.
Eddie reached for the last of the bread and tore it in half. He offered the other piece to Buck without interrupting his mother’s explanation. Buck took it and went on listening.
The conversation reached Jacob when Adriana asked what he’d liked about UCLA besides being finished. He told her about a courtyard where he used to eat, then had to explain why he’d kept going back to the same place for lunch.
“You should show Christopher,” she said.
“I was going to.”
“Good.”
She didn’t turn the question into a test. Jacob told her which way they could go from the parking structure, where they could stop in the shade. He knew those paths well enough to picture the turns while he talked. There were places he’d only passed on his way to class that they could take their time looking at now.
Christopher nudged his glass away from the edge. “We said we’d go.”
“Yeah. We did.”
“Before you get busy.”
“I know.” Jacob turned toward him. “We’ll figure out a day.”
Eddie looked over at that, interested but not inserting himself into the plan. Chris had already gone back to his food. Jacob liked that he’d mentioned it without waiting for someone else to ask whether he was allowed to want it.
Sophia wanted to know whether Jacob had everything he needed. It could’ve been a complicated question if he’d let it. He thought about the things he’d put in drawers at the loft, the laundry basket that was actually his, the cup he reached for without looking in the morning.
“Mostly,” he said. “I keep remembering something else.”
“That’s moving.”
“Apparently.”
“You can get it when you need it.”
“I know.”
He did know. There was money he could spend on an ordinary missing thing without doing the whole calculation in his head first. He still had to remind himself sometimes. Today it was enough to hear her say it and discover that nobody at the table was waiting to discuss what he’d had before.
Helena interrupted to ask if the bowl beside him was empty. He checked, found one small portion left, and held it up so the other end of the table could see. Isabel wanted it. The dish made its way down, returning with a different spoon and a little sauce on the side.
Ramón asked Buck something about the route back, then stopped when Pepa answered first. She’d been looking at it herself. Jacob couldn’t follow every road she named, but he recognized the place they’d stopped on Friday and the stretch where they’d all wanted to get out at once. Eddie listened without reaching for his phone to prove a point.
“We’ll call when we stop,” he said.
“Don’t call me while you’re driving,” Helena said.
“I won’t.”
“You say that.”
“Somebody else will call.”
Christopher raised his hand an inch from the table. “I can.”
“Then you call,” she told him, satisfied.
Jacob took another bite. Across from him, Adriana had let the conversation pass her while she finished eating. There wasn’t a responsibility to entertain every minute. He could see Sophia listening with her elbow on the table, Buck catching the serving spoon before it slid into the bowl, Eddie shifting his chair to let Helena through. Each of them had a place in the room that wasn’t made entirely out of what they could do for someone else.
He was still learning how to trust that for himself. Coming here had helped, though he couldn’t have said exactly when. It might’ve been the second time somebody asked him to pass something without asking whether he was comfortable first. Or being given a job and then left to do it, not watched for evidence that the weekend had become too much.
He caught Adriana’s eye when she reached for the dish near him and passed it before she had to ask.
“Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.”
There was a little food left. She took it, offering some to Sophia before putting the serving spoon down.
The light had changed while they ate. Jacob could see a warmer patch across the wall, the edges of the room less sharp than they’d been at the start. The table was crowded with things that had been opened, used, moved, and offered around. Somebody’s napkin had disappeared beneath a plate. A spoon rested on the wrong saucer. There was enough room to put a hand down now, but not much more.
He found himself wanting to remember the room without photographing it. Helena leaning toward Pepa to hear something. Ramón holding the pitcher while Isabel decided whether she wanted more. Christopher making space for his crutches without leaving the conversation. Eddie looking at his sisters with the tired affection of someone who’d already heard the story and still wanted them to finish.
Jacob had arrived in El Paso once with less than he knew how to account for. He could remember the weight of what he’d carried and the effort of making each answer small enough to get through. This wasn’t that arrival. There were still things about it he didn’t want to examine over dinner. But he’d also eaten here, laughed here, been told where the clean towels were. Those things belonged to the place too.
He took a drink and set the glass down where it wouldn’t leave a ring.
Christopher asked whether he could help clear. Helena told him to wait until everyone was finished. He looked at the empty plates directly in front of him, then at the three people still eating, and stayed where he was.
“She’s right,” Jacob said quietly.
“I know.”
“You can sit for five minutes.”
“I have been sitting.”
“Then you’re good at it.”
Chris smiled despite himself. Jacob let his own chair take more of his weight and listened to Ramón ask Eddie about the drive tomorrow. Eddie said they’d stop when they needed to. Buck said the snacks were already separated from the things that would be hard to reach. Isabel wanted to know which bag had the little packs for their hands.
Eddie pointed toward the hall. Buck said nothing. Christopher laughed into his glass.
There was dessert after that, though Jacob had been sure there couldn’t be room. Helena brought it in small servings, which made saying yes easy. It was cold enough to make everyone go quiet for the first mouthful. Adriana said hers was too small, then refused a second portion when it was offered.
Sophia watched her. Adriana shook her head before she could speak.
“I’m allowed to change my mind.”
“I didn’t say anything.”
“You were thinking it.”
Sophia took another spoonful. Jacob looked away, laughing quietly, and found Eddie doing the same thing at the other end of the table.
For a while they stayed there with the plates finished. People had places to go tomorrow and bags to pack tonight. Nobody moved as if the table had to be dismantled the moment the food was gone.
Jacob leaned back, warm from the room and pleasantly full. Beside him, Christopher was trying to describe something to his grandfather without knowing the exact word for it. Ramón listened, asked one question, and understood.
The conversation went on around them. Jacob stayed in it.
Buck had dried nearly everything on the rack before he realized Helena was putting some of it back. She took the bowl from his hand, looked at the bottom, and pointed to the cabinet he’d missed.
“Other side.”
“Right.”
He put it away, checked the next one before guessing, and got that one right. Around them, the table was returning to its ordinary size. The extra chairs had gone against the wall. The last food was covered. Eddie had taken the trash out and come back with the look of someone trying to remember what he’d meant to do before he got distracted.
“Keys,” Buck said.
Eddie stopped. “What?”
“You were going to put them with the papers.”
“Right.”
He went to get his bag. Buck finished the last dish and hung the towel where it could dry. There wasn’t anything left to wash unless someone made more tea. He knew better than to rule that out.
In the living room, Isabel was showing Christopher the photograph she’d chosen, again. He looked at it with the patience of someone who liked the photograph himself. Pepa had her cardigan folded over her bag for the morning. Ramón was checking that nobody had left anything outside.
Buck sat at the clear end of the table and took out his phone. The message from the listing agent had arrived while they were eating. He’d seen the sender’s name, put the phone away, and spent the rest of dinner aware of the unopened message without needing to leave the room for it.
Now he opened it.
There was more than an acknowledgment this time. A proposed arrangement to read, current property information, and a question about when he could view the house. Nothing asking him to decide by midnight. Nothing suggesting someone would meet him in a driveway with a contract and a pen.
He read the available times first, then made himself go back to the beginning.
The words were less exciting than the photograph had been. That helped. A lease period, an option to purchase, money due before moving in, the parts of the agreement that would need answering in writing. He didn’t try to turn the headings into promises. He opened the attachment and read what was actually there.
Eddie came back with his bag and put it on the chair beside him. Two sets of keys came out, one for the truck, one for the house whose contents were now on their way west. He separated them without ceremony and put the Cielo Vista keys in the small pocket with the papers.
“Tomorrow?” Buck asked.
“Nine.”
“You want all of us there?”
“It’s easier than coming back for you after.”
“Okay.”
“There’s a waiting area. Chris doesn’t have to sit through the whole thing.”
Buck nodded. They’d get the car packed as far as they could before leaving for the appointment, come back for the goodbyes, and head out. It sounded manageable. The day would be long without them making the first part harder.
Eddie zipped the pocket, then noticed the open document on Buck’s screen.
“Terms?”
“First version.”
“Good?”
“I don’t know yet.”
“Okay.”
He sat down instead of asking the next six questions. Buck turned the phone so he could see the heading, then brought it back before the text became too small for either of them.
“There’s an option fee,” he said. “I need to know exactly what happens to that. And how much rent counts toward buying, if any. It’s not the same as a down payment.”
Eddie nodded. “You asking her?”
“Yeah. And I’m getting someone to read it before I sign anything.”
“Good.”
Buck looked down at the page. He’d wanted it to be simple for about thirty seconds. The house was back. He still liked it. Somebody was offering a route that wasn’t exactly the route he’d lost before. It had been tempting to treat the offer itself as an answer.
There were questions left. He wrote them in the notes beneath the ones he’d made at lunch on Friday, marking the ones the attachment had actually answered. The list got clearer instead of merely longer.
“The bathroom?” Eddie asked.
“Updated information’s attached. I still want someone to take a close look.”
“The window.”
“Yeah.”
“Roof too.”
“I remember.” Buck smiled without looking up. “I’m not buying an orange tree with a house-shaped problem attached.”
Eddie’s mouth moved. “Good.”
He let Buck read. That was useful. Someone beside him who knew why he wanted it and wasn’t trying to talk him into wanting it less. Buck could look at the difficult parts without having to defend the whole idea.
Across the room, Christopher was explaining that the plane box had to be in the cab, not the bed of the truck. Ramón listened, asked whether it would fit level, and received enough detail to know Chris had already thought about it.
“It’ll fit,” Eddie called.
“I know. I’m telling Abuelo.”
“Okay.”
Buck smiled down at his phone. He read the showing times again. Thursday at four was one of the options. Enough time after the drive to sleep, wash the clothes that needed it, and arrive at a house without feeling as if he’d spent the last three days in a vehicle.
He checked his calendar. Then he answered.
Thursday at four worked. He listed the questions he wanted clarified before discussing the agreement further and thanked the agent for the documents. He didn’t apologize for needing to understand what he might be paying for.
When he sent it, Eddie looked over.
“Viewing?”
“Thursday.”
“Good.”
“Four.”
“You want someone with you?”
Buck considered it. He’d want a second set of eyes. He also wanted to walk in as the person making the decision, not someone who needed an entire committee to approve the room before he could like it.
“Maybe for the second look,” he said. “I want to see it again first.”
Eddie nodded. “Okay.”
No offense. No argument about the first time they’d gone. Buck put the phone down and let himself think about standing in that living room again, the window actually in front of him instead of flattened onto a screen.
He’d notice different things now. Where a chair could go without blocking a door. The refrigerator space the photographs never showed clearly. Whether the bathroom repair looked like a repair or only a way to make the stain less visible. He could still look at the tree afterward.
“Don’t buy anything for it yet,” Eddie said.
“I wasn’t going to.”
“You were looking at a table in the store the other week.”
“That table would work anywhere.”
“Then it’ll still work if you wait.”
Buck looked at him, thought about arguing, and laughed instead. “Fine.”
Eddie got up to take his bag back to the room. Buck stayed where he was long enough to close the property documents. A showing was an actual next step. It wasn’t a house key. He could let it be the thing it was.
He opened the calendar once more, not the message, and added the showing. Address, time, the agent’s name. There was room beneath it for a reminder to take the questions he’d just written. He added that too, then stopped before he could turn the whole afternoon into a list of things that might go wrong.
Eddie came back for the folder he’d left beside the chair.
“You could take pictures,” he said.
“I will.”
“Of the bathroom. Not just the yard.”
Buck looked up. “I know what you mean.”
“Okay.”
He should’ve let it go there. Instead he found himself turning the phone in his hands, the screen black now, trying to decide whether what he wanted to ask was actually a question.
“You knew when you saw yours?”
“The house?”
“Yeah.”
Eddie sat on the edge of the empty chair. He considered it longer than Buck expected.
“I knew it would work,” he said. “That’s not the same thing.”
Buck waited.
“Rooms were where we needed them. I could get to work. Chris liked some of it. Other things we had to change.” Eddie rubbed a thumb over the corner of the folder. “We weren’t going to find somewhere with everything already done.”
“Did you think about what you’d have to change first?”
“I thought about what I could afford to change.”
That was the useful answer. Buck had been looking at the dated kitchen in the photographs, seeing the parts he could live with and the parts he could imagine doing differently. It was easy to skip the time in between when the cabinets would still be the cabinets, only now he’d have to call somebody himself if one stopped closing.
“I don’t mind old,” he said.
“I know.”
“I mind somebody covering up broken and charging me for fixed.”
“Then that’s what you look for.”
Eddie wasn’t making it sound easy. He was making it sound possible to find out. Buck let his shoulders come down a little, noticing only then how high he’d been holding them.
He could go on Thursday and not like it as much. He could like it more and still discover the arrangement didn’t work. Neither result would mean he’d been wrong to answer the listing. He’d spent enough time thinking about the version of himself who might live there that he didn’t want to lose the house before he got inside it again. He also didn’t want to make that man’s first job paying for a decision Buck had refused to read.
“What?” Eddie asked.
“Nothing. Just thinking.”
“Okay.”
Buck glanced at the folder in Eddie’s hand. “You did read everything, right?”
“Yes.”
“I’m asking.”
“I know. Yes.” Eddie lifted the folder a little. “And asked about the parts I didn’t understand.”
“Good.”
He heard himself and smiled. Eddie shook his head, but he was smiling too when he got up. It was easier being on this side of somebody else’s decision. Buck had no trouble believing Eddie could sell a house without accidentally signing away something he meant to keep.
He’d have to give himself some of the same credit. Not all at once. Enough to make an appointment and arrive prepared.
He put the phone in his pocket and helped Ramón gather the glasses people had left near their chairs. One had a little water still in it. Another had been moved behind the television remote and forgotten. Buck took them to the kitchen, rinsed them, and left them upside down in the rack Helena had just finished clearing.
“Those can wait,” she said.
“I know.”
He turned the kitchen light off for her when they left. From the doorway he could still make out the covered dishes and the towel hanging straight over its rail. There would be breakfast here tomorrow, then fewer people talking over it. He was glad they’d had today first.
Jacob came through carrying the small bag he’d been using all weekend. He put it down, checked the pocket, and took it back up again.
“Lose something?” Buck asked.
“Charger.”
“Bedside?”
“I checked.”
“Wall side?”
Jacob stopped, looked toward the hall, and went back. He returned with the cord looped around his hand.
“Thanks.”
“I’ve left enough of them.”
Jacob sat for a moment, winding it without pulling it tight. He looked tired in the ordinary way they all did. Not the half-asleep passenger from Friday morning. Somebody who’d spent the weekend carrying things and listening to people and probably wanted his own bed.
“You ready to go back?” Buck asked.
“Yeah.”
“Long day tomorrow.”
“I know.” Jacob looked toward Christopher, who was still talking to his grandparents. “At least we don’t have to leave before five.”
Buck laughed. “That’s an improvement.”
Jacob put the charger away and went to get the rest of his things. Buck watched him pause beside the table to hear something Chris said, answer quietly, and move on. Nothing requiring Buck to join. He let them have it.
Helena came back carrying two clean towels. She asked whether anyone still needed one and accepted Buck’s answer without checking twice. Ramón followed with a little bowl containing the things someone had left on a window ledge. A pen, a coin, a hair tie nobody immediately claimed.
They found owners for two of them. The coin went into Eddie’s pocket when he returned. The hair tie belonged to Adriana, who’d already said she was leaving it there because she’d need one next time. Helena put it in the drawer where she kept things people would ask for later.
There was something comforting about the drawer remaining a mess. They’d emptied a whole house today. This one could keep its loose ends.
Buck stood and carried his phone back to the bedroom. Eddie was checking his alarm. The bags were against the wall, the clothes for tomorrow folded separately so nobody had to unpack before breakfast.
“Space for the plane?” Buck asked.
“Behind your seat. Nothing on top of it.”
“Got it.”
“And the food’s in the cooler, not under Chris’s feet.”
“I know.”
Eddie looked up. Buck held up one hand before he could say more.
“I’ll put mine where I can reach it without making someone else reach for it. We’ve done this once.”
“Okay.”
They both smiled, tired enough that the exchange ended there. Buck set his phone on the charger, then took it off long enough to make sure the showing reply had gone through. It had. Thursday, four. He left it alone.
In the hall, Christopher was saying goodnight to his grandparents. Buck could hear the low conversation, not every word. Something about the drawer, the things that would stay, the blue comforter. Helena answered as if there’d be another visit without needing to decide its date tonight.
When Chris passed the open door, he stopped.
“Are we taking all the snacks?”
“Most,” Buck said.
“Not the stuff in the fridge.”
“That’s staying here.”
“Good. Grandma thinks we need another bag.”
Eddie looked toward the ceiling. “Of course she does.”
Christopher smiled and went on. Buck began checking his own bag, not because he thought it would improve the family packing situation, but because his clean shirt was somewhere underneath the clothes he’d meant to keep separate.
He found the shirt, folded it again, and put it on top.
There was one sock still missing. He emptied the side pocket, found the other one folded around a receipt, and crouched to look beneath the bed. Eddie moved his foot out of the way without being asked.
“Yours?” he said, lifting a dark sock from beside the bag.
“Yeah.”
“Thought so.”
Buck took it and sat back on his heels. He’d brought enough clean clothes, allowed for the lake, and somehow still managed to make finding the things he actually wanted a problem. He paired the socks before putting them away this time. The receipt could go. He checked what it was, remembered buying the drinks on the way out, and set it with the little pile of trash by the door.
Eddie had stopped packing. He was sitting on the bed with the folder across his knees, reading a message from someone involved with the morning appointment. His thumb moved once. He put the phone down and tucked the folder beside the bag.
“All good?” Buck asked.
“Yeah. Same time.”
Buck nodded. There was a little rectangle of dust on the folder where it had sat at the house before everything got collected. Eddie rubbed it with the side of his hand, noticed he’d only spread it, and left it alone.
“You want the bathroom first?” Buck asked.
“Go ahead.”
He took his things and closed the door gently behind him. The mirror had a few spots near the bottom that caught the light when he leaned over the sink. Somebody had left a small tube of toothpaste beside the soap. He used his own, rinsed the basin, and put the cap back before he could forget it.
He was tired. That was what the slight drag in his arms was, the reluctance to bend down and pick up the bag he’d put on the floor. Not something he needed to explain to the people who’d spent the same day beside him. They’d all get in the truck tomorrow and take turns being tired there.
When he came back, Eddie was trying to fold a shirt one-handed around the clothes he’d already stacked. Buck took the pile long enough for him to finish.
“Thanks.”
“No problem.”
The shirt went in. The bag zipped. Neither of them immediately found another thing to do.
Buck sat on the edge of his own bed and checked the floor rather than the phone. Clear. Shoes where he could step into them. Water within reach. He could hear Christopher laughing briefly in the other room, then the quieter murmur of a conversation that was starting to end.
He thought of the question Helena had put to him in the kitchen. You’d ask him. Chris would tell them what he wanted for breakfast tomorrow if somebody remembered to ask before putting a plate down. He’d have opinions about the music and whether the next stop was worth getting out for. Buck could do those things. The much larger thing could stay where it belonged, in a document nobody here wanted to need.
Eddie got up to use the bathroom. Buck let his head tip back for a moment, eyes closed, listening to the ordinary movement in the hall. Then he reached down for the clothes he’d left beside his bag.
He put the last of them away before Eddie returned. The bedside light was too bright once the rest of the house began settling, so he turned it off and let the light from the hall do until they were ready.
“Alarm’s set,” Eddie said.
“Mine too.”
“Don’t need both.”
“I know.”
Neither reached for a phone. Buck lay back, waiting for the mattress to stop feeling new beneath his shoulders. Somewhere beyond the door a faucet ran, then stopped. Christopher’s door closed. Eddie waited another minute before getting up to turn the hall light out.
Buck could still make out the outline of his bag against the wall. He knew where everything was. In the morning he’d get dressed, carry it to the truck, and leave with the same people he’d come with. For tonight, there wasn’t anything else he needed to get ready.
Eddie parked outside the title office with enough time to turn the engine off and finish his coffee before anyone needed to get out. It was still early enough that the shade from the building reached the edge of the lot. By the time they came back, the truck would probably be hot.
“Nine?” Buck asked.
“Nine.”
“Okay.”
Christopher was looking at his phone, the volume off. Jacob had a book open on his lap and hadn’t turned the page since they parked. Eddie checked the small pocket of his bag once, found the keys and identification where he’d put them, and zipped it again.
“Everybody want to come in?”
“Yeah,” Chris said.
They got out without the complicated unpacking of a road stop. Most of the luggage was already secured. The plane box was level behind Buck’s seat with nothing on top of it. Christopher’s bag came with him. Eddie waited while he got comfortable with the crutches, then locked the truck after Jacob checked the rear door.
Inside, the office smelled of coffee and recently cleaned floors. There were chairs beside a low table, a plant Eddie suspected survived mostly because somebody remembered it on Fridays, and a rack of brochures nobody in the waiting area was reading. The receptionist looked up as they came through.
Eddie gave his name. She checked the appointment, asked him to take a seat, and told him someone would be with him shortly.
“Coffee?” she added, indicating the small counter.
“I’m good. Thanks.”
Buck took water instead. Christopher chose the chair with enough room beside it for the crutches. Jacob moved a stack of old magazines farther onto the table without making anyone ask.
Eddie sat opposite them and let the bag rest against his feet. He could hear a printer working somewhere beyond the door. A phone rang, stopped, and began again a few moments later. People were at work after a holiday weekend. His house sale was one of the things on their morning list.
That suited him.
“Have you got everything?” Buck asked quietly.
Eddie tapped the bag. “Yeah.”
“I meant breakfast. Did you eat?”
“Oh.” He looked toward Christopher. “You okay?”
“I ate.”
“You said you weren’t hungry.”
“Then I ate.”
Jacob smiled at the book in his hands. Buck took a drink. Eddie leaned back, accepting that the food part had apparently been handled while he was checking the last of his papers.
Christopher turned the phone around so Eddie could see the screen. It was the photograph Ramón had sent him from the lake, cropped down to Chris and his grandfather. The top of the image had gone crooked when Chris enlarged it.
“Which one?” he asked.
“Which one what?”
“For Abuelo. This or the other one?”
He swiped to the next picture, then back. Eddie leaned forward, forearms on his knees. In the first, Ramón was looking toward the person taking it. In the second, he was looking at Christopher. Chris had his mouth open, halfway through saying something Eddie couldn’t remember now.
“Second,” Eddie said.
“That’s what I thought.”
“Why’d you ask?”
“In case you thought the first.”
“Would you change it?”
“Maybe.”
Buck laughed quietly into his water. Eddie sat back, caught. There were worse ways to spend the minutes before an appointment than being asked for an opinion his son had already decided he could disregard.
“What about the one of all of us?” Jacob asked.
“Grandma’s getting that one.”
“Abuelo's allowed to be in the same room as it.”
“I know.” Chris took the phone back, smiling. “This one’s for him.”
That made sense. Eddie watched him send it, apparently without needing anyone to approve the message. A little while later the phone vibrated against his palm. He read the answer and put it face down on his leg.
“Okay?” Eddie asked.
“Yeah.”
He left it there. His father and his son could have a conversation that didn’t need Eddie to stand in the middle and translate what one meant for the other. It was a small thing to notice after the whole weekend, but he was glad of it.
Jacob reached into his bag for a tissue and passed one to Buck, who’d noticed water on the side of his bottle too late. He wiped it off his hand, dried the little ring on the table, and put the tissue in the trash can near the counter. Eddie watched the receptionist answer another call. She turned slightly away so her voice wouldn’t carry, then returned to the page she’d been working on before they’d arrived.
His phone showed one message from his mother. Not a request to come back sooner. A question about whether the blue bag in the hall was theirs or Isabel’s. He looked toward Buck, described it, and got a quick answer.
“Ours. Food.”
“More food?”
“The same food. We moved it.”
“Right.”
He answered his mother, then checked the time. They weren’t late and no one was. The clock simply moved slower when he could see it. He put the phone away rather than letting it become another thing he picked up every thirty seconds.
Chris had brought his water bottle but hadn’t opened it. Eddie thought about reminding him, stopped, and drank some of his own instead. A moment later his son did the same thing. Buck noticed. Eddie could tell from the way he looked down before the smile showed, choosing not to say anything.
“What?” Eddie asked anyway.
“Nothing.”
“Uh-huh.”
Buck offered him the snack pack he’d put beside his bag. Eddie shook his head, then changed his mind when he saw what was in it. He took a small piece, ate it, and brushed the crumbs from his fingers into the wrapper instead of the chair.
“There,” Buck said.
“Don’t.”
“I didn’t say anything.”
“You were about to.”
Jacob lowered his book enough to look at them. Christopher didn’t bother hiding his smile. Eddie drank the last of his coffee and set the empty cup where he wouldn’t forget to throw it away. When his name was called, he was still smiling.
The woman who came to collect him introduced herself, then asked whether he wanted anyone with him. Eddie glanced at the others. Buck was close enough to come if he needed him. He didn’t need him to sit through every signature.
“I’m fine,” he said. “They’ll wait here.”
She led him to a room with a table, two chairs, and the papers already arranged. He put his bag on the floor beside him instead of the table and took his identification out when she asked for it.
The first part was ordinary. Name, address, the information that had already been checked in the earlier messages. She explained what she needed him to confirm before they began. Eddie listened, looked where she indicated, and answered the questions she actually asked.
The Cielo Vista address appeared often. He’d written it on forms for work, on delivery instructions, on the things that made living somewhere more than putting furniture inside it. Here it was attached to the property itself, the description that would remain after his name stopped being the one connected to it.
He checked the numbers. They were right.
She gave him the first page to sign.
The pen was heavier than the one he’d been using for the moving labels. Eddie tested it on the small spare space she offered, saw a clean line, and signed where she pointed. Then he turned to the next page.
She didn’t hurry him. When he stopped to read, she waited. When he asked what a line referred to, she showed him the corresponding figure on the statement rather than telling him it was standard and moving on.
He appreciated that. He’d done enough paperwork to know how easy it was for the familiar person in the room to forget that everyone else was reading it for the first time.
There were fewer surprises than there were pages. The figures matched what he’d been sent. The arrangements he’d already made were where they belonged. He didn’t need to invent a problem to feel as if he’d checked properly.
“Anything you want to go over again?” she asked.
He looked back at one section, confirmed it against the page beneath, and shook his head.
“No. That’s clear.”
They went on.
One page needed him to check the address where future correspondence should go. He read it twice, not because it was wrong but because his eyes kept expecting the one he’d written for the last several months. He’d already given them the current information. Seeing it printed out made him stop reaching for the answer he’d used automatically in Texas.
“All correct?” she asked.
“Yes.”
She slid the next page across, giving him room to put the one he’d finished aside. Eddie liked that she didn’t talk while he was reading. He could hear a conversation beyond the closed door, not the words, just somebody explaining something at a steady pace.
He took his time with the next section. There was no prize for finishing fast enough to get back to the truck first. Buck would tell him if someone outside needed him. Christopher had gone to appointments for most of his life; he knew how to wait through one that didn’t belong to him.
The woman gave him a fresh pen when the first began skipping. That was the largest interruption. He signed the line again where she indicated, checked that the ink had caught, and went on.
He’d expected at least some part of the morning to feel like leaving the house. Instead, he kept thinking about the jobs that were already done. The empty rooms had been checked yesterday. His furniture wasn’t waiting for him to make another decision in the truck. The bed Chris had slept in last night was staying in a house where somebody would wash the sheets and put them back for him.
There wasn’t a loose piece of the move he had to catch before he could sign his name. He’d done the work that made this part uneventful. Other people had helped him do it, some of them without waiting to be asked twice. He let himself be grateful without turning it into the next thing he needed to say out loud.
She asked him to compare another figure with the statement he’d already reviewed. He found it, moved a finger down the page to be sure, and confirmed it. The room was cool enough that his coffee had stopped feeling useful. He wished he’d taken the water Buck offered, then reminded himself he could get some when they paused.
For now, he read the page in front of him. Not the next one or the little remaining stack she hadn’t moved yet. It was the same way he’d got through the packing once he stopped opening every cabinet at once: finish the thing in his hands, then pick up what came after it.
Outside, somebody opened the front door. He heard a cheerful greeting and the sound of it closing again. The day was filling up around his appointment. By afternoon there’d be other people sitting here with different addresses, waiting to have the ordinary parts explained to them.
He turned the page when he was ready.
His hand began to ache faintly after the repeated signatures. Not pain, just the unfamiliar repetition of his own name. He flexed his fingers while she put the finished pages in order. The clock above the door moved with a soft sound he hadn’t noticed until the room went quiet.
He thought of Christopher sitting outside with his phone and Jacob’s book still on the same page. Buck would be watching the time without making it anybody else’s problem. His father would have found one more thing to check at home before they came back.
Tuesday had already begun moving without waiting for this room to finish. There was comfort in that. He could sign a paper and still need to remind Chris where the water bottle was afterward.
The woman checked the completed section, made a small note, and asked him about delivery of his copies. He confirmed the email address and the mailing information already on the forms. No one would need to send the final documents to an empty house and hope someone remembered to collect them.
“Thank you,” he said when she showed him what he’d receive.
“Of course.”
She took the papers to the next desk for the remaining processing and told him he could stretch his legs while they finished. Nothing was wrong. There were simply things that had to be done in order.
Eddie stood, rolled one shoulder, and went to the small counter in the hall for water. Through the doorway, he could see the waiting area. Christopher had put his phone down and was talking to Buck. Jacob was listening with the book closed around one finger to hold his place.
Buck looked up first.
“Almost?”
“Almost.”
“Everything okay?”
“Yeah. Just finishing.”
He drank the water. Christopher asked whether they were leaving as soon as they got back to Grandma’s. Eddie said they had to get the last bags and say goodbye, then they would.
“Can I use the bathroom before we go?”
“Here?”
“Yeah.”
Eddie looked toward the receptionist, who pointed out the way before he had to ask. Chris got up, took the crutches, and went. Jacob moved his foot so there was nothing in the route.
It was such an ordinary exchange that Eddie found himself smiling after his son had gone. The office kept working. A courier came through with an envelope. Someone at the other desk laughed quietly at a remark Eddie couldn’t hear. Buck opened his water, drank, and screwed the cap back on.
“You need anything?” he asked.
“No.”
“Okay.”
He believed him. Eddie could tell. There wasn’t another question waiting behind it, no attempt to make the morning mean more than he wanted it to.
While Christopher was gone, Jacob asked whether Eddie wanted him to let anyone know they’d finished. His phone was already in his hand, ready to be useful.
“Not yet,” Eddie said. “When we’re out.”
“Okay.”
“Thanks.”
Jacob nodded and put the phone away. Eddie hadn’t had to explain the distinction between almost and done. There were still people working on the last part, and he’d rather give his parents one answer than have to send another message five minutes later.
Buck shifted the bottle on the table, making room for Eddie’s elbow. Beyond him, Jacob finally opened the book properly. The page he found wasn’t the one Eddie remembered from the truck. Maybe he’d been reading more than Eddie thought. People could be quiet without waiting for him to tell them what to do next.
He drank some more water and stayed where he was until they called him.
When the woman called him back, he went without taking the water bottle. Buck lifted it before he could forget it entirely and set it beside Eddie’s bag.
The last part was a confirmation, not a new stack. She told him what had been completed, what was recorded in the documents, and what he’d receive after leaving. He asked one practical question about the final copy and got a plain answer.
Then she confirmed the transaction was complete.
Eddie sat still for a moment. He’d been waiting for the next instruction. There wasn’t one he needed to carry out.
“That’s it?” he asked.
“That’s it.”
She smiled, used to the question. He looked at the finished papers, then at the small pocket in his bag. The keys were there. He took them out and handed them over where she’d told him to leave them.
The ring was lighter than the truck keys. He’d never noticed that before because he hadn’t had a reason to compare them. Metal touched the surface of the table. She put them with the things that would go on to the next person.
He checked that he had his identification back. His phone. The copy she was giving him now. There was nothing else loose on the table.
“Thank you,” he said.
“You’re welcome. Safe drive.”
He nodded and stood.
In the waiting area, Christopher had returned to his chair. His crutches rested beside him, his bag against his leg. Jacob stood when he saw Eddie, then waited instead of reaching for the papers.
“Done?” Chris asked.
Eddie stopped beside him. “Done.”
“All of it?”
“Yeah. It’s sold.”
Chris nodded once. He looked toward Buck, then back at his father.
“Okay.”
That was enough. Eddie put the papers in the bag, took the water Buck held out, and waited while everyone gathered the things they’d brought in. There wasn’t a room to look through one more time or a piece of furniture he hadn’t decided about. The house was empty. The people were here.
They thanked the receptionist on the way out. The sun had reached the truck, exactly as Eddie expected. Buck opened the passenger door to let the heat out while Eddie helped Chris get settled.
“Water’s on your left,” he said.
“I’ve got it.”
“Good.”
Jacob put the book in his bag and climbed in beside him. Buck stayed outside long enough to check that nobody had left anything on the seat before shutting the door.
Eddie took the driver’s side. The familiar shape of the wheel fit his hands without requiring another signature. He started the engine, turned the air on, and waited for the first hot breath to clear the vents.
His phone was still silent. He took it out, sent his father a short message that they were finished and on their way back, and put it down before shifting into gear.
“Hungry?” Buck asked.
Eddie looked at him. “You just asked if we ate.”
“That was before the paperwork.”
Christopher laughed from the back. Eddie smiled and pulled out of the space.
“Grandma’s got food,” he said.
Of course she did.
Helena had put food out by the time they got back. Not another meal she expected them to sit through, she said, although there were plates on the table and enough bread to suggest she’d been prepared for an argument.
Eddie accepted a plate. Buck went to get the last bags. Jacob checked his room, came back with nothing, and checked the small pocket of his backpack as if the missing object might exist only because he hadn’t looked there yet.
“Everything?” Eddie asked.
“Yeah.”
“Good.”
There was time to eat without making a ceremony of it. Eddie sat at the table while Christopher told Ramón the sale was finished. His father looked over, met Eddie’s eyes, and nodded. Helena heard it from beside the counter and put one hand briefly on Eddie’s shoulder as she passed.
“Good,” she said.
“Yeah.”
Then she asked whether he wanted more food, and the subject moved on.
Sophia had her own bag ready beside the door. Adriana was gathering the things she’d left in three different rooms. The holiday was over for them too. Eddie watched his sisters look for a pen, discover it in Sophia’s pocket, and settle the ownership of a container without needing him to participate.
He’d missed them. It was easier to know that while they were standing there being irritating about small things than when someone asked the question over the phone.
“Are you taking that?” Adriana asked, pointing at his empty glass.
He looked at it. “No.”
“Then give it here.”
She took it, added it to the others, and kissed the side of his head before he could turn away.
“Drive safely.”
“We will.”
“And stop before you’re all awful.”
“That’s a high standard.”
She laughed, squeezed his shoulder, and went to find the rest of her things.
Sophia had found the book Pepa wanted and put it on top of her own bag so she couldn’t leave without it. She caught Eddie looking and held it up.
“See? Remembered.”
“I didn’t say anything.”
“You looked like you might.”
He took the glass she passed him and carried it into the kitchen. When he came back, Adriana had a container of leftovers in one hand and her phone in the other. She was trying to read a message while keeping the container upright.
“Want me to take that?”
“The food. Not the phone.”
“I worked it out.”
She handed it over. He put it with her things, leaving a gap beside the book so neither would get lost when they picked the bags up. They’d spent years getting ready to leave the same house, arguing over who had whose things, and he could still fall into the job without noticing.
“Send me the picture,” Adriana said.
“You’ve got it.”
“Of you asleep.”
“Oh, that one.”
“Jacob’s got it. Tell him.”
“You could ask him.”
“I can. I’m asking you first.”
Eddie looked at her, waiting. She gave him the smallest smile and put her phone away. She wanted him to know she’d seen it, apparently. He hadn’t even had the decency to be uncomfortable in the truck on the way back from the lake. There was evidence of him enjoying himself and his sisters intended to keep it.
“Fine,” he said.
“Thank you.”
Sophia leaned against the edge of the table. “You looked comfortable.”
“I was.”
“I know.”
For once she didn’t add anything. Eddie picked up his water, took a drink, and discovered he didn’t need to explain the nap or everything that had made it possible. He’d been tired. Buck had been driving, and Christopher had been in the back with Jacob. Eddie had slept.
“You’re making more bread?” he asked Adriana.
“Not today.”
“That’s not what I asked.”
“Probably. Why?”
“Send me a picture.”
“Even if it’s bad?”
“Especially then.”
She hit his arm lightly. He laughed, put the bottle down, and gave her a full hug this time instead of letting her kiss him while he sat still. Sophia waited until they let go, then stepped close enough that he could put an arm around her too.
“Don’t disappear,” she said, quietly.
“I won’t.”
He meant the calls that didn’t have to be about the next visit or a problem with their parents. He could ask about bread. He could answer a photograph with something besides a thumbs-up. His sisters had lives he wanted to hear about even when he wasn’t in the kitchen to have them told at him.
She squeezed his side and let him go.
Eddie finished eating and took his plate to the kitchen. Buck was at the back door with the last duffel. He held it up just enough to show Eddie which one it was.
“Truck?”
“Yeah. Beside mine.”
“Got it.”
Most of the loading was already done. The things still inside were the things people kept using until the last minute: toothbrushes, water, the sweater Isabel hadn’t wanted beneath another bag. Eddie made one trip to the truck and found Buck securing the duffel so it couldn’t move against the folded chair.
“Plane’s good?” he asked.
Buck indicated the cab. “Still level. Nothing on it.”
“Chris will check.”
“I know.”
They smiled at each other over the open bed. Eddie checked the straps once, closed the cover, and went back inside. There wasn’t a couch behind him, a bed frame, or a promise to come back next month to collect something too large to fit. The professional load was handled. This was their luggage.
Christopher had gone down the hall with his grandparents. Eddie stayed in the doorway of the living room while they came back. Ramón carried Chris’s bag because Chris had asked him to. Helena was explaining that the little books would stay where he’d put them.
“I know,” Chris said.
“And the desk.”
“You can’t move the desk.”
“I can move a desk.”
“I mean don’t.”
She smiled and touched his cheek. “I won’t.”
He accepted the kiss that followed, then leaned toward his grandfather for the hug. Eddie watched Ramón take the moment without trying to keep it going past the point Chris wanted. He let go, gave him the bag, and asked whether he’d tell them when they got home.
“Dad will,” Chris said.
“I’d like to hear from you too.”
Chris considered that, then nodded. “Okay.”
Eddie looked away long enough to give them the space. Isabel was checking her handbag beside the front door. Pepa had the car keys and a bottle of water, which meant they were closer to leaving than any announcement could’ve made them.
Buck came in for his goodbyes and immediately got sent back for the small bag Helena had put aside for him. He looked inside, found food, and began to say they already had plenty.
“It’s small,” she said.
He looked at the bag, then at her. “Thank you.”
“Put it somewhere cold.”
“I will.”
Ramón shook his hand and pulled him into a brief hug. Isabel told Buck to make sure Pepa didn’t forget the turn she’d missed on the way into the neighborhood. Pepa said she’d missed nothing. Eddie opened the front door before either of them could begin supplying evidence.
Jacob was saying goodbye to Sophia. Eddie could hear the last part as he passed.
“Tell your roommate I said hello.”
Jacob smiled, a little distracted. “I will.”
“Good.”
She hugged him, let go, and stepped aside for Adriana. Whatever else was in the exchange belonged to them. Eddie took his mother’s bag of containers out so nobody had to carry it through the last cluster of people.
His father followed him to the truck. For a minute they stood beside it, the morning warm around them, neither needing to ask what was left to do.
“Call when you stop,” Ramón said.
“I’ll send something.”
“Good.”
Eddie hugged him. It was easier than he’d made it in the past, his father’s hand firm between his shoulders, the small step apart afterward unhurried. Helena came out behind Ramón and gave Eddie one more instruction about the food before hugging him too.
“Come back before everything in the room gets dusty,” she said.
“We’ll work out a visit.”
“I know.”
He kissed her cheek and let her go. No dates promised at the side of a truck. They could call about dates. They would.
Christopher was settled in the back when Eddie got in. Jacob sat beside him, his bag at his feet. Buck checked Pepa’s car in the mirror, waited for her to finish adjusting something on the seat, and lifted a hand when she looked over.
“Everybody good?” Eddie asked.
“Yes,” Christopher said, with enough feeling to make Jacob laugh.
“Okay. We’re going.”
He started the engine. The front door remained open behind the family on the path. Adriana waved with both hands. Sophia lifted one. His mother was telling his father something while still looking at the truck.
Eddie backed out, straightened, and waited until Pepa was ready behind him. Then he drove toward the end of the street.
Christopher’s music began at a reasonable volume this time. Buck looked back to acknowledge it. Chris smiled as if the adjustment had been entirely for his own benefit.
At the corner, Eddie checked the mirror. His parents were smaller now, still standing together. He turned, watched the street disappear, and brought his attention back to the road.
The first part of the drive was familiar in reverse. The signs Chris had recognized on Friday, the buildings they’d talked about, the turn where Buck had been certain he knew the way. Nobody narrated all of them again. Christopher pointed once, Jacob nodded, and the conversation became something about what they wanted at the next stop.
They weren’t hungry yet. That didn’t stop anyone having an opinion.
Eddie let them work it out. He had enough fuel for the first stretch, a place to stop if someone needed it sooner, and two people behind him who knew they could say so. The road opened beyond the denser traffic. His hands settled on the wheel.
At the first stop, they all got out. The air was hotter than the cab, the pavement bright enough that Christopher put his sunglasses on before moving farther from the truck. Buck carried the bottles to refill. Jacob took the small trash bag and came back with it empty.
Pepa parked beside them. Isabel wanted to know whether they’d eaten the food Helena had sent. Eddie said not yet. She looked relieved, which made him wonder whether she’d put something else in the same bag before they left.
He didn’t ask. He helped Chris make room for his feet, moved the bag that had slumped against the seat, and waited while Buck came around for the keys.
“Your turn?” Eddie asked.
“Yeah.”
He handed them over. There wasn’t anything useful about making himself drive because he’d begun the trip. Buck was rested, the truck was familiar, and Eddie could sit on the other side for a few hours without the road becoming somebody else’s problem.
He sent his father a short update before they pulled out. Stopped, all fine, heading on. Ramón replied with a thumbs-up that filled more of the screen than the message. Eddie smiled and put the phone away.
The miles after that had less shape. Mountains, open ground, a stretch of traffic that cleared before anyone had to change the plan. Eddie watched the route without directing it. Buck knew which lane he wanted. When the signs changed, he read them himself.
Christopher and Jacob talked for a while, then put the music lower and did separate things. The sound of a page turning came from the back. Eddie couldn’t tell which of them was reading without looking, and he didn’t need to.
He slept for part of it. Not deeply, but enough that he woke with the belt pressing differently against his chest and a dry place at the back of his throat. Buck passed him the water bottle without taking his eyes off the road.
“How long?” Eddie asked.
“Forty minutes or so.”
“Good.”
“You needed it.”
“Apparently.”
He drank, looked out, and worked out where they were before asking anything else. There was still a long way to go. It wasn’t an accusation. It was the route they’d chosen.
They stopped for food together later, two cars finding space near enough that nobody had to cross the busiest part of the lot. Pepa wanted a real break before the next stretch. Eddie agreed before she finished asking. They ate sitting down, used the bathrooms, stood outside long enough to stretch without pretending that walking from one door to another counted.
Christopher told Isabel he’d sent Abuelo a message too. She wanted to know what he’d said. He told her, then added a little more when she asked about the room.
“It’s ready for next time,” he said.
“Yes,” she replied. “It is.”
He seemed satisfied with that. Eddie took another drink and watched the small movement of people around the cars. Everyone was tired enough to be quieter, not tired enough to stop being particular about what they wanted for dinner.
Eddie took his coffee outside with him instead of finishing it in the chair. There was a narrow patch of shade near the building, enough room to stand out of the route while the others found what they’d put down. He stretched one leg, then the other, feeling the hours in his hips more than he’d expected.
Buck came out carrying the empty bag they’d used for the first round of snacks. He folded it once, looked for somewhere to put it, and tucked it under the cooler strap instead of adding it to the trash.
“Useful?” Eddie asked.
“On the way back from somewhere else.”
“Okay.”
He’d made that argument himself often enough. They’d taken most of a house apart this weekend without needing to throw away everything that could still hold something.
Christopher was telling Jacob which part of his book he could talk about without giving the ending away. From where Eddie stood, he could hear Jacob refuse a hint, then ask a question that apparently required one. Chris pointed that out immediately.
“Then don’t answer it,” Jacob said.
“Okay.”
A pause followed, long enough that Eddie looked over. Jacob was smiling now, and Christopher had settled back in his chair with the pleased patience of someone waiting for the other person to change his mind.
“They’ve been doing that for ten minutes,” Buck said.
“I can tell.”
Eddie drank the coffee while it was still warm. He could’ve gone over, asked which book, brought the conversation around to something they could all join. He stayed where he was. They’d had the back seat together for hours and still wanted to talk when they got out. It was a good thing to leave alone.
Pepa emerged with Isabel, both carrying things they’d insisted they didn’t need from the store. Eddie stepped aside so they could reach the car and held the door while Isabel put her bag down. She wanted to rearrange it before sitting. He waited, finished his drink, and took the empty cup to the trash can.
Before they got back on the road he walked a little farther, to the end of the safe path beside the building and back. Buck did the same, slower, rolling his shoulders once. They weren’t behind schedule. They’d planned a long drive with people who needed stops, and this was one of them. When Eddie picked the keys up again, his legs felt like they belonged to him rather than the shape of the seat.
They bought what they needed for the last stretch. Buck made room for the new drinks and handed Eddie the keys again.
The light changed while Eddie drove. Long shadows reached across the open ground, then stopped reaching when the sun went behind a ridge. The dashboard became brighter than the road beyond the windows. He adjusted the display once and left it.
Buck stayed awake beside him. Sometimes they talked. Work, the showing, whether there was food at home that hadn’t been forgotten in the refrigerator before they left. Sometimes they didn’t. Eddie could hear Christopher shift behind him, then settle again, his breathing changing as he fell asleep.
Jacob remained awake longer, watching the dark beyond the side window. At a stop, he asked how far they were from Los Angeles. Eddie gave him the estimate without promising the exact minute.
“We’ll drop you first,” he added.
“Thanks.”
“You’ve got the keys?”
Jacob touched the pocket of his bag. “Yeah.”
“Good.”
The last hours asked for attention in smaller pieces. More cars. More lights. A junction he knew without needing the map. They stopped when Pepa wanted to, waited while she got comfortable again, then went on. At the final break before the city, they agreed where the two cars would separate.
Isabel kissed Christopher through the open doorway after asking him to lean closer. Pepa told Eddie to let her know when everyone was inside. Buck said he’d send a message. Neither woman appeared troubled by the duplication.
Back on the road, the convoy stayed together until the turn they needed. Pepa’s lights moved away from them, then disappeared behind another car. Buck checked the mirror once more and said they were clear.
Eddie drove toward the loft.
The city felt both familiar and too bright after the long dark stretches. Christopher woke enough to ask where they were, heard the answer, and sat up. Jacob began gathering the things he’d kept loose: book, bottle, the cord he hadn’t put away when they stopped.
“Don’t forget your bag,” Chris told him.
“I won’t.”
“I’m saying.”
“I know.”
Eddie smiled at the road. He was ready for a shower and a bed. Before that, one more stop, one set of bags to carry in, one person to get home.
He took the last turn slowly and looked for a space outside the building.
It was nearly eleven when Eddie found a space outside the loft. Jacob had his keys out before the truck stopped. He could feel the shape of the loft key against his fingers without looking. The rest of him still seemed to be traveling, his legs too slow when he stepped out, the ground arriving a fraction later than he expected.
“Bag?” Buck asked.
“The dark one. I’ll get the backpack.”
Buck found it in the bed while Eddie waited with Christopher. Jacob slung the backpack over one shoulder, picked up his water, and checked the seat for the book he’d already put away. Nothing left. He closed the door.
The building was familiar in a way that made him suddenly more tired. Not another place to stop before they went on. His door. The route inside he knew without somebody telling him where to turn. He’d been thinking about it for hours, and now that he was here he wanted to set everything down at once.
“Need us to bring this up?” Eddie asked, indicating the small extra bag.
“Please.”
They went in together. Christopher wanted to come up, not sit in the truck while the others disappeared. Eddie took the things that would’ve made the route awkward, waited while Chris got comfortable with the crutches, and followed Jacob.
There was light under the door.
Jacob stopped just long enough to notice it. He’d left a lamp, maybe. Or Ethan had got back earlier. He’d known Tuesday without knowing a time and hadn’t checked his phone through the last stretch because looking at the screen had begun making him feel worse.
Before he could decide which thought to trust, he heard a voice from inside.
“Is that—”
The door opened while he still had the key in his hand.
Ethan stood on the other side in the shirt he’d traveled in, hair flattened at one side and a bag strap still hooked around his wrist. For a second they only looked at each other.
“Hey,” Ethan said.
“Hey.”
Jacob heard his own voice come out softer than he’d meant. He shifted the backpack before it slid off his shoulder.
“You’re back.”
“Just.” Ethan stepped aside, then looked past him. “Oh. Hi.”
Maddie appeared behind him with her phone in her hand. The suitcase beside her was still upright, handle extended. There were two bags near the entrance and a jacket on a chair where it had landed instead of being put away.
“Buck?”
“Hey.”
He came through with Jacob’s bag, set it down without dropping it, and hugged her before she could ask another question. Maddie held on for a moment, one hand between his shoulders, then stepped back to look at him.
“You look exhausted.”
“So do you.”
“I’ve been in airports all day.”
“I’ve been in a truck.”
They smiled at each other, both too tired to turn the comparison into an argument. Eddie came in behind Buck, put the extra bag clear of the doorway, and greeted Maddie while Ethan moved the suitcase out of Christopher’s route.
“You just got here?” Eddie asked.
“About two minutes ago,” Maddie said.
“Seriously?”
Ethan nodded. “We were still finding everything.”
Jacob looked at the bags again. Not unpacked, not even opened. They’d reached the same door from different directions and nearly collided with it.
“Long connection,” Ethan added, answering the unasked question about the hour. “Then the airport part at this end.”
“We stopped a lot,” Buck said. “Necessary stops. Mostly.”
Christopher looked at him. Buck looked back.
“Necessary,” he repeated.
Maddie laughed and reached to hug Christopher after asking if he wanted one. He said yes, then told her the lake had been good before anyone could ask about the house.
“Caballo?” Ethan said.
“Yeah. Dad lost at paddles.”
“We tied,” Eddie corrected.
“Then Sophia and Jacob beat it.”
Ethan looked at Jacob. Jacob smiled, still holding the keys for no reason.
“Fourteen,” he said.
“I don’t know what that means.”
“It was more than Dad,” Chris supplied.
“That part I understood.”
Eddie shook his head and put his hand on the back of a chair, smiling. Maddie wanted water. Buck went to get it when Ethan indicated the glasses, and Jacob finally put his keys down in the place where they belonged.
The little sound against the surface helped. He took the backpack off, set it beside his bag, and took a good look around. The loft smelled like itself, closed rooms and the faint trace of the last thing they’d cooked before leaving. Ethan’s suitcase had a bright tag around the handle. A corner of paper stuck out of the pocket at the front.
“Everything okay with the house?” Ethan asked Eddie.
“Sold. This morning.”
“Good.”
“Movers came yesterday. We didn’t bring a couch.”
“I noticed,” Ethan said, and Jacob laughed before he could stop himself.
It wasn’t much of a joke. He’d heard variations all weekend. It was Ethan saying it from the kitchen, familiar and tired and actually here, that caught him.
Christopher looked toward him.
Just a small smile. Not enough for anybody else to need an explanation. Jacob gave him a look and saw Chris lower his eyes to the water Buck had handed him. The smile stayed at one corner of his mouth.
He didn’t say a word.
Jacob let his shoulders settle.
Maddie was telling Buck about the trip in pieces, not attempting a whole account. Rose’s kitchen. Hannah refusing to be left out. Too much food, people arriving with more, the rental car Ethan had inspected like he was going to be blamed personally for every mark on it.
“I wasn’t paying for somebody else’s dent,” Ethan said.
“You photographed a bug.”
“It could’ve been a chip.”
“It was a bug.”
He considered that, then let her have it. Jacob could hear the easy affection underneath the exchange. He wanted the rest of those stories, not all tonight. He wanted to hear Ethan begin one while they were making something to eat and keep remembering extra pieces until the food was nearly cold.
“Did Hannah really win?” Christopher asked.
“She did,” Ethan said.
“No help?”
“No help. She’d be furious if you said there was.”
“Tell her I said good job.”
“I will.”
“And I saw the picture.”
“Yeah?”
“Jacob showed us.”
Ethan looked over. Jacob nodded, suddenly aware of the photograph the way he hadn’t been when it arrived. A room full of people Ethan loved, sent to him while he was in another room full of his own.
“It was a good picture,” he said.
“Yeah,” Ethan replied. “It was.”
Neither of them added anything. Buck was asking Maddie about Jee and Nash, and the conversation moved around them before Jacob needed to work out the next sentence.
Maddie showed him a photograph from Chimney. Jacob saw only the bright patch of a child’s pajamas and the edge of a blanket before she turned the screen toward Buck. Buck made a soft, pleased sound that told him more than the picture would’ve.
“I’m going home,” she said. “My car’s downstairs. I just needed to stop moving for a minute.”
“You got that minute?” Buck asked.
“Nearly.”
She finished the water and set the glass beside the sink. Ethan moved it farther from the edge without looking, caught his own automatic motion, and smiled when Maddie noticed.
Maddie went to retrieve the jacket she’d put down and found it underneath Buck’s. He lifted his, she took hers, and for a moment they were both holding clothes without remembering why.
“Long day,” Eddie said.
“You’ve already said that,” Buck told him.
“I was including everybody.”
Jacob leaned against the counter. He could feel his keys in his palm again even though he’d put them down; the ghost of something he’d been holding too tightly. Ethan set a glass near his elbow and left it there without asking him to make another decision.
“Thanks.”
“Yeah.”
He drank more than he’d expected to. Ethan watched long enough to see he had it, then turned toward Christopher, who wanted to know if the flight had been better or worse than being in the truck all day.
“Different bad,” Ethan said. “Couldn’t get out when we wanted.”
“We couldn’t either,” Chris said.
“You got to ask the driver.”
“He said soon.”
Eddie looked at Buck. Buck looked at the ceiling. Maddie began to laugh, then covered her mouth with the back of her hand as a yawn caught her halfway through.
“Sorry.”
“You’re allowed,” Ethan said.
“I know. I wanted to hear the rest.”
“There isn’t much rest,” Chris said. “We stopped.”
Jacob smiled down at his water. There’d been more to it than that, hours of being tired of the seat, wanting a particular snack nobody could reach, making each other laugh when it would’ve been easier to complain. He could tell Ethan about it tomorrow without needing any of it to sound like an adventure.
Ethan had one sleeve turned under at the wrist. Jacob noticed him work a finger beneath the fabric, give up, and leave it. He knew that shirt. He’d seen it hanging over a chair, crumpled at the bottom of a laundry pile, worn while Ethan stood at the sink talking about something he hadn’t quite finished thinking through. After a weekend of photographs and messages, seeing him move inside it felt different from remembering him.
Jacob set the glass down so he wouldn’t keep holding it for something to do.
Eddie checked the time. Jacob could see the decision arrive before he said it. The trip wasn’t finished for the other three. They still needed to get to their own door, put Christopher’s things somewhere safe, and stop asking tired bodies to behave as if they weren’t tired.
“We should go,” Eddie said.
“Yeah,” Buck agreed.
Christopher looked relieved and apologetic at once. Jacob didn’t let him apologize for wanting bed. He moved the bags so the route was clear and waited while Chris got up.
“Plane’s still in the truck,” Eddie said when Chris looked toward the door.
“I know.”
“Just checking.”
“You’ve checked.”
Jacob smiled. It had survived the whole drive without anybody putting anything on top of it. He thought the plane might make it home in better condition than any of them.
“Thanks for bringing him,” Ethan said to Eddie.
“No problem.”
“Good trip?”
“Yeah.” Eddie looked at Chris, then back at Ethan. “Good weekend.”
It was a plain answer. Jacob liked it better than anything longer would’ve been. They’d packed, carried furniture, eaten too much, played badly and well, slept in rooms that had changed shape around them. There wasn’t a version that fit into a doorway conversation without leaving most of it out.
He hugged Buck first, one arm around his back because Buck already had a jacket over the other. Buck squeezed once and told him to sleep.
“Planning on it.”
“Good plan.”
Eddie hugged him next. Jacob thanked him, quietly enough that it didn’t become a room-wide event. Eddie patted his shoulder, looked him in the face, and nodded.
“See you soon.”
“Yeah.”
Christopher gave him the kind of look that meant he was deciding whether to say something. Jacob waited. Chris only said goodnight and asked Ethan to make sure he ate something.
“I can feed myself,” Jacob said.
“I know.”
Ethan laughed. “I’ll put food somewhere visible.”
Chris seemed satisfied with that. He went out with Eddie, Buck following after saying goodbye to Maddie once more. The door stayed open while they moved through, then closed with a sound Jacob knew so well it made the room feel immediately different.
Quieter. Still occupied.
Maddie checked her phone and put it in her bag. “Chimney’s awake. I’m going to go before he falls asleep holding the phone.”
Ethan reached for the suitcase. She took the handle herself and told him to leave her with the thing on wheels. He accepted that, gave her the jacket she’d set down, and hugged her.
Jacob stood aside, not far enough to look as if he was leaving the room for them. Maddie hugged him too, quick and warm, told him she was glad they’d had a good trip, and asked him to send her the lake picture when he wasn’t half-asleep.
“I will.”
“Not now.”
“Okay.”
She smiled, touched Ethan’s cheek once, and went. Ethan stayed at the door long enough to hear her moving away, then shut it and put the lock back.
Jacob looked at the bags. There was an obvious order for dealing with them and no energy left to make himself follow it. He took his water out of the backpack, put the book on the table, and left the rest.
Ethan was doing nearly the same thing with his suitcase. A small bag came out. A charger. Something wrapped in a shirt that he set carefully out of the route.
“What is that?” Jacob asked.
“Something Mom sent.” Ethan glanced toward the door, then smiled at the need to specify. “Rose. I’ll show you tomorrow.”
“Okay.”
He didn’t ask for it now. They had tomorrow. The fact of it settled pleasantly while he put the bottle by the sink.
Ethan turned toward the refrigerator.
“Are you hungry?”
Jacob laughed under his breath. “I’ve been in a car for about twelve years.”
“So that’s yes?”
“Probably.”
“Probably hungry?”
“Definitely tired. Hungry if it’s easy.”
“I can do easy.”
Ethan opened the fridge, looked inside, and reported what was usable without anyone having to invent a meal. Jacob moved beside him, close enough to see, and found the bag of spinach he’d forgotten they’d bought.
“That first,” he said.
“Yeah. Good.”
They put it on the counter. One pan, two plates, nothing that needed more patience than they had. Jacob washed his hands while Ethan found the pan, then took over long enough for Ethan to do the same.
The water was warm. The towel hung where they’d left it. Jacob dried his fingers carefully and went back to stand beside the stove.
Ethan asked whether he wanted a drink. He said water. Ethan poured it, set the glass within reach, and turned the heat down before anything could catch.
Jacob watched him for a moment, then picked up the plates.
There were things he could say. None of them needed saying while the bags were still by the door and Ethan was trying to remember which cabinet held the lid. Jacob opened the right one, handed it over, and got a tired smile in return.
“Thanks.”
“Yeah.”
The suitcase was too close to the corner of the counter. Ethan nudged it with his foot, then stopped when one wheel caught on the edge of the bag Jacob had put down.
“Wait.” Jacob set the plates aside and moved his own things. “There.”
“Thanks.”
Ethan rolled the suitcase out of the route. They could both get to the kitchen now without turning sideways. Such a small correction, and Jacob felt absurdly pleased by it: two people’s belongings taking up room, neither person needing to get smaller to make them fit.
He found a fork in the drawer and then another. Behind him, Ethan was trying to remember whether he’d eaten anything that counted since the last airport.
“What did you get?” Jacob asked.
“A sandwich.”
“That counts.”
“Not a very good sandwich.”
“Still counts.”
“I know.” Ethan glanced at the pan. “This is better.”
“You haven’t eaten it.”
“I can see it.”
Jacob looked at the eggs, the spinach they’d managed to keep from going to waste, the bread Ethan had put beside the plates. There wasn’t much to it. He’d eaten better food almost every day they’d been away. It wasn’t a competition, but he understood why Ethan was looking forward to this one.
He set the forks down and took over watching the heat while Ethan found the bread knife. Their shoulders brushed when they changed places. Jacob didn’t step back farther than he needed to. There was enough room once they stopped trying to pass through the same space at once.
“Did you sleep?” he asked.
“Some on the plane. You?”
“In the truck.”
“Good.”
“Not enough.”
“No.” Ethan cut the bread, looking at it rather than him. “I kept thinking we’d be here already.”
“Me too.”
That was safe to say. It was also true in more ways than he wanted to unpack while Ethan held a knife and Jacob was in danger of overcooking dinner. He stirred the eggs once, turned the heat off when they were ready, and divided the food between the plates.
“Enough?”
“Yeah. That’s good.”
Ethan carried the bread to the counter and pulled the water closer. Jacob brought the plates. It would’ve been easy to start describing every person he’d seen, every conversation that had stayed with him. Instead he told Ethan that Helena had sent enough food to make everybody concerned about the cooler, and that Isabel had waited until a stop to ask whether they’d found all of it.
“Did you?”
“I think so. Buck was doing most of the looking.”
“He’ll find it.”
“Yeah.”
Ethan smiled, and Jacob felt the last part of the drive begin to leave his shoulders. He hadn’t needed to introduce anybody in the story. Ethan knew the names, knew why Buck would’ve checked, knew enough about this family to be pleased by the part Jacob hadn’t said.
They ate at the counter because neither wanted to carry everything farther. Ethan told him one small story about Hannah, then stopped halfway through to ask what had happened at the lake. Jacob answered with the part about the paddle score and Adriana insisting she’d counted differently.
Ethan laughed with his mouth closed because he was still eating. Jacob waited for him to swallow, smiling into his own glass.
The room stayed warm around them. Outside, a car passed, then another, their sound ordinary through the windows. The bags could wait. The dishes would take five minutes, or they could rinse them and leave them until morning.
Jacob took another bite. Ethan reached for the water and nudged his glass closer to him on the way back.
“Good to be home?” he asked.
Jacob looked up. “Yeah.”
Ethan smiled and went back to his food.
Jacob stayed beside him.
Chapter 23: Acceleration
The sound that woke Ethan was somebody trying very hard not to make one. A drawer stopped short of closing downstairs. There was a pause, the soft clink of silverware, and then the drawer moved again, slower this time. Ethan lay with his face turned into the pillow and listened to Jacob negotiate the kitchen. He'd slept through traffic, an alarm he'd apparently dismissed, and whatever hour it had been when the light reached the mezzanine. One careful spoon was enough.
He lifted his head. His phone said seven twenty-three. "Oh, no."
Below him, the movement stopped. "You okay?"
"Yeah. What time is it?"
"Seven twenty-three."
He looked at the phone still in his hand. "Right."
"Did you need a different answer?"
"Kind of."
Jacob laughed quietly. Ethan let his forehead drop to the pillow once more before pushing himself upright. The shirt he'd slept in had twisted around his middle. There was a crease on his forearm from the sheet, and his legs felt heavy in the particular way they did after sitting too long and then failing to sleep enough. He had time. Not the amount he'd wanted, but time.
"I put coffee on," Jacob said.
"Oh, thank God."
"Wait until you've had it," Jacob said. "I'm not sure about the amount."
"I'll take the risk."
Ethan sat with one foot on the floor, listening to the machine finish. He'd imagined this kitchen from New Haven without admitting how specifically he'd imagined Jacob inside it. Now he was here and Ethan needed to get dressed. That was manageable.
He went into the bathroom before he could turn an ordinary exchange into something that would make getting dressed impossible. The mirror supplied evidence of the flight in the form of flattened curls and a pale line across one cheek. He wet his hands, pushed his hair into a less specific disaster, and brushed his teeth while trying to remember where he'd put the clean clothes. Not in the suitcase. He had clothes here. That was one of the advantages of coming home.
By the time he came downstairs, Jacob had set two mugs beside the machine and was examining the bread. He wore shorts and a faded T-shirt, his hair still damp at the temples. His bag stood open inside his bedroom door instead of in the route through the apartment. Ethan's suitcase remained where they'd finally abandoned it last night.
"Morning," Jacob said.
"Morning." Ethan tasted the coffee. "That's fine."
"Actually fine?"
"Yeah." He took another sip. "You can have some."
"Thanks for checking."
Jacob poured his own while Ethan opened the refrigerator. The spinach bag was gone; they had, at least, remembered to throw that away after emptying it. The eggs were where Jacob had put them. There was half a lemon, a container Ethan didn't trust without further investigation, and enough milk for breakfast if neither became ambitious.
"We need groceries."
"I started a list."
"Bread?"
"On it."
"Eggs?"
"Also on it." Jacob put the loaf down. "This is still okay."
They considered it together. Ethan took the bag, checked the end pieces, and found no reason to disagree. He put two slices in the toaster, then added two more when Jacob reached for a plate. The sequence returned without anybody deciding who was making breakfast. Jacob got the pan. Ethan washed the knife they'd left beside the sink. Outside, something heavy rolled over uneven pavement. The sound climbed through the windows and faded. Ethan turned the faucet off and realized he was smiling at nothing he could usefully explain.
"What?" Jacob asked.
"Nothing. I forgot how loud it is here."
"You were gone five days."
"It was a very quiet five days."
Jacob looked at him.
"Parts of them," Ethan amended.
"Was that before or after the game?"
"Different quiet."
Jacob's smile widened. He broke an egg against the counter and waited while Ethan moved the bowl nearer. It was easy to stay there, passing things, answering the actual question instead of the one Ethan kept expecting to hear underneath it. Jacob hadn't been in the woods. He didn't know what Ethan had told his friends. Nothing in the room required him to know.
Ethan reached for his coffee and found he'd put it on the wrong side of the toaster.
"You can move me," Jacob said.
"I can reach."
"You're going to put your sleeve in the pan."
He wasn't, quite, but he accepted the mug when Jacob passed it over. Their fingers touched at the handle. Yesterday that would've happened in an airport or a photograph in his head. This morning it happened over a pan that needed turning down. He turned it down.
"Chris told me to tell Hannah good job."
"You did that last night."
"Did I?"
"Sent her a message. She answered with about seven exclamation marks."
Ethan checked. There it was, above a photograph Hannah had sent of something Tyler had done to the remaining snacks. He'd even answered her. He had no recollection of choosing the little skull.
"Right. I was awake for some of last night."
"I remember eating."
"Good start."
"Not sure what we said."
"Nothing I remember either."
Jacob laughed, and Ethan let the exchange end while he got the toast. There was a limit to how much conversation either of them could conduct before food. He spread butter while Jacob divided the eggs, then took the stool that let him see the clock without turning around.
He hadn't been hungry until the plate arrived. Now the first bite seemed to wake something the coffee hadn't reached. Jacob ate with one foot tucked behind the stool's lower rung, looking at the kitchen instead of his phone. The width of his shoulder filled the edge of Ethan's vision. Ethan knew how far to move his elbow without checking. He'd missed that, apparently. He'd missed having to move an elbow.
"Tell me about the paddles," he said.
"I thought I did."
"The version where you're awake."
Jacob swallowed. "I might be less impressive in that one."
"That's okay."
It took him a while to explain because Ethan kept asking questions about the score and who had counted what. Sophia had been his partner. Fourteen had been the number that mattered. Christopher had apparently stored Eddie's lower score with enough precision to retrieve it whenever his father looked too pleased with himself. Jacob wasn't claiming athletic greatness; he was describing the peculiar difficulty of keeping a light object in the air when everyone watching had an opinion.
"You'd like it," he told Ethan.
"Because I'm competitive?"
"Because you'd say you weren't keeping score and then remember everybody's."
Ethan considered objecting. He took another bite instead.
"I have to show you something," Ethan said.
He found the picture Hannah had sent before the one about the snacks. She'd taken it low enough that half of Tyler's head was missing, but Ethan's face was visible, laughing with his eyes almost shut. The angle made the hand Tyler had planted on his shoulder look larger than it was.
Jacob leaned toward the screen. "What's happening?"
"I'm trying to leave."
"Doesn't look like it."
"I was trying to leave before she started taking pictures."
"Where were you going?"
"To get a drink."
Jacob looked from the photograph to Ethan. "You couldn't get away?"
"He had my shirt."
"And your whole arm stopped working?"
Ethan moved the phone away, laughing. "I didn't say I tried very hard."
"Send me that one."
He did, before he could become self-conscious about Jacob wanting a picture where he looked like that. There were dozens he could've sent that were better composed. He'd kept those too, the proper group photographs and the ones where everyone knew which camera to look at. This one had arrived while he'd been standing beside Hannah, and he'd complained about his face until she told him it was his actual face.
Jacob enlarged it, smiling at something Ethan couldn't see from this side.
"Tyler looks nice."
"He is."
"You said he might come out for your birthday?"
"They're trying. Everybody's trying." Ethan took the phone back when Jacob offered it. "It depends on work and money. School. A lot of things."
"Yeah."
"Hannah thinks she can put herself in somebody's bag."
"Would Kit notice?"
"Before the airport, probably."
Jacob grinned and went back to his breakfast. He didn't immediately calculate beds or offer to give up his room. Ethan appreciated that. They could want the visit without solving it over toast, and the people he loved could be people Jacob might meet instead of another set of obligations arriving in the loft.
He sent Hannah a message asking whether he could forward the other photograph, the one she'd taken of the whole table. She wouldn't answer for a while. He left the question with her and put the phone out of the way.
"Did Chris have fun?"
"Yeah. He got to do what he wanted. Mostly." Jacob rubbed a crumb from the edge of his plate. "The plane made it back."
"I heard."
"I was worried about that box."
"More than Chris?"
"Differently. He knew what he'd packed around it. I just knew how many bags were left."
Ethan pictured Christopher watching adults move luggage around something he'd already calculated a safe position for. "Has he opened it yet?"
"Don't know. I didn't want to text him this early."
"He'll tell you."
"Yeah."
Jacob sounded pleased by that certainty. Ethan liked hearing it. He'd watched the two of them find their way toward each other over the summer, sometimes through games, sometimes through disagreements about whether help was actually helping. He didn't need to be in the middle of it to enjoy the result. His phone vibrated against the island. A message from Maddie asked if he'd slept and reminded him that her charging cable had made it into his bag. He looked toward the bags, saw the white cord looped over his backpack, and took a photograph of it.
Ethan: Found it. I'll bring it when I come over. Did you sleep?
He put the phone down before he could answer the same question for her by pretending that six hours had been eight.
"Is she okay?" Jacob asked.
"Yeah. I stole her cable."
"You brought about four."
"Five now."
Jacob reached for the last piece of toast. Ethan slid the butter toward him and checked the time. Still enough. The room was making it tempting to behave as if there were nothing after breakfast, but his bag contained reading he'd finished on a plane with someone else's elbow edging into his space. He needed to look at it again before class.
Instead he got off the stool and went to the suitcase.
"What are you doing?"
"Before I forget."
The shirt-wrapped bundle was where he'd left it, out of the way beside the bag. He brought it over with the shirt gathered beneath it and set it on a dry part of the island. Jacob moved his plate without needing to be asked.
Ethan peeled back the fabric.
It was a small ceramic dish, shallow and heavy for its size, with a blue rim and a mark in the glaze near one edge. Rose had put it into his hands while he was trying to decide whether his bag would close. He'd argued that she used it. She'd told him she had other dishes.
"Oh," Jacob said. "That's nice."
"She said we can put spoons on it. Or whatever."
"Did we complain about spoons?"
"I think she saw the paper towel in the picture I sent."
Jacob looked toward the stove. A folded paper towel sat beside it, bearing the evidence of last night's dinner.
"She wasn't wrong."
"No."
Ethan turned the dish over to check that the journey hadn't chipped the underside. It hadn't. Nothing extraordinary had happened to it while crossing the country inside a T-shirt. He felt relieved anyway and put it beside the stove, where it occupied a small patch of counter neither of them had needed until now.
Jacob laid the spoon on it to try the fit.
"There."
"Yeah."
Ethan took a photograph for Rose. He didn't rearrange the kitchen first. The pan was still on the stove and one of their plates was visible at the edge, which would probably reassure her more than a clean counter.
"Tell her thank you," Jacob said.
"You can tell her."
"Send her that from me too."
He did. Then he stood holding the shirt for a moment before remembering it belonged in the wash. Jacob took both plates to the sink, and Ethan carried his clothes to the suitcase to sort what was clean from what he'd optimistically packed together.
"You want to put yours in?" he asked.
"Yeah. Let me get it."
They sorted on opposite sides of the open bag. Jacob brought a smaller pile and checked the pockets with the methodical attention of somebody who'd washed something important once. Ethan found a crumpled receipt, two hair ties that were probably Hannah's, and the wrapper from a snack he'd forgotten eating.
"I thought you'd unpacked," he said.
"Moved the bag. That's different."
"Fair."
Jacob held up a shirt. "This yours?"
"No."
"You sure?"
Ethan looked at the size. Jacob looked too, then laughed at himself and dropped it onto his own pile.
"I'm not awake."
"You made breakfast. That's enough."
"We made breakfast."
Ethan didn't argue. He found the small pocket where he'd tucked the thing he actually needed—his student ID—and set it on top of his backpack before he could lose it to the washing. Jacob took the laundry while Ethan folded the clothes that hadn't left the suitcase.
There was a damp patch on the sleeve he'd worn home, where he'd apparently packed it against the water bottle. He checked the rest of the bag and found the cap loose. Jacob handed him a towel, then caught the paperback Ethan nearly put down in the wet spot.
"Not there."
"Thanks." He moved it to the counter. "I checked that cap."
"Before or after you drank out of it?"
Ethan considered the question, then held the sleeve up to find somewhere it could dry. Jacob moved his own bag off the chair. Ethan spread the shirt over the back and left it there, the rest of the unpacking suddenly less urgent than keeping the book dry.
A pine needle fell out of one cuff. He picked it up and held it between finger and thumb, surprised by the scale of it here. There had been so many in the woods that he hadn't noticed carrying any away. Jacob leaned over to see.
"Souvenir?"
"Apparently."
"Good trip?"
Ethan looked up. Jacob wasn't asking about the photographs now.
"Yeah." He turned the needle once. "Really good."
"You seemed happy."
"I was."
The answer didn't hurt anybody. He let himself leave it there for a second, then told Jacob how strange it had been to see Maddie and Rose talking in the kitchen without him having to carry the conversation between them. Tyler interrupting both. Hannah insisting she was included in plans nobody had quite made. The neighborhood still recognizing him before he'd recognized some of the younger kids.
Jacob listened while matching two socks that didn't belong together. Ethan corrected him, took one back, and kept talking.
He didn't tell every part. There wasn't time, and some of it still felt too new to explain while putting underwear away. There were conversations from the trip he wanted more time with himself before trying to explain them. For now he was glad Jacob kept listening without trying to make him finish the story before he'd found the words.
"There's a picture of Tyler trying to get a chair through the gate," he said instead. "Remind me later."
"Did he get it through?"
"Eventually. Mom told him to turn it."
Jacob smiled. "Good advice."
"He thought he'd tried that."
They finished sorting. Ethan closed the empty suitcase and stood it beside the stairs to take up later. The floor looked oddly large without it, although nothing about the loft had changed. He put his reading on the island and began checking the margin notes he'd made over the noise of the plane.
Jacob rinsed the pan. The faucet ran, stopped, ran again.
For a few minutes neither spoke. Ethan found two impatient lines beneath a term and couldn't remember the question he'd meant to ask. He read the paragraph above it, then added a question mark and went back through the passage, checking whether the answer was already there.
"You need quiet?" Jacob asked.
"No, you're fine."
"I mean music."
"Oh. Not yet?"
"Okay."
There was no disappointment to manage. Jacob dried his hands and took his mug to the other side of the island, opening his laptop without angling the screen toward Ethan. They could do different things in the same room. Ethan had done enough studying here to know that, but this morning the fact seemed unusually generous.
He read the section again and found the narrower question he actually had.
Jacob's phone lit up. He smiled at it before answering.
"Chris?" Ethan asked.
"Plane's fine."
"Excellent."
"He says the truck made him more tired than school."
"Don't tell his dad."
"He's told his dad."
Ethan laughed and nearly lost his place. He put a finger beneath the line, finished the paragraph, and closed the reading when the clock stopped allowing another pass.
There were familiar last things: water into the bottle, laptop into the sleeve, a check for the ID he'd deliberately left visible. Jacob moved his own charger so Ethan could reach the outlet. Ethan unplugged the wrong cable, apologized to the laptop that briefly went dark, and tried again.
"Keys," Jacob said when he reached the door.
Ethan held them up.
"Okay."
"Do you want anything if I stop on the way back?"
"Text me. I'll probably have been by then."
"Don't get the little yogurt."
"The one you said was good?"
"It was good. There was about a teaspoon."
Jacob nodded, taking the distinction seriously enough to make Ethan smile again. "Bigger yogurt."
"Thanks."
He opened the door, then looked back because he'd forgotten to ask when Jacob was going to Eddie's. Jacob would be at Eddie's later; neither knew yet when he'd be back. Ethan said he'd message when he knew about dinner. Jacob said he'd leave the clean laundry where Ethan could find it.
The dish from Rose sat beside the stove with the spoon already on it. Jacob had a hand around his mug and his bare foot hooked against the stool. Ethan let himself look for one extra second. "See you later."
"See you."
He left before an ordinary morning could make him late.
The figure looked simpler on the screen than it had on the plane, which made Ethan trust it less. He set the printed reading beside his notebook and checked the axes again. The lecture room was filling in unevenly, students choosing seats according to outlets, people they recognized, and the amount of space left between strangers. He'd chosen a table halfway back because he could see the screen without turning his head. Now his bag was taking up the chair beside him, and someone had stopped at the end of the row.
"Is that taken?"
"No. Sorry."
He pulled the bag down. The woman slid into the chair, set a water bottle on the table, and pushed a loose strand of hair behind her ear while opening her laptop. Ethan knew her face. They'd sat near each other last week and spent most of a discussion disagreeing about what one sentence meant.
"Lena?" he asked.
"Yeah. Ethan?"
He nodded.
"Did you finish it?" She indicated the paper.
"Depends how much of the methods counts."
"All of them, unfortunately."
He smiled and found the page he'd marked. He'd finished the reading, but the distinction between reading a method and being able to explain why someone had chosen it had become uncomfortable at about thirty thousand feet. The professor had said they'd work through the data today. Ethan had taken that as an invitation to understand the data rather than hope someone else would volunteer.
At the next table, a man in a gray sweatshirt was trying three cables in succession. The screen stayed dark. Lena passed him a spare adapter without looking away from her own machine.
"I brought it back," he told her.
"Last time?"
"Eventually."
"I'm going to remember that."
The room smelled of coffee and warm electronics. A door at the back caught on something, thumped twice, and finally closed. Ethan checked his phone before putting it away. Rose had answered the photograph of the dish with a heart and a warning not to drop it on his foot. Maddie had answered his sleep question with one about his. He sent her the honest number, minus nothing, and turned the phone facedown.
The professor arrived carrying a cloth bag and a stack of papers that looked too substantial to be returned assignments. She plugged in her laptop, asked the front row whether they could read the smallest labels, and enlarged the figure when someone said no.
"No new material for the first ten minutes," she said. "We'll see how much trouble the old material can cause."
Lena closed a window on her screen. Ethan straightened the reading, then stopped doing that and picked up his pen.
The paper concerned a cellular response to a hormone stimulus. On the projected graph, one line rose and then fell while another remained near its starting level. Ethan remembered the result well enough to feel an answer forming before the professor finished asking what the experiment demonstrated.
He didn't put his hand up yet.
Someone near the front described the change. The professor asked which part was an observation and which part was an interpretation. The student tried again, more carefully this time, and she wrote two separate headings on the board.
Ethan looked at his own margin note.
He'd written receptor loss next to the downward section of the line. During the flight, it had seemed like a reasonable shorthand. Here, beneath the professor's question, it looked like an answer to something the figure hadn't measured.
"What would you need before saying that?" she asked the room.
"A measurement of the receptors," Lena said.
"Where?"
"On the cell surface. Not just total."
The professor nodded and added it to the board. "Why not total?"
Ethan raised his hand. She pointed to him. "You could move them without degrading them. So a whole-cell measurement wouldn't necessarily tell you what was available at the membrane."
"Good. And did they measure surface availability here?"
He checked even though he knew. "No."
"Then don't give them the result."
It wasn't sharp. She'd said nearly the same thing to three people last week. Ethan crossed out his margin note and wrote the question instead, feeling the small sting of correction without needing anybody to reassure him.
Lena tilted her paper far enough to show him the same phrase crossed out beside the graph.
He smiled at it. She took the paper back before the professor changed slides.
The next figure introduced a second condition. Ethan read the legend while the professor explained how the samples had been treated. There was more room for interpretation now, but not as much as he wanted. An inhibitor wasn't a switch attached only to the explanation he liked. The control mattered. So did the time allowed for the response to develop.
He'd spent the summer learning how quickly a useful observation could become less useful when somebody added certainty it didn't deserve. He knew that in a hospital. Apparently he could still forget it in a lecture room with a colored line in front of him.
He put a box around the control instead of underlining the conclusion again.
"Groups of three," the professor said. "Stay where you are. Work with the people nearest you. You have twelve minutes before I start asking unpleasant questions."
The man with the adapter turned his chair. "I'm Malik."
"Ethan."
"Lena," she said, although Malik was already borrowing her equipment and clearly knew. "You can have the middle page. I want the legend."
The handout divided the next task into a claim, the evidence supporting it, and an experiment that could distinguish it from a competing explanation. Ethan read all three before starting. Malik drew a line down the center of his page and put one explanation on each side.
"I think the timing's the problem," he said.
"For which one?" Ethan asked.
"For saying it's less responsive. They're measuring after different amounts of exposure."
"That's what they're testing."
"Right. But if I only look here—"
He moved his pen to a point Ethan had already mentally skipped. The earliest measurement wasn't at zero. Something could've happened before the experiment began looking. Ethan leaned closer, following the comparison instead of preparing to defend his first reading.
Lena opened the supplementary methods.
"There's a preincubation," she said.
"How long?" Malik asked.
She found it. They all went quiet while reading the paragraph, the ordinary absence of conversation that meant the group was actually doing the work. Ethan could hear a neighboring table debating whether a result ruled something out or merely made it less likely. A chair scraped behind him.
"Okay," he said. "Then we can't compare those the way I just did."
Malik looked relieved rather than victorious. "That's what I meant."
"I thought you were saying the delay invalidated the whole thing."
"No. Just that bit."
They corrected the comparison. Lena wanted a measurement of localization at several time points. Malik wanted to know whether recovery happened after the stimulus was removed. Ethan suggested an additional readout, started explaining it, and stopped when Lena put her finger on the handout.
"One experiment," she said.
"I know. I was thinking—"
"We have to be able to explain it in two minutes."
He looked at his page. He'd already written enough to make two minutes unlikely. "Okay. Which one actually answers this?"
They went back to the competing explanations. The test didn't have to explain the entire system. It had to separate two possibilities they'd been asked to distinguish. Ethan crossed out half his list, not because the ideas were stupid, but because the particular question didn't require them.
That felt better than polishing every suggestion until none could be discarded. The professor stopped beside their table with five minutes left. Lena gave the first part. Malik explained the timing. Ethan described what they'd measure and what result would favor each interpretation.
"And if you get neither?" the professor asked.
"We'd need to check the assay worked before treating it as evidence," he said.
"How?"
He paused. The answer he'd been about to give would have restated the procedure. He looked at Malik's diagram, then at the control they'd boxed together.
"With a condition where we already expect a detectable change. And we'd need to know the measurement's sensitive enough over that interval."
"Better. Put that in your design."
She moved on. Lena drew a small star beside the missing control. Malik looked at the clock and began rewriting the diagram in a form another person might read.
Ethan let him. There was a particular temptation in group work to reach for the page when he knew how he'd organize it. Malik's arrows went in a different direction. They still got to the same place.
"Who's talking?" Lena asked.
"You started it," Malik said.
"I mean presenting."
"I know. You started explaining it to her."
Ethan capped his pen. "I can do the method if you do the claim."
Malik volunteered the predicted results before either could assign them. They tried it once under their breath. It took too long, mostly because Ethan included a qualification he could save for a question. Lena held up two fingers when he began another.
He stopped, laughing. "Fine."
"It's not wrong. It's just a third minute."
When their turn came, the professor called them from their seats rather than making them walk to the front. Ethan was grateful. Standing would have made the task feel more formal than it needed to be, and the room was already warm enough that he'd rolled his sleeves above his elbows.
Lena described the claim. He described the test. Malik explained what it would mean if their first explanation was wrong.
A student across the aisle asked how they would distinguish relocation from a change in binding. Ethan looked at Lena because she'd first raised the issue, not because he couldn't answer. She talked through the limitation. The professor let the exchange continue for another minute before bringing it back to what their chosen measurement could actually establish.
They hadn't designed a perfect experiment. Neither had anybody else. The point became clearer as the next group ran into a different problem with a different method. Ethan listened with his pen resting on the page instead of trying to improve their answer in the margins.
At the short break, Malik stood to stretch and nearly pulled the borrowed adapter off the table. Lena caught the cable. He apologized to her and then, unnecessarily, to the laptop.
"I did that this morning," Ethan told him.
"Pulled someone's computer down?"
"Unplugged the wrong thing. Less exciting."
"Mine isn't getting more exciting either." Malik sat again and opened a container of crackers. "Either of you want some?"
Lena took two. Ethan shook his head, then changed his mind when his stomach made a quiet argument against him. Breakfast had been hours ago in bodily terms, even if the clock disagreed.
"Thanks."
"Long morning?" Lena asked.
"Long yesterday."
"Were you away?"
"Connecticut. Came back late."
"For the weekend?"
"Yeah. Family."
"Good or exhausting?" Malik asked.
"Both."
Lena nodded with the recognition of somebody who didn't need him to explain how the answers could coexist. She'd stayed in Los Angeles and worked most of the weekend. Malik had attempted to fix a cabinet at his sister's apartment and made it impossible to open. His sister was no longer accepting his help until he'd watched the correct video.
"Which video did you watch?" Ethan asked.
"Apparently not that one."
They laughed, and for a minute the room wasn't divided into people who already knew one another and people trying to find out where they could sit. Ethan drank his water and listened to Lena describe a customer who'd wanted something the place she worked had never sold.
"Are you working too?" she asked him.
"Hospital internship. Summer program."
"Still going?"
"Until next week. Then I find out about fall."
Malik shut the cracker container. "Same place?"
"If they keep me. Half of us can continue."
"That's a rough number."
"Yeah."
It was the first time he'd said it to anyone in this room. He resisted the urge to explain that selection wasn't a ranking, or to list the things the program considered, or to make sure neither mistook him for someone doing more than he was qualified to do. They'd asked about his schedule. He could answer that question.
"Hope you get it," Lena said.
"Thanks."
The professor called them back before he needed a second response. He moved the empty wrapper from the edge of his notebook and turned to a clean page.
The final part of the session asked them to connect the mechanism to a physiological consequence without pretending the experiment had been performed in a whole person. Ethan liked that question immediately, which was a reason to slow down. He wrote the scale of each observation beside it: assay, cell, tissue, organism. Then he wrote what had to be assumed to cross between them.
His first answer was too broad. He could see it before anyone asked. He divided it, kept the supported part, and left the rest as a question about what else he'd need to know.
When the professor asked for a consequence that might be consistent with the result, he gave one and said might without swallowing the word.
She asked what the culture system didn't contain. The answers came from around the room: other signals, other cell types, feedback from elsewhere, changes in exposure that wouldn't be reproduced by leaving something in a dish. Ethan added two to his notes and drew an arrow back to the assumption he'd made at the start.
The work wasn't less interesting because he'd been wrong about one part. It had become harder to wave away the parts he didn't yet understand.
As the session ended, the professor put up the next assignment. Ethan copied the due date, checked the page count, and felt the week rearrange itself around something he hadn't included in the version he'd planned over breakfast.
"That's more than I thought," Malik said.
"It's the analysis too," Lena told him. "Not just the reading."
"I noticed."
Ethan opened his calendar. He had time tomorrow if he started tonight. That meant started, not left the document open beside whatever else he was doing. He put a reminder in, then moved the grocery stop rather than pretending both things could happen in the same hour.
His phone showed a message from Jacob asking which yogurt he meant. There were two photographs. Ethan enlarged the second one and answered with the less expensive option he actually liked.
Ethan: That one. Thank you. I'll be back later than I thought. Got some work to finish.
He didn't ask Jacob to keep the afternoon free. Jacob had somewhere to be.
"Do you want to compare the design before we hand it in?" Lena asked.
"The homework?"
"Yeah. Not answers. Just whether we've accidentally invented a method again."
Malik was packing the adapter into Lena's case with deliberate care. "I would like someone to tell me if my control is stupid."
Ethan smiled. "Tomorrow?"
They worked out a time while still at the table, checking against actual classes instead of proposing a vague later. Lena entered his number with his name spelled wrong, showed him, and corrected it when he pointed. Malik sent a message containing only his own name so nobody had to identify an unknown number later.
It was a small arrangement. Ethan was pleased by how little it required.
Lena turned her laptop back around before she put it away. "Wait. Did she say both figures?"
"For the comparison?"
"Yeah. I wrote the second one down, but this says the first."
Ethan took the assignment sheet out again. The relevant sentence was long enough that he'd skipped the middle of it while copying the deadline. He read it with a finger beneath the line, then moved down to the question that followed.
"I think we choose. But we have to explain why the other one doesn't answer the same thing."
Malik stopped packing. "That's not the same as choosing."
"No," Lena said. "That's doing both and only getting credit for one."
Ethan smiled, but she was already reading again, serious now. He waited rather than telling her the first answer he'd found had to be right. At the front, someone was asking whether references counted toward the word limit. They could hear the professor say no. Ethan added that to the margin while Lena found the course page.
The longer instructions were clearer. They needed one main figure, with the other used to identify the limitation. It didn't reduce the reading. It did mean Ethan could stop imagining a second full analysis for which he hadn't left time.
"Okay. That makes more sense," Lena said.
"Still doing both," Malik said.
"Still doing both," she agreed, closing the page.
Ethan wrote one sentence beneath the reminder he'd set: read the instructions before drafting. He nearly deleted it for being obvious. Then he thought about the half page he'd just spent planning around the wrong assumption and left it there.
His bottle had leaked a little around the cap. He caught the water before it reached the handout, using a napkin Malik found at the bottom of his bag. The interruption was irritating for about three seconds. After that, he was simply holding the damp corner up while Lena packed the dry papers first.
"Is it your last semester?" she asked.
"Yeah. If I don't miss something enormous."
"Don't say that. I keep checking."
"Me too."
She asked which other classes he was taking, and he gave her the short version. She knew one of the instructors and warned him that a reading described as optional might still be worth opening before a discussion. He told her about the schedule conflict he'd checked twice and then discovered he'd entered incorrectly himself. Neither story was useful enough to become advice. It was a relief to hear somebody else had spent part of the week being confused by something that wasn't difficult.
By the time the paper was dry enough to put away, Malik had found the missing lid for his crackers. Ethan handed the napkin back, realized that wasn't useful, and took it to the little trash can beside the table instead.
The professor was answering questions at the front. He considered joining the short line, checked what he'd written, and realized his remaining question concerned a figure they hadn't reached yet. He could read that carefully first. The chance to ask something wasn't a reason to manufacture urgency.
He slid the paper into his folder. The crossed-out phrase showed through the top sheet, dark enough to be visible even after he'd closed it. Lena stood, checking beneath her chair for the bottle she'd already put in her bag. Malik found a cracker on his sleeve and ate it before either of them commented. Ethan laughed, zipped his backpack, and finally put the corrected reading away.
He knew what he had to do with it now.
Christopher had put the plane on the table before Jacob arrived.
Not in the center. It occupied a carefully cleared section near the edge, far enough back that nobody carrying a bag could catch the wing by accident. The box stood open underneath. Jacob noticed it before he'd finished greeting Eddie, and Christopher noticed him noticing.
"It's fine."
"I can see."
"You asked."
"Last night. In the truck."
"It's still fine."
Jacob put his grocery bag down in the kitchen and came back to get a good look. The model had survived the trip with more dignity than the book he'd bent in his backpack. Christopher pointed out a part Jacob hadn't seen clearly in El Paso, then explained why he'd changed how it fit.
"Can I pick it up?" Jacob asked.
"Underneath. Not the wing."
He waited for Christopher to show him, then lifted it with both hands. It was lighter than he expected. Most small objects were, but this one made him particularly conscious of how far his fingers extended around it. He turned it slowly so Chris could check the other side.
"Still good," he said.
"I know."
Eddie passed behind them carrying an empty laundry basket. "You two want to spend the whole afternoon checking the same plane?"
"Probably not the whole afternoon," Jacob said.
Christopher gave his father the look that meant he'd heard the actual question and declined the implied answer. Eddie smiled and kept going.
The house had the peculiar half-unpacked look of a place its residents had reached late and left alone until daylight. A pair of shoes sat by the hall. There was a reusable bag full of things that didn't yet have destinations, and Buck's charger had found an outlet from which the cable couldn't quite reach the surface he'd chosen. Nothing was wrong. It simply wasn't finished.
Jacob set the plane down exactly where Chris indicated.
"You brought food?" Eddie asked from the kitchen.
"Couple things we needed. I got extra."
"You don't have to do that every time you come over."
"I know. The tomatoes looked good."
Eddie looked into the bag, then at him. "Okay. They do."
Eddie put the tomatoes beside the sink and asked whether Jacob wanted something to drink. Jacob let the subject drop, relieved not to be explaining the price per pound when he'd only wanted to bring something they could eat.
"Water's fine."
"Get a glass."
Jacob knew which cabinet. He filled it, drank half while still beside the sink, and returned for more before joining Christopher in the living room. The little patch of the dining room he could see beyond the arch looked more comfortably occupied than it had when he'd slept there, but not less exposed. Buck had managed to fit a life around the route to the kitchen. Jacob still had to remind himself that the man could do it competently and want to stop.
Christopher had his laptop open now. "Did you hear back?"
"About what?"
"The jobs."
"Oh. Not yet."
"Any of them?"
"One automatic thing saying they got it. Nothing from a person."
Chris considered this. "That's not very useful."
"It tells me it went through."
"You knew that."
"I hoped it."
Eddie came in with his own glass and took the chair. "How long since you sent them?"
"One before the trip. One over the weekend."
"Then give them a minute."
"I am."
He heard the small defensive edge and took a drink rather than sharpening it. Eddie hadn't accused him of refreshing the page, even if Jacob had checked it twice before leaving the loft. Two actual applications and a saved listing could feel like a great deal of effort until he said the number aloud.
He set the glass down and opened the laptop he'd brought.
"This one has a contact," he said. "I was trying to work out if I should ask about the hours before I apply."
Eddie leaned forward far enough to see when Jacob turned the screen. "Does it list them?"
"Full-time. Variable."
"That could mean anything."
"Yeah."
He hadn't wanted the conversation to become a review of his applications, but he had brought the laptop. There was no point acting surprised that someone might look at it. He opened the listing instead of the carefully edited letter beneath it. The job involved sample preparation and routine laboratory work. Some duties sounded familiar from coursework. Others were clearly things he'd have to learn on-site. He liked the fact that the listing admitted training was part of the role. He liked the pay less after dividing it into the actual hours and thinking about the drive.
"Where is it?" Eddie asked.
Jacob showed him.
"That's a long way at the wrong time."
"It looks shorter here."
"Everything does."
Christopher leaned forward. "Can you make it show traffic?"
"I did this morning."
"Show Dad."
Jacob did. The estimate changed enough that the best version he'd imagined looked like he'd selected it dishonestly. He hadn't; he'd simply checked the route at a time he wouldn't be traveling it.
Eddie didn't say so. "Ask them what variable means."
"Before applying?"
"Why not?"
"I don't want to sound like I'm refusing hours I haven't been offered."
"Then don't refuse. Ask."
Chris nodded as if this was obvious. Jacob looked at the email address at the bottom of the listing. He knew how to write a reasonable question. He'd spent an unreasonable amount of time trying to make the question impossible to misinterpret.
"Okay," he said.
He opened a message. Eddie looked away while Jacob typed, which made it easier not to perform the typing for him. Christopher went back to whatever was open on his own screen. For a minute the three of them occupied the same quiet without requiring anyone to fill it.
Jacob asked whether the position involved rotating start times and whether weekend work was regular or occasional. He read it once, removed a sentence explaining why he needed to know, and sent it.
"There," he said.
"Good," Eddie replied.
"Did you ask?" Christopher said.
"Yeah."
"Now you have to wait for that too."
Jacob laughed. "You make this sound really appealing."
"I'm not getting a job yet."
"Enjoy it."
Eddie lifted one eyebrow at his son. Christopher ignored the implied opening and closed a window on his laptop. The plane remained within view, its nose angled toward the room as if it too was listening to employment advice.
Jacob went back to the letter he'd saved. He had listed the Biochemistry degree, the laboratory techniques he'd actually used, the work he'd done before finishing it. Grocery-store duties looked different beside coursework until he read both without apologizing for either. He had shown up, handled responsibilities, learned systems, and dealt with people while tired. Those weren't laboratory qualifications. They weren't nothing, either.
"Can I ask you something?" he said.
Eddie looked back. "Yeah."
"Does this sound like a person?"
He turned the screen. Eddie read the paragraph in silence, then moved closer because Jacob had made the text too small.
"This part doesn't," he said, pointing.
Jacob looked. "Which—oh."
"Do you say that?"
"No."
"Then why's it there?"
"Because apparently I'm highly motivated."
Christopher laughed. Jacob selected the phrase and deleted it. The sentence survived. So did the meaning. He'd worked hard enough to earn the degree without needing to introduce it with a description that could belong to anybody selling anything.
Eddie read the rest. "This is fine."
"Actually?"
"Yeah. Check the company's name."
"I did."
"Then stop touching it."
Jacob closed the document before his hands could disagree. There was a relief in having something finished that didn't require another assessment result to prove it. He put the laptop on the coffee table and sat back, feeling the cushion settle beneath his weight.
Eddie noticed the movement. "You sleeping okay?"
"Last night doesn't count."
"I'll give you that."
"Yeah. Mostly."
"Good."
He didn't ask whether Ethan had slept. Jacob was grateful, absurdly, as if saying his roommate's name might make Christopher look up and remember the conversation they'd had in Texas. Chris hadn't forgotten. Jacob could tell by the fact that he was very deliberately interested in the laptop instead.
Nothing in his expression exposed the confidence. Jacob relaxed enough to ask about the program open on the screen.
Chris showed him a setting that had changed itself after an update. They spent several minutes discovering that it hadn't changed itself at all; a second menu now controlled the same thing, and the first menu hadn't admitted it. Jacob let Chris use the trackpad, pointing only when asked.
Eddie went to move the laundry and returned while they were testing the result. He stood behind the couch long enough to see it work.
"Fixed?"
"Probably," Chris said.
"That's encouraging."
"We haven't broken it more," Jacob offered.
Eddie put the basket down out of the route. "I'll take that."
Jacob would've kept tinkering. Chris shut the settings as soon as the thing did what he wanted, which was a useful reminder that the point was to use it, not spend the rest of the afternoon improving the conditions under which it might be used.
He went to get his water. In the kitchen, Eddie was slicing one of the tomatoes he'd brought, moving the pieces onto a plate. Jacob washed his hands and found the other knife without asking if he could help. They'd done enough meals in this kitchen to know when the offer would be ordinary and when it would get in somebody's way.
"Still looking at EMT stuff?" Eddie asked.
"Yeah."
"Same course?"
"I need to check what's open. The one Hen sent might work."
"Okay."
Jacob cut the second tomato, then laid the knife flat while he thought. It would've been easy to say he was just looking and wait for Eddie to release him from having sounded interested. Eddie hadn't asked for a commitment.
"I think I want to do it," he said.
"The course?"
"Yeah. See what the work's like. I keep going back to it."
Eddie moved the plate nearer. "What do you need to know?"
"Money. Dates. Whether the hours are actually the hours, or if there's more they don't put on the first page."
"There usually is."
"That's what I figured."
He began cutting again. The tomato was ripe enough that the first knife he'd chosen hadn't been the right one. Eddie handed him another without commenting. Jacob changed his grip and tried a smaller movement.
"I liked the ride-along," he said. "Not just the big part."
"I know."
"I mean—" He stopped, wiped the blade, and started with the part he could explain. "Before that. Seeing what actually happens when you're not at something everybody's going to hear about. Talking to people. Waiting. Finding something they can tell you that changes what you need to do."
Eddie nodded, letting him finish.
"I don't know if I'd like all of it. I don't know enough to know. But I want to learn more than I can standing out of the way."
"The course is a place to start."
"Yeah."
Jacob had been half expecting relief, as if Eddie could make the decision easier by approving it. Instead he found himself thinking about the course itself. There were people qualified to teach it, dates to check, and questions he could ask them. Eddie was still moving food onto the plate, leaving the commitment where it belonged.
"If I took a job like that," Jacob said, "I'd have to ask about the course before saying yes."
"If the hours overlap," Eddie said.
"Yeah." He wiped a seed from the board with his thumb. "I don't want to get hired and immediately tell them I can't come in."
"Then find out the dates."
"I will."
Eddie was looking in the refrigerator now. He brought out a container, checked it, and put it back. Jacob watched him choose something else, then looked down at the knife he'd left on the board.
"I need a job either way."
"Okay."
"I mean, I know I don't have to take the first thing. But I can't keep looking forever."
"You haven't been looking forever." Eddie set the bread beside the plate. "You finished a degree. Then we drove to Texas."
"I sent things before that."
"I know. I'm saying give the ones you sent time to answer."
Jacob nodded. He'd wanted Eddie to understand that he wasn't treating the course as an excuse to stop looking for paid work. Eddie hadn't suggested he was. He could hear how defensive he sounded. He took a breath and let Eddie reach for the bread without making him answer a second time.
He picked up the knife and finished the last tomato.
"The pay on that one isn't terrible," he said. "Before gas."
"Benefits?"
"Some. I need to check when they start."
"Write that down too."
He dried his hands and put a note in his phone while he remembered. Start times. Weekends. Benefits. Not a list of demands, although part of him kept seeing it that way. Things he'd need to know if somebody actually called.
From the other room, Christopher asked where the napkins were.
"Same place," Eddie called.
"They're not."
Jacob looked at the counter. He'd moved the packet to make room for the tomatoes. "Here. Sorry."
He took them in, set them within reach, and came back for the food. Christopher was already clearing a space beside the plane. His laptop still showed the page they'd fixed, working normally now, no further attention required.
For a second Jacob wanted that kind of visible result from the applications. Something that changed on the screen because he'd done the right sequence. Instead he had an email waiting for someone he didn't know to read it, and a degree that was his whether they answered quickly or not.
He put the phone away before checking again. Jacob glanced toward the living room.
"Would Ravi mind if I asked him about the fire side?"
"Ask him."
"Right." Jacob smiled. "I'm doing that thing."
"Which thing?"
"Asking somebody if I can ask somebody."
Eddie's mouth moved. "Sometimes."
"Didn't need you to agree that fast."
"You noticed."
They carried the plate back to the living room with the bread and things Eddie had found to go beside it. Christopher cleared the part of the table that wasn't occupied by the plane. Jacob asked where his laptop should go rather than setting it on the floor beneath Chris's feet, and Chris pointed to the other end of the couch.
"Are you doing the course?" Christopher asked when Eddie mentioned what they'd been discussing.
"I'm going to ask about it."
"When?"
"The questions or the course?"
"The course."
"Fall, if it works."
"What happens after?"
Jacob looked at Eddie before catching himself. Eddie was putting bread on his own plate, not preparing the approved answer.
"I'd have to finish it. Pass what I'm supposed to pass. Then see about work and more training."
"Would you ride with Dad?"
"Not like Dad."
"Or Chimney?"
"Not like him yet either." Jacob took a piece of bread. "There's a lot between being interested and being allowed to do it."
Chris accepted this without appearing disappointed. "You could ask Ravi."
"I was thinking that."
"He'll tell you things."
"That's generally what asking is for," Eddie said.
Christopher glanced at him. "Not everybody does."
The answer landed with enough simple accuracy that Jacob didn't make a joke.
He ate while Christopher told him about something unrelated. A video, then a disagreement about the video, then whether the physics were possible. Jacob had an opinion on the last part and began explaining it until Chris asked if he meant the same thing as the comment he'd already found underneath.
"Show me."
Christopher did. Jacob read it, conceded most of it, and objected to one sentence. Eddie listened for a while before reminding them that neither was being asked to build the machine.
"We could," Chris said.
"No."
"Not that big."
"No."
Jacob laughed into his water and let Christopher defend the smaller version himself.
Afterward, Chris moved his plate to the clear section of the table and looked at Jacob with a purpose that had nothing to do with physics.
"You still haven't told me when."
"For what?"
"The campus."
"Oh." Jacob sat forward. "Saturday?"
"This Saturday?"
"If you can."
Christopher turned to Eddie. "Can I?"
"What time?"
They worked it out instead of letting Saturday remain an attractive word. Late enough that nobody had to manufacture enthusiasm before breakfast. Long enough to look around and get food. Jacob could drive. Christopher wanted to choose some of the places once he'd seen what there was, which seemed more reasonable than arriving with Jacob's old class route presented as a tour.
"Can we not do every building where you had a class?" Chris asked.
"I wasn't going to."
"You started saying the names."
"I was explaining where things are."
Eddie looked at his plate to hide the smile. Jacob saw it anyway.
"Fine. You choose. I'll tell you if you pick something that's closed."
"Okay."
Christopher opened a new tab and began looking at the map. Jacob didn't lean over immediately. He let him explore, answering when asked, correcting one assumption about distance because it would affect the day rather than because being technically right mattered.
There were things he wanted from a future he couldn't quite picture yet: work he could do well, enough money not to calculate every tank of gas, somewhere his effort led beyond simply surviving the next week. None of those wants required the afternoon to become a planning session.
He reached for his laptop, checked that the question he'd sent was in the sent folder, and closed the lid.
Eddie reached for a piece of bread and found the plate empty. He went to get more, asking Jacob whether he wanted to stay for dinner as he passed. Jacob checked the time before answering. He'd told Ethan he'd work out his own food, and there was nothing waiting for him at the loft that couldn't wait another hour.
"Yeah. If there's enough."
"There's enough."
Christopher moved the napkins so Eddie could put the bread down. Jacob took a piece without checking whether anyone else wanted it first. Then he set a reminder for Saturday, late morning, and left the rest of the week alone.
Beside him, Christopher turned the map around.
"Where's the food?"
Jacob moved his plate and made room to show him.
Buck had brought the tape measure and forgotten a pen. He discovered that on the front step, one hand in the pocket where he'd been certain he'd put it. His phone, keys, folded questions. No pen. The agent waited while he checked the other pocket, then held one out from the folder beneath her arm.
"You can keep it."
"Thanks. I'll probably give it back without thinking."
"Then I'll probably give it to you again."
She opened the door and stepped aside. Buck checked his watch as he followed her in. Four exactly. He'd spent eight minutes sitting in the Jeep around the corner, then almost made himself late trying not to arrive early.
The room wasn't as big as he remembered. He stopped inside the entrance and looked again. No, it was. The window was where it should be, the shelves on the same wall. He'd spent too long seeing it through photographs. In those, he could put a couch wherever he wanted, provided he never asked how anyone would get past it.
"Take your time," the agent said.
He nodded and moved farther in, out of the doorway. The house had been shut up long enough to smell faintly of warm paint and enclosed air, though a back window was open. A curtain moved, settled, moved again. Somewhere outside, a car door closed. He could hear it without hearing the conversation that followed.
"Has much changed since we were here?"
"A few things. I'll show you. Did you get the updated property information?"
"Yeah. I read it." He unfolded the paper. He'd printed the questions because he'd wanted his phone free for pictures. "There are a couple things I couldn't match to the repair notes."
"We can go through those."
"Okay."
He'd meant to start there. Instead he found himself looking at the window again, following the light across the floor. It would be different in winter. He knew that. It was still a good window now, and he didn't have to dislike it to prove he was being careful.
"Pictures okay?"
"Of course."
He took one from the entrance, holding the phone lower than the listing photographer had. The corner looked less generous immediately. Good. He took another that included the doorway and the shelves, then put the phone away before he could collect six versions of the same thing.
The agent set her folder on the kitchen counter. "Where would you like to start?"
"Bathroom," he said, before he could say yard.
She led him down the short passage. Buck followed, noticing the turn into the bedroom and the distance between the doors. He'd noticed those things last time too, but in a different way. Then he'd been placing people. Now he tried to follow an ordinary morning through the space: getting up, finding a towel, leaving a bedroom without crossing somebody else's bed to get to the coffee.
The bathroom window stood above the damaged area he'd remembered. The surface beneath it looked tidier. That made him crouch instead of reassuring him.
"Was this opened up?" he asked.
"I have the work description, but I don't want to tell you something beyond what's in it."
"I mean behind the surface. Not just the paint."
"I understand. I'll get you the detailed answer."
He took a photograph, then another with more of the surrounding wall included. Up close, the new finish wasn't an answer to anything he wanted to know. It wasn't proof something had been hidden either. He tried to stay with that. There were enough actual questions without inventing a bad answer because it hadn't arrived yet.
"Do they know where the water came in?"
"That's one of the points I'm following up."
"Okay. And whether that source was fixed. With dates, if they have them."
The agent wrote it down. Buck put a check beside the question on his own page, then realized that looked as though it had been answered. He crossed the check out and wrote pending instead.
His knee objected to the position. He stood, straightened his leg, and looked at the window latch. The agent opened it when he asked. It moved, caught briefly, then moved the rest of the way.
"That's stiff," she said.
"Yeah."
He didn't offer to fix it. The thought had arrived fully formed anyway: a small adjustment, maybe cleaning the track, maybe something else. He knew better than to diagnose a window from a minute in a bathroom. He also knew that wanting to be useful could make him hold a tool before he'd decided whether the job should be his.
He photographed the latch and put the phone down by his side.
"Could an inspector get access to all the areas they need?" he asked. "Not just in here. Roof space, whatever's accessible."
"We can arrange access. We'd need to coordinate the appointment."
"I'd want my own inspection."
"That's reasonable."
He'd known it was. Hearing her say it without trying to move him past the subject helped. He looked once more beneath the sill, then stepped aside so she could close the window.
In the hall, the larger bedroom held almost nothing. Buck went in alone while the agent answered a message near the bathroom. The absence of furniture made the corners look unusually sharp. He stood where he thought a bed would go and tried to work out which side he'd use.
Either.
That took him a second longer than it should have. At Eddie's, he'd arranged things around the route everyone needed. A bag in the wrong place could become three people turning sideways before breakfast. He liked the house. He liked hearing Chris complain about the music and knowing where Eddie had left the clean towels. He was also tired of finding somewhere to put a shirt while someone carried a plate past him.
Here, he could leave a book open beside the bed and shut the door.
He walked to the closet instead of staying with that too long. The closet rod looked firmly attached. One door scraped at the bottom. He opened and closed it once, made a note, and resisted trying to lift it into a better position.
"Do you want the dimensions?" the agent asked from the hall.
"I've got a tape."
She held the end for him while he measured the wall. His first number couldn't be right. He checked where the tape had caught, corrected it, and wrote the second number beneath the first.
"Furniture?" she asked.
"Some of it. I don't want to find out it only fits if I can't open that." He indicated the closet.
"Always worth checking."
He'd measured rooms at fires with his eyes, counted doors, judged whether a turn would take equipment or a person. None of that told him where he wanted a dresser. He tried it against a different wall and could picture the drawers open without blocking the route.
That was better. He wrote it down without buying the dresser in his head.
The second bedroom was smaller, as he'd remembered. He put one hand against the doorframe, thinking about Christopher's first question when the listing came back. Still two bedrooms. No one had moved a wall.
There was room for someone to stay. Not for every person he knew at once, and not if he filled it with things he'd decided might be useful someday. He could hear Chris asking whether useful meant Buck had actually used them. He smiled, then looked at the outlet near the floor and bent to photograph it.
"Working from home?" the agent asked.
"No. Maybe a desk in here. I haven't figured it out."
He let the answer stay unfinished. There was no need to assign the room a permanent purpose before he'd found out what happened when the roof needed work.
He went back to the bedroom doorway and looked at the space once more. The agent had moved ahead, leaving him with the faint sound of her turning a page in the kitchen. His phone was still in his pocket. He could take another picture for Eddie, but he hadn't finished looking for himself.
A narrow strip of sunlight reached the baseboard. There was a mark there, something dragged against the paint, ordinary enough that he hadn't noticed it coming in. He could live with that. There would be marks from his own things eventually. A chair moved without being lifted properly. A bag put down too hard. The house didn't have to stay empty and untouched to be worth wanting.
"Would you be here on your own?" the agent asked when he returned to the hall.
"Yeah."
He'd answered quickly. He was glad he hadn't qualified it with a list of everybody who'd visit, as if living alone required him to prove he wouldn't be lonely. Chris could come over. Maddie could bring the kids. He could have people around because he wanted them there, then wash the glasses and shut his own front door.
The agent checked a page in her folder. "I'll include the information we have on the utilities with the other documents."
"Thanks. That'd help."
He added it to his list. Insurance too; he'd need his own estimate for the actual arrangement, not the number he'd looked up for a different property weeks ago. He'd remembered the large expenses. It was the smaller, regular ones he wanted in front of him before he decided the payment was comfortable.
He uncapped the borrowed pen, found the line he'd meant, and wrote it down. One number after another wouldn't make the house stop being appealing. It might make it impossible. He wanted to know that while he could still leave with nothing more expensive than a wasted afternoon.
Back in the kitchen, he finally saw the refrigerator space properly. He stood squarely in front of it, then moved to the side, incredulous at how much effort the photographs had made of hiding an ordinary corner.
"There you are," he said.
"The refrigerator?"
"The space. I couldn't tell from the picture."
She looked at the corner as though seeing the photograph over it. "I can understand that."
He measured, wrote down the clearance, and checked the route a door would need to swing. Then he opened the cabinet beside it. The handle was loose. The cabinet itself smelled of nothing in particular, which pleased him more than an empty cabinet should have.
He could cook here. He'd known that from the first viewing. He'd still wanted to stand at the counter again, see where a cutting board would go, find out whether someone coming through the kitchen would make him stop what he was doing. There was room to pass. Not a great deal, but enough.
Outside, an aircraft grew louder, filling the pause between them. Buck waited while it passed. The agent did too.
"That's something I'd want to hear at different times," he said afterward.
"The neighborhood, or the flight noise?"
"Both."
"You can come back at another time."
"Without going in, I mean. Just around here."
"Of course."
He nodded. Standing in a room at four on Thursday wasn't the same as trying to sleep after a shift. He liked the neighborhood enough to want to know its less convenient hours. He put that beneath the dimensions, then looked at the paper and laughed under his breath.
"What?"
"I left space for answers. I'm using it for more questions."
"I can send you a separate list."
"Please."
She opened the folder. Buck set the tape measure down and made himself stop handling it. The kitchen counter was a good height for reading. He spread his folded page beside the proposed arrangement he'd already seen on his phone.
"I don't want to mix these up," he said. "The rent, the option money, anything that might count toward the purchase. I need to see each part separately."
"Yes."
"And if something only counts if I buy, I want that clear. I don't want to add it up like I've got money back that I might never get back."
"I'll make sure that's addressed in the written terms."
He looked down the page. There were figures, but he didn't put them into the budget on his phone yet. A number could fit and still mean something different from what he'd assumed. He'd made himself a list of what he could afford. He wasn't increasing it because the cabinet door had opened properly.
"The price," he said. "Is that supposed to be agreed at the beginning, or worked out later?"
"That's something we need confirmed with the seller."
"Okay. Confirm that. And when I'd have to tell them I was using the option. What counts as telling them."
She noted it beneath his other question. He watched the pen move and realized he was gripping his own tightly enough that the plastic hurt the side of his finger. He put it down.
"You don't have to decide today," she said.
"I know." He looked up. "I do know that. I just don't want to go home and remember another thing I should've asked."
"Send it if you do."
"Right."
It was a showing. There wasn't a test he could fail by not anticipating every clause. He read the next heading more slowly.
"What happens if I rent it and something substantial fails? Not changing a bulb. The roof. Plumbing. This window."
"The responsibilities would need to be spelled out in the agreement."
"Before I sign anything."
"Yes."
"And the work that's already been done, I'd want that separate from what I'd be responsible for later."
She nodded. Buck drew a line between the repair questions and the questions about the arrangement. That helped him see where he'd been putting two different worries into the same sentence.
He wasn't going to repair an unknown problem to earn the chance to buy it. He liked doing things himself. That wasn't the same as agreeing to pay for whatever somebody else hadn't dealt with. He could ask who was responsible without suggesting he was incapable of taking care of a house.
"I'm going to have someone independent look at this," he said. "The agreement. Not just the inspection."
"Of course."
"So I'd need time for that."
"We can discuss the timing once we have the answers."
He checked the last item and stopped. She hadn't promised terms he'd like. She hadn't promised that an inspection would be clean, or that the house would wait while he thought. He had more questions now, and a growing sense of which answers might make him walk away.
He disliked that part. He was glad he could see it anyway.
"Can we go outside?" he asked.
The agent left the papers on the counter and opened the back door. Buck followed her into the yard, blinking at the light after the hallway. The afternoon had warmed the path. Dry soil showed through in places beneath the grass, and a narrow line of leaves had collected against the fence.
The orange tree was still there. He'd known it would be. It had appeared in nearly every version of the house he'd tried not to think about after it went under contract. In person, the lower branches were less tidy. There were leaves marked at the edges and a piece of fruit on the ground he wouldn't have noticed in a photograph.
He walked over, watching where he put his feet. One branch crossed the neighbor's fence exactly as he remembered. He could imagine Eddie pointing at that before Buck had finished explaining what he wanted to do with the yard.
"Do you know who's been taking care of this?" he asked.
"The yard?"
"The tree. I'd want to know what it's had done. Anything I should keep doing."
"I can ask."
"Thanks."
He crouched far enough to look beneath it, then stood without touching the fruit. He didn't know enough about orange trees to mistake liking one for knowing how to look after it. There would be things to learn that weren't dramatic or especially satisfying, jobs that needed doing when he was tired and would stay undone if he didn't arrange them.
The thought didn't ruin it. He took a picture wide enough to include the fence, the ground, and the back of the house. Then a closer one of the crossing branch, because Eddie would ask and because it mattered. Sunlight caught the screen, turning his own face into a faint reflection over the leaves.
The agent stayed nearer the door, giving him room. Buck walked the edge of the yard and looked back at the kitchen. From here, the window showed a strip of counter and the papers he'd left spread across it. There would be washing-up there. A bag he hadn't emptied. A pan he'd put off dealing with until after a shower. He could want that version of the house too.
His phone vibrated.
Eddie: How's it looking?
Buck took one more photograph, this time of the back wall beneath the window, then opened the message. He almost sent the tree first. Instead he selected the bathroom picture and the wider kitchen view.
Buck: Still like it. More questions about the repairs. Got the fridge measurements.
Eddie's reply arrived while he was checking that he'd attached the right photographs.
Eddie: Good. Don't let me forget to look at that window.
Buck read it twice, smiling the second time. Eddie hadn't asked to take over. He'd put himself in the next visit without assuming there would be one today.
Buck: If I get the answers, want to come for another look?
Eddie: Yeah. Let me know when.
Buck put the phone away.
At the back step, the agent asked whether there was anything else he wanted to check. Buck looked toward the tree, then toward the kitchen.
"One more look at the living room."
"Go ahead."
He went back through, gathering the papers before the open door could lift a corner. In the living room, the light had shifted away from the patch he'd first noticed. It was an ordinary room again, warmer near the window, a little dimmer beside the shelves.
He stood where a couch might go and checked the route to the hall. Enough space. He tried the other direction, less because he needed a second arrangement than because he could. The agent waited by the door without asking him to explain.
"I'd like the repair records," he said. "The roof information too. And the clarified terms, when you've got them. After that I'd like to come back with someone."
"I'll be in touch."
"Okay."
He folded his own page, leaving the unanswered questions visible on the outside. The tape measure went into his pocket. He held the pen out, saw her expression, and remembered.
"Right. Keeping that."
She smiled. "You may need it."
He did. He had another question already, something about when he could arrange the inspection if the documents made sense. He asked it while they were still inside, listened to the answer, and wrote down the next step before closing the page.
Then he put the pen in his pocket with the tape measure and followed her to the open front door.
Jacob had been in the station for six minutes before Ravi gave him a bowl with a chipped rim and told him the rice was underneath.
"Underneath what?"
"The thing that looks like all the food."
At the stove, Chimney looked over his shoulder. "There's rice in there."
"That's what I said." Ravi moved a pan so Jacob could see the second pot. "Get it while it's still hot."
Jacob hadn't come for lunch. He'd come because Ravi had answered his text with a time, then added that he should eat first or eat there. Eating first had turned out to require groceries he'd put off buying, so here he was with a bowl, trying not to take the portion of someone who might need to leave halfway through it. He put back a little rice. Ravi saw him do it.
"There's more."
"I know."
"Then take what you want."
Jacob did. The kitchen was warm enough that the open space beyond it felt cooler against his face. He followed Ravi to the long table, stepping around the end of a chair someone had left out. Below the mezzanine, a pair of voices carried across the apparatus bay. A metal door shut with a sound that reached them through the floor.
He'd seen the station occupied by people he cared about before. Today, without a family occasion or some particular reason to wait for Eddie, it looked more like somebody's workplace. A folded newspaper had a mug on it. Somebody's sunglasses lay beside a notebook. From his chair he could see the upper portions of the red doors and, farther down, a stretch of concrete where a bucket had left a drying circle.
Ravi sat opposite him and tried the food before reaching for the salt.
"Good?" Chimney called.
"Yeah."
"Convincing."
Ravi held up the full spoon, ate, and waited until Chimney had turned away before setting it down. "It is good."
Jacob tried his own. It was. He'd expected the conversation to begin with the course information he'd mentioned by text. Instead Ravi asked whether he'd finally gone to the restaurant.
"Not yet."
"You said you'd tell me."
"I haven't gone. There's nothing to tell."
"I know. I'm asking because I'm off Tuesday."
"Oh." Jacob looked up from the bowl. "I can do Tuesday."
"Lunch?"
"Yeah. Send me a time."
Ravi nodded and went back to eating. Jacob found himself smiling into the rice. He'd almost answered the question like it was an overdue assignment. Ravi had wanted lunch.
They discussed whether the photograph he'd sent could be trusted, then the problem of menus with six separate pictures of what appeared to be the same meal. Jacob had once downloaded a restaurant's enormous image files by accident while trying to find its hours. Ravi asked why he'd downloaded anything. The explanation involved a broken website and took longer than the mistake deserved.
"You could've called."
"They were closed."
"So you didn't need the hours."
"I needed tomorrow's hours."
Ravi considered him over his spoon. "Did you get them?"
"Eventually."
"Okay. Then it worked."
Chimney took his own plate toward the other end of the table. A voice from downstairs called his name; he answered, set the plate back in the kitchen, and went down without looking particularly surprised. Ravi watched him leave, then reached for the water pitcher.
"Is that most of it?" Jacob asked.
"What?"
"Making plans you don't get to finish."
"Sometimes. You learn what you can leave." Ravi poured water into both glasses. "Food's easy. Mostly."
Jacob glanced toward the stairs. "Do you get used to being halfway through something?"
"More used to it than I was. Doesn't mean I like cold eggs."
"I mean after. Coming back."
Ravi put the pitcher down. "Depends what happened while you were out."
That was closer to the question Jacob had been trying to find. He'd thought about Newton afterward in pieces: a sound at the wrong moment, the effort of remembering which direction someone had told him to take. Whole hours of an ordinary day could pass before a small thing put him back there. He'd been able to finish what he was doing or leave it alone. He hadn't been required to put everything back into service and answer another call.
"I can stop thinking about it for a while," he said. "Then I'll be doing something stupid, like looking for a charger, and remember part of it. I wondered what happens when you still have work."
Ravi scraped a grain of rice from the side of his bowl. He didn't answer immediately, and Jacob was glad he hadn't made the question sound easier than it was.
"Some of it's just the next thing," Ravi said. "What needs cleaning. What needs replacing. What somebody needs to hear before we go out again. You're doing it with people who were there." He glanced down toward the bay. "That helps. Sometimes later's harder."
"After the shift?"
"Yeah. Sometimes. Not every call."
Jacob nodded. He'd asked because he'd seen Ravi work, not because he expected Ravi to turn the memory into an argument for applying. The answer gave him something more useful than that: there was a part of the job that happened after the part people saw.
"Do you talk about all of them?"
"No. Some we talk through because we need to. Some somebody brings up. Some days I want to go home and not tell the whole thing again." Ravi took a drink. "And if something's sticking, there's help. Actual help. Not just waiting until you're used to it."
Jacob looked at the wet ring beneath his glass. "I wouldn't know when to say."
"I don't always know right away either."
The admission came without a lesson attached. Ravi ate another spoonful, and Jacob let the conversation rest while he did. Downstairs, something rolled briefly over concrete. The station kept being occupied around them.
He hadn't brought a list out on his phone. He had one, but most of its questions concerned things Ravi had already told him, and he'd started recognizing the temptation to collect another reassuring version. At the birthday he'd asked about learning in front of people. Ravi had answered. Asking again wouldn't make the first clumsy attempt happen privately.
"I found an October course," Jacob said. "The one I'd looked at before didn't work out for the timing."
"The short one?"
"Three weeks. Intensive. Thirteenth through the thirty-first. I'm checking what actually has to be finished before it starts."
"That's soon."
"Five weeks."
"Still soon."
"Yeah." Jacob rolled his glass between his palms. "I know finishing it isn't the same as having the certification. I'm trying to get them to tell me everything separately. Course, placements, testing. All of it."
"Good. You don't want to find out there's another bit when you've already promised somebody you're available."
"I haven't promised anybody anything."
Ravi looked up. "The lab jobs?"
"Still waiting. One place answered with a form that asked for everything I'd already sent."
"Did you send it?"
"Yeah."
"Of course you did."
Jacob laughed, then rubbed his thumb across a spot on the table. "I'd take an interview. I'm not pretending I hate chemistry now."
"I didn't think you did."
"I know. Some people hear another idea and start asking why you did the degree."
Ravi tipped his head toward the bowl. "You can finish your food without explaining your entire education to me."
That made Jacob laugh out loud. He ate while Ravi told him about a game update that had wiped out the settings he'd finally gotten right. It took Jacob a minute to realize he wasn't asking him to fix it. Ravi was annoyed about having to spend his evening finding everything again, and the fact that he knew how hadn't improved the evening.
"They moved the menu," Ravi said.
"Where?"
"Somewhere stupid."
"Show me."
Ravi took out his phone and showed him a screenshot. Jacob leaned across the table, pointed at the corner without touching the screen, then stopped when he noticed a second row beneath the thing he'd been about to blame.
"Oh. No, that's worse than I thought."
"Thank you."
They spent several minutes complaining about the same screen. Jacob had opinions about controller layouts that Ravi only partly shared. Ravi preferred keeping certain buttons consistent across games; Jacob could see the point until Ravi showed him which button he meant. A disagreement that couldn't possibly affect either future occupied the table until their bowls were empty.
The screenshot gave way to a photograph Ravi had taken from the passenger seat on a day off. A stretch of road, a low building, the edge of somebody's elbow. He swiped past it quickly, but Jacob had already noticed the band name on the shirt.
"Wait. You listen to them?"
"Sometimes. Why?"
"I used to play that album all the time."
Ravi went back to the picture. "That one's my friend's. I like the older one."
Jacob named a track, got the wrong track number, and spent a minute defending a song Ravi hadn't meant. When they finally found the right one, it turned out Jacob liked that too, just not enough to put it first. Ravi found a live version on his phone but kept the sound off. The tiny moving figures on the stage didn't settle anything.
"Send it to me," Jacob said. "I'll listen in the car."
"It's long."
"I live in Los Angeles."
Ravi smiled, copied the link, and asked what he'd been listening to lately. Jacob had to open his history. He'd played the same three songs while unpacking and couldn't remember any of them now that someone was asking. When the list appeared, half of it belonged to a playlist Ethan had put on while cooking.
"Not all mine," he said, and then felt stupid for distinguishing them. He liked most of those too.
Ravi asked about one Jacob didn't recognize. He played the opening quietly, just long enough to remember Ethan singing the next line with his back to the island. The memory came with the scrape of a spoon and the warm kitchen light, entirely unhelpful here.
"Oh, that one. Yeah. It's good."
"I know that bit," Ravi said. "What's it from?"
They searched separately and reached the same wrong answer. Jacob tried again with different words. For a few minutes the thing they were trying to work out had nothing to do with being competent, or employable, or ready for the next stage of anything. When Ravi finally found the song, he sent that link too. Jacob saved both without making a new folder for them.
Ravi carried their bowls to the sink. Jacob brought the glasses and began rinsing his own bowl, but Ravi indicated the dishwasher. The lower rack had room. Jacob put it there, leaving the commercial-looking equipment and the things he didn't recognize alone.
"You want coffee?" Ravi asked.
"Not if you're making it just for me."
"I'm making it because I want coffee."
"Then yes."
Ravi reached for two mugs. Behind him, Chimney came back upstairs and found his plate exactly where he'd left it. He tested the edge with one finger, decided against the microwave, and carried it to the table.
"Anything exciting?" Ravi asked.
"Depends how you feel about a missing delivery."
"Not that exciting."
"Then no." Chimney sat. He asked Jacob about finishing the degree, listened to the answer, and remembered something he needed downstairs before he'd finished eating. This time he took a much larger bite before standing.
Jacob watched him go. "Is everyone always doing three things?"
"Only when nobody can find the thing they need for the first one." Ravi set the mugs down. "Come on. I have to change a load over."
They took their coffee down the stairs, Jacob keeping behind him as the view of the bay opened. The height of it always changed the sound. A conversation that had been background noise upstairs came into focus, then disappeared beneath the clatter of a cart being moved near the equipment storage. Ravi set his mug somewhere out of the work area and indicated a clear place for Jacob to wait.
Laundry hadn't featured much in Jacob's imagined version of a fire station, although it was obvious once he saw the baskets. Ravi disappeared briefly into the utility area and came back with ordinary station linens to fold. He left operational gear alone. Jacob sat at the end of a bench, his mug warm against his fingers, while Ravi shook out a towel that had twisted itself into something narrow and damp at one end.
"Still wet?"
"Just this bit."
"Do you put it back?"
"Yes, and then somebody asks why it's the only thing in there." Ravi dropped it into the basket. "Usually me."
Jacob took the dry towel Ravi handed him. He folded it while Ravi reached for the next one, falling into the familiar work without either of them needing to discuss it. They worked through the small pile while the coffee cooled.
"What happens if you're tired enough you're doing this wrong?" Jacob asked.
"Folding towels?"
"No. The other things."
Ravi straightened a corner against his knee. "You tell someone. You check things. People check you. There's not one trick that fixes a bad night."
"Is it hard to tell them?"
"Depends who I am that morning."
Jacob looked across at him.
"Sometimes I want to say I'm fine because I want to be fine," Ravi said. "It doesn't make me less tired." He stacked the towel. "You were asking about coming back. This stuff matters too. We can't leave a problem for whoever needs it next."
Jacob watched a crew member move past them with a clipboard, looking for someone rather than something. Ravi answered the question directed at him, listened to a correction about where a box had been put, and said he'd move it when they were done. No one raised their voice. The exchange took perhaps ten seconds.
"Does that get annoying?" Jacob asked after the other man had gone.
"What?"
"Being told where a box goes."
"It was in the wrong place."
"I mean if you've already done ten things."
"Yeah. Sometimes." Ravi picked up another towel. "Mostly when I know I should've remembered. Depends how it's said too."
At the birthday, Jacob had heard how Ravi learned. Here, someone still noticed where he put a box, long after he knew where it belonged. He thought of laboratory benches at the end of a long afternoon, labels he'd checked while already thinking about the drive home.
"What do you do if you think they're wrong?"
"About a box?"
"About anything."
"Say why. Ask. Depends what's happening." Ravi put the next folded towel on top. "Not in the middle of something dangerous unless it's a safety problem that needs saying right then. Afterward you can find out why they wanted it done that way. Sometimes there's a reason you didn't see."
"And sometimes?"
"Sometimes you still don't agree."
Jacob appreciated the slight impatience in that answer. He'd been asking as if there might be a way to join a crew without ever having to work beside someone who annoyed him. Ravi didn't seem interested in selling that possibility.
They finished the towels. Ravi took the stack, leaving Jacob with the basket and two cooling mugs. Jacob carried those back to the table Ravi indicated and stayed there while Ravi moved the box. He didn't offer to carry whatever was inside. He couldn't tell whether it belonged to work he was allowed to touch, and Ravi was already halfway across the bay.
Left alone for a minute, Jacob listened. Someone laughed upstairs. A cabinet closed. Through the glazed office wall, he could see a hand moving over a page, not whose it was. The place had no interest in arranging itself into an answer for him. He liked it anyway. That wasn't enough to tell him whether he'd like the job. Being a visitor with an afternoon free wasn't a test of anything except whether he could have coffee without obstructing a doorway.
When Ravi returned, Jacob said, "I think I'm going to call Monday."
"The course?"
"Yeah. They sent the information, but I want the schedule in writing before I pay. Not just the dates. The hours. What happens if placements don't fit inside them."
Ravi nodded. "And what happens if you miss something."
"I don't plan to."
"I know. Ask anyway."
Jacob took out his phone. The note he'd started had become a mess of links, half-questions, and one reminder to buy printer ink. He moved the reminder somewhere else and added attendance and make-up requirements beneath the question about clinical scheduling.
"Anything you wish you'd asked?" he said.
Ravi thought while picking up his mug. "For a course like that? I don't know it well enough. Ask who's answering when you've got a problem. Not just who takes the payment."
Jacob added that. Beside the old question about required supplies, he wrote one about what was included in the quoted total. He knew enough biochemistry to enjoy a difficult explanation. He didn't know how that would translate into remembering an unfamiliar physical sequence while tired, with somebody relying on him to get it right. That was the part he'd have to learn, rather than argue he'd already earned.
Ravi glanced at the phone. "How long's that list?"
"Shorter than it was."
"Really?"
"I deleted the ink."
Ravi laughed and finished his coffee. Above them, someone called him by name. He looked up, listened, and answered that he was coming.
"I should go," Jacob said.
"You don't have to run."
"I know. I've got groceries to get."
"Get rice."
"I have rice."
"Then you're halfway there."
Jacob took the mugs upstairs while Ravi went to see what was needed. He rinsed them, put them where the other used cups were waiting, and thanked Chimney for the food. On his way down, he stopped at the foot of the stairs rather than calling across the bay. Ravi saw him and came the few steps over.
"Tuesday," Ravi said.
"Send me the time."
"And don't eat first."
"I won't."
It was an easy enough promise. Jacob left with his phone in his pocket, a grocery list that needed vegetables, and an appointment that had nothing to do with applying for anything. He had questions about the hours, the practical work, what would happen if he missed something. The list looked less like a way to postpone choosing now.
He hadn't answered all of it. He wanted to find out the rest badly enough to make the call.
Christopher rejected the first photograph before Jacob had finished taking it.
"No. The other way."
"You're not even in it."
"I know. I want the building, not your finger."
Jacob lowered the phone. His fingertip had indeed occupied a pale corner of the screen. He gave it back, and Christopher framed the picture himself, the wheels of his chair stopped where the shade ended. Ahead, the campus opened into bright paving and brick, with enough people crossing in different directions to prevent anything from looking like the empty photographs on a website.
"Better?" Jacob asked.
Christopher took two pictures. "Yeah."
It was late enough that neither of them could pretend the afternoon would stay cool. Jacob had a water bottle in his bag and a second one Christopher had handed him after deciding he didn't want it rolling against his leg. The chair had been Christopher's choice for the distances. His crutches were secured out of the way, available if he wanted them, and he had already made it clear that knowing a path was uphill didn't mean Jacob needed to announce every part of it.
The first time Jacob had done that, Chris had looked along the rising pavement and said, "I can see."
So now Jacob kept his useful information to where things were and whether he knew they were open. That left more room for the important question, which was what Christopher wanted to see first.
"Not a classroom," Chris said.
"I didn't say a classroom."
"You looked at that building."
"I've looked at a lot of buildings."
Christopher was already moving toward the broader route. "Where do people go when they're not in class?"
"Depends who you're asking."
"I'm asking you."
Jacob followed, adjusting the strap on his shoulder. "Library. Food. Outside if it's not too hot. Sometimes home."
"That's kind of boring."
"Sometimes people are boring."
Christopher considered this and accepted it with the same expression he'd used for an unpromising menu. He wanted to see where everybody sat, so Jacob took him toward a place he'd used between classes, explaining the turn rather than steering him toward it. A group nearby were trying to get a picture with a jacket thrown over the back of a bench. Every time they lined themselves up, someone remembered another thing on the seat.
Chris watched one of them rescue a coffee before it fell. "Were you ever late because you sat down?"
"Yes."
"How late?"
"Not that late."
"You said that about the other time."
"The other time was traffic."
"This is why I wanted to see where you actually went."
Jacob laughed, and Christopher looked pleased without needing another line. They found a stretch of shade where a person with headphones was staring at a laptop with the stunned concentration of someone whose work had stopped making sense. A second person slept with a sweatshirt over their face. Neither seemed interested in recruiting Christopher to higher education.
"That," Jacob said quietly, "is pretty accurate."
Christopher followed his glance. "The sleeping?"
"Both."
They stopped off the route so Chris could look at the map on his phone. He'd saved several places that morning, then forgotten why he'd saved one of them. Jacob recognized a building name but couldn't explain the attraction. Chris zoomed in on a photograph, made a face, and removed the pin.
"I thought that was something else."
"What?"
"A fountain."
"Do you want a fountain?"
"Maybe later. What's over there?"
Jacob knew enough to answer that one. They continued at Christopher's pace, the outing assembling itself from things he noticed rather than an itinerary Jacob had brought. Someone passed carrying a rolled poster almost as tall as they were. A bicycle bell sounded behind them; Jacob moved his elbow in, and the cyclist went by with a quick thanks.
For a while Christopher wanted to know practical things. Where Jacob had parked. Whether he'd always brought lunch. Whether there was somewhere to charge a phone if the battery died. The answers didn't make much of a tour, but Chris listened more closely than he had when Jacob had started describing his final assessment on Wednesday.
"Did you eat here every day?"
"No. That would've got expensive."
"What did you bring?"
"Sandwiches. Leftovers. Sometimes nothing because I was running late."
Christopher turned his head.
"I bought food on those days."
"Okay."
"You don't have to tell your dad every time I didn't make a sandwich."
"I wasn't going to."
He sounded mildly offended. Jacob believed him. Some information simply wasn't interesting enough to report, and he liked that Christopher didn't make every silence into a bargain.
They paused near a bulletin board because Chris wanted to see what people were advertising. Jacob shifted to the side, keeping his shadow from falling across the smallest print. Roommates, tutoring, a lost item, auditions, a club event already past. Christopher read a listing for a tabletop group twice, then asked whether anyone could go.
"That one says students. You could ask about visitors."
"I don't mean now."
"Oh. Then yeah, if you were a student."
"Do they actually meet, or do they just make posters?"
Jacob grinned. "Some do both."
Chris took a photograph of the part that interested him. He wasn't collecting requirements or deciding his life. He liked the idea that people might put up a piece of paper and find other people who wanted the same game.
Jacob had spent so much of his own return to campus trying to get through the necessary work that he'd barely looked at notices he didn't need. He recognized one of the tutoring names and a room he'd been in. Most of the rest was new. That pleased Christopher when he found out.
"So you don't know everything."
"Not even a little."
"You know where lunch is, though."
"Yes."
"Okay. That's the important one."
Before they left the bulletin board, Christopher noticed a small photograph in the corner of another poster. Somebody had built a wheeled machine with a camera on top. The rest of the paper was full of words Jacob had been prepared to ignore.
"What's that for?" Chris asked.
Jacob read it. "A project display. That one's old too."
"I mean the thing."
"Oh. I can't tell."
Chris enlarged the picture he'd just taken. "It looks like it follows something."
"Could be. Or it could be remote."
"Why would it need that part if it was remote?"
Jacob bent closer. He'd mistaken a sensor for a piece of the mounting. "You're right. I didn't see it."
Christopher looked pleased and returned to the poster. The event had been a demonstration rather than a competition, which disappointed him for reasons Jacob didn't understand until he explained.
"I wanted to see if it worked."
"A demonstration could show that."
"Yeah, but if it's a race they can't only show the good bit."
Jacob thought about the drone footage Chris had selected after the beach, how much of the sky had been merely sky before the camera found what he'd wanted. "Fair."
Chris found a link on the poster and saved it. For a minute Jacob expected another question about whether college students got to build things like that. Instead he was handed the phone and asked whether a part of the web address was a letter or a number. The type was terrible. They tried both.
The second attempt brought up a page with more photographs and no video. Christopher scrolled down, disappointed, then stopped at a picture of the machine halfway off its route with three people crouched around it.
"There," he said.
"It didn't work."
"Not all the time."
He liked that photograph better than the one on the poster. Jacob could see why. There was something more interesting to work out when the wheels weren't pointed where they should've been. Chris wanted to know what had gone wrong; Jacob could only guess. They left with the page saved and an argument about whether the ground had confused the sensor, neither of them sufficiently qualified to win it.
They weren't hungry enough to stop yet. Chris wanted to see more first, so they took the longer accessible route around a set of steps without discussing the steps beyond Jacob pointing out the turn. At the next rise, Christopher slowed. Jacob kept beside him, letting a gap open ahead rather than filling it with an offer. Near the top, Chris stopped and looked back down.
"Did you do this every day?"
"Different route. But a lot of hills."
"Your bag must've been heavy."
"It was."
"Why didn't you leave stuff somewhere?"
"Excellent question."
Christopher took a drink while Jacob admitted he'd carried a book for two weeks before realizing he hadn't opened it anywhere except home. Chris found that much funnier than the confession required. Jacob waited it out, watching a squirrel investigate the bottom of a trash can with complete disregard for both of them.
"Don't," he said when Christopher aimed the phone.
"I'm taking a picture."
"I thought you were going to offer it your snack."
"I know not to feed squirrels."
"Good."
"You were the one carrying a book for no reason."
Jacob couldn't argue with the evidence. The squirrel sat on its hind legs, empty-pawed and offended, and Chris got his photograph.
By the time they reached the broad lawn, the water in Jacob's bottle had lost any suggestion of cold. People had settled in small groups, some with open books, some with food, a few doing nothing Jacob could identify. A ball moved between two people at an erratic height. Christopher watched them miss it twice, then asked whether Jacob had ever just come and sat here.
"Not much this summer."
"Before?"
"Sometimes."
"With friends?"
"Yeah."
Chris looked toward a group laughing over something on a phone. Jacob expected another question, perhaps about the years when coming to campus hadn't involved calculating every remaining requirement. Instead Chris asked whether the ball would hit the sleeping man near the path.
"Probably not."
It landed several feet away. Christopher waited for the bounce, then lost interest when it stayed clear.
"I'm hungry now."
"Okay."
"Not the sandwiches you brought."
"I didn't bring sandwiches."
"What did you bring?"
"Water. Napkins. An unnecessary charging cable, apparently."
"That's useful."
"Thank you."
"Not as food."
Jacob put the bottles away. They chose somewhere within the campus route that was serving lunch, bypassing a second option when the doorway crowd made it impossible to see what the line was doing. Christopher wanted to look at the actual menu before deciding. Jacob stood behind rather than leaning over him, reading the board when he could see it.
"You don't have to get what I'm getting," he said.
"I wasn't going to."
"Right."
He'd said it because he was used to choosing the convenient thing and calling it agreement. Christopher needed no such instruction. He made up his mind, changed it when he saw the sides, and ordered with enough certainty that Jacob had to ask him what he'd picked while they waited.
They found a table with an open end and room for Jacob's knees. Chris put his phone facedown beside his drink. Jacob took their food off the tray, moved the empty tray out of the way, and discovered he'd forgotten a fork.
"Mine's in the bag," Chris said.
"Mine isn't."
"There's one there."
Jacob followed his finger to the wrapped fork he'd put down himself. "Thanks."
Christopher smiled into his cup. He didn't say anything, which was worse.
The food gave them a few minutes without questions. Jacob hadn't realized how hungry he was until he started eating. Chris tried his side, offered one piece across the table because he wasn't sure he liked it, then decided he wanted the rest after Jacob had accepted.
"You can order more," Jacob said.
"I don't want a whole one."
"Okay."
"Do you like yours?"
"Yeah."
They exchanged another bite, and Christopher began telling him about a video Denny had sent. The explanation required the video. He found it, held the phone where they could both see, and waited while Jacob watched a person attempt something that became a bad idea several seconds before they realized it. The sound was too low to hear the words, but the outcome didn't require them.
Jacob laughed with food still in his mouth and had to put down his drink.
"Wait. There's another one."
There were four. By the third, Jacob knew the shape of the mistake and still wanted to see it happen. Chris kept replaying one moment because Jacob had looked away. Their plates cooled. A student at the next table asked a friend for a charger; Jacob almost offered his before seeing the different connector.
Christopher finally put the phone down again. "Nora sent me one like that."
Jacob picked up his fork. "Yeah?"
"Not that one. The cat one."
"I don't know the cat one."
"I'll find it later." Chris rearranged a piece of food without eating it. "We had lunch."
The change in his voice was small but clear enough. Jacob looked up, then back at his plate so the attention wouldn't feel like everybody at the table had turned toward him. "How was it?"
"Fine. Good."
"Good."
Chris took a drink. "Her friend sat with us for a bit."
"Okay."
"Then she left. Nora stayed."
Jacob waited. Christopher had asked enough questions about his own confession to deserve the same space without being hurried through it.
"We talked about the book," Chris said. "She hasn't finished it either."
"The same one?"
"Yeah. I thought she was going to tell me it got better."
"Did she?"
"No. She said she skipped a bit." He smiled, then worried the paper edge beneath his basket. "I don't know if it was a thing."
"Did you want it to be?"
Christopher shrugged. He seemed to think about the question rather than refuse it. "Maybe. I liked sitting with her."
"That's good."
"Are you just going to keep saying good?"
"Probably until you tell me something bad."
That earned a brief laugh. Chris ate the piece he'd been moving around, swallowed, and looked at Jacob again. "I didn't ask her."
"You don't have to have asked her by Saturday."
"I know."
"Sorry."
"No, I mean I know. I just don't know what to say."
Jacob took a moment. A reply that sounded sensible in his head could sound embarrassingly adult once delivered over lunch to a fourteen-year-old who hadn't asked for a plan.
"You could ask if she wants to sit with you again," he said. "If you want that."
Christopher considered it, then nodded once. "Maybe."
There wasn't anything else Jacob could tell him without pretending he knew Nora. He asked whether the conversation had been easier in person or on the phone. Christopher said different, then explained how without finding a clean answer. On the phone he could stay in his room and not wonder who was coming over. At lunch there were things to look at when neither of them knew what to say. Jacob understood that well enough.
"Don't tell Dad," Chris said, quieter.
"I won't."
"Or Buck."
"I won't tell anybody."
Christopher nodded and finished his drink. A moment passed before he said, "Your turn."
Jacob had known it was coming. That didn't prevent the warmth from reaching his face. "Nothing happened."
"Nothing?"
"No."
"Since you got back?"
"Since I got back."
Chris looked at him. "Is it weird?"
"No. Home's good." Jacob rubbed a thumb over the folded napkin. "Really good, actually."
"That doesn't sound bad."
"It isn't."
"Okay."
Chris accepted that. Jacob had prepared for advice, a pointed look, some question he couldn't answer, and got a teenager reaching for the last of his food instead. He nearly reached across to ruffle Christopher's hair, then thought better of it. He could already hear the complaint.
"Thank you for not making that a whole thing," he said.
Chris glanced up. "I'm eating."
"Right."
"And I don't know what he's thinking."
"Neither do I."
There was no solution hidden underneath it. They finished lunch. Jacob collected the wrappers while Chris looked through the photographs he'd taken, rejecting two blurry ones and keeping the squirrel. He sent Eddie a picture of his food with no commentary about the private part of the meal. Jacob saw only because Chris held up the reply: a request to bring him something next time.
"Tell him he should've come," Jacob said.
"He had stuff to do."
"I know."
Christopher typed something shorter and put the phone away.
Outside, the light had moved across the path. Jacob asked whether he wanted to head back or look at one more place. Christopher checked the map, discovered his remaining pin was farther away than he'd thought, and made a face.
"Not that one."
"We can do it another time."
"What's that building?"
Jacob told him. Chris looked up at it for a while, then asked whether they could get closer without going up the steps. They could. The route took them along the edge rather than straight through the photograph he'd probably imagined, but he liked the angle when they arrived.
Jacob waited while he took the picture. This time Christopher wanted him in one, which required somewhere to prop the phone and an experiment with a timer that produced mostly Jacob reaching forward. They tried again. In the successful frame, Chris was laughing at something Jacob hadn't intended to be funny, and Jacob had forgotten to straighten his shirt.
"Keep that one," Chris said when he looked.
"You sure?"
"Yeah."
He sent it to Jacob before they moved. Jacob didn't send it anywhere else yet. He wanted to look at it on a screen that wasn't reflecting the sky. On the way back through the campus, they stopped in the shade. Christopher's shoulders had begun to tire. When he asked for a push along the longer stretch, Jacob put his hands on the handles and waited until Chris had his fingers clear. The conversation continued at the same untidy pace as before, moving from a game they both knew to whether a person carrying three iced coffees had chosen the most difficult route possible.
"Left up here," Christopher said.
"That's not the way we came."
"I know. We didn't see that part."
Jacob looked ahead. The path connected to the route they needed, and neither of them had to be anywhere yet.
"Okay. Left."
They took it slowly, talking over the small rattle of the wheels. Jacob had shown him where he'd studied, but Christopher had made a day out of things Jacob would've walked past. By the time they turned toward the way out, Chris had a photograph he liked, half a bottle of warm water, and a complaint about the side he'd chosen at lunch.
He wanted to come back. He said it while looking for the squirrel again, as if there were no reason Jacob would need to hear it twice.
The woman on the phone asked Jacob to open the second attachment, and he realized he'd spent twenty minutes reading the first one twice.
"Sorry. I've got it."
"No problem. The schedule's on page two."
He scrolled. At the kitchen island, his notebook had begun to slide beneath his forearm. He moved it clear of the laptop and wrote the page number beside the dates he'd already copied. October thirteenth through the thirty-first. Three weeks he could now see divided into days and hours rather than a bright rectangle in a saved advertisement. Weekdays, eight until six, with the supervised practical blocks shown inside the full schedule rather than promised vaguely for later. There was preparatory work as well as the evenings he would need to study.
The loft was quiet except for the refrigerator and a vehicle backing up somewhere outside. Ethan was still out. Jacob had chosen the time because the office would be open and he wouldn't be tempted to put the call off until he could discuss it with somebody first.
"That's the whole required schedule?" he asked. "The classroom and skills hours?"
"For this offering, yes. Look at the note under Friday."
He did. The practical component was described separately from the classroom blocks but had to fit within the full period. There were preparations to complete before the first morning too. He drew a line beneath that part, more heavily than he meant to.
"I want to make sure I'm understanding it. I'm keeping all three weeks free. You're not telling me I can work every evening."
"I wouldn't recommend planning on it. It's an intensive course. You've got reading and preparation outside the scheduled hours. If you're working, think carefully about what you can actually manage."
"I'm not working at the moment."
"Then that's one less thing to arrange."
She didn't make his unemployment sound fortunate. She was checking an entry on a screen, moving through information he'd asked for. Jacob found that easier to listen to than encouragement.
He'd made coffee before calling and hadn't touched it. His questions were on the left-hand page. On the right, he'd started putting answers beside names, links, or documents so he could tell the difference later between something the office had confirmed and something he'd inferred. The old link Hen had sent was in his history. So were other programs, an session whose timing had gone wrong for him, and several versions of requirements that hadn't belonged to the same thing at all.
"Is there still a place?" he asked.
"Yes. I can see a place in the October session. It isn't held just because we're talking, though. You need to complete registration and payment, and we check the required documents before clearing you to start."
"Okay. I don't want to tell someone I'm enrolled if I'm only on a list."
"You'll get a confirmation when you've booked. Then a separate checklist showing what's been accepted and what's outstanding. Keep both."
He wrote that down. It felt slightly ridiculous to be relieved by an answer so ordinary. A confirmation. A checklist. A difference between the place he'd bought and the things he still had to do. None of it asked him to explain why a completed science degree hadn't led straight into a laboratory.
They went through the prerequisites. Identification and education documentation. Current healthcare-provider CPR accepted by this course, not a vague recollection of a first-aid class. Health and placement requirements listed in the packet. Where the provider's own requirements ended and later examination or certification applications began.
When the woman asked about an item he didn't have in front of him, Jacob said so. He didn't promise it existed because he could probably locate it.
"Check the actual document," she said. "If you aren't sure, send a copy through the secure upload and we'll tell you whether it meets our requirement. Don't email health records to the general inquiries address."
"Right."
"And don't buy a replacement course until you've checked whether the one you have is accepted."
That saved him from a task he'd already put on his list. He crossed it out and replaced it with check card. At the top of the page, the dates remained the only thing he hadn't had to correct.
The office quoted the tuition and the other charges. Jacob asked her to repeat one amount because he'd written the materials figure in the wrong column. She waited while he fixed it, then directed him to the written breakdown. The number there matched the number she'd said: eighteen hundred and fifty dollars for tuition, a hundred and seventy-five for the materials package, another seventy-five in listed course charges. Twenty-one hundred before the costs that came later. He wrote the total once, checked the addition, and read the exclusions twice.
"Testing afterward isn't included."
"Those charges are separate. The packet has the current links. They're not a second tuition payment, but you should budget for them."
"And finishing this isn't a guarantee I pass those."
"No. Completing the course and meeting our requirements makes you eligible to take the next steps. It doesn't issue your certification for you."
He knew that already. Hearing it separated from the sales language made it easier to picture what he was actually buying: instruction, supervised practice, a defined opportunity to become competent enough for the next assessment. He could picture being taught the sequence, then trying it himself until it began to make sense.
He asked about missed hours and make-up sessions. There was no casual extra week at the end in which any absence could be repaired. The woman explained whom to contact if he became ill and which problems required a direct discussion with the course coordinator. Jacob wrote the contact details under the office number.
Ravi's suggestion came back to him. "Who do I contact once the course starts? If something in the schedule isn't working, or I don't understand a requirement?"
She gave him two distinct answers. Administrative questions went to the office; teaching and attendance questions had a named coordinator in the enrollment information. He copied both, then asked whether the schedule she'd sent would change without notice.
"If a required arrangement changes, we contact enrolled students. Save the email and make sure you can receive ours. Don't rely on a screenshot somebody sent you three weeks earlier."
Jacob looked at the screenshot he'd used to begin the morning and closed it.
They talked for several more minutes. The woman didn't hurry him, but he could hear another phone in the office, and eventually he stopped looking for a final question that might prevent every possible surprise. He read back the dates, the registration process, and what he needed to submit next. She corrected the order of two things and said he'd understood.
"Thank you," he said. "That helps."
"You're welcome. If you decide to register, use the link in the email. Not the old session page."
"I will."
He ended the call and stayed still, phone flat beside the notebook. Outside, the vehicle that had been backing up had gone. His coffee had formed a darker ring inside the cup. The next action could've been telling somebody. He could text Eddie, or Hen, or Ravi. He could ask Ethan whether three weeks was too much, although Ethan couldn't answer that for him. Instead he opened the written breakdown and his own account, putting them side by side.
The cost didn't disappear because he wanted the course. Neither did the fact that he had other living expenses and no start date for a job. He worked through what he could spend without counting money he hadn't earned. There was enough. Less left afterward than he liked, but enough without inventing an interview outcome or borrowing against a promise from anyone at the station.
He added the later fees beneath the tuition. Then transport, supplies not included in the course, food for days when coming home to cook lunch wouldn't be an option. He checked the total again, then left it on the page rather than round it down to something he liked better.
Jacob took his coffee to the sink, rinsed the cup, and filled a glass with water. When he came back, the registration page had timed out. "Great."
He started again. The second time, he saved the blank application before doing anything else. Before entering his details, he went back to the cancellation terms. There was a period in which he could withdraw with most of the money returned, followed by a different set of rules once the provider had committed resources to his place. The distinction mattered. He copied the relevant deadline into his calendar, not because he intended to back out but because he didn't want the ability to reconsider hidden in a document he wouldn't open again.
The application also asked for an emergency contact. He stopped longer there than the form required. The old reflex was to think of the person who ought to go in the box, then remember why that wouldn't work. He didn't have to use an old answer just because it had once been automatic.
He opened Eddie's contact details, then sent a message before copying anything into the form.
Jacob: Can I put you as emergency contact on the course form?
He didn't wait for the reply to turn the application into something more consequential. He saved the page. Eddie was working and could answer when he could. There were other fields, a consent he needed to read, the difference between a preferred name and the one on identification.
Halfway through the next section, the reply appeared.
Eddie: Yeah. Send me the dates when you're done.
Jacob smiled at the screen. He copied the number into the saved form, checked every digit, and sent Eddie the dates. Then he put the phone where he wouldn't keep checking it. The form had room for the information it actually needed. It didn't require a history of why someone was willing to answer.
The educational-history box took almost no time. He entered his completed degree and checked the date. The box didn't ask why it had taken the route it had. It didn't know about a door that had closed behind him in March, or the months in which finishing anything had seemed like a problem for a different person. He typed the name of his school, selected the completed qualification, and went on.
His hands were less steady at the payment page. Not enough to stop him typing. Enough that he noticed. He read the refund and cancellation terms before checking the box. The screen offered a final summary. He compared it to the document from the office rather than trust that he'd selected the right session because he'd meant to. October thirteenth. October thirty-first. His own name. His own email.
Then he paid. For several seconds the page did nothing except show a turning circle. Jacob left the mouse alone. He'd spent enough time helping other people with frozen pages to know that clicking again wouldn't make the wait less uncomfortable.
The turning circle disappeared, and the confirmation loaded. A number, the course dates, a receipt link. He downloaded the receipt before opening his email. The booking message was already there, followed by a second message with the document checklist the woman had described.
He had a place. There were still requirements to complete. Both things were plain enough on the screen that he didn't have to turn either into a feeling before he could act.
The front door opened while he was saving the second message. Ethan came in with his bag slipping down one shoulder and a paper food container held carefully level.
"Hey."
"Hey."
"Have you eaten?"
"Not lunch."
"Good. I brought too much." Ethan put the container on the island and checked the lid, which had come loose at one corner. "Not good that you haven't eaten. You know what I mean."
"I do."
Jacob closed the account window before moving the laptop out of the way. Ethan washed his hands, got two forks, and began describing a line that had looked shorter from outside. Halfway through, he noticed the notebook.
"Did you call?"
"Yeah."
"How'd it go?"
Jacob turned the screen far enough for him to see. "I booked it."
Ethan stopped with a fork in his hand, then smiled. "You did?"
"Just now."
"Oh, that's great." He set the fork down. "Can I look?"
"Yeah. I've got the full schedule too."
Ethan came around the island rather than take the computer from him. His shoulder passed close to Jacob's, the familiar nearness made briefly unfamiliar by how pleased he looked. Jacob could see a small ink mark along the side of his hand. He looked back at the screen before that became a thing he was doing.
"Thirteenth to the thirty-first," Ethan read. "That's all three weeks."
"Full-time. Plus preparation. They told me not to make plans based on having every evening free."
"Reasonable."
"I've still got documents to submit. It's not all done."
"I didn't think it was." Ethan pointed at the separate message. "Is that the checklist?"
Jacob opened it. They looked at the list together for a minute, then Ethan stepped back to the other side of the island and lifted the container lid. Steam had given way to the warmer smell of cooked vegetables and sauce. Jacob's stomach reminded him how long he'd been making calls instead of eating.
"Sorry," Ethan said. "Food first?"
"Please."
They divided the food onto plates. Ethan took the smaller of two uneven portions until Jacob moved some back, and then they both stopped doing that and sat down. For several minutes they talked about Christopher's photographs and the picture Jacob had sent Eddie on Saturday. Ethan had liked the one with both of them. Jacob said Chris had chosen it and didn't add that he'd looked at it again before bed.
The course stayed on the laptop between them, screen dimming while they ate. Jacob had expected the conversation to keep returning to it. Instead Ethan told him about getting an answer right in class and then failing to explain why, which had been more annoying than getting it wrong.
"Did you work it out?" Jacob asked.
"Afterward. Very helpful for the question I'd been asked ten minutes earlier."
Jacob smiled. "You'll know next time."
"I'd better." Ethan reached for his water. "What made you pick this one?"
Jacob thought about the answer. Not the one he'd offer on an application. The actual series of small choices that had led to the page in front of them.
"The timing's possible. I can afford it. I like that they sent enough information to tell when it wouldn't be possible." He moved his plate away from the notebook. "And I want to learn the work. Not keep asking what it might be like."
Ethan nodded. "That makes sense."
"I still haven't got a job."
"I know."
"If somebody calls about a lab interview, I'm going to answer."
"Of course you are."
It was so immediate Jacob felt himself settle against the stool. He hadn't needed permission to retain an interest in something he'd spent years studying. He'd wanted not to have to defend it, which was different.
Ethan finished his food and turned the laptop back toward Jacob. "Could you send me the schedule? And the course description."
"Sure. Why?"
"I want to read it."
"I gathered that."
Ethan smiled, then looked down at his empty plate. "Some of the prehospital part. The handover side, the assessment. I keep seeing people after a whole part of their care's already happened."
Jacob waited. Ethan tapped the edge of the plate once with his fork, realized, and set it down.
"I'm not saying I'd know what it was like from three weeks," he said. "But I'd like to learn the actual BLS training. Not just pick things up when somebody has time to explain."
"You're thinking about doing it?"
"I'm thinking about reading the information."
"Okay."
"And checking whether there's any way it fits." Ethan glanced at his bag. "Which might be the part where it stops."
Jacob felt a quick, foolish lift at the idea of them arriving somewhere together, books and lunch in the car, and put it aside before it could become an answer. Ethan had classes. Ethan had a hospital decision he hadn't heard yet. Wanting company wasn't a reason to make three weeks sound easier than the office had made them sound.
"There's a lot outside the classroom hours," he said. "I asked."
"Good. Send that part too."
"Your hospital starts in October, if you get it?"
"The Fall part. I don't have the final arrangements. I don't even know if I'm continuing."
"Right."
"I'd have to ask Patel. If there was something to ask."
Ethan said it without the certainty other people sometimes put into predicting his future. Jacob wanted him to get it. Wanting didn't give either of them access to the decision.
"I can forward the whole packet," Jacob said. "The office contact's in it."
"Please."
He opened the email and checked that he was forwarding the general information rather than his payment receipt. Ethan watched him remove the personal attachment and laughed when Jacob caught his glance.
"You don't need my booking number."
"I wasn't going to use it."
"I know."
The email left. Ethan's phone vibrated beside his bag. He checked that the attachment had arrived and put the phone down again.
"Don't register anything for me," he said. "I'll do it if I can work it out."
"I wasn't going to."
"I know. I mean if you're emailing them anyway. I'll ask my own questions."
Jacob nodded. "Okay."
There was no disappointment in it. He liked Ethan taking the information seriously enough to need his own answers. He liked, too, that the place already belonged to him whether Ethan ever sat in the next chair or not.
They cleared the plates. Ethan took the washing-up while Jacob put the leftover food in a smaller container. Their elbows collided once near the sink; Ethan shifted, Jacob reached over him for the lid, and the practical movement spared both of them any reason to stop.
When they returned to the island, Ethan opened his own laptop. He didn't ask Jacob to walk him through the application. He began with the schedule and his class calendar, making a small dissatisfied sound when one of the dates landed where he hadn't wanted it.
Jacob took the hint and went back to his checklist. He found the document he'd needed to check during the call, read the actual date instead of relying on memory, and put the file in the provider's secure upload. A status changed on the screen. Submitted wasn't accepted yet. He left it where it was.
At the top of his notebook he wrote the course dates once more, this time beside the confirmation number. Below them went the remaining tasks, each small enough to do without deciding his whole future again. He set a reminder for the office response, saved the receipt somewhere he could find it, and finally closed the registration tab.
Across the island, Ethan was still reading. Jacob didn't lean over to find out what he'd decided. He picked up his water, drank the rest, and opened the next document that belonged to him.
Ethan had explained the result twice before Lena asked him to stop pointing at the wrong graph.
"This one," she said, putting two fingers on the page between them.
"I know."
"You keep going back to the top."
"Because I'm trying to compare—" He looked closely at the page. The upper panel showed a different normalization. He'd copied the conclusion from the page before it and carried it somewhere it no longer belonged. "Oh. Okay. Sorry."
Malik turned his laptop so all three of them could see it. "That's what I've been trying to draw."
"You could've told me."
"I did. You said you knew."
Ethan sat back. The library table had a shallow groove along the edge that kept catching his wrist, and he'd been using the irritation as a reason to move the paper instead of looking at it. He pulled the page fully in front of him, away from the laptop, and read the legend from the beginning.
"Give me a minute."
Lena gave him one. Malik took the opportunity to eat half the granola bar he'd been unwrapping for the last ten minutes. Around them, the afternoon continued through chair legs scraping, a printer starting and stopping, somebody whispering with a lack of success that made whispering seem pointless.
They'd come to work on the follow-up to last week's hormone-response paper. Same system, a different question: how much confidence the available measurements allowed, and what a proposed experiment would actually discriminate. Their first group answer had been useful enough to receive an encouraging comment and incomplete enough to acquire three more questions beneath it. Ethan had read the questions on his phone that morning and thought he knew how to fix them. Now he could see that he'd been preparing to improve the wrong part.
"It's a ratio," he said.
"Yes," Lena said.
"And I'm treating it like the numerator on its own."
"Also yes."
Malik swallowed. "If both change, this could stay the same."
"Right." Ethan put his pen down before he could draw an arrow just to show he was following. "So this doesn't tell us the total stayed the same."
Lena looked relieved. "That's what we need to say before we propose anything."
He hadn't been wrong about every part. That made the mistake more irritating, not less. A reasonably accurate story had gathered around one comparison until he'd stopped checking what the figure could actually support. The professor's note asked them to distinguish an observation from the process they'd imagined causing it. Apparently once wasn't enough to learn that distinction forever.
They spent the next several minutes rebuilding the explanation without the disputed sentence. Malik wanted a table with the possible outcomes. Lena wanted them to decide which measurement they could trust before organizing the outcomes. Ethan wanted to open the methods and stay there until the answer felt less slippery.
They did all three, although not in the order he preferred.
"What's the reference condition?" Lena asked.
Malik pointed. "This one."
"And if that changes?"
"We need the unnormalized values," Ethan said. "Or a separate measure that lets us tell."
Malik took a loose sheet and wrote twenty over ten, then forty over twenty. Both ratios came to two. Below them he wrote ten over five.
"Still two," he said. "You could halve both and this would look the same."
"They're made-up numbers," Ethan said.
"I know. I'm showing you the problem."
Ethan looked at the three fractions. The simplicity was almost annoying. He'd been prepared to discuss a signaling pathway for ten minutes and hadn't stopped to ask what happened if the denominator moved. He drew a box around both terms, then put a question mark beside the reference instead of assuming it was fixed.
"Okay. We need to check what's stable. Separately."
Lena nodded. "Before making the ratio do all the work."
"Do we have them?"
He searched the supplementary file. They didn't have everything he wanted. There was a control for one possible problem but not enough information to make the stronger claim he'd underlined. He stopped searching for a number that would rescue it and wrote down what was missing.
Malik read the sentence as Ethan typed it into the shared document. "That sounds like we're saying the paper's bad."
"We're not."
"I know. But it sounds like it."
Lena leaned closer. "Take out 'failed to.' They weren't answering our exact question."
Ethan deleted two words. The sentence improved immediately. He'd been annoyed at the data for not settling a problem the assignment had asked them to find, which probably wasn't fair to the people who'd collected it.
"Better?"
"Yeah." Malik finished the granola bar and folded the wrapper into a small, untidy square. "Now I want the table."
He made the table. Ethan watched without reaching for the keyboard. The columns put the two models beside each other and forced them to say which outcome would favor one rather than merely be compatible with it. The first two outcomes didn't separate them at all.
"That was my whole experiment," Ethan said.
Lena rested her chin on her hand. "It was mine too."
Malik looked from one to the other. "Great."
For a moment all three stared at it. Then Lena laughed, quietly enough not to be the person everybody else hated in the library, and Ethan followed her. Nothing about the table had changed. It just looked less personal once they admitted it had caught both of them.
They started again with the competing explanations. If the change reflected a difference in surface availability, what would they need to measure? If the downstream response changed independently, what observation would separate that? How could the measurement itself disturb the thing they wanted to watch?
Ethan suggested following individual cells over time. Malik asked whether that was necessary to answer the question or just something Ethan wanted to see. He had to think before answering.
"Both. Maybe mostly the second one."
"We have two pages."
"I know."
Lena made a note in the margin for an optional limitation rather than adding another experiment. Ethan let it stay optional. They chose a narrower design, then found a problem with the reference measurement and spent another ten minutes solving that instead of adding three unrelated controls.
The work needed more attention than he'd expected to have left at this hour. He'd slept enough, eaten, arrived with the paper read. None of those things exempted him from having to work through an idea that didn't make sense yet. He could feel the temptation to go somewhere else in his head, toward an October calendar that looked easier to organize than the page in front of him.
He kept his phone facedown.
Malik was the first to stop. "I need five minutes."
"Same," Lena said, closing the supplementary file. "I can't read that sentence again."
They agreed not to spend the break discussing the paper. Malik went to refill his water. Lena stretched her fingers, then opened an email and frowned at the screen.
"Work?" Ethan asked.
"Shift change."
"Bad?"
"Depends if I want to be in two places Thursday." She typed a short reply, erased it, and started again. "I said I could cover one evening. Now it's apparently both."
"Can you tell them?"
"I am telling them."
He smiled apologetically. "Right."
She didn't need him to provide the next obvious action. He looked away and finally checked his own email.
The provider packet was where he'd left it, marked for reading rather than enrolled. Jacob's forwarding message had no personal receipt attached. Ethan had opened the documents the night before and gotten far enough to realize that wanting the course and being able to take it were separate problems.
Across the top of the schedule, October thirteenth through thirty-first occupied fifteen weekdays. Eight until six wasn't a gap between classes. It was the day. He couldn't fit a lecture inside a lunch break by drawing a smaller box around it, and the additional evening preparation hadn't become shorter overnight.
He opened the calendar he'd begun checking. He had no intention of asking Patel for permission to make an academic problem somebody else's surprise.
Lena glanced at the screen. "Is that the thing you were asking about?"
"EMT course. Maybe."
"The three weeks?"
"Yeah."
"That's a lot."
"I know."
He said it more quickly than he meant to. Lena lifted a hand, not surrendering so much as reminding him she hadn't argued with him yet. Ethan took a breath.
"Sorry. I'm trying to find out whether it actually works."
"With this?" She indicated their paper.
"With everything."
Malik returned with his bottle full. "What works?"
Ethan explained while moving his phone so Malik could sit. He kept it brief: formal emergency-care training, an intensive October session, different reasons from Jacob's for being interested. He didn't give them the whole Summer or make his hospital placement sound like a qualification.
"I don't know if I'm continuing there," he said. "They haven't told us. So that part's a question too."
"What would you do if you are?" Lena asked.
"Ask whether the course can replace the on-site time for those three weeks. As education. Not just disappear."
"Would they let you?"
"I don't know. That's why I'm checking the rest before I ask."
Malik looked at the schedule. "You can't come to the Tuesday session."
"No."
They all looked at the date of the seminar they'd attended that morning. For several seconds, Ethan wished he hadn't opened the calendar in front of people who would notice exactly where it failed. Then he remembered that was what he was here to find out.
"The lecture recordings are available," he said. "But the problem's the discussion credit. I'm checking the alternative-response option."
Lena opened the course guide. She didn't trust his recollection any more than she'd trusted his use of the figure, and today that seemed fair.
"That's not just a worksheet," she said, finding the section.
"I know. You submit the response before the next meeting. Same grading criteria, individual work."
"And you have to tell her which meetings."
"Beforehand. I haven't asked yet."
They read the paragraph together. The option existed. It wasn't an automatic absence allowance, and three consecutive meetings would require confirmation rather than an assumption that the usual arrangement could stretch. Ethan wrote that distinction at the top of his note.
"What if she says no?" Malik asked.
"Then I don't book this session."
He'd thought the answer the night before. Saying it made the course feel less like an attractive thing already happening to him and more like an actual choice with conditions.
Jacob's place would still exist. Ethan could still be pleased for him. The possibility of driving there together didn't acquire the right to wreck his final semester just because he'd enjoyed imagining it.
Lena turned her laptop back. "Okay. We should finish this before your hypothetical next assignment."
"Agreed."
They returned to the table of outcomes. The break had done something useful: Ethan could now see that the design needed a clear initial measurement, not simply the more impressive endpoint he'd wanted to describe. He wrote the sequence plainly. Before stimulation. After stimulation. A matched comparison. A readout whose limitations they could name without apologizing for the entire experiment.
Malik caught a sentence where Ethan had accidentally switched from what they'd measure to what they'd conclude. Lena caught an unlabeled time point. Ethan found a prediction in Malik's column that didn't follow from their second model, and Malik argued until he drew it out and saw the extra assumption.
"Fine," he said. "Delete it."
"I'm changing it."
"Fine. Change it."
They were all tired enough that no one bothered making the exchange sound pleasant. A minute later Malik pushed the laptop toward Ethan so he could correct the notation more easily. There was no grudge in it.
When they finally read the two pages aloud under their breath, the explanation took less time than their first attempt and contained more actual information. Ethan still disliked one transition. Lena disliked the final sentence. Malik wanted to submit before they decided to redesign the universe.
They made the two small changes and saved the draft. Submission wasn't until the next day. They agreed to read it once separately that evening, leave comments rather than rewrite over one another, and finalize it in the morning.
"Before ten," Lena said. "I work after that."
"Before ten," Ethan repeated, putting it in his calendar.
Malik packed first. He had another class and a bus connection he didn't want to miss. Lena stayed long enough to send her reply about the shift, then gathered her papers into a folder that didn't quite close. Ethan gave her the page she'd left under his notebook.
"Email her," she said, indicating his calendar. "Don't spend three days making a perfect plan she can't use."
"I will."
"Today."
He smiled. "Today."
They left together, still arguing about a different deadline. Ethan stayed at the same table. Sunlight had reached the place where Lena's laptop had been. Malik had left a crumb beside his empty chair. He cleared the crumb with a folded scrap of paper and put his notebook where all three readings had been. Then he began with the coursework rather than Patel.
The two assessments he couldn't move fell outside the course dates, one before the thirteenth and one after the thirty-first. That didn't make them harmless. The later one would need preparation while he was in training, and the earlier one couldn't become a last-minute scramble while he completed onboarding. He marked study time before both and cut one optimistic block in half. There was no reason to pretend he'd do three good hours of difficult work every night after a ten-hour training day.
His other scheduled teaching could be accessed remotely under the arrangements already listed for that course. He checked the actual guide instead of assuming recorded meant optional. Weekly work remained due. The longer independent assignment had a proposal deadline during the first week of bootcamp; the full submission came later. He could complete the proposal early. He couldn't label the entire assignment finished because he'd chosen a topic.
The Tuesday discussion was the unresolved piece. He drafted an email to the professor that named all three dates, quoted the relevant option without using it like an entitlement, and asked whether advance individual responses would be acceptable for that stretch. He included how he'd keep up with the shared assignment and made clear he wasn't asking anyone to sign him in.
He deleted a paragraph explaining how important the hospital had become to him. That wasn't the professor's problem to solve. He kept two sentences about the course's educational relevance, attached the schedule, and sent it.
Then he built a plan that could survive an ordinary bad evening. Weekend reading before each training week. Short weekday review, not a second full school day. The independent proposal finished before the course started. Group work arranged before he became difficult to schedule, with no expectation that Lena or Malik would carry his share. If the academic requirements couldn't be met on those terms, he would choose a later session.
He left time for food, travel, sleep. Writing sleep into a calendar felt faintly embarrassing until he looked at the blank space he'd nearly filled with another reading block. His body would occupy the weeks whether he planned for it or not.
Only then did he open a new document for Patel. The heading was plain. A request, not an announcement. He put the course description first, followed by the dates and full daily schedule. Beneath professional relevance, he wrote about structured BLS assessment, communication, safe handling, and understanding the prehospital work that preceded hospital arrival. He removed a sentence that made it sound as if an EMT course would teach him surgery by a more interesting route.
He added the tuition and estimated fees to the page, checking them against his budget once more. Registration, prerequisites, and later certification steps would be his to arrange, just as they were Jacob's.
The difficult paragraph came next. If he was selected to continue, he wanted approval for the October thirteenth through thirty-first training period to substitute temporarily for on-site internship duties. Three weeks, with attendance and completion information available to the program. The formal restart on October fifteenth would fall inside that period. He put that date in the paragraph instead of hoping Patel would notice it in the attachment.
Below it, he proposed Monday, November third as his first physical return to the hospital, subject to the program confirming the arrangement. No October hospital shift tucked between course days. No promise to be in two places because one mattered more while he was talking to the person responsible for it.
He read the paragraph twice. The continuation decision was still unknown. He changed the opening so nothing in the request suggested he'd already received a place. The academic page went last, with the remaining approval clearly marked. He didn't turn an email he'd just sent into consent. He could bring Patel the schedule and the plan, then provide the professor's reply before making any commitment. If either side said no, he had an answer that didn't require anybody to rescue the calendar afterward.
His phone lit up with a message from Jacob.
Jacob: Office accepted the first document. Tuesday lunch with Ravi ran long. Want me to pick up anything?
Ethan smiled before he answered. A lunch that had run long was a good thing. Jacob had people and plans that didn't require him, and now a course place he'd chosen before Ethan had even read the information.
Ethan: Tomatoes if they're decent. I'll be back after I finish this.
He considered adding something about his own application, then didn't. There wasn't an application yet. There was a sent academic question and a document with one condition still unresolved. He could tell Jacob that at dinner without making it sound smaller or more certain.
At the table, the draft they'd worked on waited in another window. Ethan opened it one more time and reread the paragraph he'd got wrong at the beginning. The ratio still wasn't the thing he'd first wanted it to be. He could explain why now.
He closed the file without changing Lena's sentence, saved the request for Patel, and checked that the attachments were actually attached to the copy he'd bring. Then he packed his bag, keeping the notebook where he could reach it rather than burying it beneath the rest.
The proposal was saved beside the coursework he still had to read tonight. Ethan checked the time, put his phone in his pocket, and stood. He could tell Jacob what he'd worked out over dinner. The rest would have to wait for an answer.
Ravi brought the game in a grocery bag because he couldn't find anything smaller that didn't have a hole in it.
Harry looked inside as soon as he opened the door.
"You brought food?"
"No. The box."
"Oh. I thought you forgot."
"You reminded me three times."
"Twice." Harry stepped back to let him in, then took out his phone to check. "Okay. Three. One was about the time."
Ravi smiled and followed him toward the table. The Wilson house smelled of something hot with cheese at the edges. A television was on farther into the room, low enough that the words disappeared behind Karen asking someone whether they'd finished using the good scissors. May answered from the table without looking up from her laptop.
"I haven't seen them."
"Then I'm asking the wrong person."
Harry pulled out a chair. "Do you want a drink?"
"Water's good."
Ravi set the bag down and took off his jacket. It had been too warm for it outside and too cold without it in the place he'd stopped on the way. He draped it over the chair, checked that the sleeve wasn't on the floor, and began unpacking the cards.
He'd put everything back after the birthday. He remembered doing it, remembered being careful with the small pieces because the game was new. That didn't prevent the brief, unwelcome thought that he'd lost something between then and now. He counted the tokens while Harry went for the water.
"It's all there," May said.
"I know."
"Do you?"
"I'm finding out."
She smiled, saved her document, and turned the laptop away from the middle of the table. "I've got twenty minutes before I need to finish this."
"Twenty minutes until you need to start finishing it?"
"Don't help him." She indicated Harry, returning with two glasses. "He's already told me it can wait."
"I said one game."
"You said that before I opened it."
Ravi left the cards in their stack. "We can wait for you."
"No, play. I'll join the next one if I have to." May looked at the screen once more. "I just need to fix the references."
Harry made a face that suggested this was somehow more unreasonable than writing the entire thing. Ravi knew better than to take a side before he'd had water.
Jacob arrived while they were deciding where the food could go without touching the cards. He had a paper bag that really did contain food, which made Harry look at Ravi with entirely unnecessary significance.
"I asked if you wanted anything," Jacob said.
"I know. I'm glad you brought it."
Karen came through carrying napkins. "Put those in the kitchen. We've got plenty here."
Jacob stopped halfway to the table, changed direction, and came back without the bag. He took the chair beside Ravi and looked at the pieces.
"Have you started?"
"No. We're waiting for May's references."
"Don't wait for me," she said again. "Really."
So they didn't. Harry began reminding them how to play, reached the part Ravi remembered perfectly, and went back to explain what he'd forgotten. Jacob asked to see the little reference card. Ravi slid it across and drew the first hand.
At the birthday, the game had been one activity inside an evening full of other things. Here it occupied the cleared part of a family table, with three glasses on coasters and a fourth chair May had promised to fill. Harry wanted to play well enough to have looked up one of the disputed rules. He showed Ravi the answer on his phone before anyone had disputed it tonight.
"I believe you," Ravi said.
"Good. Because you both said—"
"That was weeks ago," Jacob said. "I don't remember what I said."
"You thought you could keep it."
Jacob read the card. "I still think that would be better."
"It's not how it works."
"I can see that."
Ravi dealt, keeping one card facedown where the instructions required it, and gave Harry the first turn. It went badly for Ravi almost immediately. Jacob made a guess that sounded too casual, Harry hesitated over his own card, and Ravi realized he'd given something away by reaching for the reference sheet.
"You were looking at that bit," Jacob said when Ravi put his hand down.
"I could've been looking at any of it."
"But you weren't."
Ravi sat back and watched the two of them finish the round. Harry won, then spoiled the victory by explaining the move he'd nearly made instead. Jacob listened, pointed out why that move would've lost, and got an argument he seemed pleased to have started.
May closed her laptop before they finished it.
"Done?" Ravi asked.
"Done enough to read again tomorrow." She moved the computer onto a dry surface away from the food. "Deal me in."
Harry looked at the clock but wisely said nothing. Ravi passed her the reference card, and the game became a different shape with four people. Waiting for his next turn gave him time to listen to the noise beyond the table: Denny asking Mara for something, Karen opening a drawer, Hen calling that the food was ready.
They paused long enough to get plates. Ravi expected to eat standing in the kitchen until Harry pointed him back toward his chair. There was room beside the game if they moved the box and left the serving dishes elsewhere. Karen had already thought of that. Ravi moved his water so Jacob could put a plate down without reaching over the cards.
"Thanks," Jacob said.
"Your turn after May."
"I know."
May played. Jacob looked at what she'd done, sighed, and put his own card down.
"That good?" Harry asked.
"I was going to do something."
"So was I," Ravi said.
They finished the round while the food cooled enough to eat. Ravi lost again, but this time it took longer. He liked that improvement until Harry informed him it wasn't a particularly meaningful one. He threw a napkin at him, missed, and had to lean down to retrieve it before Karen saw.
She saw anyway. "Use that one yourself."
"I was going to."
"Mm-hm."
She went back to the kitchen. Ravi unfolded the napkin over his knee and found Jacob trying not to laugh.
"What?"
"Nothing."
"Then eat."
Jacob did, taking the larger of the pieces he'd cut without looking around to see whether somebody else wanted it first. Ravi remembered him at the station on Friday, putting back rice, and left the thought alone. Tonight he asked whether the course documents had been accepted yet.
"Some of them," Jacob said. "I've still got things to do."
"Anything you weren't expecting?"
"One form I thought I'd uploaded. I'd saved it. Different thing."
Ravi winced in recognition. "I've done that."
"The office was very nice about telling me they hadn't received the document I was asking them to approve."
"When does it start?" Harry asked.
"October thirteenth. Runs through the thirty-first."
"The EMT one?"
"Yeah."
Harry nodded. "Is it all day?"
"Pretty much. I'm keeping the three weeks clear."
"What do you do after?"
"Finish the requirements. Testing. Certification. Then I can work out the next part with something actually finished." Jacob took a drink. "It's not a job offer."
"I didn't think it was."
"I know. People keep asking."
Harry looked at the table rather than preparing another career question. "Fair."
The conversation moved because May wanted to know whether Jacob had ever found the correct university webpage after an office had sent her to three separate links that week. He had. He also had an unnecessarily complicated story about a fourth link that led back to the first. Ravi ate while they compared versions of the same small irritation.
Nobody asked him to explain how the fire department hired people. He hadn't come prepared to do it, but he'd caught himself assuming the course question would arrive there anyway. Instead Harry wanted to know whether Jacob had ever tried the game on a computer.
"Not this one," Jacob said.
"It's on my phone."
"Do you get people who just leave halfway through?"
"All the time."
"Then probably not."
Ravi said that depended on whether you were losing. May objected on behalf of every game abandoned when she was winning. They tried to remember who'd left a particularly unfinished round at the birthday and failed because all four remembered a different interruption.
Harry had finally seen the film he'd defended at the birthday. Ravi found that out when May asked whether he wanted the ticket stub she'd found in her car.
"You didn't tell me," Ravi said.
"I forgot."
"And?"
Harry looked down at his cards. "It was okay."
Jacob grinned. "Which part?"
"Most of it."
"The middle?" Ravi asked.
"That went on too long."
Jacob put his cards facedown, offended enough to need both hands. "That was the part I liked."
"I know. You said." Harry reached for his glass. "I liked the beginning."
May hadn't seen it. She asked what happened, then interrupted the explanation to ask whether she needed to see it for herself. Three different answers arrived at once. She laughed, asked Ravi to finish the shorter version, and listened while he tried to describe the problem without giving away the ending.
What he'd disliked hadn't improved in memory. He remembered a character getting halfway through a decision before the film found an excuse for somebody else to make it. Jacob remembered the scene differently. Harry had apparently spent it wondering whether he'd missed an earlier line. They went back over the sequence until all three were fairly sure they meant the same scene.
"That was why he went back," Jacob said.
"I understood why," Ravi told him. "I just didn't believe he would."
"Oh." Jacob considered that. "Okay. I can see that."
He still liked it. Ravi still didn't. May decided she could wait until it was available somewhere she already paid for, which disappointed Harry more than either unfavorable review had.
From the kitchen, Karen asked whether that was the one he'd wanted to take Denny to. Harry said yes. She asked about the rating, and the discussion became a practical one Ravi didn't need to settle. He turned his cards over again and checked which he'd kept.
Jacob leaned a little closer. "Did you ever listen to that song?"
"Yeah. You were right about the other version."
"I wasn't trying to be right."
"You sent me three links."
Jacob smiled, caught. "I wanted you to hear the difference."
"I did."
Ravi had listened on the way home from Tuesday's lunch, after they'd stood beside the cars for another ten minutes talking about something neither could now remember. He'd meant to send a reply and hadn't. He took out his phone, found the track he'd wanted Jacob to try, and sent it while he remembered. Jacob's phone lit up against the table. He glanced at the title, nodded, and left it there until the next break.
The next hand began with everyone determined to keep a straight face. That lasted until Harry made an accusation so confidently that Ravi believed him, acted on it, and discovered Harry had been wrong about the card as well as the person holding it.
"You sounded sure."
"I was sure."
Jacob laughed into his water. May put down a token and waited for Ravi to notice she hadn't needed to take part in the argument to benefit from it.
"Great," he said. "Glad that helped."
"It did."
She won the round. Harry collected the cards with more care than the result required, and Ravi took the opportunity to finish eating. He'd been running short of easy evenings lately, not because every day had been terrible but because a day off could vanish into laundry and shopping before it became anything he remembered choosing. He'd almost answered Harry's message with maybe. He'd been tired when it arrived. Maybe had looked like a way to keep the evening available until he knew how tired he'd be.
Then Harry had sent a photograph of the unopened snack packet and asked Thursday, seven? Ravi had put it in his calendar. Now the snack packet was open, the game was going badly, and he was glad the time had stopped being available for something else.
Hen sat at the end of the table while they dealt again. She wanted to know who was winning, which required a discussion about whether they were counting the whole evening or only the current game.
"May," Ravi said.
"I've only won twice."
"That's more than me."
"You've won once," Jacob told him.
"I remember."
Hen looked at the small pile of tokens. "Looks close."
"It isn't," Harry said, although he was close enough to have checked twice.
She stayed for several turns, watching without asking them to explain every move. When Denny came over, she moved her chair enough for him to look between them. He remembered the game from the party and immediately began advising Harry, who told him he was giving away what he wanted to do.
"I don't know what you have."
"That's the problem."
Denny considered the hidden card. "Show me."
"No."
He watched one more turn, lost interest when nobody let him choose, and went back to Mara. Hen followed after asking Jacob whether he'd eaten enough. Jacob said yes with his plate still occupied. She believed him and left the serving dish where anyone could get more.
Ravi won the next round because May had been watching Harry and forgotten Ravi's hand. He accepted the token without pointing that out. Then he pointed it out when Harry asked how he'd got away with the move.
"Because I wasn't looking," May said. "Don't make it sound more impressive."
"It felt clever."
"Enjoy that."
He did. She smiled at him, then asked Jacob to pass the water. Ravi put his token beside the first and concentrated on keeping them out of the damp ring his glass had left when he'd missed the coaster.
They took a break when the plates had become more inconvenient than the food. Ravi carried his into the kitchen, but Karen took it before he could find the sink.
"Leave it there."
"I can wash it."
"I know. I'm putting these in. Go finish."
She was already reaching for Harry's plate. Ravi set his in the place she indicated and went back without looking for another thing to carry. At the table, Jacob had moved the empty game box to make room for May's mug. Harry was showing him something on his phone.
Ravi sat down. "What did I miss?"
"A terrible modification," Jacob said.
"It's not terrible." Harry turned the screen toward Ravi. "Look."
It was a vehicle in a game Ravi had played enough to recognize, altered until it looked as if several different ideas had collided in the same garage. Ravi liked one of the changes. Jacob didn't object to the appearance so much as the claim that it handled better.
"Does it?" Ravi asked Harry.
"Usually."
"Can you show the rest?" May asked without looking.
Jacob wanted to see the settings. Harry found them, and the two of them bent over the screen, their disagreement becoming specific enough that Ravi understood only part of it. He could've asked. He didn't need to understand every detail to enjoy the way Harry's excitement kept making him skip the thing Jacob was trying to inspect.
"Go back," Jacob said.
"I just showed you."
"The other screen."
"Oh."
There was a pause. Jacob pointed. Harry made a small noise, changed something, and started another run. This time the car stayed on the road a little longer. He saved the new clip and played it back. Jacob watched, smiling now, and asked whether he could try it himself sometime.
Ravi laughed. May reached for the cards. "Are we playing, or are you doing that?"
"Both," Harry said.
"No. Pick."
He put the phone away. Jacob kept one last observation to himself with visible effort, which was nearly as funny as hearing it would've been.
They played again. Ravi stopped counting the time between his turns. Outside the window, the remaining daylight had thinned enough that the room reflected back at them: four heads bent toward a table, the warm light over the cards, Harry's sleeve where he'd pushed it up to keep it out of the way. May got up to turn on another lamp and came back with her notes.
"One more for me," she said. "Then I really have to read."
Harry opened his mouth.
"I mean it."
He closed it again and dealt.
The last round took longer than it should've because nobody trusted Jacob's expression. Ravi had seen him look almost exactly the same at a difficult menu on Tuesday. That hadn't been deception; he'd wanted two things and only had room for one. Tonight Ravi couldn't tell whether the hesitation meant Jacob was bluffing or had forgotten which card he'd already seen.
"You can ask," Jacob said.
"I'm thinking."
"I can see that."
Ravi made the guess. It was wrong. Jacob turned over his card, then laughed so hard at Ravi's face that Harry wanted to know what he'd missed.
"Nothing," Ravi said. "I trusted the wrong thing."
"You trusted him," May said.
"Apparently."
She finished the round while Ravi watched. Harry objected once, checked the reference card himself, and accepted the answer without asking for another reading. May put her last token down and pushed back from the table.
"Thank you. I'm done."
"Another time?" Harry asked.
"Another time."
She took her laptop and notes to a quieter seat, put in one earbud, and left the other out long enough to answer Karen. Ravi gathered the cards she no longer needed. There were still three of them at the table. They could play with three.
Harry began reshuffling.
Ravi looked at the clock. He could stay for a short game and still leave when he'd meant to. That calculation didn't require the careful negotiation he'd almost made of coming at all.
"One more," he said.
Jacob reached for his water. "That's what she said."
"She meant it."
"So do I."
Harry dealt before either of them changed his mind. Ravi picked up the first card and put the reference sheet where all three could reach it. The grocery bag lay empty beneath his chair, forgotten until Jacob caught it with his foot and moved it out of the way.
They were going to have to count the pieces again before Ravi left. For now, Harry was waiting for him to take his turn.
Andrea asked Ethan where the spare property bags were, and he answered without looking toward the cabinet.
"Second shelf. The smaller ones are behind the box."
"Get me two, please."
He did, moving around a member of staff who was already reaching for something else. The shelves had been rearranged since June. He knew that because he'd opened the wrong door on Monday and found a stack of supplies he didn't need. Now he took the bags from the right place, checked the seals, and put them on the clear part of the desk.
"Thank you."
"You're welcome."
Andrea had already turned to the next person. Ethan stepped back, keeping the route open, and checked the time on the wall rather than take out his phone. It was still early. The closing meeting was hours away, which was useful information he couldn't persuade his body to accept. Every time somebody said his name, some part of him expected the rest of a sentence he'd been waiting for since the program began.
Mostly they wanted him to move.
Patel found him beside the workstation with his notebook closed. "Have you read the teaching case?"
"Yes."
"What do you want to ask?"
He'd prepared three questions. The first sounded less intelligent when he heard it aloud, mostly because he'd put too much into the beginning. He stopped, tried again, and asked about the examination finding he couldn't reconcile with the initial history.
Patel looked at the page he indicated. "Which part of the history?"
He showed her. She read it, asked what had been documented later, and waited while he found the paragraph he'd marked on another page. The later account changed the timing. It didn't invalidate the first account; it meant he couldn't put the two together as if they'd been taken at the same moment.
"So I'd need to know when they asked," he said.
"And whom they asked."
"Right."
"Put that in your question."
He did. It was the kind of correction she'd stopped cushioning with an explanation that he was new. He'd had enough weeks to know that a history belonged to a person, a time, and the question actually asked. Knowing it hadn't prevented him from treating the printed case as if every sentence arrived together.
The nurse approaching them waited until Patel looked up. There was a child ready for the next assessment. Patel put the teaching pages aside and told Ethan to come with her.
He left his bag where it belonged and took only what he'd been told he needed. The path through the unit was familiar enough that he no longer followed every sign. He knew where the doors opened, which stretch of corridor became crowded, where to stand when someone brought a cart through. That familiarity had made him more useful and, occasionally, careless in small ways. Yesterday he'd stopped where he'd always stopped and discovered that somebody's temporary equipment needed the same space. Today he checked before settling anywhere.
The boy in the room had his uninjured hand folded over the edge of a blanket. His other arm was supported. He was old enough to be embarrassed by how frightened he was and young enough that trying to hide it had occupied most of his face.
Patel greeted him, checked his name with his mother, and introduced Ethan as an undergraduate intern observing with her. Ethan said hello and waited. The mother looked at her son before agreeing to his presence. The boy nodded once.
Ethan stayed where both could see him without turning away from Patel. He didn't take the available chair. It belonged to the mother as soon as she stopped hovering beside the bed, whether she'd realized she wanted it or not.
The injury had happened on a bicycle. The mother began the story with where she'd been when her phone rang. Her son began with the wheel catching. Both accounts mattered, although not for the same reasons. Patel let them finish the immediate explanation, then asked the questions she needed.
Ethan listened for the sequence. He'd been tempted early in the summer to concentrate on the fact that matched whatever he'd just read. Now he tried to keep the rest attached: what happened first, who'd seen it, what the child said had changed, which details belonged to the examination rather than the story.
The boy watched Patel's hands whenever she moved near the supported arm. She told him what she intended to do before doing it. When he pulled his shoulder back, she stopped long enough to ask where it hurt. He pointed with his other hand.
"Here?"
"More there."
"Show me again."
He did. Ethan didn't ask another question on top of hers. He watched the boy's face and the way the mother held her bag against her stomach as if she'd meant to set it down and kept forgetting.
A nurse checked something at the bedside. Patel asked for the relevant imaging, then explained what the team was considering. The boy listened until she mentioned another part of the examination. After that, his attention seemed to fix on the tray beyond her shoulder.
"Is that for now?" he asked.
Patel followed his glance. "Not everything you can see is for you. I'll tell you before we do something."
He nodded, but his eyes kept returning to the tray. His mother told him he was doing very well, with the earnest urgency of someone who wanted that to make it easier. Ethan had heard the same thing often enough to recognize when praise had started becoming another task for a frightened child.
He waited until Patel finished speaking. "Would you rather I moved a little so you don't have to look past it?"
The boy looked at him, then nodded.
Ethan shifted his position, blocking part of the view without touching the tray or pretending it wasn't there. The boy's attention came back to Patel. It was a small adjustment, easy to undo if staff needed the space.
When the nurse asked him to step back, he did. The mother finally sat. Her bag slid down her arm and caught on the chair. Ethan moved his foot out of the way while she freed it. A folded jacket and a crushed paper receipt came out together; she pushed both back inside without looking.
Her son asked whether his bicycle was still at the place where he'd fallen.
"Your uncle's getting it," she said.
"The helmet too?"
"Yes."
"And the cup?"
She looked up. "What cup?"
"The one in the holder."
"The smoothie? I threw that away."
"Oh." He looked disappointed for a reason that couldn't have had anything to do with the drink itself. "It was the blue one."
"I'll find you another cup."
Ethan registered the word, then the earlier answer he'd heard about breakfast. He didn't know whether the team already had the information. He knew he hadn't heard it mentioned.
He turned toward the nurse, keeping his voice low but not trying to hide the conversation from the family. "They just mentioned a smoothie from the ride. I don't know when he drank it."
The nurse looked at him, then at the mother. "Let's check that."
She asked the questions herself. The child had drunk some after breakfast, closer to the fall than the first account had suggested. His mother had answered the food question with the meal in mind and hadn't thought of the drink. The nurse recorded the clarification and told Patel. Ethan stayed quiet while they worked through what the new information meant for the team's plan.
Patel asked a further question, checked the answer with the nurse, and continued the assessment with the corrected history available to everyone who needed it.
"Should I not have given it to him?" the mother asked.
"You didn't know he was going to fall," Patel said. "We need to know what he's had so we can plan safely. Thank you for telling us."
The mother nodded. Her hand loosened on the bag strap.
Ethan was glad Patel had answered before he tried to make the woman feel better himself. There were ways of reassuring someone that accidentally made a promise. He'd learned to notice the urge before trusting whatever sentence it offered.
The boy looked at him again. "Can I have water?"
"I'll ask your nurse."
He did, and the answer wasn't one he could improve by softening it. Not yet. Ethan repeated it plainly and let the nurse explain. Then he asked if the boy wanted his mother to keep his phone where he could see it. That choice was available. The medical one wasn't his to offer.
While the team prepared the next step, the boy asked Ethan whether everybody who worked here had to wear the same shoes.
"No. Just shoes we can stand in."
"Those look new."
"They're not."
The boy considered the scuff on the side. "Did you clean them?"
"Yeah."
"My mom says I should clean mine."
His mother looked at the shoes visible beneath the edge of the blanket and seemed about to agree. Then she laughed once, unexpectedly, and sat back. The boy smiled at having interrupted her worry with a complaint she recognized.
Ethan asked whether the bicycle had been new. It hadn't. The boy told him about a repair he'd done with his uncle, then stopped halfway through describing the chain.
"I wasn't going that fast."
"I didn't say you were."
"Everybody keeps asking."
"They need to know how you fell."
"I know." He looked at his supported arm. "Can we talk about something else?"
"Sure."
Ethan didn't ask what else immediately. The boy watched the nurse for a few seconds, then asked if Ethan had school too. He seemed surprised by yes, interested in the distinction between being in college and already being a doctor.
"So you're not one."
"No. I'm learning. Dr. Patel's the doctor I'm with."
"Do you have tests?"
"Unfortunately."
The boy smiled. "I had one today."
"Did you want to take it?"
"Not really. I studied, though."
"That part's annoying."
"Yeah."
He told Ethan two things that had been on the study sheet and asked him the harder one. Ethan guessed wrong. The correction occupied the boy long enough for his mother's shoulders to lower, although he went quiet again when someone moved near the arm. The conversation hadn't made him stop being frightened. It had given him a minute in which he could be the person who knew an answer.
When his mother offered to take a picture to send his uncle, the boy said no. She put the phone down without arguing. Ethan kept his own hands away from every device and looked toward the nurse when she addressed him. A question about whether the boy would need to miss school belonged to the team and the eventual plan, not to the undergraduate who'd just failed the quiz.
They stayed through the part Patel had authorized him to observe. He watched the team confirm the next steps, listened to the explanation given to the family, and moved away when the room needed fewer people. His absence didn't stop the encounter. Through the partly closed door he could still hear the boy asking about the bicycle, ordinary concern continuing beside the larger one.
At the workstation, Ethan washed his hands and waited until Patel had finished with the nurse before asking a question. He wanted to know which part of the assessment had changed the options she was considering. He began by describing what he'd seen rather than guessing what it meant.
She listened. "You saw me repeat it."
"Yes."
"Why?"
"To check whether it was consistent?"
"Partly. What else was different?"
He thought back through the room. The child's position. The support under the arm. The first question compared with the second. He named the difference he was sure of and left out the thing he'd only half seen.
Patel explained the reason. He wrote a short note in his learning notebook without a name, a room number, or anything that could identify the boy. The explanation made sense now. That didn't mean he would've known to make the comparison independently.
"You can ask to see it again in teaching," she said. "You don't repeat a patient's examination because you want another look."
"I know." He stopped, then added, "I'll ask in teaching."
She nodded and turned back to the screen.
It wasn't a rebuke. It was a boundary worth repeating before the desire to understand became a reason to impose. He remembered the first patient who'd declined an observer in June, how quickly he'd begun to prepare another version of the question before Patel let the refusal stand. He hadn't needed to learn that particular lesson twice in a room. He still needed reminders about its less obvious forms.
Andrea came past with an empty cup, recognized the page open in his notebook, and asked whether he'd found the teaching reference.
"The one from Monday?"
"Mm-hm."
"Yes. Thank you."
"Did it help?"
"Enough to give me more questions."
She smiled. "Then ask the right person."
"I am."
Patel looked up from the screen. "He is."
Andrea went on. Ethan hadn't realized until then that he'd been waiting for some indication of what this day meant. A verdict could hide in anything if he let it: a smile, a correction, a person remembering his name. None of those things told him whether his internship would continue. They told him he was at work in a place he'd spent a summer learning.
He put the notebook away and asked what was next. The teaching file was a different problem from the one he'd expected. Patel asked him to point out the side marker before describing anything else. He did, then caught himself using left as if it belonged to the screen instead of the patient.
"Start again," she said.
He started again. The correction cost him perhaps ten seconds and removed a mistake that could've spoiled every sentence afterward. He kept his pen off the page until he'd oriented himself.
She asked what he could see. He described it without supplying the name he'd memorized from the reference. When she asked what he couldn't assess from that view, he had to stop longer. He wanted another image, and once she opened it he understood why the first hadn't been enough.
"That doesn't mean every image answers every question," she said.
"No."
"What would you ask for next?"
He gave an answer, explained why, and accepted the part she changed. There was no patient waiting for him to get there. In teaching he could afford to be slow enough to find the gap rather than cover it. He wrote down the question he hadn't been able to answer and the reference she gave him, leaving room to finish it later.
For a while, next was ordinary. A teaching image to review with permission. A discussion interrupted because Patel was needed elsewhere. A message delivered to the correct desk rather than the one he'd used in June. Ethan checked each task back when it required an answer and didn't create an update when it didn't.
He saw the mother again as she came out for a moment while the nurse remained with her son. She held an empty phone case and looked at the wall as if trying to remember what she'd meant to do.
"Charger," she said, more to herself than him.
"The unit clerk can tell you what's available," Ethan said. "Just there."
He indicated the desk without leaving his assigned place. She thanked him and went over. He didn't follow to complete the small piece of help after the person who could actually provide it had taken over.
Patel returned several minutes later. She asked him to give a short account of the history clarification, as he would if she hadn't been there to hear it. Ethan said what he'd heard, who'd clarified it, and that the revised information had been passed to the nurse and Patel. He began to add that the mother hadn't understood the first question.
"You don't know that," Patel said.
"No. I know she said she hadn't counted the drink."
"Use that."
He tried again. The second version was shorter and fairer. It didn't make the mother unreliable because two accounts differed. It made the missing detail available without adding an explanation she hadn't given.
Patel asked what he would've done if she'd already left the area when he heard the comment.
"Told the nurse responsible for him. Immediately. Not waited until I could find you."
"Good."
One word, then the next task. He didn't need her to enlarge it. He was still pleased enough that he felt it under his ribs while opening the teaching file.
Near the end of the morning, he checked the meeting information during an actual break. Same room. Same time. No message that secretly made the decision easier to know. The document he'd prepared for Patel remained saved on his own device, with the course schedule attached and the academic reply filed beside it. The professor had confirmed that he could use the individual-response arrangement for the three Tuesday meetings, with the same deadlines and grading requirements. It solved that conflict, not the rest of his workload. He didn't open it here. Patel was reading at the workstation. He could ask after the program meeting, when he knew whether there was a Fall appointment to discuss.
He drank water, checked that he'd left no personal items in the patient-care area, and returned the property-bag box to the shelf after Andrea asked for another. This time he left it facing forward so the size could be read without pulling it out.
A person passing the desk called him Ethan and asked where Patel had gone. He knew the answer. He gave it, stepped aside for the next person, and looked once toward the room where the boy and his mother were still waiting.
The bicycle would need fixing. He hoped somebody found the blue cup before the boy had to settle for a different one. On the teaching page, he added the reference beside the question he still needed to answer.
The meeting would come when it came.
Jonah had brought lunch in a container with somebody else's name on the lid.
"It isn't stolen," he said before anyone asked.
Lucas looked at the lid. "I didn't say it was."
"You looked."
"It's a very large label."
"My roommate labels everything." Jonah put the container in front of him and inspected the contents, apparently making sure the explanation was still true. "This one's mine. The food's mine."
Ethan took the chair beside him, leaving his bag under the table rather than in the place Grace was about to use. He'd brought lunch too. There had been enough time to eat, despite the feeling all morning that the rest of the day was approaching too quickly. He opened the container Jacob had passed him from the fridge before he'd left and found the fork he'd forgotten packing tucked beside the napkin.
He hadn't packed it. Jacob had, evidently, after asking whether he needed anything else. Ethan had said no while looking for his badge. He smiled at the fork, then put it beside the food before anybody could ask why he was smiling.
Daniel arrived with an unopened drink and a sandwich, followed by Amina apologizing because she'd had to go back for her water. Nobody had been waiting to begin. Grace was halfway through peeling an orange; Lucas had already moved his papers away from the table edge to keep them dry.
Six people. Ethan hadn't counted deliberately. He'd gotten used to how the room looked with fewer of them, then found himself counting anyway when everyone who was expected actually arrived.
"Is this chair free?" Daniel asked.
Grace nodded. "Unless you're saving it for the water bottle."
Amina lifted the bottle and sat. "It can share."
The break area smelled of warm food and the cleaner someone had used on the counter. A cabinet door stayed slightly open because a packet had caught behind it. Jonah closed it properly after looking at it twice. Nobody remarked on that. They'd acquired a number of small habits in each other's presence without having become people who knew everything about one another.
Lucas knew what time Ethan usually arrived. Ethan knew Grace checked a room before assuming there was somewhere to put her bag. Amina had learned which part of the corridor stayed cold and brought an extra layer even on days the city was hot. Daniel bought the same drink often enough that Jonah noticed when today's was different.
"They didn't have it," Daniel said.
"You could get something else."
"I did."
"I mean not the other version of the same one."
Daniel looked at the bottle. "I like this version."
That settled it. Ethan began eating and discovered he was hungry enough not to care that the food was cooler in the middle than he'd intended. He'd left it too close to the edge of the microwave plate. He stirred it, decided it was warm enough, and kept eating.
For several minutes, the conversation concerned parking and a classroom that apparently became freezing after four in the afternoon. Amina was trying to choose whether carrying a jacket all day was more annoying than being cold for an hour. Grace voted for carrying it. Jonah wanted to know why the building couldn't just be normal.
"Have you asked the building?" Lucas said.
"No. I've been trying people."
"They're not working either."
Ethan laughed, then took a drink before the conversation could become a full investigation. He hadn't realized how much he wanted to talk about something unimportant. That morning, every ordinary exchange had arrived with the possibility of being the one that told him what came next. Here, Jonah could complain about a thermostat without it meaning anything about Fall.
Daniel checked the time. The movement caught Amina's attention, then Ethan's. Grace saw both of them look and put her orange peel in a folded napkin.
"Still the same time," she said.
"I know," Daniel said.
"So do I. I checked too."
Amina exhaled through a brief smile. "I wasn't going to ask."
Nobody had heard anything that made the meeting less of a question. Ethan said so when Lucas looked at him. He hadn't gone looking for a hint from Patel, although he'd caught himself trying to make several things she'd said into one. Explaining that would be more embarrassing than useful.
"What are you doing after?" Jonah asked him.
"After today?"
"After summer. If this doesn't—" He stopped, glanced around the table, and tried again. "Classes, obviously. I mean besides that."
Ethan set his fork down. "Keep doing classes. Finish the semester. I've got other things to work out."
"What things?"
"A course I'm considering. EMT training."
Amina looked interested. "With the fire department?"
"No. A training provider. It's medical preparation. I'm still aiming for medicine."
"I didn't mean you were changing that."
"I know." He smiled, taking the edge off how quickly he'd answered. "It's just a lot of different pieces. I'm checking whether the schedule fits before I do anything."
Daniel asked whether it was evenings. Ethan said no and gave the dates. Grace made a face at the length of the days. It was the same face he'd made privately the first time he'd read the schedule, which made it easier to admit the academic plan had taken actual work.
"I haven't booked," he said. "There are things I need permission for."
"And if you don't get it?" Lucas asked.
"Then a later session."
Nobody told him that sounded sensible. They accepted the answer and moved on when Jonah wanted to know whether any of them had managed to keep up with the reading list they'd made in June.
"All of it?" Amina asked.
"The parts I thought I'd finish by August."
"No."
"Good."
Grace had read one thing on the list and found two more in its references. Lucas had been sent something he couldn't open until the library helped. Daniel had a saved folder that had become difficult to distinguish from a record of everything he hadn't read yet. Ethan recognized that problem more readily than he wanted to admit.
"I found one twice," he said. "Saved it again because I thought it looked useful."
"Was it?" Daniel asked.
"After I actually read it, yeah."
They laughed. Amina reached for a napkin and found the dispenser empty. Before she stood, Grace pushed the spare one from under her orange across the table. The practical exchange reminded Ethan of the first lunch, when they'd been strangers with badges and too many papers, trying to work out how much of being nervous to show.
"Do you remember the photo?" Lucas asked Amina.
She closed her eyes. "Please don't."
"The badge photo?" Jonah said.
"Yes, that photo."
Ethan remembered the mix-up more clearly than whatever he'd eaten that day. It had made Amina a person before he could keep all ten names in order. She could laugh at it now without volunteering the story to somebody who hadn't been there.
"At least it was fixed," she said.
"Eventually," Lucas added.
"It was fixed."
He let her have the last word. Grace began describing an early afternoon when she'd been so careful about asking permission that she'd almost asked the wrong member of staff whether she could ask the patient a question. She didn't make the patient part of the joke. The joke was herself, standing with her notebook in exactly the wrong place while somebody tried to get past.
Ethan told them about the first time Patel had made him wait outside a room and he'd spent the entire wait trying to decide whether there was something he should be doing. Jonah remembered going through Employee Health with him, each assuming the other knew which desk came next.
"You had the map," Ethan said.
"You were walking like you knew."
"I thought you were following the map."
Jonah laughed. "We got there."
"We did."
The memories stayed small. A doorway, a form, coffee where lunch ought to have been. They didn't try to make the whole summer fit inside them. Ethan could remember the second night with an uncomfortable precision that didn't belong in a light conversation over six separate lunches, and he left it alone. The others had work they hadn't told him about too.
Daniel unwrapped the second half of his sandwich. "Olivia found the right place, though."
"Pathology?" Grace asked.
"Yeah."
"She stayed in the hospital," Amina said. "That part's convenient."
Ethan nodded. "Different internship. Same hospital."
The distinction mattered. Olivia hadn't simply become a name missing from their table. She'd moved into the work she'd wanted to learn about. They could still pass her in the building without her belonging to their schedule.
Jonah asked if anyone had heard how Noor's placement was going. Grace knew she'd started with the pediatric private practice, but didn't offer a secondhand account of her days. Ethan didn't have one either. He'd liked the way she'd talked about pediatrics in June, with her family's certainty arriving ahead of her own.
"Good she found it," he said.
"Yeah." Grace folded the orange peel more tightly. "I'd like to know what it's like there."
"You could ask her," Daniel said.
"I know. I mean actually have time to ask."
Amina had heard from Tessa. There was no news from the women's health and fertility center yet.
"I thought she had it," Jonah said.
"No. She's waiting to hear."
"Oh."
"She dropped this one. That doesn't mean the other one's arranged."
Jonah nodded and looked back at his food. "I hope she hears soon."
The conversation paused there, not because anybody needed to turn a pending answer into a story, but because they all understood what it was like to keep checking for one. Ethan wanted Tessa to get an answer she could use. He didn't know enough about her application to make the kinder prediction sound honest.
Lucas reached for his drink, then set it down again. "Mateo's the one I keep thinking about."
The name changed the table's attention. Ethan remembered how quickly Mateo had named emergency medicine on the first day, no uncertainty to soften it. Remembering that alongside the pressure that had finally become too much didn't make either part false.
"He left halfway through," Grace said. "There was still a lot of summer left."
"Yeah," Lucas said.
Jonah rubbed the edge of his container lid. "I didn't know what to say to him."
Ethan hadn't known either. There had been opportunities to send something and the fear of sending the wrong thing, which could turn into saying nothing while pretending it was respect. He wasn't proud of how familiar that problem felt.
"I don't think you have to explain it," Amina said. "Just say hi."
"Have you?" Jonah asked.
"Not lately."
The honesty kept the suggestion from becoming advice she had already perfected. Jonah took it in, nodded once, and put his phone on the table without opening a message in front of them.
Mateo had been overwhelmed by the pressure and withdrawn. Ethan remembered how certain he'd sounded in June and wondered whether anyone had heard from him lately. He nearly asked, then let the silence stand while Jonah turned the lid between his hands.
Grace asked Lucas to pass the water, and the table began moving again. A chair scraped. Amina rescued a page she'd nearly put her container on. Daniel finally opened his drink, which hissed loudly enough to make Jonah look up as if something had happened.
"What?" Daniel asked.
"Nothing."
Ethan smiled and picked up his fork. His food was now entirely the wrong temperature, but there wasn't much left. He ate it while Amina asked Daniel whether he still liked anesthesiology after seeing more of the work.
"Yeah," he said. "More, I think."
"What part?"
He took a moment. "The preparation. How much you have to know before anybody sees you do anything."
"That sounds like your first answer," Lucas said.
"Yeah. I know a bit more about it now."
He talked about watching qualified staff prepare, check, and communicate. Ethan listened to the part about how many things happened before an obvious action. He recognized the fascination without sharing exactly the same focus. Patel's questions often pulled him toward what changed and what it meant; Daniel kept returning to the work that made a change less likely to become a surprise.
Grace asked whether he'd want more time on that service. Daniel said yes, then looked briefly at the clock again.
"I'd like more time to learn something instead of just finally knowing where to stand," he added.
That got a quiet, uneven agreement. Ethan knew more than where to stand now. He also knew how much knowing where to stand had changed the rest of a day. He took another bite and let Daniel finish.
Amina had brought a book she hadn't opened at a break all summer. She took it out while looking for a pen, looked at the cover, and put it on the table with a disappointed sound.
"Every week," she said. "I bring it every week."
"What is it?" Grace asked.
Amina showed her. It wasn't medical. Ethan had seen it on a store display and never got as far as reading the back. Grace asked whether it was good.
"I've read forty pages."
"Forty good pages?"
"Yes. That's what makes it annoying."
Jonah wanted to know why she didn't read it at home. Amina looked at him for a moment, then said, "Because I do other things at home."
He accepted that. Ethan recognized the way a day could be perfectly full without every hour containing something worth describing. He'd meant to call Rose on Wednesday, then cooked dinner, opened an assignment, answered a message, and discovered the time difference had made the call a job for tomorrow. He'd called the next day. Nothing terrible had happened because he'd been late. He still disliked how easily the intention had vanished.
Grace turned the book over, read the description, and asked to borrow it when Amina finished. Amina said she could take it now if she promised to give it back.
"I might be just as slow."
"Then we're both slow."
She pushed it across. Grace checked once that she meant it, then put it beside her bag. The arrangement was smaller than a Fall plan and required no institutional decision. Ethan liked watching it happen.
Lucas asked Jonah whether he'd finished the show he'd mentioned before the holiday. He hadn't. Daniel had, and very nearly spoiled the ending before Jonah put a hand up. For several minutes they discussed everything except the ending, which made it difficult to tell whether anyone had liked it.
Ethan didn't know the show. He listened anyway, finishing his water while Grace defended an episode the other two wanted to skip. Nobody needed him to turn the conversation back toward the hospital. When Daniel finally gave up trying to explain without spoiling it, Amina asked him to send the title so she could add it to the other things she apparently had time for at home.
They had a little time left. Jonah asked whether they were keeping the group chat after today. Lucas looked puzzled.
"Were we going to delete it?"
"No. I mean use it."
"You could send something," Grace said.
"I do."
"You send room changes."
"They're important."
"They are." She smiled. "Send something else too."
Jonah considered this as if it were a more complicated requirement than it sounded. Then he showed them a photograph he'd taken of the three refrigerator shelves at home. Each had a label. One had acquired a second label clarifying an item the first apparently hadn't settled. Amina laughed before he'd explained the dispute.
"Don't send that to the whole program," Daniel said.
"I'm not going to."
Ethan could imagine getting the picture next week, after whatever happened in the meeting. He liked that more than a promise to remain close. They could send a photograph. They could ask whether someone wanted lunch. The continued contact didn't have to be declared in the break room to count.
Lucas began stacking his papers. Grace checked that her orange peel had stayed inside the napkin. Amina had to go back for her folder before the meeting, so she stood first, then sat long enough to finish the last of her water.
"I'm doing the thing where I rush and forget something," she said.
"Your bottle," Lucas told her.
"Still holding it."
"Good start."
Ethan put his own empty container away. He checked the fork before closing the bag and found himself thinking of Jacob again, not as something to settle or explain, but as the person he'd be able to tell about the day once he knew what it had been.
Daniel stayed seated, rolling the unopened corner of his sandwich paper between his fingers. He'd eaten all the food. Ethan asked whether he was waiting for the room to clear or just not ready to stand.
"The second one."
"Yeah." Ethan remained in his chair.
For a minute neither spoke. Grace and Lucas discussed where to leave a completed form. Jonah tried to get the lid onto the wrong end of his container and swore quietly. Amina laughed, came over to show him, and discovered she couldn't make it fit either.
Daniel watched them. "We should get one picture. Before everyone goes."
"Not in here with the board behind us," Grace said.
He looked over his shoulder, then nodded. "Right. Later."
"Later," Ethan agreed.
He didn't promise that everyone would be in the same place again. There would be an appropriate wall, a minute, somebody willing to hold a phone. They could decide when they got there.
Jonah finally closed the container. The small snap sounded disproportionately satisfying. Ethan stood, picked up his bag, and checked under the table for anything left behind.
Six chairs were being pushed in. Four other people had already found different ways out of this summer. The six still here didn't know their own next steps yet, and for a little longer they could leave it that way.
The room was the same one Ethan remembered from June, but somebody had changed the chairs.
He noticed because his knees no longer fit under the table at quite the angle he expected. He moved back an inch, put his bag beside his foot, and stopped adjusting things when Grace took the chair next to him. Across the table, Daniel set down his drink. Lucas had brought a pen that didn't work. He tested it on the edge of his notebook, made a small line by pressing harder, then accepted the spare Jonah held out.
Dr. Levin came in with Carla and a stack of folders. Neither looked as if they were carrying an afternoon that had occupied the back of Ethan's mind for months. Carla set the folders beside the laptop. Dr. Levin asked whether everyone had found the room and then counted them herself.
Six. Ethan looked at the blank screen before the count could begin to mean something it hadn't meant yet.
"Thank you for coming on time," Dr. Levin said. "We'll talk about completion of the Summer program, the continuation decisions, and what you need to do before leaving today. There'll be time for questions."
Ethan uncapped his pen. He'd told himself he wouldn't take notes during every sentence. His hand had apparently made a different arrangement.
The first slide was the program title. The next held a few practical reminders: learning records, borrowed materials, the final feedback form. Things that mattered even if he never came back. Carla explained where to submit a missing item and how to flag something still awaiting a supervisor's signature without turning an incomplete record into a completed one.
Lucas wrote the contact address. Grace checked her own list. Amina sat with both feet planted beneath the chair, her hands still on the closed folder she'd brought. Jonah leaned forward as if that might get him through the administration sooner.
Daniel read every line on the screen.
Dr. Levin thanked them for the Summer's work. She didn't turn the original ten into a group who'd spent every day together. Some had moved into other settings, some had ended their placements, and the six present had each spent most of their time with a different service and supervisor. The shared program had been one part of that work.
"You've had different opportunities," she said. "That makes a list of dramatic cases a poor way to compare what you've learned. I'm more interested in what you did with the opportunities you actually had."
Ethan stopped turning his pen. Across the table, Amina looked up from the slide.
"Your supervisors have given us feedback across the Summer. We considered preparation, reliability, judgment, communication, your response to correction, and fit with the continuing educational structure. The decision wasn't made from one encounter, one good day, or one difficult day."
He'd heard the criteria in June. Today he could attach ordinary moments to them. Arriving with the reading done. Going back to check something he'd assumed. Waiting outside a room. Telling the right person what he'd heard rather than choosing a more impressive conclusion. None of those moments had felt like the thing that would decide everything while he was doing them.
Dr. Levin put her own page down.
"The five students invited to continue into the Fall phase are Amina Shah, Ethan Bennett, Grace Kim, Lucas Moreno, and Jonah Price."
His name arrived between two other names. No pause to make him catch it. No time to wonder whether she'd meant a different Bennett. He heard Grace's name after his and still hadn't moved his pen.
The list appeared on the screen. He found his own name there, exactly where it had been in her sentence.
Amina let out a short breath that almost became a laugh. She put her hand over her mouth, then lowered it, smiling with her eyes shut for a second. Grace looked at the screen, then at Dr. Levin, and nodded once as if she'd been asked a question she was finally ready to answer. Lucas had written the first two names before realizing he didn't need to copy a list with himself on it. He set the pen down. Jonah looked at the others, then back at the screen, his shoulders slowly leaving the position they'd held all afternoon.
Ethan's fingers tightened around his own pen.
He was continuing. There would be more mornings on the service, more questions Patel expected him to have thought about before he arrived. He was being invited back to keep learning in a place he knew how to enter now. The relief spread too quickly for him to organize it. He could feel the chair beneath him, the edge of the table against his forearm, the stupid uncapped pen making a small mark on his finger because he'd turned it the wrong way.
He put it down.
Across from him, Daniel had remained still. He looked at the list once more, then lowered his eyes to his own paper. Ethan didn't know whether he should look away immediately or whether doing that would make the moment worse. He looked back at Dr. Levin because she was speaking again, not because he'd found the correct way to witness it.
"You'll receive individual letters and the arrangements relevant to your placements," she said. "Please don't treat the five names as a ranking. They aren't one. Completion of the Summer program and continuation into this specific phase are separate things. Each of you has a next conversation, and we will make sure you know whom to contact."
Carla began passing out the folders. Daniel received one too. There was no different-colored cover that made his result visible across the table. Ethan waited until everyone had one before opening his, although nobody had asked him to.
The first page confirmed the invitation. He read his name, the program name, the date. Below that was his supervising physician.
Dr. Nisha Patel.
He read the line again. He'd wanted to continue the work, not simply remain a person permitted through the door. The thought of starting with somebody entirely new had sat behind the larger uncertainty without ever becoming the question he asked first. There would be no need to explain the corrections she'd already made. She'd expect him to remember them. He was grateful enough for that expectation that it took him a moment to read the next paragraph.
"The Fall phase formally resumes on October fifteenth," Dr. Levin said. "It's a continuation of this program, with continuing supervision and individual schedules. It is not an appointment as a clinician, and it doesn't change your student status."
Ethan found the date in the letter. October fifteenth, exactly where it would collide with the course period in his proposal. He didn't take the collision out to examine it now. The decision in front of him had been made without that request. He could be glad about it before asking anybody to consider the next thing.
Carla explained the acceptance process. Read the letter. Reply through the stated channel by the deadline. Raise schedule conflicts promptly. Don't assume a conversation with one person updates every system that needs the information. The details weren't exciting, and Ethan wrote them down more carefully than the criteria he'd copied in June.
Jonah asked whether they needed new badges.
"Not automatically," Carla said. "We review access and dates. Don't dispose of anything or assume every access setting carries over unchanged. You'll receive instructions."
"What if something stops working before that?" Lucas asked.
"Contact the program office. Don't borrow somebody else's badge."
"I wasn't going to."
"I know. I say it every year."
Amina smiled at that. Ethan could hear his own breathing settling into something ordinary. His phone was in his bag, silent. There were people he'd want to tell, but none needed the news before he understood the page in front of him.
Dr. Levin asked them to take a few minutes to read. The room became six separate concentrations, paper turning at different times. Grace checked the paragraph describing supervision, then the next page. Lucas put a small mark beside two administrative items. Amina read with a finger holding her place. Jonah got to the bottom and began again.
Ethan read slowly enough to notice what the letter didn't say. It didn't promise every placement would look identical to the Summer. It didn't promise him hours without limits or independent access to patient care. It gave him an educational appointment with obligations, a physician assignment, and questions that would have answers if he asked them in the right place.
He could work with that. He wrote one question about how the individual schedule would be confirmed. Under it, he wrote ask Patel after, and drew a single line beneath it. The course request stayed separate. He didn't put the two questions into one sentence simply because both belonged to October.
Grace was first to speak when Dr. Levin invited questions.
"If our supervising service has a teaching session outside the usual schedule, do we ask the program or the service first?"
"Your supervising physician for the educational purpose, then the office for any formal change that requires recording. Don't make a separate arrangement that leaves the program unaware of where you're expected."
Grace nodded and made a note. Her question sounded like her: interested in what happened when an apparently simple permission belonged to more than one person.
Amina asked about combining university obligations with a changing clinical teaching schedule. The answer didn't erase either responsibility. Conflicts needed to be raised in advance, not announced as a reason for an absence after the fact. The program would work within the educational appointment; it couldn't excuse coursework at another institution.
Ethan listened. That was part of the proposal he'd prepared, not a favor waiting to be asked without supporting information. He'd spent Tuesday finding the hours. Today he knew there was a continuing placement to bring the request into.
Lucas wanted the point of contact if a calendar invitation differed from a written schedule. Jonah wanted to know whether the shared educational sessions would still put the five of them in the same room sometimes. They would, though not necessarily on the Summer pattern. He smiled at that answer before hiding it by looking down at the page.
Daniel hadn't asked anything. He was reading a second sheet that wasn't visible from Ethan's side of the table. Dr. Levin looked toward him once, waited, and went on when he didn't speak.
They discussed the final Summer records. Amina had one item awaiting a signature. Grace had already flagged an entry she'd needed to correct. Dr. Levin asked them not to rewrite uncertainty into confidence because a final form made a blank look untidy.
"If you observed part of something, record the part," she said. "If you weren't there for the outcome, don't complete the story from somebody else's summary as though you were."
Ethan put a small mark on his own checklist. There was a learning entry he could make more precise, not because it was false, but because he'd described the encounter too broadly. He could fix it before leaving. Getting the invitation didn't change the standard for work he'd already done.
Before Carla changed the slide, Jonah asked about a learning goal he'd written at the beginning of the Summer and no longer knew how to measure.
"Do we keep it if it's still something we need?"
"Is it specific enough to work on?" Dr. Levin asked.
He looked at his page. "Probably not."
"Then revise it. You can make it more specific now."
Ethan opened the page in his notebook where he'd copied his own. One item was so broad it could've covered most of a medical education. He'd wanted to understand how a surgical service worked. Now he could name several things he'd meant, and many more he hadn't known to include. He put a bracket around the part he could make into a useful next question.
"What about something you've done," Lucas asked, "but not enough to say you can do it consistently?"
"That's useful to record exactly that way," Dr. Levin said. "What did you need help with? What would you need to demonstrate again? Don't let a checkbox replace the distinction."
Grace wrote something immediately. Amina went back to a previous page. Daniel looked at his own list and crossed out a word, replacing it with a longer note.
Ethan thought about the morning's history clarification. Hearing a detail once wasn't the same as being able to attend to it reliably while everything around it demanded attention. He wrote a goal about concise reporting: what he'd observed, when, who needed the information, what he hadn't established. Then he removed the phrase about always getting it right. That wasn't a goal he could use when he needed to admit he'd got it wrong.
He didn't show the page to anyone. It could stay a practical thing to bring into the next conversation with Patel, not another performance of how much the invitation meant.
The last piece of the meeting was the evaluation form. Carla asked for useful feedback about the program rather than a page of gratitude. Amina laughed openly this time.
"Can we say the first week was too many forms?"
"You can," Carla said. "Some of those forms are still required."
"I'm saying it anyway."
"Good."
Ethan liked that exchange. It made room for a good outcome and a program that could still be improved. He wrote that the early practical orientation had helped most when someone showed them the route rather than listed the room names, then added a suggestion about making contact information easier to find in one place. He didn't put patient details or staff complaints into a shared sheet.
By the time he finished, Daniel had closed his folder. He looked tired. That was an observation Ethan could make without deciding whether the tiredness belonged to disappointment, the day, or something else.
Dr. Levin brought the group part to a close. She thanked them again, reminded them that patient confidentiality didn't expire with the Summer placement, and asked anyone with an individual question to stay. Carla took the completed forms. The screen returned to the title slide.
For a few seconds nobody stood. Then Lucas remembered the borrowed pen, gave it back to Jonah, and the small movement loosened the room. Amina looked at Grace and smiled so broadly that Grace began smiling too. Jonah said, "Okay," mostly to himself.
Ethan put the acceptance letter into the folder before his hands could make a crease across it.
"Patel?" Grace asked quietly.
He nodded. "Yeah."
"Good."
He wanted to ask about hers, then saw she was still reading and left the question for a time when it wouldn't require her to turn her letter outward. The assignments belonged to the individuals receiving them. He didn't need to collect all five before his own became real.
Amina looked up from her letter. "I'm with Dr. Royce."
Ethan smiled at her. "Good."
Daniel stood and went to Dr. Levin. Ethan stayed near his chair, checking the bag at his feet. He didn't move closer to listen. Amina asked whether anyone needed the address Carla had given them; Lucas had already copied it and offered to send it to the group.
The quiet conversation at the front took several minutes. Ethan occupied himself with the evaluation he'd finished and the learning entry he needed to correct. There was no way to make the room completely private without leaving, but he could stop treating every sound in it as information intended for him.
When Daniel came back, his folder was under his arm and Dr. Levin had gone to answer another question. He stood beside the table instead of sitting.
"She'll give me references," he said.
Ethan looked up. Daniel was addressing the few of them still there, not asking Ethan to invent a response alone.
"For anesthesiology. There's a Fall internship in the hospital. Good references, she said." He glanced down at the folder. "Not a place. I still have to apply."
Grace nodded. "That's the one you'd want?"
"Yeah."
"Good," Jonah said, then looked uncomfortable with the word. "I mean the references. Not—"
"I know what you mean." Daniel moved his drink from one hand to the other. "I wanted to stay. But yeah, I'll take the references."
Nobody tried to take the disappointment out of the sentence. Ethan thought of how Daniel had described the work at lunch, the preparation before the visible thing. The alternative placement sounded relevant because Daniel had told them what interested him, not because every result needed to be secretly better than the one he'd wanted.
"If you want somebody to read the application," Amina said, "send it."
"Thanks."
She didn't promise she'd get him in. She didn't explain what the reference meant about his worth. Daniel accepted the offer and put the drink on the table long enough to straighten the folder under his arm.
He looked toward the blank side wall. "We could do the picture there."
Grace checked the background. No board. No names except their own badges, which they could turn inward or take off for the photograph. Nobody's file needed to be visible. They moved their folders and bags clear before asking Carla whether she had a moment.
She did. Six people stood where there was room, not arranged by who had been selected. Ethan ended up between Jonah and Daniel, with Amina telling Lucas to come closer because he wasn't in the frame.
"One," Carla said. "And another, because someone always blinks."
Ethan blinked during the second. They kept the first after Grace checked it and everyone agreed. Daniel sent it to the group from his phone. There were six faces, a plain wall, and the awkward way people stood when they'd spent a Summer together without many photographs to prove it.
When the photograph reached the chat, Ethan saved a copy before putting his phone away.
Afterward the room began emptying in earnest. There were calls to make, tasks to finish, supervisors to see before the day ended. Ethan checked the time and put his badge back where it belonged. His phone had a new photograph, and the folder in his hand had an invitation he'd wanted enough to be frightened of hearing it aloud.
He sent Jacob one message before putting the phone away.
Ethan: I got it. Continuing with Patel. I'll tell you about it properly, later.
He didn't wait for the reply in the doorway. There was still work to finish, and Patel would need to see the request he'd prepared. For now he held the folder flat against his notebook and let himself be pleased all the way to the door.
Patel was on the phone when Ethan got back, so he put his folder in his bag and corrected the learning entry before he could forget which sentence had bothered him.
Observed assessment was too broad. He'd observed part of an assessment, left when the room needed fewer people, and returned for the teaching discussion afterward. He made the distinction, checked the rest of the entry, and saved it. Across the workstation, Patel listened without touching the keyboard. Somebody had left a cup beside the printer. It wasn't hers. He knew that now without knowing who it belonged to, which seemed a reasonable account of how far he'd got this summer.
His phone vibrated inside the bag. He left it there.
When Patel finished the call, she checked the screen, answered a question from the nurse beside her, and finally turned toward him. "You had the meeting."
"Yeah." He heard how much of the answer was in his voice and didn't try to remove it. "I'm staying."
"I heard."
"With you."
"That was the recommendation." She moved her chair back from the workstation. "Come and sit down before someone gives us something else."
The small teaching room off the service was empty. Ethan took the chair nearest the door and set his notebook on the table. Patel closed the door most of the way, leaving it ajar, and sat across from him with the evaluation she'd brought. A faint mechanical hum occupied the pause while she found the page.
"Congratulations," she said.
"Thank you."
"You look relieved."
"I am." He rubbed the mark his pen had left on his finger. "I was trying not to guess."
"Good. You could have asked me twenty times and the decision would still have been announced this afternoon."
"I thought about asking once."
She looked up.
"More than once."
"I know."
He smiled. Patel didn't make him describe the waiting. She turned the page toward him instead, and his attention settled on the comments she'd written beneath the categories. There was enough handwriting to make him nervous again.
"This is what I sent," she said. "You can read it. Then we can discuss what you want to work on."
Ethan read without moving his notebook closer. Preparation. Communication. Awareness of the patient beyond the immediate injury. Under judgment, she'd described his willingness to report an observation without attaching a conclusion he couldn't support. A little farther down, she'd written about revising an answer after correction rather than defending the answer he'd arrived with.
He reached the end and went back to the beginning. There were things he'd thought she noticed only when he got them wrong.
"The consistency matters," Patel said. "You come prepared. Not perfectly. Prepared enough that we can use the time to teach you something rather than establish that you haven't opened the material."
"I missed the reference on Monday."
"You did. You told me, and you read it before the next discussion. I'm not recommending a student who never misses anything."
He looked down again. His name was above her comments, the ordinary typed version he'd been putting on forms for years. Today he kept finding reasons to check it.
"You also notice things," she continued. "Sometimes useful things. The next part is deciding who needs to hear them, and how quickly."
"The drink this morning."
"That was a good example. What did you do well?"
Ethan thought before answering. She wasn't inviting him to repeat the evaluation in a more modest voice. "I told the nurse what I heard. I didn't know the time, so I said that."
"And?"
"I didn't wait for you to be free."
"Right. The information needed to reach the team. It didn't need to become your question for me first." She rested one hand on the evaluation. "You made the history more accurate. That's useful. Can you say it prevented a complication?"
"I wouldn't know that."
"No. You wouldn't."
He nodded. He could still hear the mother asking whether she'd done something wrong. There'd been no need to make her answer part of a story about him. He opened his notebook and wrote a shorter version of the distinction, leaving the patient out of it.
Patel waited until he'd finished. "What would you change about the encounter?"
He'd expected a question about what he needed to learn next. The change made him return to the room in his head: the mother's bag, the tray, the moment the boy had asked to talk about something else.
"I could've moved sooner when the nurse needed that side."
"You moved when she asked."
"But I should've seen she was coming."
"Possibly. What else?"
He looked at the tabletop. "I wanted to reassure his mother before I knew what I could honestly say."
"You didn't."
"No."
"Keep noticing that impulse. You won't always have someone beside you who speaks first."
There was no particular severity in it. He felt it anyway, the distance between an impulse he hadn't acted on and a judgment he could trust every time. This summer had given him more of those distances, not fewer. They had edges now. He could usually tell which one he was standing beside.
Patel asked about a teaching discussion from earlier in the week. He remembered the case and, less comfortably, how much of his first answer she'd asked him to remove.
"You gave me four possibilities," she said. "Three were reasonable things to learn about later. One answered the question."
"I thought you wanted the reasoning."
"I did. I didn't need every path you'd considered before getting there."
He laughed once, mostly at himself. "Yeah."
"You can give the answer and the evidence. If I need more, I'll ask. In patient work, learn to put the relevant observation first. Don't make someone wait through your uncertainty to discover what you actually saw."
Ethan wrote that down, then stopped after six words. He knew the rest. It wasn't an instruction to become certain. It was an instruction not to hide the useful part inside everything he hadn't settled.
Before she turned the evaluation over, he pointed to the line about patient awareness. "Is this mostly the children?"
"Not only. Why?"
"I don't want to assume being comfortable talking to someone means I'm doing the rest well."
"It doesn't." Patel looked at the line. "Being comfortable can make you stop paying attention. So can wanting them to be comfortable."
He thought of the boy's question about water. There'd been an answer he wanted to give and one he was allowed to pass on. The difference had been easy while the nurse stood beside him. He could imagine how an extra minute alone might have made him start explaining more than he knew.
"You ask before you promise," Patel said. "You leave when someone declines an observer. You can talk about a bicycle without forgetting why the child is here. Those are useful habits. Keep them."
"He asked to stop talking about the fall."
"And you stopped."
"I didn't know what else to ask."
"You didn't need to fill every second."
Ethan looked at her. That was harder than remembering where to stand. An empty second could make him feel as though he'd failed to help, even when the room already had everything it needed from him.
"Sometimes I think I'm waiting too much," he said.
"For what?"
"To be told what to do."
"Sometimes you are. Sometimes waiting is the right thing. The distinction isn't whether you feel useful."
He let that settle before reaching for the notebook. He'd spent the summer learning which requests were ordinary enough to anticipate and which decisions didn't become his just because he could see the next step. Getting better at the first hadn't abolished the second.
"If I can see something that needs doing?"
"Know whether it's assigned to you, whether you're trained to do it, and whether doing it creates a problem for someone else. If you don't know, ask. You don't have to save every question for me. The nurse directing the task can answer the question about that task."
He nodded. It was less flattering than being called intuitive and more useful. He could bring water to someone who was permitted it. He could find a bag, clear a route, pass on a concern. He couldn't use familiarity with the room to decide that a check belonged to somebody slower.
Patel tapped the evaluation once. "I want you back because I can teach you. Not because I think the teaching is finished."
"Okay."
The answer came quietly. He didn't need to make a larger promise than continuing to show up ready to learn. He wrote down the question about waiting, then put his pen beside the notebook instead of keeping it in his hand.
"There's more here than I thought," he admitted, glancing at the evaluation.
"More feedback?"
"More things you noticed."
Patel leaned back. "That's my part of the arrangement."
He looked at her, and for a moment there wasn't an answer he needed to make. She'd been watching across all the unremarkable days as well as the one he'd spent a long night trying not to be in anybody's way. The recommendation wasn't a debt he could pay by being impressive in this room.
"Thank you," he said.
"You're welcome. Now, what did you bring?"
He'd put the notebook on the table, but the bag at his feet held enough paper to make the question fair. Ethan took out the course proposal and set it beside the evaluation rather than on top of it. "I have a request. About October."
Patel looked at the heading. "All right."
"An EMT course. It's intensive, three weeks. October thirteenth through the thirty-first. I'd like it to count as an educational substitution for the on-site internship time during that period." He stopped before explaining every attachment. "I've got the full schedule and the academic arrangements here."
She read the first page. Ethan kept his hands on his own side of the table. He'd made the document short enough that it didn't need him to narrate it, and was discovering that waiting while somebody read was harder than making it short.
"Eight until six," Patel said.
"Weekdays. With practical blocks in the schedule and preparation outside it."
"So you aren't proposing evening hospital shifts."
"No. I wouldn't be able to do those properly. Or the course."
She turned to the next page. "Your classes?"
He showed her the academic sheet. The professor's reply was attached beneath the schedule, not summarized as a general permission that hadn't been given.
"The Tuesday discussions are the main conflict. She's approved individual responses for those three dates, under the existing option. Same deadlines. The other teaching is available remotely with the weekly work still due. The assessments are outside these weeks."
"And the work leading into the assessments?"
"Still there." He indicated the blocks he'd left on the calendar. "I've moved the proposal work earlier. The longer assignment doesn't disappear. I'm planning around the reading, not assuming I'll do it all after six."
Patel studied the calendar. "This is optimistic."
He leaned forward. "Which part?"
"Wednesday."
He found the box. Ninety minutes, after travel and dinner. It had looked sensible when he'd cut it down from two hours.
"I could move half of that to Sunday."
"Can you?"
He checked the Sunday above it instead of saying yes automatically. There was space, but he'd put another reading block there too. Moving both would only make a different square impossible.
"Some. Not all of it."
"Then decide what's essential that evening. You don't need a calendar that looks full. You need to know what happens when you're tired."
He took the pencil from his notebook and drew a small line through the second half of the block. "Review first. New material over the weekend. And I need to finish more of the proposal before the course starts."
"That sounds more plausible."
She didn't ask him to promise he'd never fall behind. He was grateful for that. He could answer a question about a particular Wednesday more honestly than one about the kind of student he intended to be for three weeks.
"Why this training?" she asked.
Ethan had written an answer. He left the page where it was. "I keep meeting people after the first part of their care. I want the structured training in assessment and BLS, and the handover work. Not just whatever I happen to see here."
"You'll still be an undergraduate when you finish."
"I know." He heard the defensive edge and let it go before continuing. "I'm not asking to change what I'm allowed to do on the service."
"Good. Course completion, examination, certification, hospital authorization. Don't compress those into one event because the schedule ends."
"I won't."
Patel glanced at the provider information again. "Who found it?"
"Jacob was looking. He's booked a place. He wants to pursue emergency work."
"Your roommate."
"Yeah."
"And you're applying because?"
He felt his face warm, which was irritating when the question was entirely reasonable. "The training. I would've checked a later session if the academic arrangement didn't work."
She waited.
"It would be nice to know someone there," he added. "But that isn't the reason it belongs in my internship."
"All right."
She accepted the distinction without asking him to make companionship sound worthless. He looked back at the course sheet, the dates Jacob had chosen before Ethan started wondering whether there was room for him beside them.
"The cost is mine," he said. "Course fees, materials, certification costs afterward. I'm not requesting funding."
"I saw that. Have you included the later fees in your own budget?"
"Yes. Separately."
"And you haven't paid yet."
"No."
"Good."
Patel drew the calendar closer. The restart date sat inside the course period, exactly where he'd put it in the proposal. She followed the row to the end, then the Monday on the next line.
"The Fall phase begins on October fifteenth," she said. "You'd already be in training."
"Yes."
"And your first day physically back here would be November third."
"Monday. Not an October shift between course days."
She nodded, then wrote the three dates on the first page. He watched without leaning far enough to read the rest upside down.
"I approve the substitution," she said. "October thirteenth through the thirty-first. Same continuing internship, supervised educational training for that period. I'll make the recommendation and approval clear to the program office so the October fifteenth restart isn't recorded as an unexplained absence."
Ethan took a breath that went deeper than he'd expected. "Thank you."
"You'll send them this proposal and the confirmation once you're enrolled. Keep me copied. They'll tell you what evidence they need for the record."
"I will."
"And if the provider changes the dates or you can't complete the course, you tell us. Before the return date becomes a surprise."
"Okay."
She slid the page back. Beside the dates she'd written approved, her initials, and a note about recording the arrangement with the office. He read it once, then again more slowly. The thing he'd carried through the week as a conditional document now had an answer on it.
"Do I send it today?" he asked.
"If you have it ready."
"I do."
"Then send it. Don't spend the weekend improving a request I've already approved."
He smiled. "Right."
She let him use the minute to check the attachments on his own device. He kept the screen turned away from the room's clinical equipment, used his personal files, and sent the proposal to the stated program contact with a short account of the arrangement. He checked the dates once more, made sure Patel was copied, and pressed send.
The message left. There would be a reply, an enrollment confirmation, more things to do. None needed to happen before he could put the phone away.
"Anything else?" Patel asked.
He hesitated. "What should I read before I come back?"
"The reference you haven't finished from this morning."
"After that."
"Finish that one first."
He laughed, and she smiled just enough to show she'd intended him to. Then she gave him a focused teaching topic for later review, something he'd already begun rather than a list broad enough to fill the month. He wrote it beneath the question from that morning.
"You don't have to turn the entire interval into preparation for November," she said. "You have a semester to finish."
"I know."
"Use the time you have. We'll find plenty you don't know when you get back."
He closed the notebook. He could imagine arriving in November with a question still unfinished. Patel would expect him to have worked on it. She wouldn't expect him to have learned everything else while he was away.
They went back onto the service. There were two items left on his end-of-Summer checklist, and neither became less necessary because the conversation had gone well. Patel checked the completed learning record. Ethan returned a borrowed teaching text to the place he'd been shown and made sure the office had the form it needed, rather than leaving it under a stack on the assumption that somebody would find it.
Andrea caught him looking for his water bottle. It was beside his bag, where he'd left it before the meeting.
"Good news?" she asked.
"I'm continuing."
"With Patel?"
"Yeah."
"Then I expect you'll remember where the bags are in November."
"I'd better."
She smiled and went back to work. He put the bottle away, checked the chair and the floor for anything he'd missed, and stood with his bag on one shoulder. For once, he didn't need to ask whether there was one more thing he could do. His assigned time was finished. The next person already had the next task.
Patel looked up as he passed the workstation. "November third."
"November third."
"Take care, Ethan."
"You too."
He left the service without opening the course application in the corridor. His phone had messages waiting, including Jacob's reply to the one he'd sent after the meeting. He'd read them when he was properly out of the way. The approved page rested flat inside the folder against his back, and the reference he still needed to finish was in the notebook beside it.
At the end of the passage, he stopped long enough to check that he had his badge. Then he put his hand down and kept going.
Jee wanted him to see the picture before he took his shoes off.
Ethan stood with one heel out, the bag he'd brought hanging from his wrist, and tried to work out which part she was pointing at. There were several people in the picture and a large purple shape above them. He knew enough not to guess the purple thing.
"That's me," she said.
"I thought so."
"And that's you."
"Oh. I like my hair."
She looked at him, then at the drawing. "It's brown."
"Yeah. You've got it right."
Maddie came from the kitchen carrying a burp cloth over one shoulder. "Let him get in, sweetheart."
"I am." Jee stepped backward without moving the picture away from his face.
He finished taking off his shoes, put the bag down, and crouched enough to look properly. The person identified as him had long legs, short arms, and something green in one hand. Jee said it was a sandwich. That was a safer subject. He asked what kind and got a firm answer involving cheese, pickles, and an ingredient he couldn't identify even after she repeated it.
"Sounds good."
"It's not yours."
"Okay. Then I won't eat it."
That satisfied her. She took the picture to the table, leaving him room to straighten and hug Maddie without stepping on anybody's work.
"Hey," she said against his shoulder.
"Hi."
"You look tired."
"I slept. I just woke up late."
"Late for what?"
He considered that. "Nothing, actually."
"Good." She let him go and looked at the bag. "What's in there?"
"Bread. And those little tomatoes, but don't trust the bag. One's trying to get out."
She took it by the bottom before it could prove him right. From the kitchen, Chimney called that the kettle was on and asked whether Ethan still wanted coffee at this time of day. He said yes, then remembered he'd already had a cup before leaving and changed his answer to tea. Nobody asked him to justify the revision.
Nash was awake in Chimney's arms when Ethan came into the kitchen. His brother had a damp fist against his mouth and a look of intense concentration that didn't change when Ethan said hello. Chimney shifted the burp cloth at his shoulder.
"You've caught us between meals," he said.
"Am I too early?"
"For which one? His or ours?"
Ethan smiled and put the bread on the clear part of the counter. "Either."
"No. There's food. Maddie thinks I can't make lunch and hold a baby."
"I think you can't slice tomatoes and hold a baby," Maddie said, setting the escaped one back with the others.
"That was a temporary arrangement."
"Here, I'll take him." Ethan washed his hands before holding them out. Chimney checked his position and passed Nash over, settling him securely before letting go. The familiar small weight folded against Ethan's chest, warmer than the kitchen and immediately interested in his shirt.
"There you go," Chimney said. "A volunteer."
Ethan sat where he could support Nash comfortably. "Hi. Yeah, that's mine."
Nash pulled at the fabric anyway. Maddie put the tea on the table out of reach and moved the cloth closer. Jee arrived with the picture again, this time to explain it to her brother. Ethan kept the paper clear of Nash's hand without turning the explanation into a series of warnings.
The purple shape was a cloud. He was glad he hadn't guessed.
Maddie cut the bread while Chimney found the rest of lunch. Ethan had told them he had news and had put enough of it in a message that nobody was spending the morning fearing the wrong kind. Still, when Maddie sat down across from him, he could feel the question she was giving him room to answer.
"I got the continuation," he said. "For Fall. With Patel."
Her face changed before she spoke. "Oh, Ethan."
"Yeah." He smiled, and the relief from yesterday arrived again, less startling in the kitchen. "They told us at the closing meeting."
Chimney put down the plate he was holding. "That's great."
"Five of us."
"And you're staying with her?" Maddie asked.
He nodded. "Same internship. The next phase. She gave me the evaluation afterward."
"What did she say?"
He adjusted Nash's position before answering. The baby had begun working the cloth between his fingers, which was better than the collar but required the same occasional supervision.
"Specific things. Preparing, noticing stuff. Reporting it properly. Being able to take a correction."
Chimney sat. "That last one's useful."
"I get plenty of practice."
"I bet you do."
Ethan looked at Maddie. She was still smiling, but she'd left her hand on the table near his elbow, close enough that he could move into it if he wanted. "I wanted it," he admitted.
"I know."
Her fingers closed briefly around his forearm. He let the touch stay. Nash made a small protesting sound at the pause in the movement of Ethan's hand, and all three of them looked down.
"Sorry," Ethan told him. "I was talking."
"That happens here," Chimney said, passing him the cloth.
Jee had been arranging the picture beside her place. "Are you done school?"
"No. Still school."
"And the hospital?"
"Still the hospital. Just not until later."
She frowned at the answer, which was fair. He hadn't made it particularly clear. Maddie asked if she wanted her bread cut, and the more immediate problem took over. Jee wanted two pieces, but not the small piece Chimney had already selected. She pointed to the larger one and waited while he changed it.
Ethan was hungry enough to notice the food and occupied enough not to know what to do about it. Maddie saw him look at his plate.
"I'll take him."
"I can hold him a bit longer."
"You can. You can also eat."
He smiled and passed Nash back carefully. His forearm kept the shape of the weight for a moment afterward. He reached for his tea, discovered it was still too hot, and took a bite of bread instead.
"There's another part," he said. "Patel approved the EMT course."
Chimney looked up. "The one Jacob booked?"
"Same session. October thirteenth through the thirty-first."
Maddie glanced toward the calendar, then back. "Three weeks."
"Full-time. It's going to replace the on-site internship time for that period. The Fall program starts on the fifteenth, but I'll already be training. Patel knows. She's approved it, and I've sent the plan to the office."
"When are you back at the hospital?" Chimney asked.
"November third. Monday."
"Okay."
The answer wasn't an assessment of whether he'd chosen the right dates. Chimney was putting him somewhere in his own understanding of the fall. Ethan had gotten used to people asking about the thing he hoped would happen. It felt different being asked where he'd actually be.
"You're enrolling now?" Maddie asked.
"I'm working through the application this weekend. I waited for the approval. I haven't paid yet."
"Can you afford it?"
"Yes. I've checked the costs. I'm paying for it."
She nodded without making him prove the balance in his account. "And classes?"
He told them about the arrangement he'd worked out, briefly enough that lunch didn't become another version of the proposal. The Tuesday responses, the reading he needed to do early, the work that remained due. Chimney listened while putting together Jee's second piece of bread, which she accepted now that it wasn't the first one.
"That's a lot in the evening," Maddie said.
"I know. Patel took out one of my imaginary good evenings."
"Only one?"
He laughed. "The rest were less imaginary."
He didn't need them to believe he'd built a perfect month. There would be days when he came home wanting to do none of it. He wanted the training enough to have done the planning, not enough to stop being tired.
Chimney finished chewing before he spoke. "Did they tell you where the practical placement arrangements fit? Not just the classroom hours."
"In the full schedule. I've got the packet. I need to finish the documents and get everything cleared."
"Good. Keep an eye on that part. People hear a start date and remember the paperwork the night before."
"I've got the checklist."
"I thought you might."
Then he asked Ethan to pass the tomatoes.
For a while the table concerned itself with things Jee could eat without taking the sandwich apart completely. Ethan failed to keep the filling in his own, which weakened his authority when she noticed. He put the fallen tomato back, and she looked pleased with the evidence.
"Mine did that too," he said.
"I saw."
Nash began complaining in small increments, turning his head against Maddie's shoulder. She checked him, then looked at Chimney, who stood before she'd finished the question. The shift between them was ordinary enough that Ethan stayed in his chair instead of offering three kinds of help at once.
Jee took advantage of the movement to ask whether they could go outside. Maddie said after lunch. Jee said she'd finished, although half her bread remained on the plate. Negotiations continued without any reference to what Ethan had accomplished yesterday.
He drank his tea when it finally cooled. The window light had reached the edge of the table. There was a small smear of green beside Jee's picture, and a stack of things on the counter that somebody would have to deal with later. He'd imagined telling them the news in the car on the way here. None of those versions had included holding a baby while explaining a program restart, or losing part of his sandwich.
Maddie's phone was beside the fruit bowl. While Jee argued for going outside, the screen lit with a photograph, and Ethan recognized the kitchen before he saw who'd sent it.
"Is that from Rose?"
"Mm-hm. She found the one she was telling me about." Maddie waited until Jee had accepted after lunch again, then turned the screen so he could see. "Were you really asleep?"
He leaned closer. He was younger in the photograph, bent over a book at a table that had since acquired a different mark near one edge. "I was reading."
"Your eyes are closed."
"Between reading."
Maddie smiled. There was a second picture beneath it, taken close enough that the angle had become unfair. Ethan could see why Rose had sent both. The first left room for his version. The second didn't.
"Okay. Maybe for a minute."
"Did she wake you?"
"Probably. I don't remember this one." He touched the edge of the phone without taking it. "I know the book, though."
Maddie let him tell her what he'd been reading, including the part he could remember inaccurately until he stopped and corrected himself. She didn't need the title to mean anything. She asked whether it had belonged to him, and he said yes, then remembered lending it to Tyler and never being entirely sure he'd got the same copy back.
"Send me those?" he asked.
"Of course."
The pictures arrived on his phone while he was still looking at hers. He saved them before putting it away. For a moment he thought of sending Rose an indignant reply, then decided to wait until he could take a picture here. He wanted her to see the drawing Jee had given him, not only his objection to having been caught asleep years ago.
Maddie was reading the message beneath the photograph. Her smile stayed, quieter now. Ethan knew there were things in the pictures that belonged to her differently than they belonged to him. He didn't try to give her an easier response.
"She'll find more," he said.
"I hope so."
"Some of them are terrible."
"I'll decide."
He smiled. Jee asked who they were looking at, and he showed her the picture. She inspected his younger face with less interest than he'd expected, then pointed at the mug beside the book.
"We have that color."
"Yeah," he said. "You do."
She went to check, and Maddie put the phone down with the photograph still open.
Maddie caught him looking toward the kitchen doorway after Chimney.
"He'll bring him back," she said.
"I know."
"Do you want to stay a while?"
"Yeah. I don't have anywhere to be."
"Good." She moved the last tomatoes into a container. "Jee's been waiting to make you sit on the floor."
"I can hear you," Jee said.
"I know, sweetheart."
There was a game waiting in the living room, though Ethan couldn't establish the rules before Jee began. Some of the pieces were animals. Some were blocks she'd added herself. He was given a small horse and told to put it beside a structure that looked insufficiently large to house it.
"Here?"
"No. That's where the food goes."
"Right. Sorry."
She moved it herself, then handed him a different animal as if a second attempt might reveal what he hadn't understood. Ethan sat with one leg bent and the other stretched out to avoid the corner of the table. Maddie cleared the plates while Jee explained why the animals couldn't all sleep in the same place.
He listened. His phone vibrated in his pocket, and he left it there long enough to find the answer to the question she'd just asked. When he did check, it was an ordinary course notification, not something that required him to disappear into next week's work.
"Can you make that taller?" Jee asked.
"Which part?"
"This."
He added a block. The whole thing leaned. He steadied it with two fingers while she found a wider piece, then let go when she told him to. It stayed up. Neither of them spoke for a second, watching to make sure, and then Jee put the horse underneath it.
"Now it's a house," she said.
"Okay."
"No, not that one. That's a different house."
He accepted the correction. There were apparently several properties involved. He could manage the animals without understanding the whole neighborhood yet.
Chimney came back with Nash changed and more content, settled in his arms. He stopped at the edge of the game.
"How's it going?"
"I put the food in somebody's bedroom."
"Common mistake."
Jee looked up. "He fixed it."
"Good." Chimney sat where he wouldn't knock anything down. Nash watched the movement of Ethan's hand until the baby lost interest and turned toward his father's shirt instead.
Maddie joined them after putting the food away. She didn't bring another question about October. For several minutes, Ethan was occupied with making a fence that could stand up and keeping Jee from discovering his complete lack of knowledge about what the toy animals usually did. When she decided they all needed water, she went to find the small cup she'd been using, leaving the three adults with a crooked line of blocks between them.
"Anything you didn't like about the summer?" Maddie asked.
He looked up. She was looking at him, not the phone or a calendar. There was time for an answer that wasn't about what he'd do in October.
"Waiting when I didn't know what was happening," he said. "Not patients waiting. Me. When teaching got interrupted and I didn't know if I was supposed to stay there."
"Did you ask?"
"Eventually."
Chimney smiled without looking at him. He was adjusting the cloth beneath Nash's chin.
"And sometimes I wanted to follow everything," Ethan continued. "I'd see part of something and want to know how it ended. But I wasn't necessarily meant to be there for the rest."
Maddie nodded. "That's hard."
"Yeah. I got better at leaving."
He picked up a block that had rolled toward his ankle. It was easier to say that while putting something back in place. He'd learned to leave a room without treating the patient's refusal as a problem with his approach. He was still learning how to stop thinking that one more hour might make the day complete.
"What did you like?" Chimney asked.
"The teaching, when it makes sense after it didn't. Knowing enough to ask a better question." He turned the block in his hand. "And people knowing my name. Not having to explain every morning why I'm there."
Chimney looked at him then. "Yeah."
That was all he said. Ethan didn't need the rest translated. He put the block back beside the fence before Jee returned and accused him of changing the plan.
She came back without the cup, having found a book instead. The game was over with no warning. Ethan was asked to move to the couch, and the animals were left to fend for themselves until somebody had time to put them away.
He pulled his feet clear while Jee climbed beside him. Maddie took Nash so Chimney could get his own drink. Jee opened the book in the middle and began there, then objected when Ethan didn't know which voice belonged to the character she'd pointed at.
"You have to start at the beginning," he said.
"I know it."
"I don't."
She considered that, then allowed him to turn back. He read the first page with his ordinary voice and changed it when she asked. By the fourth page, she'd begun supplying the last words before he reached them. He let her. Chimney came back and sat close enough to look at the pictures without pretending he wasn't listening.
The afternoon lengthened around the book. Nash drifted toward sleep against Maddie, then woke when somebody laughed. Ethan's tea was cold by the time he remembered it, and he drank it anyway. There were crumbs beneath the table, a drawing he wanted to take home, and a message he'd send Kit and Rose later with the fuller version of yesterday's news.
When Jee reached the last page, she closed the book on his finger.
"Again."
He freed his hand. "That hurts."
"Sorry." She opened it for him, carefully this time.
"Thank you."
Maddie looked over from the other end of the couch. "You don't have to read it twice."
"I can." He shifted so his leg wouldn't go numb, pulled the book into a position where Jee could see, and started again.
Buck had sent him the documents before he'd sent the address.
Eddie hadn't pointed that out. He knew where the house was. He'd read the first attachment over breakfast, the second after Christopher asked whether they were still going anywhere later, and the questions Buck had added while they were both putting their shoes on. Now, standing in the living room with a folded copy in his hand, he could see that Buck had read them more than once.
"The window first?" Buck asked.
"If that's where you want to start."
"I thought you'd want to see it."
"I do." Eddie put the paper in his pocket. "I also want to look at the rest."
"Right. Yeah."
The agent let them settle without trying to begin her explanation again. Buck had introduced Eddie as his friend. Eddie had shaken her hand, thanked her for making the time, and watched Buck move farther into the house as if he already knew where the light would be.
It wasn't the same light as in the photograph he'd sent. Earlier, softer at the far end of the room. Buck stopped beside the shelves and looked back at the window.
"It's better than the pictures," he said.
"Most rooms are."
"Not always."
Eddie smiled. "This one is."
That seemed to let Buck stop defending it long enough to take another look. He put the folder he'd brought on the counter and took out the tape measure, though nothing needed measuring yet. Eddie recognized the movement. Give his hand a task and maybe the rest of him would wait.
The agent had sent repair information since the first visit. Not everything Buck had requested, and not an inspection he could rely on as his own, but enough that they'd arranged another look rather than another week of trying to understand the bathroom from a photograph.
"We've got the work description for the surface repair," she said. "I'm still obtaining the fuller information about the window and the roof. I haven't presented those as resolved."
"That's what I understood," Buck said.
Eddie was glad to hear him say it plainly. They followed her down the hall, Buck letting Eddie go into the bathroom first instead of leaning around him to explain before he'd seen anything.
The finish below the window was newer than the surrounding surface. Eddie crouched far enough to see the boundary, then stood. The latch took a firmer movement than it should have when the agent opened it. Buck watched him watch it.
"That's the catch I meant."
"Yeah."
"Doesn't tell us why the water came in."
"No." Eddie looked at the line below the sill. "And neither does this."
"I know."
He did know. Eddie let the answer stand. He wasn't here to repeat the caution until Buck sounded sufficiently chastened. An inspection would tell them more than two firefighters looking hard at a repaired wall, and the absence of that inspection wasn't something either could fix by spending longer in the room.
"What access can they give an inspector?" Eddie asked.
The agent explained what she'd confirmed about arranging a visit and what would need coordinating with the seller. Eddie listened, then looked at Buck. He was already writing the remaining question on the back of his page.
"I haven't booked anyone," Buck said. "I wanted to see whether the documents gave me a reason not to."
"Do they?"
"Not yet. They also don't give me a reason to skip it."
"Then that's where you are."
Buck nodded once. It wasn't much of a conclusion, but it was usable. Eddie moved out of the doorway so the agent could close the window, and Buck took one more picture that included the wall rather than only the patch.
The bigger bedroom was quiet. Eddie paused just inside while Buck went to the far corner and hooked the tape against the baseboard. He could see a bed there, a dresser, the everyday things Buck had been fitting around other people's movement for too long.
"Hold that?" Buck asked.
Eddie took the end. "Here?"
"Yeah. I wrote it down last time, but I think I included the trim."
They measured again. Buck checked the number against the page and crossed out the old one without looking disappointed.
"Enough?" Eddie asked.
"For the dresser, yeah. Closet opens."
"That helps."
Buck went to test it, although he'd apparently tested it last time too. One door scraped. He pointed out the spot, and Eddie watched him open it once and leave it alone instead of looking around for a tool.
He liked that more than he was going to say in front of the agent.
"Morning light?" Eddie asked.
Buck indicated the window, then stopped. "I haven't been here early enough to know how much comes in. I'd need to check."
"Curtains exist."
"I know. I was trying to answer the question."
Eddie smiled. "Fair."
He'd meant sleeping after shifts, not a reason to reject the room. Buck seemed to catch that a moment later. His shoulders dropped, and he looked toward the window again rather than adding another item immediately.
Eddie could imagine him asleep here after a bad night at work. The thought was unexpectedly specific: phone plugged in, door shut, no one needing to pass the end of the bed to get somewhere else. He'd wanted Buck comfortable in his house. He still did. That didn't mean comfort had to keep taking the shape of staying.
Buck was looking at him now. "What?"
"Nothing. It's a good size."
"Yeah." He folded the tape back in, the mechanism clicking against his palm. "It is."
They moved into the second bedroom. Eddie looked at the doorway before the floor space, following the route somebody would take carrying a bag. Buck stayed near the wall.
"Chris asked about this one," he said.
"He told me."
"Not like—I'm not saying he'd be here all the time."
"I know what he asked."
Buck rubbed a thumb along the tape measure. "Right."
Eddie walked farther in. "He'll want to see it if you get to that point."
"Yeah?"
"Yeah. Probably before you've worked out what goes where."
Buck smiled. "He can help."
"He will have opinions."
There was no need to list them. Christopher could have his own visit and find his own places to complain about. Eddie checked the clearance beside the door, then stepped out of the route so Buck could look at the room without looking around him.
He hadn't come to assign his son a bedroom in somebody else's house. He was pleased there could be somewhere to stay, and pleased Buck wasn't filling it with promises before he knew whether the place would be his. He checked the window clearance and left Buck to look. Christopher could make his own plans when there was something to plan around.
Back in the kitchen, Buck took the refrigerator measurements out before Eddie could ask. Eddie read them, looked at the corner, and saw why the photograph had annoyed him.
"Could've just stood over there," he said, indicating the opposite side.
"I know." Buck looked almost offended on behalf of the missing angle. "One picture."
The agent smiled. "I'll remember that."
Buck showed Eddie the loose cabinet handle and the clearance when the door opened. This was the part of the visit Eddie had expected to find easiest: where things went, what needed fixing, whether the route through the kitchen made sense. Instead it was the part that made him see Buck most clearly. He already knew where he'd put a cutting board. He moved aside for Eddie without looking, making room in a kitchen neither of them had ever used.
"You'd have people in here," Eddie said.
"Probably too many."
"You can tell us to leave."
Buck looked up. "You think that'd work?"
"With some of them."
He laughed, and Eddie let himself laugh too. Then the agent asked whether they wanted to go over the revised information at the counter, and Buck opened his folder.
The pages didn't turn the arrangement into something Eddie could approve by liking it. They distinguished the rent from the option payment more clearly than the earlier version had, and Buck had marked the places where he still needed exact treatment of credit, forfeiture, and timing. There were blanks and points for agreement. No amount of highlighting made a blank into a promise.
"I've asked for a complete draft," Buck told him. "Something the person reviewing it can actually review. Not this and three emails about what they might do."
"Good."
"The seller's considering the questions," the agent said. "We can get the proposals together in one place. Until they're agreed, these aren't final terms."
Eddie followed the line Buck indicated. "This part. If you decide not to buy."
"That's one of the things I need made clear."
"What happens to the money."
"Yeah. And what happens if there's a reason I can't complete it. I don't want to assume those are treated the same."
Eddie nodded. He wasn't going to tell Buck what a lawyer would say. He could read an unanswered question without giving it a reassuring answer of his own.
They went through the purchase-price question, the point at which the option would have to be exercised, and how that notice had to be given. The agent wrote down the remaining items rather than asking Buck to accept an oral explanation as the finished agreement. Buck checked her notes against his before moving on.
The repair responsibility was the place Eddie stopped longest. "You'd want this before any deadline that costs you money."
"I do."
"Not a list of what you can fix yourself."
"I didn't make one."
Eddie looked at him.
"On paper."
"Buck."
"I know." He put the pen down and met Eddie's eyes. "I haven't agreed to do any of it."
"Okay."
He meant it. There were jobs Buck could do, jobs Eddie could help with, and jobs neither should touch. None of those categories answered who had to pay under an agreement Buck hadn't signed. Eddie wasn't offering to turn an unknown responsibility into a weekend project between shifts.
The agent left them a moment to look at the pages while she checked a message near the open back door. Buck stood with his hands against the counter, not reading now.
"Am I missing something?" he asked quietly.
"Probably. That's why you're having someone look."
"I mean something obvious."
Eddie glanced around the kitchen. "You're asking the questions. You haven't signed anything. You haven't picked a move-in date. What do you think you're missing?"
"I don't know." Buck looked toward the door. "I like it."
"I noticed."
"That can make me stupid."
Eddie waited until Buck looked back. "Liking it isn't the part that worries me."
Buck's mouth shifted, not quite a smile. He picked up the pen but didn't write. "Okay."
Eddie slid the repair sheet out from under the proposed terms so Buck could see both. Buck read the remaining questions, then put a mark beside the ones that needed an answer before he spent more money.
Outside, the yard was warmer than the kitchen. Buck went straight toward the orange tree, then slowed as if he'd remembered he'd brought Eddie to look at the rest too. Eddie followed, checking the path and the ground before looking up.
"There," Buck said.
"The branch?"
"Yeah."
It crossed the fence into the neighboring yard. Eddie could see why Buck had photographed it from two angles, though neither photograph had included how much shade the tree put across the ground this time of day.
"Have you met them?" he asked.
"The neighbors? No."
"Something to ask about. Access if someone needs to work on it."
Buck nodded. "I'll add it."
"You don't have to write down every word I say."
"I won't remember it later."
"Then write it down."
Eddie moved aside so Buck could use the phone out of the direct light. Near the fence, a piece of fallen fruit had begun to split. There was a less picturesque version of this yard: sweeping, watering, finding out what the tree needed, arranging things when a shift ran long. Buck had seen it too. He wasn't talking about oranges as though they came without work.
"Did they have records for the tree?" Eddie asked.
"Not yet. The agent asked."
"All right."
"I'd get someone who actually knows what they're doing."
"That'd be new."
Buck turned.
"With the tree," Eddie said.
"Yeah. I got that." He smiled anyway and put his phone away.
They walked the edge of the yard. From here, the house looked smaller and more ordinary than it had from the street. Eddie liked that about it. The back window would need cleaning. There'd be something left on a chair, a hose that didn't quite reach, a bag of soil bought for a plan nobody had had time to finish. Buck could make a life here without the house becoming an announcement of how well he was doing.
He stopped beside the back step. "You checked it at another time?"
"The street, yeah. Not inside. I came past after work."
"How was it?"
"Noise was different. Not silent. I need to try earlier too."
As if summoned, a plane began to grow louder overhead. They waited through it. Buck looked at Eddie instead of speaking over the noise, and Eddie found himself thinking of all the times they'd paused mid-conversation at a call, waiting for some machine to let them finish.
When it passed, Buck said, "That."
"Yeah."
"I can hear it."
"I know you can." Eddie looked toward the bedroom window. "You'd want to know if it'll wake you. Not just whether it annoys you standing here."
"I'll check."
"Okay."
Before they went in, Buck stopped at the step and looked back across the yard. "Too much to keep up with?"
Eddie followed his glance. "For you?"
"For anybody who's gone as much as we are."
"Depends what you put in it." He indicated the ground near the fence. "If you decide every bit needs something planted, probably. You don't have to do that the first week."
"I wasn't going to."
"I know."
There was a small pause. Buck looked down at his shoes. Eddie had meant the practical answer. He could hear the other thing Buck might have heard: slow down, don't make another job for yourself, don't want all of it at once. He hadn't come to supervise how much enthusiasm Buck was allowed.
"You could leave most of it like this for a while," he added. "Learn what the tree needs. See where you actually sit."
Buck glanced toward the patch of shade. "Over there, probably."
"Maybe."
"After a shift. Coffee."
Eddie could see it. Buck in an old shirt, cup balanced on a chair he should've used a table for, deciding which job could wait until he'd slept. He could see himself standing at the back door saying the same thing out loud. That didn't make this a shared decision.
"Looks like a good place for it," he said.
Buck nodded and checked the step on the way back. He'd been watching for faults so carefully that Eddie had almost missed the smaller decisions happening underneath: where to sit, which window he'd open, how to spend an hour nobody had asked him to use.
At home, Eddie still had boxes that belonged to a move not yet finished. Furniture on its way, things he hadn't worked out where to put. Buck knew all of that. Neither of them had to pretend the next arrangement was already settled to let this one move forward.
"Chris wants an update," Eddie said, taking out his phone.
"Tell him it still has two bedrooms."
"He'll want more than that."
"Send the tree."
Eddie took a photograph with the crossing branch in it. Buck leaned out of the frame without being asked. Then Eddie sent it and put the phone away, leaving Christopher to make his own observations later.
The agent asked from the doorway whether there was anything else they wanted to see. Buck looked at Eddie first, which was generous and slightly irritating when Eddie knew he'd been the one imagining all the visitors.
"Living room," Eddie said. "You were going to show me where the couch goes."
"I haven't decided."
"Show me the options."
They went back through the kitchen. Buck gathered the papers before following, careful not to leave his own notes behind with the agent's copy. In the living room, he indicated a wall, then the angle facing the shelves. Eddie stood where he'd put the couch and looked toward the entrance.
"You can get past."
"That's what I thought."
"Unless you put something there."
"I wouldn't." "Not anything big," Buck added, glancing at the space again.
Eddie moved to the other position. The window was better from this one. Buck could see it too. He came to stand beside him, close enough that Eddie could hear the paper shift under his arm.
For a moment neither talked. Eddie could picture Christopher dropping a bag by the wrong wall, Maddie standing in the doorway with Nash, himself setting down food without asking where the plates were. He could also picture Buck alone, which mattered more to the decision than any of those visits.
"So?" Buck asked.
"I see why you want it."
"Yeah?"
"Yeah."
Buck looked away, toward the shelves. It took him a second to ask the next question. "Would you keep going?"
Eddie thought about the wall under the bathroom window, the incomplete agreement on the counter, the look on Buck's face out by the tree. "I'd get the inspection and the complete terms. Then decide with the answers."
Buck nodded. "That's what I want to do."
"Then tell her."
He did. He asked about arranging independent inspection access and when he could expect the consolidated draft for professional review. The agent answered what she could and wrote down the rest. Buck tucked the notes inside his folder. There was still no date for moving out of Eddie's dining room; he'd have more to tell Christopher once the answers came back.
At the front door, Buck checked that he had the tape measure. Eddie waited beside him while he found it in the wrong pocket.
"Got it?"
"Yeah." Buck lifted the folder slightly. "Thanks for coming."
"Of course."
He stepped aside so Buck could take one last look before the agent closed up. Buck looked at the window, not at Eddie, and Eddie let the moment belong to him.
Jacob had put the rice on before Ethan asked him whether he'd read a sentence the same way.
"Which sentence?"
"This one."
He turned the heat down, moved the spoon onto the small dish beside the stove, and came around the island. Ethan shifted the laptop so he could see without leaning over his shoulder. The application had a summary page, several checked boxes, and one unchecked box near the bottom.
Jacob read the line twice. "It says they check it after you submit."
"That's what I thought."
"Not that you're cleared as soon as you pay."
"Yeah." Ethan sat back. "Okay. I just wanted another pair of eyes."
It was a familiar request. Jacob had made enough of them himself this week that there was no need to disguise it as something else. He looked at the dates before stepping away. October thirteenth to the thirty-first. Same course, Ethan's own application, his own details at the top.
"Rice is on," he said.
"Good. I won't be much longer."
"You don't have to hurry."
"I'd like to finish it."
"Okay."
Jacob went back to the stove. The vegetables were cut, though he'd forgotten the onion until everything else was ready and had been looking at it with increasing resentment. He picked up the knife and dealt with it now. Behind him, Ethan scrolled back up the page, made a quiet sound at something he hadn't expected, and opened another document.
The loft still held the day's heat near the windows. Jacob had opened the lower terrace door earlier, going up the two steps with a stack of things they'd left on the dining table. The door was shut now. The living room lamp was on, and the navy blanket lay folded over the couch where Ethan had left it that morning. Neither of them had managed to put away all the clean laundry. A basket by the stairs was waiting for someone to admit which shirts were his.
"Is this the same packet you used?" Ethan asked.
"The one they sent me Monday?"
"Yeah."
"They might've updated something. Use the one they sent you."
"I am. I wanted to know whether yours had this note."
Jacob wiped his hands and looked when Ethan indicated the paragraph. It was there in his too, or close enough that he recognized the requirement without needing to quote it. He said so, then left Ethan to compare the actual text. No reason to make a promise from memory when the files were open in front of them.
A moment later Ethan closed one tab. "Found it."
"Good."
The onions began to soften. Jacob stirred them and added the rest in the order he'd meant to use before the application interrupted him. Dinner didn't need much attention now. That was fortunate, because he was trying not to watch Ethan at the payment screen and discovering that not watching could become its own conspicuous activity.
Ethan noticed anyway. "You can look."
"I wasn't—" Jacob stopped. "I was wondering if it worked."
"I haven't clicked yet."
"Oh."
Ethan smiled at him, then looked down at the final summary. Jacob went back to stirring before the smile could occupy more space than it needed. He'd wanted Ethan to be able to do this. He'd also wanted the course enough when he'd expected to attend without him. He'd made the call and paid for his place without knowing whether Ethan would come. Now he had to remember what he'd put in the pan.
"Okay," Ethan said.
Jacob turned. Nothing had changed on the screen yet.
"It's doing the thing," Ethan added.
"The circle?"
"Yeah."
"Don't click again."
"I know."
They waited. The refrigerator started, the rice lid gave a small uneven rattle, and then Ethan let out the breath he'd been holding.
"There."
Jacob came back around the island. The confirmation had Ethan's name on it. A receipt link. The October session. He recognized the page without needing to read the private parts.
"You're in."
"Booked. Still the documents."
"Yeah." He smiled. "That's what I meant."
Ethan looked up at him, pleased enough that Jacob forgot for a second what he'd intended to do with his hands. He settled one on the back of the empty stool.
"That's good," he said.
"Yeah."
They stayed there until the rice rattled again. Jacob went to turn it off before he could make the pause into something they needed to explain. Ethan downloaded the receipt, saved the confirmation, and checked the second email that arrived behind it.
"Same checklist?" Jacob asked.
"Looks like it."
"Don't send it to me."
"I wasn't going to send you my health records."
"I meant I'll just come and look at the headings if you want."
Ethan laughed softly. "I know what you meant."
He didn't need help yet. Jacob left the lid on the rice and got plates while Ethan finished the part he could do tonight. It was Sunday. Anything requiring someone in the office to review a document would have to wait. Ethan marked the submission status accurately, set himself a reminder to check, and moved the application out of the way. The small sound of a sent message made Jacob look over. "Confirmation's gone to the program," Ethan said. "Patel too. Same dates we agreed." He checked the sent message once, then returned to the window he'd left open.
"Done?"
"That part." Ethan closed the laptop halfway. "Can we do the calendar before I forget?"
"While the food's hot?"
"Five minutes."
Jacob looked at him.
"Ten," Ethan said.
"Let's eat first."
Ethan considered the plates, then opened the laptop just enough to save the last change. "Okay."
They ate at the island. There was too much rice for one meal, which Jacob had intended, and enough vegetables that Ethan went back for more before he'd finished the first portion. He'd been at the kitchen table with Maddie and Chimney yesterday, and now told Jacob about the picture Jee had let him bring home.
"That's you," he said, showing him the photograph on his phone.
Jacob leaned closer. "With the sandwich?"
"Apparently."
"What kind?"
"I never got a clear answer."
"Did you get the picture?"
"It's in my bag. She nearly kept it."
"Why?"
"She remembered she'd only made one."
Jacob smiled. That sounded like a problem Jee would take seriously. Ethan had offered a photograph of it, which she'd accepted after checking that she could still see the purple cloud properly. They'd taken more than one picture to make sure. By the time he finished the explanation, Jacob had put down his fork to listen.
He could picture Ethan sitting on the floor with Jee, being told where the horse belonged. He would've put it in the wrong place too. Jacob had spent part of yesterday with his own applications and part doing nothing useful enough to mention. Neither day needed to have been shared to fit at this counter now.
"Did Eddie text you?" Ethan asked.
"About the viewing? Just that they were there. Chris sent a tree."
"Buck's tree?"
"Not his yet."
"Right."
Jacob showed him the photograph Christopher had forwarded. It was recognizably an orange tree, with more fence than Chris seemed to think necessary. There wasn't a decision attached. Ethan looked at it for a moment, smiled, and passed the phone back.
"I hope it works out."
"Me too."
The rice was still warm when they finished. Jacob put the rest in a shallow container while Ethan cleared the plates, and the calendar waited until there wasn't a saucepan between them. Then Ethan brought his laptop back, and Jacob opened the shared view on his own phone.
October already had things in it. Ethan's classes, deadlines he'd put in so Jacob would know which evenings might be quieter, the course block Jacob had added after registering. There were ordinary entries beyond the end of the month too. A calendar that had belonged to their household before either course needed to fit inside it.
Ethan made his own course entry first, matching the confirmed dates rather than copying Jacob's event with all his private reminders. They checked the daily schedule together. Eight until six, required practical work within the provider's schedule, preparation outside it. Neither tried to make the hours look smaller by changing the color.
"October fifteenth," Ethan said. "Formal restart."
Jacob watched him enter the note. "But you're there."
"At training. Approved substitution. I want it visible so I don't look at the hospital date later and think I've left something out."
"Put the return on too."
"November third."
"Monday."
Ethan nodded and entered it. He didn't insert a hopeful hospital shift on the last Friday of October. The entire course period stayed clear of on-site duties, and the Monday beyond it had a place of its own.
Jacob rested his forearms on the island. There were more details on the screen than he'd seen last week, and less uncertainty about where Ethan would actually be. He could picture the first morning of the course: two bags, finding the place, realizing one of them had left something behind. He hoped it wouldn't be him. Then he remembered Ethan had once walked downstairs looking for the phone already in his hand and felt better about the odds.
"What about the Tuesday responses?" he asked.
"Those are in my class calendar." Ethan opened the week. "I want to finish most before the course starts. Same deadlines either way."
"You'll still have reading."
"I'll still have everything. I know."
The last words came a little fast. Jacob sat back an inch, not offended so much as aware he'd repeated something Ethan had heard from several people already.
"Sorry," Ethan said. "You weren't telling me not to go."
"No."
"I know." He moved the cursor away from the crowded Tuesday. "I'm tired of explaining the schedule. Which isn't your fault. I asked to do the calendar."
"We can leave the class part."
"No. I want you to know when I'm going to be useless at conversation."
Jacob smiled. "I'll manage."
He didn't promise to do all the cooking, all the laundry, or all the remembering while Ethan finished his degree. He had his own course to pass. The urge to make it easy was familiar enough that he noticed before it became an offer neither of them could use.
They found the collision in the second week. Ethan had left a shared-assignment call at seven on Wednesday, a slot they'd talked about before the bootcamp application had become real. Jacob had arranged to call Christopher that evening after an earlier exchange about school. He'd put it on the household calendar because he'd intended to use the couch and the television without discovering too late that Ethan needed the room quiet.
"Mine's an hour," Ethan said, reading the class entry.
"Chris won't stay on for an hour."
"He might."
"Depends what he's telling me."
Ethan smiled. "Yeah."
Jacob reached for his phone. "I can ask him to move it."
"Wait." Ethan brought up the messages with his classmates. "We picked this before I knew whether the course was possible. I haven't told them I can do that time every week."
"You don't have to change it."
"I might need to anyway. Seven's close if we get held up coming back." He scrolled, read a message more closely, then put the phone down. "I need to ask what they can do. Not move everybody because it's convenient for me."
"Okay."
"For that Wednesday, can I take the call from upstairs? Headphones. You and Chris can use downstairs."
Jacob looked toward the mezzanine. "You'll hear us."
"I know. You won't be standing beside me."
"Unless he starts yelling about something."
"Then I'll hear the important part."
Jacob laughed, a short sound he hadn't expected. Ethan grinned and changed the household note to show both plans instead of deleting either. If it didn't work, they'd move one of the calls after talking to the other people involved. Tonight they didn't need to solve every possible loud Wednesday.
Ethan sent his classmates a question about their availability, making the course hours plain and leaving the decision open for their replies. Jacob kept the call with Chris where it was. It was a small enough thing that he might once have moved it without saying why. He was glad, looking at the two entries, that he hadn't had to.
"Transport," Ethan said.
"Leave earlier than the route says."
"Obviously."
"First morning especially."
They checked the journey against the actual site information, not just the provider's main office address. Jacob had saved the instructions after the first call. Ethan opened his own version and found the same location, then the note about arrival. They could travel together on the days the start and finish matched. If a required block changed, or either needed to go somewhere separately, they'd make another arrangement rather than assume the other would always wait.
"I don't want you stuck because I've stayed to ask a question," Ethan said.
"I can wait a few minutes."
"I know. But not indefinitely."
"Text me. I'll tell you if I need to go."
"Okay."
That was enough to put on the practical list. No promise to synchronize every door they went through. Jacob checked the first morning's arrival time once more and saved the directions where he wouldn't need to hunt through email in the parking lot.
"What about work?" Ethan asked.
Jacob looked down at his phone. There were applications beyond the training folder, a couple of replies that weren't offers, the same uncertainty he'd had before paying for the place. The course hadn't solved that part by giving him something else to do.
"Still waiting. I'll follow up this week where it makes sense."
"And if they ask when you can start?"
"I tell them about the three weeks. See whether there's something that works."
Ethan nodded. "Okay."
Jacob rubbed his thumb along the phone case. "I'm not going to promise every evening."
"Good."
"I might be able to do some things before it starts."
"Yeah. If the hours work."
No disappointment, no attempt to turn the unknown job into a reason the course had been irresponsible. Jacob could still answer a lab about an interview. He could still be interested in a degree he'd worked hard to finish. The next application would need the truth about his availability, not a new account of what kind of person he'd decided to become.
They put in time for preparation before October. Separate lists, shared knowledge of which weekends might be busy. Ethan removed a block he'd accidentally counted twice, and Jacob admitted he hadn't finished reading one of the enrollment documents because he'd been checking the accepted status on another instead.
"Tomorrow," he said.
"Want me to remind you?"
"No. I've got it."
"Okay."
Ethan accepted that without waiting for evidence. Jacob set his own reminder, then put the phone down.
Food was the last part, and the easiest to discuss while surrounded by the dishes they'd just used. They could cook extra when they had time, freeze portions, keep things they could assemble without beginning at eight in the evening. Neither wanted to eat the same dinner fifteen nights in a row. Ethan named two things he'd happily repeat; Jacob disagreed about one and got told he hadn't complained when he'd eaten it.
"I was hungry."
"You went back."
"I was still hungry."
Ethan shook his head, smiling, and wrote the other one down. Jacob reached past him for the empty container he'd forgotten to put away. His forearm brushed Ethan's shoulder. Ethan shifted to give him room and stayed turned toward him for a second longer than the movement required.
Up close, there was a faint crease beside his mouth from smiling. Jacob noticed it, then the small ink mark on the side of his finger that apparently hadn't washed off completely. He could've stood there looking for another second. He knew that about himself now.
He took the container and stepped back. "Breakfast too," he said.
Ethan looked toward the stove. "What?"
"Food. We should have things we can take in the morning."
"Oh. Yeah."
They returned to the list. Jacob suggested something simple; Ethan added fruit, then crossed out a quantity neither of them would eat before it went bad. Ordinary arithmetic, ordinary disagreement. The warmth in Jacob's face settled while he checked what they already had in the cabinet.
When the calendar was saved, Ethan closed the laptop completely. Jacob expected him to take it upstairs, but he carried it only as far as the coffee table and came back for the drawing in his bag. Jee's picture had bent slightly at one corner. He smoothed it on the island with the side of his hand.
"Fridge?" he asked.
"Yeah."
They shifted an older note rather than cover the list of things they needed to buy. Ethan found a magnet strong enough to hold the paper flat, and Jacob caught the corner when it tried to curl again. For a moment their hands occupied the same small space. Then the picture stayed where they'd put it.
Ethan stepped back to look. "You can barely see the sandwich."
"I know where it is."
"Good."
Jacob went to finish the pans. Ethan dried beside him, and the conversation moved to something Christopher had said about the tree, then to whether the rice container would fit on the shelf if they moved the jar at the back. It did. Ethan put it away without rearranging the rest of the refrigerator.
Later, one of them would need to take the laundry upstairs and the other would go into the room beneath the mezzanine. There was reading to finish before bed, a response to check tomorrow, a provider who hadn't yet reviewed tonight's uploads. The dates were saved where both of them could see them. Jacob didn't need to open the calendar again to make sure.
He passed Ethan the last pan. Ethan dried it, reached across him to put it away, and asked whether there was enough rice left for lunch.
"Yeah," Jacob said. "For both of us."
Chapter 24: Hot Summer Nights
Ethan had read the same sentence three times before he realized Jacob was waiting for him to move his foot. "Sorry." He pulled his heel off the empty stool. Jacob moved the stool back and set two plates beside the notebook. When Ethan reached for the nearer one, Jacob slid it away.
"That's yours. This one's hot."
"They're both plates."
"One's been next to the stove."
Ethan took the other one. The toast had gone dark along one edge, which was probably why Jacob had given him the piece with the larger amount of butter. He bit into it before looking back at the reading. Across the island, Jacob opened a drawer with his hip and searched through the things they kept putting in there because neither had found a better place. "Tape?"
"Under the scissors."
"The measuring tape."
"Oh. Behind the bread."
Jacob looked up. Ethan pointed with the toast, then moved his notebook before the crumb could land on the open page. Morning light reached across the kitchen in a pale rectangle that stopped just short of Jacob's feet. He was barefoot, wearing an old pair of shorts and a shirt whose collar had stretched enough to sit crooked. Ethan knew the shirt. Knowing it didn't seem to stop him looking. He went back to the sentence. It concerned a control group, not the man now standing between him and the refrigerator.
"Found it," Jacob said.
"Good."
The tape snapped back too quickly. Jacob winced and inspected his thumb.
"You okay?"
"Yeah. I deserved that."
"Probably don't do it again."
Jacob gave him a look, smiling a little, and took the tape toward his room.
The sliding door was open. Ethan could see part of the desk and the corner of a folded shirt through the entrance, with the bed farther back against the brick. The room had existed long enough that he no longer mentally put the couch there when he looked at it. He had to make an effort to remember where the reading chair had stood before they'd moved it out. Now a charging cable curved beneath Jacob's desk, and a pair of shoes sat neatly together on the floor.
Chimney had asked for photographs of the partition on Sunday evening, after Ethan had finished the course enrollment. By the time Ethan saw the message, Jacob had already taken three. One of them included Ethan in the foreground holding Jee's drawing against the fridge, his mouth open around a question the photograph hadn't preserved. He'd asked Jacob to send that one too. He hadn't offered a reason.
From the other room came the scrape of a chair. "Don't move the desk yourself," Ethan said.
"I'm moving the chair."
"Okay."
"You can hear everything."
That was, according to Chimney's message, part of the point.
Ethan closed the reading long enough to check the time. He didn't have to leave until late morning. There was a response due before then, a small one he'd planned to finish last night before the calendar had taken longer than he'd expected. He'd eaten breakfast. He had coffee. The loft was quiet apart from Jacob doing something with a tape measure. None of that explained why he'd managed eighty words in twenty minutes. He put his phone facedown and started the paragraph again.
This time he found the problem in his own answer. He'd written as though the comparison accounted for a difference the authors hadn't actually controlled. The sentence sounded confident because he'd made it too broad. He deleted the end, went back to the figure, and began the slower work of making the explanation say what he meant.
Jacob came out of his room with the tape extended between his hands. "Is Chim coming before you leave?"
"That's what he said. Just to look. He's got somewhere else to be."
"Did he say what he wanted measured?"
"The opening, I think."
"The whole opening or the door?"
Ethan reached for his phone. "You know, there was a message about that."
"I sent him one. He hasn't seen it." Jacob lowered the tape. "Never mind. I'll wait."
He came back to the island and took his own plate. Ethan shifted the reading without being asked, leaving room on the counter beside him. Jacob sat on the stool instead of going around to the other side. His knee was an inch from Ethan's. The page remained open in front of them, the same light on the counter, and Ethan couldn't find the sentence he'd just been reading. He'd told a clearing full of people that he had feelings for Jacob. Here, Jacob was eating toast beside him, his hair flattened at the back and a pale line on his forearm from the edge of the desk. Ethan could ask about either of those things. He could reach for the coffee. He couldn't decide whether to let his knee move that last inch.
"How's it going?" Jacob asked.
"I've got to change this part."
"Want me to leave you alone?"
"No. I'm nearly there."
He wasn't, quite. He'd know whether he was nearly there once he stopped noticing everything beside him. He angled the screen away from the light, read the paragraph aloud under his breath, and heard the place where the conclusion still jumped ahead of the evidence. "That sounds wrong," he said.
Jacob was chewing. He waited.
"Not asking you. Sorry."
"Okay."
Ethan tried the sentence again. Jacob ate beside him, quiet without making the silence feel like a favor. After a while he got up for coffee and filled Ethan's cup when Ethan nudged it toward him. The ordinary ease of that settled something. Ethan finished the paragraph, checked it against the figure, and submitted before he could keep changing the wording until it stopped sounding like him.
"Done?"
"Yeah." He stretched his fingers. "I made that take a stupid amount of time."
"It's Monday."
"That doesn't explain the other six days."
Jacob laughed into his coffee. Ethan smiled at the notebook while he closed it.
He went to put the notebook in his bag and found the book he'd been looking for yesterday underneath it. The paper bookmark had slipped halfway out. He caught it before it fell and discovered he'd marked the wrong section anyway.
"That the one?" Jacob asked.
"Yeah. I thought I'd left it on campus."
"You asked me if I'd seen it."
"And you said no."
"I hadn't."
Ethan looked at the spot beside his own stool where it had apparently spent the night. "Fair." He opened to the section he actually needed. There was an old note in the margin, a question he'd written during the first week and could answer now. He crossed it out, then stopped because he still wanted to see what he'd asked. Beside it he added the answer in smaller writing.
Jacob got up to rinse his plate. Ethan could hear water running while he read the next page. This time he got through it, made a note, and moved on without looking toward the sink. "Can we leave the bedroom stuff till after your class?" Jacob asked.
Ethan lifted his head. "What stuff?"
"If Chimney wants to move anything to see the frame. I want to finish an application before lunch, and I don't want to be in the middle of it when we start moving the desk."
"Of course. We're only looking."
"Okay."
"You can tell him that too."
"I know." Jacob dried his hands. "I'm telling you because you're holding the measurements."
Ethan looked down. He'd picked up the tape without remembering doing it. He set it beside the empty plate. "Right. Sorry."
Jacob's expression softened. "I'm not worried."
"Good."
That mattered more than Ethan had expected. He didn't want a better room to become something Jacob had to accommodate before the work had even started. There were mornings when Ethan wanted his own things left exactly where he'd put them. Jacob could have those mornings too. He found the page he needed and put a fresh bookmark there before coming back to the rest of breakfast. Jacob had left him the chair with his notebook beside it, not moved everything to make the counter clear.
"You want the last bit?" Jacob asked, indicating the toast.
"Yeah."
He took it. Jacob returned to his coffee, one foot hooked around the stool rung. Ethan opened the book at the right page this time and managed another page.
The knock came while they were clearing breakfast. Jacob went to the door; Ethan took the plates, then had to set them down again because Chimney had brought a paper bag that needed catching.
"Your mother sent those."
Ethan looked inside. "There are six."
"She counted."
"I can tell."
"You're allowed to freeze them. She wanted me to say that before you decided this was breakfast." Chimney glanced at the toast plate. "Good. You already ate."
"Morning to you too."
Chimney pulled him into a brief one-armed hug on the way past. His hand landed between Ethan's shoulders, solid and familiar. Ethan leaned into it before stepping back to put the bag out of the sunlight.
Jacob had stayed near the open partition door. "Coffee?"
"If it's there."
"It's there."
"Then yes." Chimney set his own tape measure on the island. "How's the registration?"
"Paid. Uploaded. Waiting for someone to check the documents."
"And you're not checking every ten minutes."
"I checked when I got up."
Chimney looked at him over the cup Jacob handed him. Ethan held his gaze until he smiled.
"Okay. Show me this noise problem."
"It's not a problem," Jacob said, already moving toward the room. "It's just—" He stopped with his hand on the doorframe.
"You can hear everything," Ethan supplied.
"Yeah."
Chimney slid the door open and shut, then bent to look at the bottom without touching it. He asked before stepping into Jacob's room. Jacob moved the chair out of the way and showed him where the gap widened near the track.
Ethan stayed at the entrance. With two of them inside, there wasn't any reason to add himself to the space. He watched Jacob indicate a point along the partition, his palm turning toward the frosted upper panel. The movement pulled the shirt across his shoulders. Ethan looked down at the tape in Chimney's hand.
"Does it stick?" Chimney asked.
"A little at the end."
"Always?"
"More when it's hot." Jacob demonstrated. "There."
Chimney tried it himself, using less force. The door stopped just short of where it should have seated.
"Don't keep hauling on it. Have the installer check the track."
"I haven't been hauling."
"Good. Keep not hauling."
Jacob let go of the frame. "I was going to ask whether there's a better seal."
"There probably is. Whether it fits this system is the question." Chimney straightened, glanced at the upper edge, and took a photograph with Jacob's permission. "I'm not taking your wall apart to find out."
"Thank you," Ethan said.
"You say that like I brought a hammer."
Ethan looked toward the small tool bag just inside the front door.
"It's in the car," Chimney admitted.
Jacob laughed, and Chimney pointed at him without much conviction. Ethan felt the laugh in his own chest before he made a sound.
They measured the opening, then the door, because both answers turned out to be useful. Ethan held the paper while Chimney called out numbers. Jacob checked one of them after the tape shifted and got the same result the second time.
They had to be able to finish the partition without losing the route past the stairs or putting anything across the bathroom entrance. Chimney stood outside the bedroom and followed that path with his eyes before asking where Jacob wanted the desk once the work was done.
"Here, if it still fits," Jacob said.
"It ought to. I don't know how much the finished trim adds."
"We can move it a bit."
"We can measure first," Ethan said.
Jacob looked at him, then at the few inches beside the desk. "Yeah. That too."
Ethan wrote down the width. His handwriting became less legible when Chimney asked another question before he'd finished the number, and he had to cross it out and begin again.
"You've got time," Chimney said.
"I know." He put the pen down for a second. Jacob was watching, not the paper now but him. Ethan gave him a small smile to show he was fine, then wished he hadn't become so aware of what his mouth was doing.
Chimney turned toward the bed. "You sleeping all right in here?"
"Yeah." Jacob's answer came easily. "The room's good."
"I didn't ask you to review the room."
"I am sleeping."
"Okay." Chimney accepted that and looked toward the gap again. "Better seals might help with voices. You'll still hear some things. It's a loft."
"I know," Jacob said. "I'm not expecting silence."
Ethan knew what he could hear at night: the cupboard closing if Jacob wanted water, the short slide of the door, sometimes a laugh muffled too late when Christopher sent him something. Jacob could probably hear Ethan turn over above him, or drop the book he'd thought he could keep reading. They'd learned each other's quieter hours without discussing every sound. He wanted Jacob to sleep well. He also liked knowing when he was there.
"The panels stay," Chimney said, bringing him back. "We're looking at improving what you have. Seals, insulation where the system takes it, the finish."
Ethan nodded. "Good."
"And nobody buys anything until we know what actually fits."
Jacob lowered the phone he'd taken out. "I was opening the installation email."
"Excellent choice."
They went back to the island. Jacob found the contact information and sent it to Chimney, then showed him the original specification. Ethan put the measurements alongside it.
"I can help when we've got the right pieces," Chimney said. "But if they need to come out, let them come out."
"I can be here," Jacob said.
"Depending on work," Ethan added.
Jacob nodded. "Depending on work."
Chimney looked between them. "You hear something?"
"Not yet." Jacob turned the cup between his palms. "I don't want to say I'm free and then have to change it."
"Then we wait until the supplier answers," Chimney said. "Tell me when there's something to work around."
Jacob nodded. Ethan put the pen across the measurements so he wouldn't keep holding it.
Chimney checked his watch and finished the coffee. Before leaving, he inspected the muffin bag and took one out. "For the road."
"Does Mom know?" Ethan asked.
"Your mother sent me with seven."
Ethan laughed. Chimney squeezed the back of his neck on the way to the door, then reminded Jacob to send the supplier's reply when there was one. The tool bag left with him.
For a moment after the door closed, the loft felt especially quiet. Jacob picked up the cups while Ethan tried to find a dry place on the counter for the measurements. Jacob came around to reach the shelf behind him. Ethan shifted sideways and felt a warm hand briefly against his back. The hand left as Jacob put the cup away.
"You've got crumbs," Jacob said.
Ethan looked down at his shirt. "Where?"
Jacob touched his own collar to show him. Ethan brushed at the wrong side, then got it on the second try. Jacob smiled before turning back to the sink. Ethan watched him for another second. Then he collected the notebook and found the next page, still smiling faintly, as though there were anything in the reading to account for it.
The inspector put a small piece of blue tape beside the bathroom window and told Buck not to read too much into the color. "It's what I had in the bag."
"I wasn't." He had been, a little. Buck looked down at the notes on his phone and deleted the word he'd started typing.
"Can you show me again?" he asked.
The inspector, Elena, directed the light beneath the sill. "Here. This is the area I'll describe in the report. The repair record helps with what they say was done. I can tell you what's visible today. I can't certify what's behind a finished surface without opening it, and this isn't an invasive inspection."
"Right."
"There's no elevated reading at these points now. That doesn't establish what happens during rain."
He nodded and made himself finish listening before typing. They'd been in the house long enough for the initial excitement to wear down into the less comfortable feeling beneath it. He still liked the window in the living room. He still wanted the kitchen. He'd also paid someone to look at the parts he hadn't known to ask about, and she was finding them.
The agent waited in the hall, letting Elena work. She'd brought the additional repair documents Buck had requested. He'd seen them before the appointment, along with the consolidated terms that had finally arrived without three separate emails needed to explain them. Having the pages hadn't made the decisions easier. It had made the questions less vague.
"What would you do next about this?" he asked.
"I'd have a qualified window contractor assess the installation and the reported leak repair. I'll identify that recommendation clearly." Elena lowered the light. "Do you want me to show you the exterior point again before we move on?"
"Yeah. Please."
She did. Buck followed her outside and looked where she indicated, not where he'd expected the problem to be. He'd spent two visits watching the wrong seam. He didn't enjoy discovering that. He preferred it to buying the house without discovering it at all.
By the time they came back through the kitchen, his phone held photographs he would never have taken for Eddie: a label, a connection beneath the sink, a close view of a fitting whose position mattered more than how it looked. He kept them with his questions.
"You don't need to copy everything," she said when he paused over another note.
"I know. I forget what I meant if I just write 'kitchen.'"
"Then put enough to know which question you're asking."
He changed the heading. That helped. There were things he could understand readily: the loose handle, the door that scraped, an adjustment he might eventually make himself. For the rest, he noted the follow-up she recommended.
The electrical recommendation made him stop taking notes. "Before anybody lives here?"
"Have the electrician assess and correct it before occupancy. I wouldn't leave that one for later."
He looked at the outlet again. He'd photographed it during the first viewing without knowing enough about it to ask the right thing. "Okay. That goes on the first list."
The agent wrote it down too. Buck was glad she wasn't smiling at him now. He didn't need the room made appealing while someone was telling him how it needed to be made safe.
They moved through the bedrooms. Elena checked what was accessible, identified a window she wanted assessed along with the bathroom installation, and demonstrated the closet door's contact point when Buck asked. That was a smaller item.
In the larger bedroom, he stood back while she worked. The place where he'd imagined the dresser had a strip of brighter paint along the baseboard. With furniture in it, he probably wouldn't see the strip. Without furniture, it was remarkably easy to keep looking at it rather than listen to the next finding. He turned toward her. "Sorry. Say that last part again?"
She did, without impatience.
When Elena had packed away the equipment, they stood at the kitchen counter. Buck put his phone down so he'd stop looking between the screen and her face.
"The report will have the fuller description," Elena said. "Read it. Call if you need a finding explained."
"And the roof follow-up?"
She showed him the relevant photographs again. He'd need the recommended assessment and the repair documentation together. He could hear how much he wanted her to end with a sentence that made the choice safe. She gave him something he could do next.
"Okay," he said. "Send the report to me. I'll get those appointments arranged through her." He indicated the agent. "With the access they need."
Elena confirmed the expected timing, then asked whether there was anything from the walkthrough he wanted to revisit before she left. Buck checked his notes. She'd answered two of the five questions while he was typing the first. He crossed those out and asked the remaining three.
After she left, the agent stayed by the front door while Buck washed his hands. He'd touched less than he'd expected and still managed to collect dust along the side of his thumb. The kitchen faucet ran cool, then warmer. He dried his hands on the paper towel she offered and looked at the empty place where a refrigerator would stand. He had the measurements. He wasn't buying one today.
"Would you like a few minutes?" she asked.
"Yeah. If you've got them."
"I do."
She stepped into the living room to answer a call. Buck took his folder out of the bag and laid it flat on the island of counter he'd already mentally claimed for cooking. There wasn't an island, actually. Just a stretch long enough for a cutting board and the folder he kept putting there. Ethan's kitchen had an island. This one didn't have to. Buck opened the page of questions he'd made after speaking to the lawyer.
The rent-and-option arrangement was more understandable now. He could see what each payment did, what might be credited only if he eventually bought, what he could lose if he didn't, and which responsibilities remained with the owner while he rented. Clearer didn't mean preferable. The lawyer hadn't told him which home to want. She'd asked why he wanted this particular route to it. He'd given her the first answer that came to mind: because that was what had been offered. Then he'd had to sit with how incomplete it sounded.
He'd already done enough preliminary financing work during the search to know a purchase wasn't an impossible category. It still needed current figures for this house, the lender's process, the appraisal, all the things a hopeful number on a website didn't settle. Renting first had seemed gentler. Less like taking a whole decision in both hands. It also meant paying for an arrangement he might not need, then making the purchase decision again later.
The agent came back. "Any questions I can help with before I lock up?"
"The one I emailed yesterday."
"An outright purchase."
"If the inspection follow-ups work out. If the financing works."
"The seller is willing to consider an offer. We would need to agree the terms. Nothing in the rental proposal commits you to buying it that way."
"Right."
He'd read that answer already. Hearing it here, with the house around him, made him stop treating the rental proposal as a doorway he had to use simply because someone had opened it first. "I'd still want those assessments before we get too far," he said. "I'm not saying I'll take the problems because we change the paperwork."
"Understood."
"I need estimates. Not just somebody saying it's easy."
She nodded. "Once you have them, you can decide what you want to request. Repairs, a credit if appropriate, or not proceeding. Any agreement has to be in writing."
He set the legal notes beside the inspection list. The two pages didn't fit neatly together. They concerned different kinds of risk, neither of which he could fix by using the phrase 'my house' before it was true.
He opened the budget he'd made before the appointment. The down payment wasn't the whole cost. He'd kept closing costs, insurance for this property, taxes, and the reserve he wanted after the purchase on separate lines. Beside the repair heading, he'd left a blank.
"And if the seller says no to fixing something."
"Then you decide whether the remaining terms work for you. We don't have that answer yet."
He nodded. He wanted to be the kind of person who could hear no without immediately offering another way to make everyone pleased with him. A house was an expensive place to practice. It was also an expensive place not to. He changed the heading from repairs to estimates needed. The number stayed blank.
"You've got time to consider the report," she said.
"I know. I'm trying to use it."
He looked toward the hall. Eddie had stood there on Sunday with the questions folded into his pocket, willing to see what Buck liked without pretending that settled anything. Buck had wanted him to say yes. He'd also wanted him not to say yes just because Buck was asking. Now there wasn't anyone beside him whose expression he could check before making the next call. He could still call. That helped. He could also read the figure himself, find the line that bothered him, and ask a professional what it meant.
The agent's phone vibrated. She silenced it and waited.
"You can get that," Buck said. "I'm just looking at something."
"It can wait."
He finished checking the budget. There was enough room to keep asking questions. There might not be enough room for every answer. He saved the file without replacing the blank with a hopeful guess.
His stomach growled, loud in the empty kitchen. "Sorry."
"There's a place two streets over if you need lunch."
"I know the one."
He'd noticed it the first time he drove around here, then again coming back at a different hour to listen to the street. He could find a meal near the house without checking a map now. The realization pleased him in a quiet, ordinary way. He wanted to learn the rest of the neighborhood like that, one errand at a time.
"I want to talk to the lender again," he said. "With the actual purchase figure and the costs. Then have the lawyer look at the purchase documents too. Not assume the option review covers them."
"Of course."
"And I'm not giving notice anywhere until I know when I can actually take possession."
The agent smiled slightly. "That's sensible."
He didn't live somewhere that required a landlord's notice now. He lived with Eddie, in a space that had never stopped being a passage to somebody else's morning. The practical fact didn't erase the need to tell him. He wasn't going to move a bag out one day and call that communication.
He gathered the papers, then stopped. "Could I look outside once more?"
"Go ahead."
The yard was warmer than the house. Buck stepped down carefully, following the route Elena had taken around the side. He could see the bit of exterior she'd pointed out, and now couldn't unsee it. The orange tree stood beyond, untidier than it looked from the kitchen. He went toward it anyway. The branch still crossed the fence. He'd had an answer about who maintained the tree, finally, with a contact he could use if the sale happened. That was a small relief. He didn't need to learn everything by accidentally killing it.
One patch of ground beneath the leaves looked cool enough to stand in. He moved there, took out his phone, and saw the messages he'd ignored during the inspection.
Eddie had sent a photograph of a box with a corner crushed inward.
Eddie: They say nothing inside is damaged. We'll find out when it gets here.
Below that, sent later:
Eddie: How's yours going?
Buck looked back at the house. He could give a useful answer now. He typed slowly enough to keep himself from sending six messages that each corrected the last.
Buck: Inspection walk-through done. Report coming. Electrical correction before occupancy, window follow-up, roof assessment. Not a clean bill of health. Still interested.
He added another before Eddie could reply.
Buck: Seller will consider a straight purchase. I'm comparing that with the option. Need lender figures.
Eddie called. Buck answered with the phone to his ear, turning away from the fence so he wouldn't find himself talking toward the neighbor's kitchen. "Hey."
"Hey. You still there?"
"In the yard."
"How bad's the electrical?"
"I want to send you the report when I've got it. She explained it, but I'm going to say it wrong if I try from memory."
"Okay."
"Needs someone qualified. Before anybody moves in. I'm getting that in writing."
"Good."
Buck shifted his weight. The shade didn't reach his feet. "The rest's mixed. Some little stuff. Some things that need another person to look."
"You've got the names of who you need?"
"The kinds. I'm arranging it."
"All right."
A sound came down the line, a cupboard closing at Eddie's end. Buck could picture which one from the slightly loose catch. He'd fixed it once. It had loosened again. "How's Chris?" he asked.
"At school."
"I know. I meant this morning."
"Fine. He wanted to know if the tree passed."
Buck laughed. "That's a different inspection."
"I told him."
For a few seconds, he could hear the house at the other end. He hadn't expected to feel homesick standing in the yard of the place he wanted to buy. He didn't, exactly. He wanted to go back and tell them what had happened. That was different from wanting to sleep in the dining room forever. "I'm not trying to rush out," he said.
Eddie didn't answer immediately. "I didn't think you were."
"I know. Just—if I do this, I'm not—"
He stopped. A plane was beginning its approach overhead, the noise spreading before he could decide what to say next. "Hold on," he said. They waited. Buck watched the leaves move at the end of a branch. At its loudest, the aircraft drowned out whatever ordinary noise would have filled the yard. He could hear why the question mattered after a shift. He still didn't want to leave.
"That the planes?" Eddie asked when the noise fell away.
"Yeah."
"You've heard them a few times now."
"I have."
"Still want it?"
Buck looked at the back window, where the folder lay visible on the counter. "Yeah." The answer came with relief. "I want somewhere that's mine."
"Then keep finding out if this can be it."
Buck let his free hand fall from the back of his neck. "I'll send the report."
"After you've read it."
"Yeah."
"And eat something. You left before lunch."
He looked at the time. "How do you know?"
"You told me."
"Right. I did."
Eddie laughed softly. Buck smiled at the ground, said he'd see him later, and ended the call before he could turn the conversation into another request for permission.
Back inside, he drank the water the agent had left for him and looked at the living room without measuring it. The sunlight was shifting. From the place where he thought the couch might go, he could see the front door and part of the kitchen, not the bathroom finding or the roof photograph or the line he'd underlined in the option agreement. Those things still existed. So did the room.
Near the window, he paused to check the noise once more. A car passed outside; somebody shut a gate farther along the street. He could hear both. He could also hear the quieter room between them, unfamiliar now, and imagine getting used to the sounds without having to learn anyone else's schedule first.
He imagined leaving his keys near the entrance. Not a bag carefully zipped to keep everything together because it might need moving before dinner. A dish, maybe. One place he could reach without checking who else needed it.
He took out the borrowed pen he'd kept from the first showing and wrote beneath the inspection appointments: lender, purchase comparison, review. "I want to pursue the purchase route," he told the agent. "Subject to what comes back. Get me what I need for the next step, and we'll arrange access for the follow-ups."
"I'll send it."
"No move date yet."
"No move date," she agreed.
He put the papers away, checked the counter for anything he'd left, and stepped out ahead of her. The key remained in her hand. Buck looked back once while she locked the door, then put his own keys in his pocket and went to get lunch.
The first thing Ethan did after submitting the assignment was put a bowl over the part of the counter where he'd been working. It was an empty bowl. It didn't need to be there. It stopped him opening the laptop again while he was supposed to be making something May could eat with one hand and complain about with the other.
"You finished?" Jacob asked.
"Yes."
"You sound mad about it."
"I'm done looking at it."
Jacob glanced at the bowl, then at the closed computer beneath the overhang of the island. "Okay."
Ethan moved the laptop to the stairs before anything could spill. Friday afternoon had warmed the glass and the stone countertop; the loft held that warmth even with the blinds partly lowered. Outside, someone was reversing a truck with a beeper that seemed to pause just long enough for Ethan to think it had finished. He opened the lower terrace door and let the sound in properly.
There were four chairs at the table. Enough, provided they didn't leave anything on them. He brought in the bag of potting soil he'd meant to put away last weekend, lifted a dead leaf out of the corner by the door, and decided that counted as preparing the terrace.
When he came down the two steps, Jacob was at the sink washing peppers. "We doing the table out there?"
"Unless it gets too hot."
"It'll cool off."
"That's what I thought."
Ethan reached past him for the clean towel, and Jacob lifted his arm without looking up. The space opened. Ethan took what he needed and moved through it, then found himself thinking about the movement after it was over.
"What time did May say?"
"Around seven. She's got something to finish."
"And Ravi?"
"After. He said not to wait on dinner if he's late."
Jacob shut off the water. "Then we won't."
"I wasn't going to." They looked at each other. Ethan smiled first, caught, and Jacob went back to the peppers.
The evening had come together without much planning. May had asked whether Ethan was doing anything on Friday once her work was finished. He'd said there might be food if she came over; Jacob had asked Ravi, who had a book May wanted back and a reason to be on their side of town anyway. Four people. Their own table. Nobody bringing a child who needed a particular cup, no cooler to carry down to a beach, no drive home for either of them when everyone left. Ethan liked all of that more than the size of the plan seemed to justify.
He put music on low. Jacob rejected the first playlist from the other side of the kitchen.
"What?" Ethan asked.
"You've had that on all week."
"Not all week."
"I can hear it through the wall."
"That's getting fixed."
Jacob turned, knife resting flat on the board. "You could also change the music."
Ethan laughed and handed him the phone. The new song began halfway through a chorus Jacob apparently knew. He sang two words under his breath before noticing Ethan's attention and looking back at the cutting board. Ethan left the phone beside the speaker, suddenly wanting to hear him do it again.
He opened the refrigerator and stood there long enough for Jacob to ask what he needed. "The yogurt."
"Top shelf. Behind the jar."
"I see it." He hadn't, until Jacob said so.
They were making too much food. Ethan knew that by the time he'd put the second bowl on the counter, but some of it would keep and Ravi might be hungry enough to make the question irrelevant. There was bread, something to put on it, peppers for the oven, and a tray of potatoes that needed more room than Ethan had left.
Jacob looked at the tray. "Those won't cook evenly like that."
"They'll be fine."
"Ethan."
He looked. The potatoes were crowded in the middle, two layers deep where he'd tipped the bowl. "Okay. Second tray."
Jacob passed it to him without comment. Ethan divided them, found another spoon for the oil, and tried not to feel watched while he redistributed the pieces. Jacob was slicing peppers. The scrutiny was mostly his own. "I can do food, you know."
Jacob glanced up. "I ate your dinner Tuesday."
"You liked it."
"I did."
The simple answer took the resistance out of him. He shook the tray to spread the last pieces and put both in the oven.
Ethan mixed the sauce, tasted it, and held out a clean spoon. Jacob tasted it. His eyes narrowed.
"What?"
"Nothing. I'm thinking."
"You look like it's bad."
"It needs salt."
Ethan took the spoon back. "That's all?"
"That's all."
He added a little, stirred, and tasted again. Jacob was right. Annoyingly, uncomplicatedly right. Ethan put the bowl in the refrigerator and washed the spoon.
The counter began to clear as things moved toward being ready. Jacob stacked the boards by the sink, Ethan wiped the island, and they had one small collision when both reached for the towel. Jacob let go first. Ethan caught the whole thing against his chest.
"You can have it," Jacob said.
"I've noticed." He passed it back once the surface was dry. Their fingers didn't touch. Ethan noticed that too, which was becoming inconvenient.
"Ice," Jacob said a few minutes later.
Ethan opened the freezer. "There's some."
"Enough for everyone?"
He looked at the tray, then at the half-full bag behind it. "Probably."
Jacob came to look. "We can get another bag."
"May's not here yet."
"I meant I could go down."
Ethan checked the oven clock. There was time. There was also enough ice if neither of them planned on filling every glass to the top, and he knew he was about to turn an evening with three people he liked into a small catering operation. "Let's just put the drinks in the fridge," he said.
Jacob looked at the shelf they'd cleared. "Yeah. Okay."
They shifted the bowl of sauce, fit water and beer into the available space, and left the wine where it was. Ethan put the smaller glasses on the counter for anyone who didn't want to carry a bottle outside. Jacob checked that there were soft drinks too, then stopped when Ethan handed him one. "For now," Ethan said.
"Thanks."
When Jacob closed the refrigerator, Jee's drawing lifted at one corner. Ethan smoothed it beneath the magnet, careful of the waxy purple cloud. Jacob steadied the paper while he moved the magnet higher. Neither had to ask which way it went. There were other things on the door now, but they left the picture where Jee would see it if she came over.
They stood on opposite sides of the island drinking from the cans. The music had changed again. Ethan recognized the opening and tapped the beat with his thumb before he could decide whether he wanted to admit he liked Jacob's choice. Jacob noticed. He didn't say anything. That was almost worse.
"What did you do today?" Ethan asked.
"Apart from this?"
"Apart from saving the potatoes."
"Talked to Chris for a while. He sent something that wouldn't open."
"Did you fix it?"
"He fixed it. I told him where to look."
Jacob described the exchange, including the part where Christopher had apparently accused him of making the instructions complicated on purpose. Ethan laughed, hearing enough of Christopher in the retelling to know the accusation had been sincere for at least a second. "He's got plans tomorrow," Jacob added. "I told him to text if he needs me, but he probably won't."
"You doing something together?"
"Not this time. His own thing."
Ethan nodded. Jacob didn't elaborate, and he didn't ask. He liked that they had things he wasn't part of, even when he was curious.
His own phone lit with a photograph Tyler had sent earlier: something broken, held together badly enough that the caption insisted it was temporary. Ethan showed Jacob. They disagreed about whether it would survive the weekend, then Ethan sent his brother a reply that would almost certainly start an argument.
He was still smiling when the answer arrived. "He says he knows what he's doing."
Jacob studied the photograph again. "Does he?"
"Sometimes."
They laughed, and the remaining preparations stopped feeling like a series of things Ethan could get wrong. He put the can down, turned the phone over, and let the music continue while Jacob finished what he'd been telling him.
For a while they worked at opposite ends of the room. Jacob went to put something away in his bedroom; Ethan carried glasses up the two steps and set them on the terrace table. He moved one because it sat in direct sun. Then another, because four people weren't going to sit down at the exact moment he'd arranged for. He stopped adjusting them.
Beyond the railing, the city was continuing with Friday. Windows caught the light. A car horn sounded, cut short. Somebody on a neighboring balcony laughed with their whole body, the sound carrying up and away before the next line reached him.
He'd lived here alone before Jacob. He remembered eating outside with a book open beside the plate, taking a photograph of the sky because it seemed wasteful not to send it to someone, then choosing a person after he'd taken it. The apartment had been his. He'd worked hard to make it feel that way. It still was. He liked it better with a second pair of shoes near the entrance.
"Plates now or when the food's ready?" Jacob asked from inside.
Ethan turned. Through the open door he could see him holding a small stack, the four plates braced against one broad palm. "Now's fine."
Jacob came up the steps. Ethan moved a chair back with his foot to let him past, then took half the plates.
"Thanks."
They set them down. Jacob looked at the potting soil bag just inside the door. "That's where it went."
"I'm dealing with it."
"By moving it six feet?"
Ethan said, "For tonight." Jacob laughed. He didn't pick up the bag and put it somewhere more sensible. Ethan was oddly glad of that. He could move his own dirt.
They stood beside the table with nothing left in their hands. Across the street, the windows were turning the sky back at them; the light caught the reddish ends of Jacob's hair and left the other side of his face in shadow. Ethan had spent the afternoon passing him things, asking where something went, finding one more reason to stand beside him. Now the four plates were on the table and the oven was doing the part that didn't need either of them. Jacob looked out at the next building. Ethan wanted him to turn back. He wanted something to happen that he wouldn't have to explain as reaching for a towel.
"You want to sit out here later?" Ethan asked.
Jacob turned. "Yeah. Isn't that the plan?"
"I meant after food."
"Sure."
Ethan had meant after May and Ravi left. He looked at the chair beside his, then back at Jacob. His phone rang inside, and he went to get it.
May was calling. He put her on speaker because his hands still smelled faintly of garlic and he didn't want it on the phone. "Hey."
"Please tell me I don't have to make a decision about food."
"You don't."
"Good. I've made enough."
"Everything okay?"
"Yes. I'm staring at a paragraph I hate. I need to stop fixing it before it turns into a different assignment."
Ethan looked at his laptop on the stairs. "That sounds familiar."
"Have you finished yours?"
"Yes."
"Actually finished or waiting for me to tell you to stop?"
"Submitted."
"Oh, you're ahead of me."
Jacob came down from the terrace, carrying the extra spoon Ethan had left on the table. He heard May's voice and lifted his head. "Hi, May."
"Hi. Is he making a lot of food?"
"We both are."
"Good. I had a very disappointing lunch."
Ethan smiled. "What happened?"
"I packed it yesterday and forgot I'd packed it. So I bought lunch. Then I found the first one."
"That sounds like two lunches."
"It wasn't a good sandwich to begin with. Time didn't help."
Jacob made a sympathetic sound. Ethan moved the phone farther from the edge of the island.
May asked whether Ravi was still coming. Ethan said yes, a little later, and she remembered the book.
"Tell him I don't need notes in the margins this time."
"I don't think he's going to let me tell him how to read."
"They're in pencil. He says that like I can't still see them."
"You lent it to him," Jacob said.
"I'm aware." Her voice warmed. "I'll see you around seven. Don't make a separate thing because I said I'm hungry."
Ethan looked at the two trays in the oven. "Wouldn't dream of it."
"Mm-hm."
After she hung up, Jacob took his phone out and sent Ravi something. Ethan didn't ask to see it. He could hear the shape of their friendship in the brief laugh Jacob gave at the answer, then in the words he chose to share. "He's bringing the book. He says the notes improve it."
"She's going to love that."
"I told him."
Jacob kept reading for a moment, thumb moving across the screen. Ethan turned the potatoes. The edges were beginning to catch the way he'd wanted. He let the oven heat his face for another second before closing it.
They had nearly an hour. Too much time to keep cooking and not quite enough to begin anything he'd resent having to stop. He wiped the counters again, then noticed Jacob watching the towel.
"What?"
"You already did that bit."
Ethan looked down. "I know."
"Okay."
He put the towel away.
Jacob went to change his shirt. Ethan stayed in the kitchen, checking the food once, then made himself go upstairs and do the same. He could see the living room from the railing: the blanket folded over the sofa, the bowl he'd used as an obstacle now waiting to hold bread, the paper with the partition measurements held beneath a mug so it wouldn't drift into the cooking.
They'd spoken to the supplier. There would be a visit, a decision about what the existing frame could take, materials before anybody committed to a finish date. Chimney had sent a message with three question marks after Jacob suggested he could clear the room himself. Jacob had replied that he meant the small things.
Ethan liked being included in the exchange, and hearing Jacob talk about how he wanted the room. Ethan changed into a clean shirt, then changed back when he realized the first one was fine and he was making a decision out of something that didn't require one. Downstairs, a cupboard closed. Jacob called up to ask where the unopened crackers were.
"Behind the oats."
"Why?"
Ethan said, "They fit." There was a pause, then Jacob laughed. Ethan leaned a forearm on the railing and looked down. He could see him at the cupboard, reaching behind the container exactly where Ethan had said. For some reason, that was the moment that made his chest feel full.
He went downstairs before he could stay there observing his own kitchen like a visitor. Jacob had put on a dark green shirt. It was familiar too. Ethan liked it on him enough to be annoyed with himself for knowing that immediately. "What?" Jacob asked.
"Nothing. You got them."
Jacob held up the box. "Behind the oats."
"Told you."
He took the crackers and found the smaller plate. Their shoulders brushed as Jacob moved around him, a comfortable contact that Ethan could have left entirely alone if his body hadn't become so interested in keeping track.
The buzzer sounded while he was putting the last pieces of bread in the bowl. Jacob reached it first, asked who it was, and let May in.
Ethan carried the bread toward the terrace, then turned back because he'd forgotten the napkins. Jacob was already holding them out. Ethan said, "Thanks."
"Yeah."
He took them. Their fingers touched briefly, and Ethan looked up to find Jacob smiling at him. For a second Ethan forgot that somebody was coming up the stairs outside. Then there was a knock at the front door, and Jacob turned to open it.
Ethan set the napkins beside the four plates. Behind him, May greeted Jacob, her voice carrying through the open terrace door. He turned toward them, still feeling Jacob's fingers against his. By the time he reached the kitchen, May had begun telling them about the trip over, and Ethan had to wait for a place in the conversation like somebody who hadn't just forgotten there would be anybody else in the room.
May held her bag out before Jacob had finished opening the door. "Please put that somewhere I can't see it."
He took it. "Bad day?"
"Long paragraph."
"Same one?" Ethan asked from behind him.
"It's submitted. Nobody ask me anything about it." She stepped inside, looked toward the kitchen, and let out a breath. "Oh, that smells good."
Jacob put the bag on the chair by the record storage, far enough back that it wouldn't slide into the walkway. When he turned around, Ethan was already holding a glass of water out to her. May took it, drank half, and followed him to the oven. It was easy, having her here. Jacob closed the door, moved the crackers away from the stove, and listened while she asked Ethan what was ready and he answered with considerably more information than the question needed.
"So yes," she said.
"Yes."
"Great. I'm starting with that." She took a piece of bread, bent over the counter to catch the crumbs, and closed her eyes briefly as she chewed. Ethan looked pleased before turning away to find the serving spoon. Jacob passed it to him.
"Thanks."
He'd had it in his hand already. Jacob went to check that they hadn't left the soft drinks behind the food, then got May another piece of bread because she was looking at the plate.
They took what was ready out to the terrace. Ethan went first with the hot tray; Jacob followed with the rest, waited at the bottom of the two steps until he could pass safely, and set the bowl beside May's water. The air outside was losing its heat. A breeze reached them between the buildings, strong enough to lift a napkin before May caught it beneath her glass. "I can do that," she said as Ethan turned back for something else.
"It's just the sauce."
"Then I can definitely do it."
He let her. Jacob sat down, took the bottle Ethan had set beside his plate, and waited until he could open it without pointing the cap toward anyone.
May came back with the bowl and her phone. "Ravi says another twenty minutes. He's picked something up before coming over."
"He told us to start," Jacob said.
"Then we should listen."
Ethan sat beside him. The table was small enough that he could reach across it for anything he wanted. He still passed things rather than stretch over their plates, caught the end of May's story while giving Jacob the bread, and made a face at the part where she described the chair she'd spent the afternoon in. "You know the one," she said.
"The one that goes down?"
"While you're sitting on it."
"Yeah. I moved."
"I'd already plugged everything in."
Jacob laughed at the resignation in her voice. She'd stayed in a bad chair for almost two hours rather than surrender a working outlet, then discovered the person beside her was using the second socket for a phone that had been fully charged since she arrived. "Did you ask?" he said.
"Eventually. He was nice about it. Which was annoying, because I'd already decided he wasn't."
"I've done that," Ethan admitted.
"You both look very rested." May pointed her fork between them. "I don't like it."
"I took a nap," Jacob said.
Ethan turned. "When?"
"Before you got back."
"I was wondering why the room was dark."
Jacob said, "Because I was asleep." Ethan smiled down at his plate. It wasn't much of a joke, but Jacob liked having made him smile. He took a drink to give himself something else to do.
They talked about work that gave no sign it was finished. May had spent half the afternoon removing an argument from her paper because it didn't belong there, which left fewer words for considerably more effort. Ethan described revising a response until he could no longer remember what had been wrong with the first version. Jacob liked hearing them disagree about whether the reading had been badly written or only difficult. May thought those were different complaints. Ethan said that didn't stop it being both. May found the sentence she'd saved on her phone. "Participants were not excluded if they had failed to complete fewer than two of the preliminary tasks," she read.
Jacob finished his mouthful. "You could miss one," he said. "They'd still keep you in."
"Oh," Ethan said.
May looked at her phone again. "I hate that that makes sense."
Jacob grinned. "Sorry."
"Don't be. Now I can be mad at the right thing."
The buzzer sounded inside. Jacob got up before Ethan could put his fork down, opened the terrace door wider so it wouldn't catch on him, and went to let Ravi in.
Ravi arrived carrying a book, a small bag, and the expression of somebody who had misjudged how hungry he was until he smelled dinner. "Did I miss everything?"
"No. Come on."
"I brought the thing May asked for." Ravi held up the book. "And these. I didn't know if you needed anything."
The bag contained something sweet from the place he'd stopped on the way. Jacob thanked him, moved it away from the warm trays, and handed him a plate. Ravi looked around the kitchen before following him outside. "You changed something."
"We put the bag of soil away."
"That's probably not it."
Jacob laughed. "Nothing's changed. There's food on the counter."
"That'll be it."
Ravi took the empty chair. May accepted the book, opened it immediately, and found a folded receipt marking the page. "You haven't finished."
"I thought you needed it back."
"I said bring it so I can show you the part you keep arguing about."
"Then I'm going to need that receipt."
She gave it back, keeping the book. Ethan offered him wine. Ravi shook his head and asked for the ginger ale instead; he'd driven, had something to do in the morning, and wanted a drink he didn't have to think about. Jacob passed it across. Ethan got him a glass without asking whether he wanted ice.
Ravi ate first. May let him get several bites in before turning the book toward him. Jacob listened while they located the passage, and then while Ravi explained that his objection wasn't to what the character did but to the author apparently expecting him not to notice.
"You're meant to notice," May said.
"Then why does nobody in the book notice?"
"Because they want something from him."
Ravi considered that, took another bite, and asked her to read the paragraph above it.
She did. Ethan leaned closer to hear. Jacob watched his face as he listened, the small concentration line between his eyebrows and the way he stopped chewing until May reached the end. "Wait," Ethan said. "Go back to the first sentence."
May did, less patiently this time. He pointed at the page without touching it, asked a question, and got both of them talking at once.
Jacob sat back and drank his beer. He didn't know the book. He liked the conversation anyway, especially the part where Ravi admitted he'd probably missed something and then refused to surrender the larger complaint. May found the pencil mark in the margin and read it aloud: He's full of shit. Ethan laughed with his head tipped back. Jacob looked directly at him and didn't move his attention quickly enough when Ethan looked back.
"What?"
"Nothing."
"You haven't even read it."
Jacob said, "I can still enjoy this." Ethan's smile widened. He nudged Jacob's knee beneath the table, a brief acknowledgment that stayed warm after he moved away. Jacob looked at his plate.
Dinner stretched. Ravi went back for more food, and Ethan asked him to bring the smaller bowl so he could put the rest away before it sat out too long. Jacob got up with him. In the kitchen, Ravi asked which container belonged with which lid, and Jacob had to take two down before finding the right one.
"You live here," Ravi said.
"I know. There are too many."
"My cupboard does that."
"What?"
"Makes lids."
Jacob laughed, then found the one he needed. They put the food away and took the open wine outside. He'd finished the beer without particularly noticing. When Ethan asked whether he wanted a glass, he said yes.
The light went while they were talking about Ravi's apartment. Someone needed access for a repair, which meant a morning appointment that had already moved twice. Ravi wanted it done. He also wanted not to lose another free morning waiting for somebody who might call at ten to say they couldn't come.
"Can they give you a smaller window?" May asked.
"They can give me one. Whether they arrive in it is different."
"Get the time in writing," she said.
"I have it in writing. Two different times."
Ethan made a sympathetic noise. Jacob asked what needed fixing, and Ravi described the problem well enough that Jacob almost began offering suggestions before remembering Ravi hadn't asked him to repair his apartment. "That sounds annoying."
"It is. I'd still rather they did it."
"Yeah."
Ravi told them about the first place he'd rented and a neighbor who'd complained whenever he used the stairs. May had a story about an argument over a washing machine. Ethan began one about a laundry room at Yale, got distracted explaining how he'd ended up there at two in the morning, and had to be reminded what the original story was. Jacob knew the route back to it. He waited until Ethan looked at him, then said, "The dryer."
"Right. Thank you."
Ethan touched his forearm as he said it. Jacob rested his hand on the table instead of moving it away. The contact lasted less than a second; Ethan was already back in the story, smiling at May, while Jacob could still feel exactly where his fingers had been. He missed the end. When May asked a question, Ravi began laughing before Ethan answered, and Jacob joined them late. He wanted Ethan to touch him again. He looked out across the railing rather than risk Ethan catching it on his face.
The windows opposite had become lit rectangles while they'd been sitting there. Somebody moved through a kitchen with a plate in one hand, visible for a second before passing out of the light. Jacob could feel the wine warming him now. He finished what was in his glass, drank water, and waited through another turn of the conversation before reaching for the bottle again.
"You cold?" Ethan asked.
"No."
"You've got your arms like that."
He looked down. He'd folded them without realizing it. "I'm comfortable."
"Okay." Ethan settled back. His own glass stood nearly empty beside the plate. There was a patch of warmth across his cheeks and his voice had grown a little louder, his story beginning before he'd finished laughing at the previous one. Jacob liked him this way. He liked him quiet over a difficult page too. It was getting harder to find a version of Ethan he didn't want more time with.
The conversation wandered toward the weekend. May was trying to arrange an afternoon with a friend who kept proposing things that began at nine in the morning. She wanted to go. She also wanted one day when she didn't have to decide what to wear before she'd had coffee.
"Tell her that," Ethan said.
"I did. Now she's sending me places with coffee."
Ravi laughed. "That's a pretty good answer."
"It is. I'm annoyed with how good it is." May moved her napkin beneath the plate. "I might just say yes."
Jacob asked what they'd planned. She showed him the list: a market, a place her friend wanted to photograph, somewhere to eat afterward that would require more travel than either of them was admitting. He liked the look of the market. Ethan leaned over his arm to see the screen, read the hours, and told her which day she'd actually selected.
"Oh." She took the phone back. "That explains the message."
"What message?"
"She asked whether I'd looked."
They laughed. May sent a reply without trying to defend herself, then put the phone away.
Ravi wanted a quiet part of his weekend back once the repair was done. He'd started a film earlier in the week and stopped it because he couldn't keep his eyes open. Now he needed to begin again and didn't want anyone telling him he'd missed the important part.
Ethan asked which one. He knew it, or thought he did, until Ravi described the opening and Ethan realized he was thinking of a different film with an actor who wasn't in either of them. "Never mind," Ethan said.
"You sounded very sure," May told him.
Ethan said, "I was, for a minute." Jacob was laughing too hard to help. Ethan looked at him and began laughing again instead of pretending to be offended. For a few seconds the table had no conversation, only the shared effort of stopping before somebody started the others off.
When they settled, Ravi asked Jacob what he watched when he wasn't studying. Jacob named two things, then admitted most of his recent free time had gone into a game he'd already played before. He'd changed enough of it to break the save and spent an evening fixing a problem he'd created himself.
"Did you finish?" May asked.
"Fixing it, yeah."
"Playing."
"No. By then I had to go to bed."
Ethan put his hand over his mouth. Jacob looked at him. "You were very quiet that night," Ethan said.
"I was concentrating."
"I know. You came out and looked in the fridge without taking anything."
Jacob remembered doing it. He hadn't known Ethan had noticed. "I needed a minute."
"You shut it very carefully."
That made May laugh. Jacob laughed too, a little embarrassed but pleased at the small, accurate recollection. Ethan had been on the sofa with a book. He could picture him there now, looking up long enough to see Jacob standing at the refrigerator and not asking what he was supposed to be doing. He liked being known in these useless little ways.
He reached for his water, found Ethan's glass nearer his hand, and passed it to him before taking his own. Ethan accepted it without breaking off what he was telling Ravi. His fingers brushed Jacob's, and Jacob stayed turned toward him after the glass had moved.
May asked Jacob about the game he'd mentioned the week before. He answered, then drew Ravi into the explanation because Ravi had actually played the older version and could tell her which part Jacob was making sound less complicated than it was. That became the next half hour. No one agreed about the controls. May wanted to know whether they could try it without spending the evening being taught what each button did. Ethan admitted he was better at talking than playing and immediately objected when Jacob agreed too quickly.
"You watched me once."
"I've watched you several times."
"On different games."
"Yes."
May laughed at the face Ethan made. Jacob didn't add anything. He was busy trying not to look too pleased when Ethan's foot found his beneath the table.
This time it stayed there.
It might have been the position of the chair. Ethan was turned toward May, knees angled away from the table leg. Jacob knew that. He also knew how easy it would be to move his own foot and decided not to.
They cleared the dishes when the breeze began to feel cooler against their arms. May stacked the plates, Ravi carried the heavier bowl, and Ethan protested that they were guests while taking the stack because he knew she'd bring it in anyway.
Jacob reached for the remaining glasses. Ethan caught his wrist lightly. "I've got those."
"I can carry two glasses."
"You've got the bottle."
He did. Jacob looked down at his occupied hand, then at Ethan, who was smiling openly now. "Okay," Jacob said.
Ethan let go. Jacob followed him in through the terrace door, close enough to see where the curls at his neck had begun to loosen. He nearly put a hand there, not to guide him or take something or make room. Just because he wanted to. He carried the bottle down the steps instead.
Inside, Ravi was attempting to connect the controller while May stood beside him reading the instructions he'd insisted he didn't need. Ethan put the glasses on the island, looked back at Jacob, and rolled his eyes so faintly that nobody else could have seen it.
Jacob smiled at him. He didn't bother making it smaller.
There was room on the sofa beside Ethan when they finally sat. Jacob took it. The cushions gave beneath his weight, bringing Ethan a little closer, and Ethan shifted only enough to let him settle.
May handed Jacob the spare controller without interrupting her complaint about the menu. He took it, rested his forearms on his thighs, and began explaining the part she'd asked about.
Ethan leaned over to see which button he meant. His shoulder pressed against Jacob's upper arm. Jacob kept talking, though he had to begin the sentence again.
Ethan was certain he'd pressed the right button until the figure on the screen went straight past the door. "No. Wait."
Beside him, Jacob began to laugh.
"I know what I did."
"Then why are you still doing it?" May asked.
"Because I'm trying to get back."
His character disappeared from the edge of the platform. Ravi made a small, sympathetic sound that Ethan found considerably more insulting than Jacob laughing into his own shoulder. "You could've warned me."
"I did," Ravi said.
Ethan looked at him. He remembered a warning, now that Ravi mentioned it. It had arrived during Ethan's explanation of why he didn't need one. "Fine. Again."
May passed him her glass of water to move out of the way, then took his controller. "My turn."
He surrendered it reluctantly and settled back against the sofa. Jacob was warm beside him, still smiling. Their shoulders had been touching long enough that Ethan noticed the cool air only when Jacob leaned forward to put his own controller down. Ethan said, "You're enjoying this."
"I'm having a nice time."
Ethan said, "Not the same thing." Jacob looked at him, eyes bright, and Ethan couldn't keep the offended expression in place. He laughed, picked up his wine, and drank the last mouthful before setting the glass on the table.
The game had seemed straightforward when Jacob explained it. It was, if Ethan stopped trying to do the thing he thought ought to work and listened to what the controls actually did. May was better at that. She waited through the prompt, moved slowly once, then began making progress while Ethan watched with an unfair amount of resentment. "You can stop looking like that," she told him.
"I'm supporting you."
"You're breathing very loudly."
Ravi laughed from the chair. Ethan threw a cushion at his knees, missed, and had to get up to retrieve it when it landed beside May's bag. The floor felt farther away than he'd expected. He straightened with one hand on the back of the sofa and waited a moment before turning around. He'd eaten. He'd just been sitting for a long time. He was also past the point where another glass would be a sensible way to prove he was fine. He got water instead. "Anyone?" he asked, lifting the pitcher.
May held her glass out without taking her eyes off the screen. Ravi said yes. Jacob turned his head against the sofa back. "Please."
Ethan filled his glass last. When Jacob took it, his thumb rested briefly beside Ethan's, broad and warm against the cold surface. Ethan watched the hand for a second too long.
Jacob said, "Thanks," more quietly than the room needed.
Ethan went back to the sofa. This time he sat closer without waiting for the cushions to decide it for him. The evening had lost its edges. There had been dinner, then the book, then a conversation about work, and now May was telling him he'd made her miss a jump by talking. He couldn't quite place when he'd stopped wondering whether everyone was enjoying themselves. They were. Nobody needed him to make the next part happen. He let his knee rest against Jacob's and watched May finish the section he hadn't.
"There," she said.
"I see it."
"Do you?"
He leaned across Jacob to get the spare controller from the table. Jacob's hand settled at his side for balance, not gripping, just there while Ethan's weight was awkward. He could have taken the controller from another angle. He knew that after he'd already sat back. The hand left. Ethan had to listen harder to hear what Ravi was saying.
They played another round. He did better. Jacob made an error of his own and laughed so abruptly that May looked over from the floor to check what she'd missed. Ethan pointed at the screen, pleased to have evidence of something. "See?"
"I saw," Jacob said, still laughing.
"You went right past it."
"I know."
Ethan pressed his shoulder into him. Jacob returned the pressure instead of moving away, heavy enough that Ethan had to brace a foot against the rug. He laughed and pushed back with no prospect of shifting him.
"Both of you," May said.
They stopped. Jacob stayed where he was. Ethan did too. The warmth of the contact was getting difficult to ignore and easier, somehow, not to defend himself against.
They changed the game mode because May wanted to try the part that required them to work together. Ethan thought that might make it easier. Within two minutes he'd discovered they could be very effective at getting in each other's way. "I'm holding it," he said.
"You have to keep holding it," Ravi told him.
"I am."
On the screen, the gate closed. May turned to look at him.
"I thought you'd gone through."
"I was standing right there."
"Your person. Not you."
Jacob made a helpless sound beside him. Ethan tried the switch again, missed it, and started laughing hard enough that he couldn't see what he was doing. They failed the section. This time nobody blamed anyone because they'd each managed to contribute something. Ravi had gone the wrong way while explaining the correct route. Jacob had followed him. May had waited where they'd told her to wait and discovered it was apparently the least useful place on the screen.
"We can do that," she said.
Ethan liked the determination in her voice. He sat forward, put his glass beyond his elbow, and listened properly. The next attempt went better. He held the switch until May told him she was through, moved when Jacob asked him to, and made one jump he hadn't expected to manage. Jacob's hand landed briefly on his knee in congratulations. Ethan almost missed the next one.
They reached the end with Ravi talking them through the final turn and May telling him to stop talking while she concentrated. When the success screen appeared, Ethan lifted both hands before remembering the controller was still in one of them. Jacob caught the cable before it pulled against the table.
"Sorry."
"You're fine."
May leaned back against the sofa below them, satisfied. Ravi asked whether they wanted to attempt another level, then took one look at Ethan's expression and said they should probably stop while they had evidence it was possible. Ethan would have argued if Jacob hadn't been laughing again. He put the controller down and let himself enjoy having finished something with people he liked.
They ate what Ravi had brought after that. Lemon bars, cut unevenly enough that May inspected the pieces before choosing. Ethan took a plate to the kitchen because the sugar was getting everywhere, came back with napkins, and found Jacob had saved him the piece with the corner. "You like that bit," Jacob said.
"I do." He took it. The tartness surprised him after the wine. He made a face, then finished it while May asked Ravi where he'd bought them. Ethan could feel sugar on the side of his thumb. He went to wipe it, found Jacob holding out a napkin, and laughed under his breath before taking it. He wiped his thumb, still smiling when Jacob turned back toward the others.
They sat for a few minutes without starting anything else. Ravi brought the plates from the lemon bars to the kitchen. Jacob gathered the empty bottles around the sofa and set them beside the sink, more of them than Ethan had registered while they were passing controllers back and forth. Ethan had finished a beer during the first game, then gone back to the wine. His glass was empty again. Jacob had poured himself whiskey as well, a short glass he'd taken his time over. Ethan could see it on the counter now, empty except for the last of the melting ice.
"Leave that," Ethan said when Jacob reached for another plate. "Come and sit down."
Jacob looked over. "I'm just clearing these."
Ethan said, "I know. You can sit." Jacob came back, smiling, and Ethan moved the cushion out of his way. When Jacob settled, his thigh touched Ethan's from hip to knee. Ethan let himself lean into the contact instead of making the small adjustment that would have put space between them.
May was telling Ravi about the market. Jacob listened, added a question, and laughed at her answer. Ethan sat beside him and felt absurdly pleased that asking him to stay had been enough.
Ravi's phone lit. He checked it, put it away, and said he ought to head home.
"Early start?" Ethan asked.
"The repair window. Supposedly."
May looked over. "Tomorrow?"
"Unless they change it before I get there."
"You live there."
"I mean before they get there." Ravi rubbed his face. "I've been talking about it too much."
They laughed. He accepted that, stretched his legs, and asked whether anyone had seen the receipt from the book.
May had put it back between the pages. She brought him the book, then kept hold of it long enough to point out the place she wanted him to reread. "You're going to finish it," she said.
"I was always going to finish it."
"And then you can complain properly."
"I'm already doing all right."
She let go, smiling. Ethan was glad they could be friends in his living room.
May checked the time and ordered a car. Ravi offered to drop her, but she was going in the other direction and didn't want to make him add another journey. She had a morning plan of her own, breakfast with somebody from class followed by the work she'd promised herself she wouldn't think about tonight.
"You'll think about it," Ethan said.
"Probably. But I won't have the bag."
He looked toward the chair. "You're taking it."
"I know. I was enjoying not knowing where it was."
Jacob got up and brought it to her. Ethan watched him bend for it, the green shirt pulling across his back, and looked at the television when he straightened.
"You want food?" Jacob asked Ravi.
"I ate a lot."
"For tomorrow."
Ravi considered that. "If there's some."
"There's some," Ethan said. He went to get a container. Jacob met him at the refrigerator, already holding the one with the potatoes. They nearly bumped heads reaching for the same shelf. Ethan laughed, put a hand against Jacob's chest to stop himself getting closer, and left it there while Jacob moved the bowl. The shirt was soft beneath his palm. Under it, Jacob was solid and warm.
"This one?" Jacob asked.
Ethan looked at the container. "Yeah." He took his hand away to find the lid.
They packed enough for Ravi without turning the whole refrigerator into a farewell gift. May accepted some bread and the last of the sauce, provided Ethan promised he wasn't giving away their breakfast. He told her there were eggs. Jacob added that there were muffins. Ethan had forgotten about the freezer, which made him laugh again for no particularly good reason.
"You all right?" May asked.
"Yeah. I forgot the muffins."
She looked at him, then smiled and reached for the bag with her food. "Okay."
He hugged her at the door. She held him a little tighter before letting go, told him to leave the dishes for ten minutes if he wanted, and turned to Jacob.
"Thanks for dinner."
"Thanks for coming."
"Send me that thing."
"The game?"
"The one I can play on the laptop."
"I will."
Ravi lifted the book and the food in acknowledgment because both hands were full. Ethan walked them as far as the open doorway, watched May check the approaching car, and told them to let somebody know they got home.
"You too," Ravi said, then caught himself and laughed.
"I'll do my best."
Jacob laughed behind him. May shook her head and went downstairs beside Ravi.
Ethan closed the door after their voices had faded down the stairs. The latch caught, and he could still hear Ravi say something that made May laugh before the building swallowed the answer. Inside, the television repeated the same few menu notes. A glass stood beside the controller. Jacob was in the kitchen, shutting the cupboard they'd both left open. Ethan watched him reach up, the green shirt lifting at his waist, and realized he was waiting to find out what happened now that it was just the two of them. "Good night," Jacob said.
Ethan turned too quickly. "You going to bed?"
"No. I meant it was a good night."
"Oh."
Jacob's smile changed, softening at the edges. "Unless you're tired."
"Not yet."
"Me neither."
Ethan let his hand fall from the lock. He couldn't make a sensible sentence out of wanting Jacob to stay when he already lived here. "I'm a little drunk," he said.
Jacob laughed softly. "Yeah. Me too."
There was something relieving about hearing it named. Ethan wasn't imagining the warmth in his face or the way the kitchen seemed slightly farther away than usual. He went there anyway, filled his glass, and drank while Jacob turned the television off.
Ethan gathered the napkins while Jacob collected the glasses from the living room. At the sink, Ethan held out his hands for the last two rather than reach around him.
"I can take them," Jacob said.
"I'm already here."
He handed them over. Ethan put them down carefully enough that Jacob smiled at the sound.
"What?"
"Nothing. Very gentle."
"They're glass."
"They are."
Ethan laughed, hearing how that had sounded. He rested both hands on the counter until the room stopped following the small movement of his head. Beside him, Jacob was grinning at the sink. He was beautiful when he forgot to be cautious about taking up space. Ethan thought it plainly, then looked down because he didn't know what his face had done with the thought.
They rinsed what needed rinsing. The trays could wait. Ethan put the sauce spoon on Rose's dish, noticed a smear already there, and washed the little dish too. Jacob passed him a towel before he asked. "I sent her a picture," Ethan said.
"Your mom?"
"Rose. Of this." He lifted the dish slightly. "I told you."
"I remember."
"She liked that we were using it."
Jacob looked at the blue rim. "It's a good dish."
Ethan smiled. "I'll tell her."
"You did already."
Ethan said, "I can tell her twice." Jacob's laugh was quieter this time. Ethan liked the sound close beside him, without anyone else talking across it.
The room was nearly tidy when a song began on the speaker. The television had stopped, but neither had turned the music off. Ethan recognized the opening, then lost the next line while trying to remember it. Jacob supplied the words under his breath.
"You know this one too."
"You keep saying that like I only know three."
"You don't sing them."
Jacob glanced at him. "I do when nobody's here."
"I'm here." He hadn't meant it as a question. The words sounded like one after they left him.
Jacob set the towel down. "Yeah."
The song went on while neither of them moved. Jacob had stopped with the towel beneath his hand. Ethan could hear the voice on the recording carry on alone, filling the place where Jacob's had been, and he wanted those few words back. "I like it," he said.
"What?"
"You singing."
Jacob looked away, smiling at the counter. "You've heard about six words."
Ethan said, "They were good words." That made Jacob laugh. Ethan laughed too, not because the line was especially funny but because Jacob's whole face had changed and Ethan had been the reason. He wanted to keep doing that.
"Leave those," Jacob said when Ethan reached for the last tray. "They're soaking."
"I know."
"Then leave them."
Ethan did. He dried his hands, checked that the oven was off because he couldn't remember whether he'd already checked, and went to the sofa. Jacob brought their water over and took the place beside him.
Jacob put his glass on the coaster and left his hand beside it. A pale mark showed near the base of his thumb. Ethan nodded toward it. "What's that from?"
Jacob looked at his hand. "I caught it on a latch. Years ago." He turned it a little toward the lamp. "At the pool. There was a gate everybody knew was awkward. I thought I'd found the trick to it."
"Had you?"
"For about three seconds."
Ethan laughed. Jacob was smiling at the scar, apparently remembering the next part without offering it. "Then what?"
"Then I had to tell the person who'd warned me."
"Oh, no."
"She was very nice about it. I'd have preferred it if she'd laughed. I was standing there with a towel around my hand, trying to explain a mechanism she'd just watched fail."
"You kept talking," Ethan said.
"Probably."
"I can hear it."
"I'm sure it was very informative." Jacob laughed, then looked at his hand again. "I liked working there. Some days were just hot and long. After closing was the best part. The concrete finally cooled off. Somebody always put the radio on while we finished."
"You miss it?"
Jacob took a moment before answering. "Sometimes."
Ethan nodded. He didn't ask whether Jacob wanted to go back. "I like hearing about it," he said.
Jacob looked at him. "Even the gate?"
"Especially the gate." Ethan was still smiling when Jacob reached for his water.
The room no longer needed entertaining. Ethan could feel the change in his shoulders as he settled back. He put one foot on the edge of the rug, left the other tucked beneath him, and turned toward Jacob instead of the dark television. "I liked tonight," he said.
"Me too."
"We should do it again."
"We can."
He knew they could. He was trying to say something about how easy it had been to have a night with him in the middle of it. The wine made the feeling simpler than the sentence. "It's nice," he said, and stopped before he added enough words to spoil it.
Jacob was looking at him. "Yeah."
Ethan let his hand rest on the cushion between them. Jacob's lay a few inches away, fingers loose, the back of his wrist marked faintly where the controller had pressed against it. He could reach over. He could put his hand on top of it and see what happened. Instead he asked about the song.
Jacob told him where he'd first heard it, then admitted that memory might be attached to an entirely different song. Ethan began laughing before he'd finished explaining. Jacob tried again, got the year wrong, and laughed at himself. "It's fine," Ethan said. "I don't need proof."
"I'm going to remember it in bed."
"You can tell me tomorrow."
Jacob's expression shifted. Not much. Enough that Ethan wanted to know what he'd heard in it. "Okay," Jacob said.
Ethan moved his hand an inch along the cushion. His little finger touched Jacob's knuckle. Neither moved for a moment. Then Jacob turned his hand, slowly enough that Ethan could have taken his away. Their fingers rested together without quite holding. Ethan looked at the contact, then up at him. Ethan was still smiling, but it took more effort to breathe.
Jacob could feel Ethan's finger against his before he understood that Ethan had left it there. He looked down. Their hands rested between them on the sofa, close enough that the smallest movement had become something he needed to consider. He'd turned his own hand without knowing what he meant to do next. Now Ethan was watching him, his mouth a little open, and Jacob couldn't remember why he'd thought looking up would help.
The music was quiet. A car passed outside, tires making a brief sound against the street. He could hear the refrigerator begin another cycle in the kitchen. "You all right?" he asked.
Ethan nodded. "Yeah." His finger moved along Jacob's, lightly enough that Jacob might have imagined it if he hadn't been watching.
He was drunk. He knew that from the warmth behind his eyes, the loose feeling in his shoulders, the way he'd had to take a second to place the glass on the coaster instead of beside it. Ethan had told him he was too.
Ethan shifted on the cushion. His knee touched Jacob's thigh.
"You don't have to move," Jacob said.
"I wasn't going to."
He smiled, small and unmistakable. Jacob felt the answer low in his chest and looked at their hands again, trying to give himself time.
It had been easier when there was somebody else in the room. He could listen to May, answer Ravi, watch Ethan when Ethan was looking somewhere different. Alone, there wasn't a place to put the attention that didn't give him away.
He wanted to kiss him.
He'd wanted it before tonight, in circumstances that had nothing to do with wine or the sofa. He'd sat in Christopher's room in El Paso and admitted that he wanted to hold Ethan's hand. He could remember how hard that small sentence had been to say. Now Ethan's fingers were against his, and there were mornings and grocery bags and the sound of him coming home behind the wish. Jacob couldn't separate it into something small enough to try without caring what happened afterward.
Ethan's gaze moved to his mouth. Jacob forgot the rest of the argument.
He leaned a little closer, then stopped. Ethan had gone still, eyes back on his. The space was narrow enough now that Jacob could feel his next breath. "Can I kiss you?"
Ethan's fingers closed around his. "Yeah." His voice was quiet. "Please."
Jacob lifted his free hand to the side of Ethan's face. He brushed his thumb carefully against Ethan's cheek, and the feeling it sent through him didn't fit the smallness of the movement.
Ethan came toward him.
Their mouths met slightly off-center. Jacob adjusted, felt Ethan's hand settle against his upper arm, and then stopped thinking about the angle at all. Ethan was warm. His mouth was softer than Jacob had let himself imagine when imagining it could still be stopped. There was wine on his breath and the faint, clean smell of the soap he used upstairs, familiar from standing beside him at the sink and suddenly different this close.
Ethan kissed him back.
That was the part Jacob hadn't known how to prepare for. The pressure, the hand tightening on his arm, the small movement nearer that made it unmistakable. He'd asked. Ethan had answered. Now he was answering again with his mouth, and Jacob felt something he'd kept held very carefully loosen all at once.
He drew back just enough to breathe. Ethan followed a fraction before stopping. His eyes opened, unfocused for the first second, then finding Jacob's face. Jacob couldn't stop looking at him. "Okay?" he asked.
Ethan nodded, a quick movement beneath his hand. "Yeah." His thumb brushed Jacob's sleeve. Then he smiled.
Jacob kissed him again. This time Ethan was ready. He turned toward him fully, one knee folding onto the cushion, and Jacob moved his own hand from Ethan's cheek to the back of his neck. The curls there were warm against his fingers. He'd looked at them in the kitchen and outside by the table, wanting a reason to touch them. He didn't need to invent one now.
Ethan slid his hand from Jacob's upper arm to his shoulder. It stayed there for a moment, then moved down his chest as though he was finding out where he could put it. Jacob's breath caught. Ethan paused immediately. "Sorry."
"No." Jacob shook his head, smiling before he meant to. "You're fine."
Ethan's hand remained where it was. He looked at Jacob, checking, then let his palm settle more comfortably against him. It was such an ordinary place to touch somebody. People had put hands on Jacob's chest before, to stop a collision or get his attention or hold him back from a door they were trying to open. Ethan had done it less than an hour ago at the refrigerator. Jacob could remember the exact moment now.
He leaned in again, slower, and Ethan met him halfway. The second kiss had been surprised even after the first. This one let him notice things: the way Ethan tilted his head, the slight pressure of his fingers against Jacob's chest, the soft exhale through his nose when Jacob's thumb moved at his neck. Jacob let the kiss deepen a little and felt Ethan come closer until their knees were properly together.
He wanted him nearer. He wanted several things at once, with a force that made him stop and take another breath. He kept his hand at Ethan's neck. The other lay over the fingers Ethan hadn't quite let go of.
Ethan rested his forehead lightly against Jacob's temple, an awkward angle that made them both move at the same time. Their noses caught. Ethan laughed. Jacob laughed too, relief breaking through the strange tightness in his chest.
"Sorry," Ethan said again.
"That was me."
"I moved."
"So did I." They were smiling at each other now, close enough that Jacob could see the faint mark at the corner of Ethan's mouth where he'd been pressing his lips together earlier. Jacob touched it with his thumb. Ethan stopped laughing.
For a moment there was only the contact and the way Ethan looked back at him. Jacob could have kissed him again. He wanted to. He also wanted to be able to see his whole face. His own hand looked enormous against Ethan's face. He knew how to make the touch light; that wasn't what surprised him. It was Ethan turning into it, just a fraction, as though he wanted the pressure to remain.
Jacob moved his thumb once along Ethan's cheek and watched his eyes close. He could feel the faint warmth of his breath against his wrist. He wanted to be gentle with him, and Ethan was letting him. When Ethan opened his eyes again, Jacob let his hand slide back to his shoulder.
"That was good," Ethan said. The words were soft and slightly breathless, as though he hadn't decided to say them until he heard them coming out.
"Yeah." Jacob was still smiling when Ethan shifted his knee, trying to come nearer. His weight came forward too quickly. Jacob caught his upper arm before he could tip against the table, and Ethan laughed, his hand pressing hard against Jacob's chest. When he tried to sit upright again, he swayed.
"Sorry. I'm fine." The words ran together, the last one drawn out longer than Ethan seemed to intend. He blinked at Jacob, tried to adjust his foot, and stopped with it caught beneath his other leg.
Jacob kept hold of his arm. The warmth of Ethan's mouth was still on his, and he wanted another kiss badly enough that moving back took an effort. He made room for Ethan to put his foot down. "We should stop."
Ethan looked at him. The smile stayed for a second, then changed. "Oh." He took his hand off Jacob's chest and set it against the cushion. "Okay."
"You've had a lot. Let me get you some water." Jacob loosened his grip once Ethan was sitting back. He'd known they were both drinking. He hadn't realized how much Ethan was relying on the back of the sofa until it wasn't behind him.
"I can get it." Ethan began to move, then paused with his fingers pressed into the cushion.
"Stay there a minute." Jacob softened his voice. "Please."
Ethan nodded. Jacob took the two glasses from the table and went to the kitchen. He kept looking back while he filled them. Ethan had put both feet on the floor and was watching his own hands. A moment ago he'd been smiling up at Jacob with his mouth still warm from being kissed. Jacob wanted to go back to that part. He wanted Ethan steady enough to move toward him without needing to be caught. He came back and sat beside him, leaving room this time. "Here."
"Thanks." Ethan took the glass in both hands. He drank, lowered it, and looked toward Jacob without quite meeting his eyes. "Sorry."
Jacob's chest tightened. "You don't have to be sorry."
"Okay." Ethan lowered his eyes to the glass and took another drink.
Jacob held his own glass without drinking. He'd asked. Ethan had said yes, come toward him, kissed him back. He could remember every part of that. He didn't know how it would feel to Ethan in the morning, or whether the apology meant he was already wishing they'd left it alone. Asking him now would mean asking while he was still having to concentrate on where to put the glass.
The song changed. Jacob recognized the beginning and lost the name before he could reach it. He looked toward the speaker.
"What?" Ethan asked.
"I've forgotten another song."
Ethan looked toward the speaker, then back at him. "You can tell me tomorrow."
"Okay." Jacob set his glass down. Ethan held his against his knee, both hands around it.
Jacob wanted to put an arm around him. He kept his hands where they were. He was drunk too; when he turned his head, the room took a second to settle around the movement. Ethan leaned forward to find the coaster, and Jacob moved it closer. "Thanks," Ethan said, carefully, and put the glass down.
He'd wanted another kiss when he'd said they should stop. He still did. Ethan had gone quiet, and Jacob couldn't tell whether he was tired or uncomfortable. In the dark television he could see the lamp and the edge of the sofa, the space between their shoulders.
His phone vibrated near the cushion. He found it beneath his thigh, having apparently put it there when they began playing. Ravi had sent that he was home, with a photograph of the book beside the food container. May's message had arrived a few minutes earlier. Home. Thanks for tonight. Jacob angled the screen toward Ethan, who looked at it, then reached for his own phone. They sent their replies. Jacob set his phone facedown before the bright screen could keep him there.
Ethan rubbed one eye with the heel of his hand. When Jacob looked over, he stopped. "Tired," he said.
"Yeah." Jacob couldn't tell whether Ethan meant he wanted to go to bed. He waited.
Ethan leaned forward and straightened one of the controllers on the table. It wasn't in anybody's way. Jacob watched him put it beside the other one. "We can leave the trays," he said.
Ethan nodded without looking up.
Jacob sat beside him until Ethan stood, taking his glass. He put his free hand on the back of the sofa before taking a step. Jacob got up and waited until he was steady, then turned the music off.
At the bottom of the stairs, Ethan paused with his hand on the rail. Jacob stopped beside him. He could hear the refrigerator behind them. Ethan looked at him, then up the stairs, and shifted his grip.
Jacob took the glass and offered his other arm. Ethan hesitated, then held it. They went up slowly, Jacob close beside him until he stepped onto the landing. Ethan let go to switch on the lamp. Jacob carried the water to the nightstand, then came back to him. "You okay?"
"Yeah." Ethan looked at him. "Thanks."
Jacob stayed long enough to see him reach the bathroom, then went downstairs. He could hear Ethan moving above him, enough to know when the water ran and stopped. The light near the bed stayed on.
There were things Jacob could do. Check the door. Put the water away. Move the last plate off the edge of the counter. He did those things slowly, then stopped before he began washing a tray neither of them needed tonight.
The room felt altered and entirely familiar. Ethan's laptop was on the stairs where he'd left it before dinner. The blanket lay in a heap on the sofa, pushed aside when May sat down. Jacob picked it up and remembered Ethan's hand against his chest with enough clarity that he had to stand still. He folded the blanket once, badly, and left it on the arm.
Jacob went to his room and slid the door closed carefully so it wouldn't stick. Inside, the room was warm, with a strip of light showing along the edge of the partition. He put his phone on the desk, sat on the bed, and touched his mouth before he noticed he was doing it. The smile came anyway. Above him, Ethan moved across the landing. Jacob listened until the movement stopped and tried to work out what he could say when they met in the kitchen.
Ethan woke with one arm beneath the pillow and the clear memory of Jacob's hand against his face. For a moment he didn't move. The light beyond his eyelids was too bright, his mouth tasted stale, and the position of his shoulder suggested he'd been sleeping on it for longer than it wanted. None of those things displaced the hand.
He remembered being asked. He remembered saying yes.
His eyes opened. The mezzanine looked exactly as it had yesterday. Book on the nightstand, shirt half over the chair, a glass of water beside the lamp. He could see his phone facedown near the edge and the strip of sunlight already moving across the rug. He reached for the water and drank too quickly. His stomach objected. He put the glass down, rolled onto his back, and stared at the ceiling.
Jacob had kissed him.
There was no useful way to make that smaller. He could remember the first contact, the slight adjustment, the warmth of Jacob's hand at his neck afterward. He could remember touching his chest and being told he was fine to leave his hand there. He could remember wanting to keep doing it, and Jacob saying they should stop.
Below him, a drawer opened and shut. Ethan turned his head toward the railing. Jacob was awake. Of course he might be awake; it was morning, and one of them usually reached the kitchen first. The fact acquired a significance it hadn't possessed yesterday. He checked the time. Not early enough to pretend he was sleeping in on purpose.
His phone held a message from May, sent last night. He'd answered it. He read his answer twice, relieved that it was ordinary, then annoyed with himself for checking. Ravi had sent something in the shared thread too. A picture of the book. Ethan remembered Jacob showing him the message after— After. He put the phone down.
The order of some things was less clear. Whether they'd put the food away before moving to the sofa. How long May had stayed once her car arrived. Which song had been playing when Jacob turned his hand. The kiss itself wasn't one of the uncertain things.
Ethan sat up slowly. His head throbbed above his right eye. He stayed still until the room felt less sharp, then went to the bathroom and brushed his teeth for longer than necessary because it gave him something to do with his hands.
By the time he came back out, he'd made three possible decisions about how to behave and rejected all of them. Acting as though nothing had happened sounded impossible. Going downstairs to ask whether Jacob regretted it sounded worse. He changed his shirt. He didn't check which one he'd chosen until it was on.
From the stairs he could see Jacob at the island, reading something on his phone. A mug stood beside his elbow. He wore shorts and a soft gray shirt, his hair still sticking up at the back. The familiarity of it made Ethan's chest tighten.
Jacob looked up. "Morning."
"Hey." Ethan came down the remaining steps. The room smelled of toast and coffee. The blanket was folded over the arm of the sofa, not neatly, and the controllers sat side by side on the table. He could see where they'd been sitting. He made himself keep walking.
"Coffee's there," Jacob said. "I didn't know when you'd be up."
"Thanks."
"There's water too."
Ethan looked at the pitcher. "I see it." The answer came out flatter than he'd meant. Jacob put the phone down.
"Sorry. I'm not giving instructions."
"No. I know. My head hurts."
"Yeah." Jacob rubbed the side of his own forehead. "Same."
That helped for a second. They could both be people who'd drunk too much last night. Ethan took a glass, filled it, and drank a little at a time. "You eaten?" he asked.
"Toast. I was going to do eggs."
"I can."
"I've got the pan out."
"Okay." He stayed on the other side of the island while Jacob got up. Usually he would have moved around him for a mug, opened the drawer at his hip, or reached across to take the plate before Jacob decided where to put it. This morning he could remember the places his hands had been. He didn't know whether Jacob wanted them there now. Reaching for a mug ought not to have been part of that question. He stayed where he was.
"Scrambled?" Jacob asked.
"Yeah. Please."
"You can make the toast if you want."
Ethan came around the island and took out the bread. "How many?"
"One more."
He put one slice in beside his own. When Jacob reached past him for the bowl, Ethan moved half a step. Jacob took it to the stove without looking up.
Ethan watched him break the eggs and find the fork. His movements were slower than usual, but he seemed to know what to do with himself. "Ravi's appointment changed again," Jacob said, looking at his phone.
"Already?"
"He sent it at eight." Jacob put the phone down and went back to the eggs. Ethan listened to the fork scrape against the bowl.
He turned to the toast before it burned. They ate at the island, the place where they'd sat over the calendar less than a week ago. Jacob put the plate down close enough that Ethan didn't have to reach. Ethan passed him the pepper, waited for him to finish with it, and tried to think of a question that didn't sound as though he'd rehearsed it upstairs. "Did you sleep all right?"
Jacob swallowed. "Yeah. Took me a bit."
"Me too."
"The room was warm."
"Yeah." Ethan looked down at his eggs. It had been warm upstairs too.
"I'll open the terrace door earlier tonight," Jacob said.
Tonight. Ethan could hear another whole evening in the word. They'd still be here. They'd still need to decide whether the room was hot and what to eat and whether one of them wanted the television. He took a bite of toast because he didn't know what to do with how much he wanted that.
Jacob asked whether he had work to finish. Ethan told him about the reading for next week and the response he wanted to start before Monday. Jacob nodded and said he might spend some time on the course preparation, but not while his head felt like this.
"Same," Ethan said. He hadn't thought about the course yet this morning. October felt very far away and uncomfortably close. He would sit beside Jacob there, come home with him, know what his mouth felt like, and apparently carry on answering questions about breakfast.
Jacob reached for the water pitcher. "More?"
Ethan slid his glass toward him. Their fingers brushed at the base. He looked up too fast. Jacob was looking at the glass. He filled it, put the pitcher down, and wiped the small drip off the stone with his thumb. Ethan remembered that thumb at his cheek. He put his fork down.
Jacob noticed. "You okay?"
"Yeah."
"Too much?"
Ethan said, "No. It's good. Thanks." Jacob nodded and returned to his plate. Ethan picked his fork up again because there wasn't anything wrong with the eggs.
He wanted to ask whether last night had been good for him too. Jacob had smiled and kissed him again. He'd also been the one to stop. This morning he was making breakfast and checking whether Ethan could eat it. He'd done that before they'd ever kissed. Ethan didn't know how to ask for more without finding out Jacob didn't want it.
The phone on the counter vibrated. Jacob glanced at the name, then turned the screen so Ethan could see a photograph of Christopher's model from an angle that made it look much larger than it was. "He's trying to get the background out," Jacob said.
"You can see the cushion."
"Yeah." Jacob took the phone back and typed his reply. Ethan watched his thumb move across the screen.
There were things about Jacob's life Ethan didn't know. The private parts of his conversations with Christopher, what he did in the room beneath Ethan's when he couldn't sleep. They'd never owed each other all of it. He took the last of the toast.
Afterward, Jacob began washing the pan. Ethan got the towel and stood beside him. Jacob passed him the pan, and he dried it, found a damp patch near the handle, and dried that too. The spoon rest stood beside the stove, clean and empty. He moved it to reach the cupboard, put it back, and heard himself say, "Last night was nice." His voice sounded too casual, an imitation of the way he might have said it yesterday. He looked at Jacob anyway.
Jacob looked back. "Yeah. It was." He smiled, but for a moment neither of them did the next thing. Water ran over the glass in his hand. Then Jacob looked down at it. "May liked the food," he added. "She texted."
"Good." Ethan put the pan away. He could remember Jacob telling him he'd had a lot, the water, Jacob's arm beside him on the stairs. He'd needed the help. This morning he was standing here sober, waiting for Jacob to say he'd liked kissing him, and Jacob was talking about dinner. "I just thought—"
Jacob turned the faucet off. "What?"
Ethan had his attention now. That was worse, somehow, the quiet sink and Jacob waiting with the glass still in his hand. He could ask. He could make Jacob answer when all he'd offered was breakfast and a way to carry on. "We should have them over again," Ethan said.
"Definitely." Jacob held the glass out to him. Ethan reached a moment too late, after Jacob had begun drawing it back, and they both stopped. Then Jacob gave it to him. Ethan dried the rim before setting it down.
Outside, a car sounded its horn. Jacob turned the water on again and reached for the next plate. Ethan listened when he asked where the larger tray belonged.
They finished the dishes. Jacob gave him the tray that had soaked overnight and warned him about the water pooled in the corner. Ethan kept it level, dried it, and put it away. Jacob took the towel when Ethan held it out.
Jacob dried his hands and picked up the paper they'd left beneath the mug yesterday. "Can we send those pictures while there's light?"
Ethan looked at the measurements. For a second he couldn't remember which pictures he meant.
"The frame," Jacob added. "They asked for the top edge. I couldn't get it properly last night."
"Oh. Yeah." He took his phone and followed Jacob toward the partition. The door was open. He stopped outside the room while Jacob moved the desk chair a little farther back, clearing the angle without shifting any furniture that needed two people.
From here Ethan could see the bed, the lamp, a shirt Jacob had folded and left on the dresser. There was nothing about the room he hadn't seen before. He still found himself looking at it with the uncomfortable awareness that Jacob had gone in there last night after helping him upstairs. Had he lain awake too? Ethan didn't ask. He lifted the phone instead.
"That bit?"
Jacob came out and pointed. "Along there. They want to see how it meets the existing edge."
Ethan took a photograph, enlarged it, and found the light had caught the surface so brightly that the relevant detail disappeared. "Not that one," he said.
"Want me to do it?"
"Let me move." He changed the angle. Jacob stepped aside before he had to ask, then held the door where Ethan wanted it. The second image was clearer. Ethan checked it before taking another, wider one, enough of the surrounding structure included that the close view would make sense. "There."
Jacob leaned over his shoulder. Ethan felt the heat of him before the contact, the front of Jacob's shirt brushing the back of his arm. "Yeah. That shows it."
He didn't move away immediately. Ethan kept the screen still, afraid he'd make the moment strange by noticing it too visibly. Then Jacob stepped back and opened the email thread. "They wanted the door shut as well."
Ethan took the last photograph with the door resting at the point where it caught, then sent all three clear images to Jacob. Back at the island, he put his phone down while Jacob attached them to the reply. "I'm putting both of us on this," Jacob said.
Ethan nodded. He stayed beside him until the message had gone.
Jacob found the folder beneath the blue book and slid the measurements inside. Ethan watched him leave it within reach of both of them instead of taking it into his room. Ethan wanted the room improved too: the door sitting properly, the sound reduced, the last practical pieces finished.
Jacob picked up the phone Ethan had left on the island and held it out. "Here."
"Thanks." Ethan put it in his pocket. He didn't want to lose the mornings they'd had before last night. He also didn't want the kiss put somewhere they could never reach again. Jacob went to put the last cup away.
By the time the kitchen was clear, the headache had eased. Jacob took his coffee to the sofa and moved the badly folded blanket out of the way. Ethan watched him look at the empty cushion, then at the laptop Ethan had left on the stairs. "You want this end?" Jacob asked.
"What?"
"For reading. You usually sit here."
"It's fine. Stay."
Jacob stayed.
Ethan went upstairs for the reading and brought it down instead of taking it to the bed. There was space at the other end of the sofa. He sat, tucked one foot beneath him, and opened the book. He could remember turning toward Jacob from almost this position. The hand at his neck. His own knee against Jacob's leg. He looked at the first line until it became a sentence again.
Beside him, Jacob made a small dissatisfied sound at something on his phone.
"What?" Ethan asked.
Jacob said, "I found the song." Ethan looked up. Jacob turned the screen toward him. "The one I couldn't remember."
He could remember asking to be told tomorrow. He'd said it twice, apparently. Once before the kiss, once after. Ethan didn't know which time Jacob was remembering. "Oh," he said. "Yeah. That one."
Jacob smiled and put it on quietly. The first notes reached Ethan before he could look down at the book. Last night he'd been turned toward Jacob, his hand on the cushion between them. Now the same song was something to read to. He waited for Jacob to say something, then hated that he was still waiting. "Can we put something else on?"
Jacob's hand stopped beside his coffee. "Sure." He picked up the phone and changed it, without the argument Ethan would have expected yesterday about how many times he was allowed to reject the music. Another song began. Jacob put the phone down.
Ethan looked at the page. The relief lasted less than a breath; then he wanted the other song back, and Jacob's face before he'd asked. His chest ached in a way that didn't belong to the hangover. He'd wanted the kiss. He still wanted it. Across the cushion, Jacob settled back with his coffee, close enough that Ethan could reach him if he moved. Ethan left the book open and stayed beside him, listening to the song he'd asked for.
Christopher had taken the same photograph nine times, and Jacob liked the one he'd already deleted.
"You can't see the wheel in that one."
"You can if you look."
Christopher turned the screen toward him. "Where?"
Jacob leaned closer. The wing occupied most of the frame. Beneath it there was a dark shape that might have been the wheel or might have been the shadow Christopher had spent twenty minutes trying to get rid of. "Okay. Not that one."
"That's what I said."
He took the phone back and scrolled to the next image. Jacob settled farther into the chair, careful not to nudge the table. The plane stood on a sheet of blue card in front of a second sheet curved against a box. From the correct angle, the join disappeared. From where Jacob sat, it looked like a plane on Eddie's table with a cereal box behind it. Christopher wanted the correct angle.
The crutches were propped within reach beside his chair. His laptop sat farther down the table, showing a photograph Denny had sent as an example. Jacob had been told twice that they weren't copying it. They were trying the same idea with different lighting, which was apparently an important distinction.
"Hold that?" Christopher asked.
Jacob took the edge of the card. "Here?"
"Higher. Not the whole thing."
He moved his hand. Christopher adjusted the camera, stopped, and frowned at the screen.
"Now your finger's in it."
"You asked me to hold it."
"From behind."
Jacob laughed and moved. "You could've started with that."
"I thought you'd look."
He deserved that. He looked properly this time, found a place to brace the card without making his hand part of the sky, and held still.
Christopher took the photograph. For a moment neither moved, waiting for the phone to finish its small processing trick. Then Chris inspected the image. "That's better."
Jacob let go only after Christopher nodded. The card stayed upright. He flexed his fingers, glad to let the box support it for a while.
It was Sunday afternoon. Eddie had let him in, offered coffee, and left them to it while he dealt with something in the back of the house. There were still belongings waiting to arrive from Texas. A list lay on the kitchen counter with an estimated delivery window crossed out and a new one beneath it.
Nothing had arrived early just because Christopher had plans for where it should go.
At the loft that morning, Ethan had been standing at the stove when Jacob came out of his room. He'd moved aside for the coffee, asked how he wanted the toast, and smiled when Jacob said he could do it himself. Ethan had left the bread beside the pan and gone back to the stove. Jacob had nearly asked what he was doing later, then remembered he already knew: groceries, reading, the ordinary Sunday they'd talked about at breakfast. He'd said he was going to Eddie's and waited too long for Ethan to look up.
Yesterday he'd found the song, and Ethan had asked for something else. Jacob had changed it. He didn't know whether Ethan wished they hadn't started. He'd checked his phone twice on the way here, though there was nothing Ethan needed to send.
Christopher shifted the laptop an inch. Jacob didn't notice until Chris moved it back toward himself. He looked up then, too late to pretend he'd been following.
The course packet on his desk had become more definite by the day; the job possibilities remained possibilities. Waiting made him want to do something with his hands, which was how he'd spent the first ten minutes here trying to improve a piece of card Christopher had already positioned correctly. Now he kept his hands on his own knees. "Have you put it anywhere yet?" he asked.
"The picture?"
"Yeah."
"I'm sending it to Denny first. He said the last one looked like a toy."
Jacob looked at the model. "It is a—"
"I know."
He shut his mouth, smiling. Christopher looked annoyed for another second before his own smile broke through.
"Not like that," he said.
"I know what you mean."
"You keep saying things."
"I'll try not to."
Christopher considered whether to believe him, then returned to the photograph. He wanted it to look as though someone could have been standing beside the real plane. The ground mattered. So did the shadow. He showed Jacob an older picture where the background worked but the light came from two directions at once.
Jacob followed the lines on the screen. "We could turn the lamp off and use the window."
"It changes."
"The light?"
"Clouds."
He glanced toward the window. There were enough thin patches moving across the sun to make Christopher's objection reasonable. "Then close the blind and use the lamp."
"That's what I did."
"Right."
Christopher looked at him more closely. "Are you listening?"
Jacob had been listening. He'd also been looking at the phone beside his thigh, which had lit a moment earlier with a message he hadn't opened. He knew who it was from. He'd seen the name. "Not well enough," he admitted. "Sorry. Show me what you've tried."
Christopher left the laptop where it was. "I showed you."
"You did." Jacob got up and put his phone facedown on the sideboard, beyond the edge of his vision. When he sat again, he waited instead of reaching for the screen. Christopher looked at him for another moment before turning the laptop.
There were four versions, not nine versions of the same attempt. Christopher had changed one thing each time and kept the rest as close as he could. Jacob leaned in, following the differences, and began to see the method he'd missed while offering things Chris had already tried.
"You've already done the window."
"Yes."
"And the other lamp."
"It's too bright."
He showed him. It was. The white surface of the plane had lost its detail.
Jacob rubbed his jaw. "Okay. What do you want to change on this one?"
Christopher pointed to the shadow, then to the wheel. "Those. Not everything."
They moved the lamp a little farther away and changed the angle. Jacob carried it; Christopher stayed where he could see the screen and told him when to stop. It took three adjustments. The last was barely an inch.
"There."
Jacob let go and stepped clear. Christopher took another photograph. This time the wheel was visible and the background didn't betray the cereal box. He looked pleased before remembering to inspect the other details.
"Can I see?" Jacob asked.
Christopher handed him the phone. It was a good picture. "I like that one," Jacob said.
"Me too."
Chris took it back, enlarged one corner, and made a small dissatisfied noise.
"What?"
"Dust."
Jacob bent closer. A pale speck sat on the blue surface beside the wheel. "We can take another."
Christopher sighed, long and ordinary and fourteen. "I know."
Before they ate, Christopher tried turning the photograph sideways to compare it with the example. Jacob watched him enlarge the lower edge, then lose the whole frame because his finger moved farther than he intended.
"Hang on."
Jacob left the phone alone. Chris steadied his wrist against the table and brought the image back. "That," he said. "Under there. It's all black."
Jacob looked at the wheel again. The detail had disappeared where the shadow met it. "We could bounce some light in."
"With what?"
He picked up the white back of the card they weren't using. "This, maybe."
Christopher looked unconvinced, which was reasonable. Jacob had seen somebody do it once. That wasn't the same as knowing exactly where to put it.
They tried. The first position did almost nothing. The second showed the card as a bright reflection in a part of the model Chris wanted to remain plain. Jacob moved it lower, farther from the lens, and watched Christopher's face rather than assume the result.
"A little back."
He moved.
"There."
The difference on the screen was small. It was also the difference Christopher had been asking for. He took the picture, then made Jacob hold the card while he checked it at the same size as the others.
Jacob's shoulder began to ache from keeping his arm in an awkward position. "Can I put it down?"
"Yeah. Sorry."
He lowered it and shook his arm out. Christopher shifted the box to make a temporary support instead of asking him to hold the whole afternoon still.
"Better?"
"Much."
They took another photograph with the support in place. It worked. Christopher saved the version and wrote down where the lamp had been, using the edge of the table as a reference. Jacob watched him make the note. He liked the seriousness of it, the way Chris could care about getting this right without needing it to be a school assignment or something an adult would count as worthwhile.
"You want to do another model after this?" he asked.
"Eventually."
"You picked one?"
"I've looked."
He showed Jacob two possibilities. One cost considerably more than the other, and Christopher didn't seem certain which he wanted. Jacob asked what came in the smaller kit. Christopher read it aloud, then checked a review that pointed out something the product page hadn't. "I'm not buying it today," he said.
"I didn't think you were."
"Dad keeps asking if I'm buying it."
"He probably wants to know whether the box is going to arrive."
Christopher considered that. "I could tell him."
"You could."
"Still looking."
Jacob smiled. "That's an answer."
Chris saved the page and put it away before the afternoon became a different project. Jacob left his own phone on the sideboard and helped move the card safely toward the far end of the table.
They ate before doing it again. Eddie came through to ask whether they wanted what was left in the refrigerator or whether he should make something. Christopher asked what the options were. Jacob began to say he wasn't hungry, then realized he was and asked for the same.
"You can make a sandwich," Eddie told him.
"I know."
"Then make one."
There was a smile in it. Jacob got up, washed his hands, and found plates while Christopher moved the model safely back from the edge. The card could remain where it was. They had enough table left for lunch if nobody tried to put a glass in the sky.
Eddie took his own food elsewhere after Christopher asked whether they could keep the setup until they finished. He said yes, provided finishing didn't mean leaving it across the table until Tuesday.
"Today," Christopher said.
"Good."
Jacob brought the sandwiches over and moved the lamp cord out of the route before sitting. Christopher had opened a message from Nora. He read it, typed, erased something, and looked up to find Jacob putting the plate within reach.
"What?"
"Nothing." Jacob sat. "I haven't said anything."
"You looked."
"You're across the table."
Christopher gave him a look, then set the phone down. Jacob left the subject alone. After a few bites, Chris picked it up again. "She asked about the campus."
"Nora?"
"Yeah. I showed her the pictures."
Jacob nodded. "What did she want to know?"
"If you have to go there to walk around."
"For the bits we visited, no."
"That's what I said."
"Then you answered her."
Christopher looked at the phone. "She said it looks nice."
Jacob waited. There might have been another question. There might simply have been a girl Christopher liked saying that somewhere he'd been looked nice. "It was nice," Jacob said eventually.
"I know."
Chris smiled into his sandwich. Jacob took a bite of his own and didn't ask whether Nora wanted to go with him. If Christopher wanted to tell him that, he would.
After a while, Chris asked whether they could go again some time.
"Yeah. We said we would."
"Not when you have the course."
"Weekends still exist."
"You'll have homework."
Jacob looked down at the plate. "Probably. We can find a day. I don't want to promise one and then move it."
Christopher nodded, apparently satisfied that they could find a day that actually worked. "We can look next week," he said.
"Okay."
"And somewhere else too. Not just there."
"You've got a list?"
"Some things."
He showed him. A museum. A place Denny had mentioned. A film whose start times apparently assumed nobody needed to eat dinner. Jacob asked which one Chris wanted most, and Christopher made him read the descriptions before answering. That was fair. Jacob read them.
The museum needed a longer day than the others. They could save it for when neither was trying to fit the visit between something else. The film was easier, although Christopher wanted to see whether Denny could come too. Jacob said he'd go if the time worked and let Chris handle asking.
He liked being included in plans that didn't require him to be the entire plan.
Christopher began a message to Denny, then stopped to look at the start times again.
"If he can't do that one, there's another later."
"Send him both," Jacob said.
"Then he'll say either."
"Would that be bad?"
"Somebody has to pick."
Jacob ate the last bite of sandwich while Christopher decided how to phrase the question.
"I'm asking about the first one," Christopher said finally. "If he can't, he can tell me."
"Okay."
Christopher sent it and put the phone down with the screen facing the table. "Now we finish the picture."
Jacob smiled. "Now we finish the picture."
Christopher finished eating and returned to the photograph. Jacob checked his own phone while Chris adjusted the lamp.
Ethan: Going to get groceries later. Want anything?
Jacob began to type that he'd be home by six, then stopped. Ethan hadn't asked when he was coming back. He looked toward the table, where Christopher was adjusting the lamp cord so it wouldn't pull against the card, and deleted the time. Then he answered the question on the screen.
Jacob: Apples if they're good. We're nearly out of bread too.
He added that he was still at Eddie's and would be back later.
The reply came before he returned to the table.
Ethan: Got it. Have fun. Tell Chris hi.
Jacob smiled. Christopher looked up. "What?" Christopher asked.
"Ethan says hi."
"Hi." He was already looking back at the screen. "Can you move the lamp again?"
Jacob put the phone away. This attempt took longer because removing the dust disturbed the card. Christopher was annoyed with the card, then with the photograph, then with Jacob when he reached toward the model before Chris had said what needed moving.
Jacob stopped. "Sorry. Which part?"
"Not the plane. The back."
"Okay."
They reset the background. The wheel remained where it should. Christopher moved the camera himself, bracing his forearm against the table so he didn't have to hold the position unsupported while he found the frame.
Jacob stayed out of the picture. When Chris took the next one, they both leaned in. The image looked almost the same as the one before lunch. That was the point. The pale speck had gone. "That's it," Christopher said. He sent it to Denny before he could find something else wrong.
Jacob sat back. There was an ease in having finished one thing together. He'd needed the afternoon more than he'd known when he arrived.
Christopher began putting the spare images in a folder. He kept the unsuccessful versions too.
"So you know what you changed?" Jacob asked.
"So I don't try it again."
"That too."
Christopher's phone lit with Denny's answer. "He likes it," he said.
"Good."
"He wants to know what I used."
Jacob glanced at the cereal box. "Tell him."
Christopher grinned and took a photograph of the whole arrangement before Jacob could start putting it away. That one contained the table, the cord, the edge of Jacob's arm, and none of the illusion they'd spent the afternoon making. Chris sent it without hesitating. Jacob laughed.
They cleared the table, slowly enough that the model and the card survived. Jacob took the lamp back. Christopher returned the plane to its safe place and left the laptop open while the copies finished saving.
Jacob carried the plates to the kitchen.
Another message arrived before he reached the sink. Christopher read it and called after him. "He can do the early one."
"The film?"
"Yeah."
Jacob put the plates down. "Okay. Tell me when you've checked with your dad, and I'll see what I can do."
Christopher was already looking toward the back of the house. "Dad?"
Eddie answered from somewhere beyond the hall.
"Can I ask you something?"
"Come and ask."
Chris saved the messages, set the phone beside the laptop, and reached for his crutches. Jacob moved the empty grocery bag off the chair beside him so it wouldn't catch when he stood, then went back to the plates. The conversation continued out of view. A time, a question about who was going, Christopher explaining that he was still arranging it. Jacob could hear enough to know he wasn't needed in the middle.
He dried his hands and looked at the picture still open on the laptop. The plane stood against a clear blue background, every trace of the clutter removed from the frame. Around the screen, ordinary life remained exactly where they'd left it. Jacob closed the empty cereal box and put it beside the card for Chris to keep.
Athena found a second set of property photographs beneath the first and put both on the counter before the realtor could begin. "These aren't the ones that went online."
"No. Those are the replacement exterior shots. The light was better on Thursday."
Athena looked from one to the other. The house appeared warmer in the new pictures, the pool a brighter blue. A chair had been moved far enough that she could see the edge of the paving it usually covered. "All right." She set them side by side. She didn't dislike the pictures. She disliked needing a moment to recognize the place from an angle she'd never stand at unless she wanted to fall into a shrub.
The realtor put her bag beside the stool, out of the route through the kitchen. "I brought the showing feedback and the revised schedule. There's one request for this evening."
"How late?"
"Seven-thirty."
"No."
The woman nodded and made a note. She'd learned not to treat Athena's first answer as the beginning of a negotiation.
"Tomorrow?"
"The window we already agreed."
"I'll offer that."
Athena poured water into two glasses. Before every showing she cleared the mail, put away personal papers, checked the bathrooms, and left early enough to avoid meeting strangers on the front walk. She was tired of making those rounds. "Tell me what they're asking," she said.
The realtor opened the folder, keeping the visitors' actual comments separate from her own impressions. The kitchen and pool had been popular; the questions concerned maintenance, utility costs, and the work after the rebuild. Athena listened for the dates she could check against her records.
"I have the records," she said. "They're in the blue folder. Copies, not my originals."
"That's what we need."
Athena brought it over. There were receipts, service information, details that had once belonged to a future she and Bobby were trying to arrange. Dates. Names. A problem resolved after three telephone calls and a fourth person finally arriving with the correct part. She could remember being furious about that part. She was glad, briefly, that there had been ordinary things to be furious about.
The realtor checked the list against the documents, asking before taking a page out. Athena gave her what could be copied and kept the rest in place. Nobody needed the unrelated note tucked behind a service receipt. She moved it to her own folder without reading it.
"There's another question about possession," the realtor said.
Athena looked up.
"If someone submits an offer, how much time would you need between an accepted agreement and handing over the property? We can state a preference, but I don't want to promise a date you haven't approved."
She rested one hand on the edge of the counter. There were several answers. The answer in boxes, the answer in money, the answer she'd give somebody asking whether she was ready. None of them could stand in for the others. "I want to see the terms," she said. "The actual dates. I'm not agreeing to be out on a day because it looks good in a conversation."
"Of course."
"And I'm not staying indefinitely either. If it works, I want it done."
The woman made another note. "Then I'll bring you the proposed timing with the rest. We can compare it properly."
They went through what remained unresolved. One interested household wanted another visit. Another had asked whether certain furnishings could be included. The request wasn't unusual. Athena still felt a small, unreasonable irritation at the idea of someone deciding they liked a chair enough to ask for it while standing in her home.
"Which furnishings?"
The realtor showed her the list.
Athena read it once. A table outside. A pair of stools. Something in the living room she hadn't decided what to do with yet. "That one isn't available." She indicated the line.
"I'll remove it."
"The others, we can discuss. Separately. I don't want them lost in a sentence about what stays with the house."
"We'll be specific."
They marked the items the realtor still needed to confirm.
The realtor took another page out of the folder. "There's also the updated description. I wanted you to see it before we changed anything."
Athena read it. Dimensions, finishes, the pool. Then a line about a new beginning that made her stop. "Take that out."
The woman followed her finger. "We can end the paragraph before it."
"Do that."
The realtor marked the sentence and read the shorter version aloud. It described the house. Athena preferred it.
"There's nothing about your family in the listing," the woman said. "And we don't give personal information to people asking about the seller."
"Keep it that way."
"We will."
Athena finished the page and found one other detail she wanted corrected, less emotional and no less worth getting right. The wording implied an item was newer than it was. She showed the realtor the date in the records. "It works. It isn't new."
"I'll change it."
"Thank you."
By the time they finished checking the other dates, the page was covered in marks.
The realtor set it aside. "I'll send you a clean version for approval."
Athena took a drink while the realtor listed questions about return visits, measuring, and bringing a contractor. "One appointment," she said. "Not somebody turning up in the morning and someone else coming back after lunch because they didn't coordinate."
"We can arrange that."
"And if they want to measure, they ask. I'm not moving my furniture for them."
The realtor nodded. "They can identify what they need before the visit. We'll confirm access."
"Good."
A buyer's plans for a different color or a different use for a room stayed separate from the work Athena might need to address before leaving.
Athena put her pen down. "That's all I'm asking. Tell me what's being asked of me. Don't tell somebody yes and then hope I'll be agreeable."
"I won't."
She believed her. Outside, a service vehicle passed with a low rumble. "All right," Athena said when it had gone. "What else?"
Afterward they walked through the rooms, locating a window covering and checking the cupboard where Athena intended to keep the remaining paperwork.
In the living room, the realtor stopped far enough from the framed photograph that she couldn't have been reaching for it. "Personal photographs can be put away for the showings if you prefer. They don't need to remain visible."
Athena looked at the frame Karen had given her. She'd seen it so often that morning she'd stopped consciously looking at it. Now Bobby's face met her from behind the glass with a familiarity the property photographs couldn't approach. "That stays where it is."
"Certainly."
"Until I take it with me."
The realtor nodded and went back to the list. She didn't soften her expression into the face people used when they wanted credit for recognizing a widow's possessions. Athena was grateful enough to dislike noticing.
She moved closer after the woman had turned toward the window. A faint line of dust showed along the top of the frame. Athena ran her thumb across it, then checked the edge of the glass for the mark she'd left. She would clean it properly later. It didn't need to be done while somebody waited.
"This covering?" the realtor asked.
Athena turned back. "Show me which line."
They finished the room. Athena opened the cupboard, checked what had already been packed, and found a small stack of glasses on the shelf she'd expected to be empty. She'd put them there herself after the party, keeping enough for ordinary use. There had been a time when empty cupboards made her reach for a task. Now they made the remaining things look deliberately chosen. "I'll need those until I leave," she said, mostly to herself.
The realtor waited.
Athena shut the door. "Not part of your list."
"Understood."
They returned to the kitchen. Outside, the pool was quiet. The last great party had left no visible damage, no permanent mark a buyer would need disclosed, just memories Athena could place precisely across the paving: Harry with the speaker, Buck at the grill, somebody laughing too loudly near the water after midnight.
She'd kept her own photograph of the morning after. The listing pictures could have the clean chairs.
The realtor asked about the next round of appointments. Athena approved two windows, rejected a third, and asked for the access arrangements in writing, including any extra visitors or contractor appointments.
"We'll keep the existing process," the woman said.
"Good."
"You don't need to be here for every visit."
"I know."
"I'm not suggesting you do."
Athena looked at her, then let herself smile a little. "I know that too."
The woman smiled back. It was easier when people allowed her to be impatient without interpreting it as evidence she'd changed her mind.
They sat for the forms. Athena read each page before initialing it and asked for an explanation where a description didn't match her understanding.
Athena photographed the agreed appointment windows and sent herself the corrected list. The realtor checked it against her own copy.
"I'll confirm the remaining answers by email," she said.
"And call if something needs an answer sooner."
"I will."
Athena set the pen beside her own copy and closed the folder.
By the time the realtor left, the folder was thinner and her own list was shorter. She walked the woman to the door, confirmed that tomorrow's appointment would be within the agreed window, and closed it behind her.
The house was quiet in the particular way it became quiet after somebody discussed it as a property. Athena picked up the two water glasses. One was almost full. She finished her own and set both beside the sink, then went back for the folder before she could leave it somewhere she'd resent finding it later.
Her phone rang while she was putting it away. May. "Hi, baby."
"Hey. You done?"
"For today."
"How was it?"
Athena leaned against the counter. "People like the pool."
"They should. It's a good pool."
"They also want to know what I'm leaving."
There was a small pause. "Do you know?"
"Some of it."
"Okay."
Athena looked toward the living room. "You don't need to come over and sort things tonight," she said.
"I wasn't offering tonight."
Athena smiled. "Good. You've got work."
"I have dinner. Then work."
"Even better."
May told her what she was making. It sounded ambitious for someone calling from a grocery aisle, and Athena asked whether she already owned the ingredient she'd just described as optional.
"No."
"Then don't buy a whole bottle for a teaspoon unless you know you'll use it."
"That's what I thought."
"You called to ask me that?"
May laughed. "Partly."
Athena closed her eyes for a moment, smiling at the ordinary answer. She could hear a cart move at the other end and someone asking to get past. May apologized, shifted, and came back to the call.
"I did want to know how it went."
"I know."
"Are they being all right?"
"They're doing their job. I'm doing mine."
"Mom."
"What?"
May's breath changed, a small laugh with no amusement in it. "Nothing. I'm glad you called it done for today."
Athena looked at the folder. "It is."
They spoke about a visit later in the week. May could come over, eat something, and take the small things she'd already said she wanted. If she changed her mind about one, she could tell Athena then.
"I don't want to take something you still need."
"You won't."
"You say that, and then you'll be eating off the one plate nobody wanted."
"I have plates."
May laughed. Athena let the sound stay with her. "Tell me how the dinner turns out," she said.
"I will."
"And eat before you start working."
"That's the plan."
They said goodbye. Athena kept the phone in her hand for another moment before putting it down. First she checked the cupboard beside the refrigerator. There were still enough plates for a meal, enough cups that a visitor wouldn't have to wait for one to be washed. She took out a bowl she'd been meaning to pack and found she wanted it for lunch. It could stay another day.
One of the smaller boxes sat on the floor nearby, its flaps folded inward rather than taped. Athena brought it to the counter and checked the contents against the short list tucked under a corner. The glasses from her mother were already wrapped. She didn't unwrap them to make sure each one was still there. She'd counted them when she put them in.
There was room on top for the serving dish she'd set aside. She wrapped it, placed it carefully, and decided against adding another thing merely because the box would take it. Someone still had to lift the box. Harry had offered to carry things later. She wasn't going to meet that offer by making every container as heavy as possible.
She wrote him a message asking when he'd be by and telling him there were two boxes she wanted moved, not a houseful of surprise work. Then she put the phone down. He could answer when he had time.
The serving dish was coming with her. The chair wasn't part of the sale. She closed the box without sealing it and left the list tucked under a flap.
At the sink, both water glasses still waited. She washed them, dried the counter, and noticed the faint line her folder had left in the dust near the corner. She wiped that too.
She could still hear May's voice asking whether she knew what she was leaving. Some of it. That had been the honest answer. Athena didn't intend to turn it into certainty before she'd had lunch. She got a soft cloth and went to the photograph. The frame was solid beneath her hands. Karen had given her something she hadn't known how to ask for, and Athena had accepted it without imagining this exact afternoon: the realtor's list on the counter, the clean space around the furniture, her daughter calling to ask about dinner while strangers considered the place they might live.
She cleaned the top edge, then the glass. Bobby's face became clearer when she tilted it away from the window's reflection. For a second she could hear the way he'd have asked whether she'd eaten. She knew the question because he'd asked it often enough in life.
She hadn't.
"All right," she said, quietly. She set the photograph back where it belonged and went to make herself something.
May arrived carrying coffee in one hand and the lid that ought to have been on it in the other. "Don't move that," she said as Ethan began clearing a space. "I'm putting it here."
He moved his notebook instead. She set the cup in the patch of shade beside the planter, put the lid on properly, and looked at the pages spread between him and Lena. "Am I interrupting?"
"We're nearly done," Lena said.
Ethan glanced at the paragraph on his screen.
"We could be nearly done," she amended.
May smiled and took the chair at the end of the table. They'd chosen the café terrace because there was room for more than one laptop and nobody had to whisper every time they disagreed.
He turned the page toward Lena. "I don't think we can say it that strongly."
"Which bit?"
"Here. The number."
She leaned in, read, and shook her head. "Then explain what you mean. You've put a question mark beside it three times."
He checked the figure legend again. Several wells from the same culture didn't become several separate donors because they occupied separate places on the plate. His draft still made the sample sound larger than it was. "I want the donor count in this sentence," he said. "Then we can talk about the technical repeats separately."
Lena scrolled back to the methods. "That's what I was asking you yesterday."
"I thought you meant remove the replicates."
"No. I meant stop making them people."
Ethan laughed, embarrassed. "Okay. Yeah."
May took a sip of coffee and opened her own work.
They changed the sentence. Lena found the same mistake farther down and opened the figure legend beside their notes. "We need to explain what the repeats do tell us. Not just what they don't."
Ethan nodded. "Variation within the setup."
"Put that in language we can defend."
Ethan stopped halfway through reading his first attempt aloud. "No." While he rewrote it, Lena traced the culture identifiers back through the methods.
May put headphones on without starting anything loud enough to reach him. Ethan noticed the small act of giving them room and went back to the sentence.
He wrote that the repeated measurements helped them assess the procedure within each preparation. "I don't want us to say it proves nothing," he said.
"We're not saying that."
"I know. This part starts to sound like it."
He showed her. Lena read it twice, then moved the sentence explaining the useful part ahead of the criticism.
"Better?"
"Yeah."
They checked the revised paragraph against the assignment and kept the new order.
Lena's phone sounded. She checked it and sent a short reply.
"You need to go?" Ethan asked.
"Soon. I told somebody I'd send this before I left."
"We can send it now."
"After we read it."
He laughed. "Right." They spent the next twenty minutes reading through the section. Ethan left the clear sentences alone and let Lena shorten an explanation he'd made twice.
"Keep that part," he said when she selected a sentence.
"Why?"
He told her. She read it again and removed only the second half. That worked better.
May's fingers stopped on her keyboard. Ethan looked up to find her reading a passage on her own screen with the kind of concentration that meant she was about to change something significant or go and buy food. "You okay?" he asked.
"Yes. I've made the introduction promise a different paper."
Lena laughed. "I've done that."
"It's a good introduction too. That's the annoying part."
Ethan leaned back. "Can you move it?"
"To the paper I'm not writing?"
"Save it somewhere."
"I am. I'm keeping the good sentence."
She copied it into another document and returned to the work in front of her. Ethan liked that she could mourn a sentence briefly and then stop making everybody else read it. He looked at his own paragraph and found another sentence that could go.
Lena read the section aloud once more. Ethan clarified a pronoun, then they saved the version with a date that would distinguish it from the other three files they'd called final. "I'm going," she said. "If I stay, I'll start again."
"I'll leave it." She looked at him. "I will."
"Read the last part before tomorrow. Don't rewrite what we've just finished."
"Okay."
Lena put the papers in her bag, said goodbye to May, and left through the tables. Ethan watched until she cleared the crowded part of the terrace, then closed the draft rather than prove she'd been right about him.
May was still working. He took his cup inside the shade and began reading the next section of the assigned material. He got through two pages. There were notes he needed to make about the conclusion and one term he wanted to check later. He wrote them down before looking at his phone. No new message. He left it beside the book.
"You expecting something?" May asked.
"Not really."
She nodded and went back to her screen. He turned the phone over, then waited until she finished the paragraph. "How was the rest of your weekend?"
"Good. We went to the market. Not the wrong day, eventually."
"You got coffee?"
"Very early coffee."
He smiled. She told him about the friend, the photographs they'd taken, the thing she'd nearly bought because it looked better on the stall than it would in her apartment. She hadn't bought it. She'd spent the money on lunch instead. Ethan asked where they'd eaten.
She paused to answer a message, then put the phone down with a different expression. "My mom's sorting things."
"The house?"
"Yeah. She asked when I'm coming over."
Ethan waited. He'd been there when the place was full of people and noise, every room holding somebody who belonged. He'd also seen Athena decide what needed doing without asking the room to approve. He didn't know what part of it was hardest for May.
"She's not asking me to do anything terrible," May said. "She's asking when I want to pick up a few things. I keep answering like she's given me an assignment."
"Do you know when?"
"Thursday, probably. I told her later in the week."
"Then Thursday sounds like an answer."
She nodded, but didn't pick the phone up yet. "I don't want to go over there and spend the whole visit looking at cupboards."
"You could eat."
May smiled faintly. "She's already offered food."
"That sounds like her."
"It does."
May looked across the terrace. Ethan waited. "I want her to do what she wants," she said. "I'm not trying to keep her there."
"I know."
"She knows too. I think I keep telling her because I don't want her worrying about me every time she puts something in a box."
Ethan turned his cup between his hands. "Does she?"
"Sometimes. She doesn't say it like that."
Ethan had heard that pause from Athena too. "You can go for dinner," he said. "You don't have to finish everything."
May nodded again. "That's what she said."
"Then I've got nothing better."
She laughed, quietly this time. "You don't need something better." He looked down, smiling.
May picked up her phone and answered. Thursday. Dinner, then the few things they'd discussed if there was time. She showed Ethan the message before sending it, not asking permission, just letting him see she'd made the plan. "That looks good," he said.
She sent it. "I keep thinking I'll have a week where everyone's settled," she admitted. "Then I can stop checking the calendar."
"There's probably still going to be a calendar."
"Unfortunately."
He laughed. She stretched her shoulders, looked at the introduction on the screen, and shut the document for a moment rather than start fixing it with the wrong part of her attention. "Thanks," she said.
"I didn't do anything."
"You listened." May leaned back in her chair. "How about you?"
"Saturday was..." Ethan looked at the book in front of him. He could have told her about the song, the coffee, Jacob at the stove while Ethan made the toast. Friday came with all of it. Jacob asking, his mouth warm against Ethan's, the moment afterward when wanting another kiss had stopped being enough to get one. "Quiet," he finished.
"That sounds good." May took the lid off her cup and reached for the phone she'd left beside her laptop.
When May closed the message to Athena, he leaned forward. "Can I see the pictures? From the market."
"Some of them are just the ground. We were walking." She found the first photograph and turned the screen toward him. There were stalls beneath a row of awnings, a dog half out of the frame, the back of somebody's head occupying most of the foreground. May moved to the next one before he could say anything. "Not that one."
He smiled. The next showed the stall she'd been telling him about, prints leaning against boxes and hanging from clips above the table. She enlarged the corner. "That," she said. "The blue one."
Ethan looked at it properly. "How big was it?"
May set the phone flat between them and held her hands apart. "About that. I thought it was smaller until he took it down. Then I was going to have to carry it all afternoon."
"On the bus?"
"Exactly." She picked the phone up again. "I liked it. I didn't like it enough for that." She moved past a picture of their lunch and found the photographs her friend had taken. "I can't decide which of these I like."
"That one." He'd answered before she'd finished moving the screen. His own phone lay dark beside the book. He'd looked at it without meaning to, and for a second the photograph in May's hand had become something he could answer without seeing.
She lowered it. "I haven't shown you the other one."
"Sorry. Show me." Ethan held out his hand, but she kept the phone for another moment.
"You can answer it," she said. "I'm not going anywhere."
"There's nothing there." The words came out flat enough that he wished he'd taken the extra second. He moved his phone away from the book. "Sorry. I'm looking. Give it here."
May passed hers over. In the first picture she was looking past the camera with her mouth slightly open. In the second she was laughing, one hand raised as though her friend had said something she meant to object to. Ethan went back to the first, then the second. "This one. The second."
May leaned over to check which he meant. "She kept telling me to stand normally. I was standing normally until she said it."
"I like it." He passed the phone back. "You look like you're having a good time."
"I was. We had to wait for somebody to finish taking pictures of the flowers before we could get out of the way. There were a lot of flowers." She showed him one more, mostly petals with a small, annoyed portion of her friend visible beyond them. Ethan laughed. May kept that one too.
They sat looking through the rest for a few minutes. The noise from the café reached them in pieces, a chair scraping, a name called twice before anybody answered. His own phone stayed dark beside the book. He left it there when May handed hers over to show him a detail he hadn't been able to see.
By the time she put it away, her coffee had gone cold. She drank anyway, made a face, and looked for the lid. Ethan passed it to her.
"Thanks." She fitted it back on, then looked at the document still open in front of her. "I need to finish this before I start disliking it again."
Ethan moved his book to give her laptop more room. She brought the screen closer and began reading, her lips moving briefly at a sentence she was trying to hear. He could have put his headphones on. He liked sitting there with her.
He found the place he'd marked and wrote a question in the margin. Across from him, May began typing more quickly.
When she stopped, she turned the laptop slightly. "Can I read you this?"
"Yeah."
She read the revised introduction. One sentence carried two different ideas; Ethan asked which she wanted the reader to follow.
May stared at the screen, then selected a clause. "That's it."
"You don't need to delete it if—"
"I'm moving it."
He smiled. She moved it, read the paragraph again, and sounded less irritated at the end.
Ethan's phone vibrated while he was making another note. Jacob had sent a photograph from the grocery shelf, two versions of something they'd talked about buying and couldn't remember the name of.
Jacob: Which one was it?
Ethan recognized the jar. He answered, added that they already had the other ingredient, and set the phone beside his book.
They stayed until the shade moved off the table and May had to leave. She saved her work, checked that she had the bag she'd arrived with, and squeezed Ethan's shoulder on the way past. "Eat something," she said.
"I did."
She looked at the empty space beside his cup.
"Earlier."
"Eat something else."
He laughed. "Okay."
After she left, he went inside for a sandwich, came back to the table, and finished the section Lena had asked him to read. His phone lay beside the closed notebook when he was done. Jacob hadn't sent anything else. Ethan put it in his pocket, zipped the bag, and picked up his cup before going home.
Jacob put three empty boxes on the rug and discovered that two of them had the same lid. He looked from one to the other, then at the third box.
"What?" Ethan asked.
"Nothing. I've bought this wrong."
Ethan came over from the kitchen and tried the spare lid on the larger box. It left a gap. He turned it once, then lifted it off again.
They'd bought the boxes to clear the existing partition for the supplier's assessment. Jacob had already warned Chimney that making room for the work didn't mean emptying the whole loft. Now he was trying to follow his own advice.
Ethan set the lid beside the others. "We only need two right now."
"I'll take the other back."
"Tomorrow."
"I know." He hadn't meant it sharply. Ethan looked at him, then went to get the books from the small stack beside the island.
Jacob watched him cross the room. A week ago he would have known how to leave that look alone. Tonight he could still remember Ethan's eyes opening after the kiss, and an ordinary glance had become something he could spend too much time trying to read. Ethan wasn't avoiding him. Jacob wanted more than being unavoided. He hadn't found a useful way to say that.
He picked up the first box and put it on the island, where they could sort things without bending over the rug. Ethan brought the books. "The lower shelf, I think," Ethan said. "If we move the cables."
Jacob looked toward the shelf. The cables occupied a shallow basket beside two notebooks and a small collection of things whose usefulness neither of them wanted to test by throwing them out. "I don't know which ones we use."
"Then let's check." Ethan set the books down.
They sorted the basket on the floor. Jacob identified one cable by fitting it to a device in his room, and Ethan put aside another that belonged to something he no longer owned.
Ethan had found three charging plugs and was comparing the labels. Jacob watched his thumb move along the tiny print, the familiar concentration in his face. He could remember that thumb against his hand on the sofa. "This one?" Ethan asked.
Jacob looked at the plug instead of his fingers. "Keep it. It works with that." He indicated the cable Ethan was about to put aside. They checked it before deciding, which saved them getting rid of the wrong thing.
At the bottom of the basket, Ethan found an old adapter he'd been looking for. "There it is."
Jacob looked at it. "Does it work?"
They tested it. The little light came on. Ethan put it with the device it belonged to and took the empty basket to the counter. "Can we keep this for the ones we actually use?"
"Yeah."
Jacob moved two of the cables out of his pile and put them with the things to store. Ethan went back to the shelf.
There were books behind the basket, not many, enough that moving one brought a thinner volume sliding forward. Ethan caught it against his wrist. A folded page slipped out. Jacob picked it up before it reached the floor and handed it back without opening it.
"Thanks." Ethan tucked it into the sketchbook, then stopped and looked at the open page. "I forgot about this." He turned it toward Jacob. A pencil drawing of steps and the bottom of a doorway occupied one side, the upper part unfinished. There were small notes about light down the margin, then an entirely unrelated list of things Ethan had needed to buy.
"On campus?" Jacob asked.
"Yeah. I was waiting for somebody." Ethan studied the unfinished doorway. "I had time to do the bottom half."
Jacob liked the worn edge of the step, the way the shadow showed its shape without an outline around every surface. He said so.
Ethan glanced up. "That's the bit I liked."
The upper half was still blank. Ethan didn't seem bothered by it. Jacob had seen him spend an hour on a paragraph he wanted right.
Ethan closed the sketchbook and set it beside the reading chair, somewhere he might actually open it again. Jacob left it there instead of putting it with the books they were about to pack.
Ethan reached for the next stack, his arm brushing Jacob's as he passed. Jacob looked at the space between the chair and the lamp instead of following the movement.
Half an hour later, Ethan took the books to the shelf. Jacob went to the kitchen for water and found the counter still covered in what they'd moved to make room on the island: a notebook, the installation folder, loose pages, two old envelopes, a card Ethan had been using to mark something.
He separated the envelopes. One could be recycled. The other contained information they needed to keep. He put it with the folder, gathered the loose pages, and carried the stack to the clear end of the shelf.
Ethan was kneeling beside the books, moving a plant just far enough that its leaves didn't press against the new arrangement. "Can you pass that?"
Jacob passed him the small pot, then went to rinse the glasses.
Five minutes later, Ethan asked, "Where are the pages?"
"On the shelf."
"Which pages?"
Jacob turned off the faucet. "The ones on the counter."
Ethan looked at the stack, then back at the place where it had been. "You put them all together?"
"They were loose."
"They were in two piles."
Jacob dried his hands. "I didn't throw anything out."
"I didn't say you did."
Ethan picked the stack up. There were readings in it, notes, the page with the frame measurements, something Jacob recognized from the program information. Jacob had checked before moving them. He hadn't checked which order they belonged in. "I was using those," Ethan said.
"You said we were clearing the counter."
"For the boxes. Not mixing everything up."
Jacob felt his shoulders tighten. "Okay. I thought I was helping."
Ethan stopped looking through the papers. "I know. I still need to know where they are."
"They're right there." He heard it after he'd said it: the impatience, the insistence on the answer he could defend instead of the problem Ethan was showing him. He set the dish towel on the counter.
Ethan put the stack down carefully. "You could've asked."
"Yeah." Jacob looked at the two places on the counter where the piles had been. He could remember gathering them, pleased to have cleared something. Now Ethan was lifting one page at a time, turning each over to find the notes on the back. "I didn't mean to make more work."
"I know." Ethan laid the measurements beside the installation folder and returned to the readings. "I'm annoyed about the pages, Jacob. That's it."
Jacob wanted to take the answer as it was. Ethan was close enough to pass him the next sheet, and Jacob couldn't tell whether reaching for it would be another thing he'd decided without asking. "What do you want me to do?"
"Just leave them a second." Ethan was checking a number in the corner. "I need to see what I've got."
Jacob stepped back toward the sink. He'd almost reached it when Ethan looked up. "You don't have to go anywhere."
"I'm giving you room." Jacob stayed by the sink.
"I meant the papers." Ethan pointed to the stack he'd just put down. "Leave them. I wasn't telling you to move."
"Right." Jacob came back. "I should've asked before I moved anything," he said. "I'm sorry."
Ethan let out a breath and pushed one page toward him. "This one. These go together. The others are next week." He turned the sheet over so Jacob could see the small numbers, then took out another. This time Jacob waited for him to finish explaining before he touched it.
They sorted them side by side. Jacob found a page with no number and asked rather than guessing. Ethan checked it against the reading, wrote a small mark in the corner, and passed it back. The papers began to make sense in a way they hadn't when Jacob was only trying to get them off the counter. He left his pile where Ethan could reach it.
When they were finished, Ethan put one pile on his notebook and the other inside a folder. "I shouldn't have left them where we were working," he said.
"You live here." Jacob hadn't meant to answer so quickly. The folder was still open between them.
Ethan looked straight at him. "So do you."
"I know." He'd believed him with only tape on the floor, no doors or bed, his things still at Eddie's. He looked at the shelves they'd cleared tonight and wished that were the only answer he'd come back to wanting.
"I just meant I could've moved them first," Ethan said. "You don't have to find somewhere for every piece of paper before you can sit down."
"I wanted it clear." Jacob stopped there, before he could make the intention into another defense. "And I should've said that."
Ethan nodded. "Yeah." He closed the folder.
For a second Jacob had the other question ready. Do you wish I hadn't? Ethan kept his hand on the closed folder, waiting. Jacob turned toward the boxes. "Want that one for the course stuff?"
Ethan considered it. "Not all of it. I'll forget what's in there. Just the books I don't need this week."
They started again. This time Jacob asked before moving the notebook. Ethan took it upstairs himself and came back with the books he actually wanted stored.
They put the heavier ones at the bottom. The box didn't need to be full to be difficult to carry. Jacob tested it before adding more, and Ethan watched him long enough to say they could stop there.
"I can lift it."
"I know. I have to be able to move it too."
Jacob looked at the books, then took two out. Ethan put them beside the smaller box.
They chose an indoor place for both where the installer's route would remain clear, once they were finished sorting. The mismatched lid went with the receipt by the door, ready to return rather than waiting in the middle of the room until somebody tripped over it.
Before moving the boxes, Jacob found the marker and wrote the first label. The last words ran together. He held it toward Ethan. "Can you read that?"
Ethan leaned closer. "Books. Not this week?"
"Yeah."
Ethan held his hand out for the pen. Jacob gave it to him, and Ethan wrote the label again in plain capitals. He checked with Jacob before sticking it on the box.
Jacob could read it from where he stood. They checked the contents of the second box together. One of the books still had Ethan's pencil in it. Ethan took the pencil out, looked at the marked page, and decided he wanted the book left out too.
Jacob waited while he found another place for it. "Anything else before I close it?" Jacob asked.
Ethan looked once more. "No. That's good."
They put the lids on the two partly filled boxes. Ethan took the smaller one to the terrace table while Jacob brought the other. They left them there while they finished the shelf.
On the way back inside, Ethan stopped to straighten the chair Jacob had moved. Jacob waited at the bottom of the steps instead of trying to pass him. When Ethan turned, he said, "Nearly there."
"Yeah." Jacob wanted to finish what they'd agreed to do and eat beside him afterward.
The lamp had moved while Ethan rearranged the shelf. Jacob reached for it, stopped, and asked where he wanted it.
"Back where it was, I think."
He put it there. Ethan stepped back, looked at the room, and tilted his head. "Maybe closer to the chair."
Jacob moved it an inch.
"Yeah."
The light reached the chair. Jacob let go of the lamp as Ethan went past him. "Hungry?" Ethan asked.
"Yeah."
They went to the kitchen. Jacob took the plates, and Ethan got a container of the curry they'd frozen.
Ethan reached past him for the pan. Jacob took it when Ethan passed it over and put it on the stove.
They ate at the island because the table outside had become a place for the boxes while they sorted. They would bring them in later. For now the night air came through the open terrace door, cool enough that Jacob could feel it against the back of his neck.
Ethan told Jacob about the work he and Lena had finished, the sentence he'd kept defending because he thought she meant something she didn't.
"You worked it out?" Jacob asked.
"Eventually. We were both right about different parts." Ethan explained what they'd changed. Jacob could follow the problem, but couldn't find another question when Ethan finished.
They talked about the supplier's visit and which afternoon Chimney could help. When Ethan suggested waiting for the assessment before moving anything else, Jacob agreed.
After dinner they took the boxes off the terrace. Ethan held the door while Jacob came down the two steps with the heavier one, then carried the second himself. They put them where they'd agreed, not in Jacob's room simply because it was the space about to change.
The common area looked only slightly different. A clearer shelf. A basket with fewer cables. A lamp that reached the chair properly. Ethan stood beside Jacob, looking at it. "Better," he said.
Jacob nodded.
Ethan moved away. "Want to put something on?" he asked.
"Yeah." Jacob went to the sofa and took his usual end. Ethan sat beside him, close enough that their shoulders touched while he found the remote. Jacob shifted to give him room. Ethan moved with him, then stopped.
"You don't have to sit on the arm," Ethan said.
Jacob looked down at the edge of the cushion beneath him. "I wasn't trying to." He moved back from the arm.
Ethan held the remote against his knee. "I was fine where I was."
"Okay." Jacob stayed still when Ethan leaned back. Their shoulders met again. On the screen, a preview started loudly enough that Ethan turned it down, and Jacob found himself grateful for the interruption. Ethan's free hand lay between them while he looked through the choices. Jacob watched the screen.
Karen had put the folder in her bag before breakfast. She checked for it again outside the courtroom, lifting the corner past her keys until she could see the blue spine.
"Still there?" Hen asked.
"Yes."
Hen didn't smile at her. That was considerate, and sufficiently unlike her that Karen looked up. Her wife stood with one hand in her pocket, the other resting against Mara's shoulder. She'd taken her hand out of that pocket four times since they'd sat down.
"What have you got in there?"
Hen pulled out a folded tissue. "Nothing."
"Okay."
Karen moved her bag off the seat beside her. Denny sat down, knees spreading immediately into the narrow space between their row and the next. He'd grown again. She knew because the pants they'd bought for this morning had needed letting down before he'd worn them anywhere.
Mara stayed beside Hen. She had chosen a dress with pockets and had demonstrated both of them at breakfast, carrying a hair tie in one and a small smooth stone in the other. Karen could see the outline of the stone through the fabric now.
"You can sit," Hen told her.
"I know."
"All right."
Through the closed door came a brief scrape of furniture. Mara tipped her head toward it, listening, and Karen resisted the urge to tell her again what would happen. They'd explained it. They'd answered questions over dinner, in the car, halfway through brushing teeth. If she had another question, Karen could wait for it.
The hallway smelled of floor cleaner and somebody's coffee. Farther down, a toddler dragged the heel of one shoe along the tiles while his father tried to fasten the other. The sound caught, stopped, started. Karen watched him for a moment, grateful for something ordinary to look at.
Her phone vibrated against the folder.
Maddie: Thinking of all four of you. We'll see you later. ❤️
She read it, put the phone away, then took it back out to send a heart. There were other messages waiting. She wasn't answering all of them in this hallway.
Denny leaned forward. "You've got something on your sleeve."
Karen turned her wrist. A pale streak marked the cuff of her jacket.
"Toothpaste," Hen said.
"How?"
"You were leaning on the sink."
Karen looked at her wife. "You saw that happen?"
"I saw you leaning on the sink. I didn't know it was loaded."
Mara bent to inspect the sleeve. "It's dry."
"Thank you." Karen rubbed at it with her thumb, making the streak larger. Denny produced a paper napkin from his pocket, looked at the crumbs inside it, and folded it shut again.
Hen offered the tissue.
"You need that," Karen said.
"I've got more."
Of course she did. Karen took it. Mara watched the faint white mark disappear, then sat between them with her knees together and her shoes planted as far back beneath the chair as she could reach. Hen sat on her other side. Denny shifted his leg out of the way without being asked.
For a little while, they waited. Karen could hear the ventilation above them. There was a loose edge to its hum, a small periodic vibration she couldn't locate. At work she would have noticed it, made a note, returned to whatever calculation was in front of her. Here she found herself waiting for the rattle each time it stopped.
Everything they needed was in the folder. Karen had lain awake anyway, listening to Hen breathe beside her. At two, Mara had gone to the bathroom. The door had clicked, water had run, and then her bedroom door had closed again. Karen had stayed where she was.
She wanted a lifetime of being able to hear that door close.
"Mom?"
"Mm?" Karen looked down.
"Do they keep the papers?" Mara asked.
"Some of them. We'll have copies of what we need."
"The signed one?"
"Yes."
Mara worked her thumb around the stone through her pocket. "Can I see it?"
"Of course."
"After."
"After," Karen agreed.
Hen's hand found Karen's along the back of Mara's chair. Their fingers fit awkwardly around the hard edge. Neither moved them.
Denny took out his phone, checked the time, and put it away. He'd asked at breakfast whether he could take pictures, and Karen had told him they would find out what was allowed. He hadn't asked again. Now she could see him studying the courtroom door, ready to remember. "Your collar's folded under," she said.
He reached for the wrong side. Mara turned toward him and pointed. "Here."
"I got it."
"You didn't." She unfolded it with two fingers before he could duck away. Denny rolled his eyes, but when she sat back he left it alone.
Karen looked down at their hands, one brown knuckle still hooked around Hen's finger. She'd spent so long making sure there was a next step that the absence of another thing to arrange felt almost physical. There would be lunch and people at the house and a cake Mara had changed her mind about twice.
But this morning had a finish.
Denny leaned closer to Mara. "I finished it."
She looked at him. "The whole thing?"
"Except the back. You have to tell me what you want there."
Karen glanced over. "Finished what?"
"A cover," he said. "For her picture book."
"It's not a picture book." Mara's voice rose enough that she looked down the hall, then lowered it. "It's for pictures."
"That's what I meant."
He took his phone out again and showed her something on the screen. Karen could see blocks of color, a space left empty in the middle. Mara studied it, her head nearly touching his shoulder. "The yellow's different."
"On the screen. It prints darker."
"You checked?"
"Yeah."
There were photographs on phones and in frames all through their house. Mara had asked for some she could put in an album herself, which had sent Karen looking through hundreds of pictures for the few specific ones their daughter remembered. Denny had taken over making the cover after watching her fight a template that kept cropping everybody's heads. Karen had known he was helping. She hadn't known he'd finished.
"Can we put today in it?" Mara asked.
"That's why I left the space." He pointed, then drew his hand back so she could see. "If you want."
Mara nodded. "I do."
He let her look a little longer before locking the phone. Karen kept her hands on her knees. She wanted to touch his face, which would have been a poor reward for behaving like the older brother he was.
Hen leaned forward instead. "Will you show me when we get home?"
"Okay."
"Before everybody gets there."
Denny looked at Mara, leaving it to her.
"We can," she said.
Karen caught Hen watching them. Her wife's glasses had slipped low on her nose. She pushed them up, swallowed, and looked toward the door. "I'm going to need another one of those," Karen said quietly.
Hen passed her a fresh tissue without looking down.
The door opened. A woman stepped into the hallway and called their name. Hen stood first, then waited while Mara got up. Karen lifted her bag and checked the seat beneath it. Denny was already moving toward the door when Mara caught his sleeve. "Wait."
He stopped. She looked at Karen, then Hen, making certain of the arrangement without saying what she wanted it to be. "We're right here," Karen said.
They went in together. The room was smaller than Mara seemed to have expected. Karen saw her look toward the bench, then the chairs, and release a little air through her nose. There were no spectators arranged behind them, no television-sized distance to cross. A clerk directed them where to sit. Karen settled her bag beside her feet with the folder facing up.
The judge greeted Mara first, his voice warm and matter-of-fact. "Good morning."
"Morning," Mara said.
"You've brought your family."
She nodded, then glanced at Karen as if to check whether a nod would do. Karen nodded back.
There were introductions, a few practical explanations. Hen answered a question and cleared her throat at the end of her own name. Karen kept her hands flat against her knees. She was listening carefully enough to remember every sentence and knew she probably wouldn't.
The proceedings moved through the facts of their family in an order that belonged to the court. Names, confirmations, the documents already before the judge. Karen answered when she was asked. She heard Hen's voice beside her, firmer now. Denny sat still in the chair beyond Mara, his phone out of sight.
None of the questions asked Karen to explain what loving this child had cost or earned her. She was grateful for that.
When the questions came to the commitment they were making, Karen looked up from the papers. She listened to the whole question and answered clearly. Beside her, Hen did the same.
Mara watched them both. Karen met her eyes. Then Denny shifted in his chair, his shoe catching the leg with a small squeak, and Mara looked toward him. The ordinary interruption loosened something in Karen's chest.
When the judge spoke to Mara again, he gave her time to answer.
She looked at the edge of his desk. "Is it okay if I don't know what to say?"
"That's okay."
Her fingers came out of her pocket. The stone stayed inside. "Okay."
Karen felt Hen shift beside her, trying to sit with more feeling than the chair seemed built to hold.
The judge asked about Denny. Mara looked straight at her brother this time. "He's fifteen."
"I am," Denny confirmed, and the corner of his mouth moved.
"And how's that going?"
Mara considered him. "Mostly good."
The clerk laughed softly. Denny leaned back in his chair, accepting the assessment with a dignity that lasted until Mara smiled at him. Then he smiled too, quick and private, and Karen had to look at the desk.
She'd thought she would watch the pen. In all the versions of this morning she'd imagined, there had been a precise second she could hold on to: the point touching paper, a name becoming permanent under someone else's hand. When it happened, she was looking at Mara. Their daughter had lifted her chin to listen, her lips parted slightly, all her attention on what the judge was saying.
The adoption was granted.
There were words on either side of it. Karen heard them. She could feel the shape of the room, Hen's knee against hers, the strap of her bag pressing into her ankle. But those were the words she would remember without having to ask anyone afterward.
Mara turned toward Hen. "Now?"
Hen pressed the tissue beneath her glasses. "Now."
Karen put an arm around Mara when she leaned into the space between their chairs. She didn't try to pull her all the way over. Hen's hand came down on Mara's back, and for a few seconds their daughter was held between them, her dress bunched beneath Karen's palm. Denny touched her shoulder. Mara reached back without looking and found his hand. Karen's eyes burned. She had no useful interest in stopping them.
"Congratulations," the judge said.
"Thank you." Hen's voice caught. She tried again, smiling now. "Thank you."
There was room for photographs. Denny asked before he took his phone out, then handed it to the clerk when she offered. Karen stood and smoothed the front of her jacket. Mara stayed tucked against Hen until Denny held out an arm. "Come here. You're blocking Mom."
"Which one?"
"Both, somehow."
Karen laughed before she could help it. The first picture caught that: her head turned toward them, Hen smiling at Mara, Denny trying to make everybody fit. They took another when everyone was looking, and one more because Hen wasn't willing to trust that she'd kept her eyes open.
Mara asked if she could see. The clerk brought the phone close enough for her to inspect. Mara swiped carefully, studying the pictures in order. Karen watched her find the first one and stop. "That one's good," Mara said.
"Your brother's looking at the ceiling," Hen said.
"I'm looking at you," Denny said.
"I like that one," Mara repeated.
"Then we'll keep it," Karen said.
They thanked the judge, the clerk, the people whose ordinary working morning had made room for the largest thing in theirs. Karen took the papers she was given and listened to the explanation of what came next. She asked one question because she hadn't taken in the answer the first time.
Hen waited with a hand against the small of Karen's back while the clerk repeated the instructions. Karen put the papers into their sleeve.
Then they were in the hallway again. The ventilation still rattled. The toddler had gone. Somebody else occupied the chairs where they'd been sitting, a woman holding a cardigan against her chest while another adult checked a phone. Mara touched the folder. "Can I?"
"Let's sit for a minute." They found an empty bench near the end of the hall. Karen took the papers out, keeping them supported against the folder, and showed Mara the page. Hen sat on her other side. Denny remained standing, bent forward enough to see.
Mara followed the printed lines without putting a finger on them. She found her name, read past it, returned. "Here?"
"That's right."
"And that's the signature?"
Karen showed her. For a moment Mara said nothing. Her hair had caught beneath her collar at the back. Karen lifted it free, and Mara leaned a little into the touch, still looking at the paper.
"Can we put it somewhere that doesn't get food on it?"
"Absolutely."
"Because the counter—"
"We won't leave it on the counter," Hen said. "We'll make a safe copy you can look at whenever you want, too."
Mara nodded. Karen put the page back into its sleeve and let her help close the folder.
Denny's stomach made a noise. He looked down at it, offended.
"Breakfast was early," Hen said.
"I know."
"We've got snacks in the car."
"I know that too."
Mara laughed, the sound breaking out of her before she could contain it. Denny looked at her, and Karen saw him decide not to defend himself. He sat on the edge of the bench instead, crowding them until Hen shifted over.
They could leave. There was nothing keeping them here. Karen stayed long enough to put her phone on silent before the messages started arriving in earnest.
Hen looked across Mara's head. "You okay?"
Karen nodded. Her mouth wasn't steady enough for anything ambitious.
"Me too," Hen said.
Mara took the stone out of her pocket and turned it in her hands. It was gray, one white line running through it, nothing Karen would have noticed on a sidewalk. She'd found it somewhere and kept it. "Do you want me to hold that while you get your cardigan on?" she asked.
"No, I can do it." She put it back in her pocket, stood, and pushed one arm into the wrong sleeve. Hen helped with the twisted fabric when Mara held it out. Denny passed Karen her bag.
They walked toward the elevators without hurrying. At the doors, Mara reached for Karen's hand. It wasn't the first time she'd done that. Karen knew the feel of those fingers, the way Mara's thumb tucked under hers when she wanted a firmer grip. She closed her hand around them and pressed the button with the other.
Hen was checking the photographs again. She showed Denny the first one, and he made an objection Karen couldn't quite hear. Hen's laugh filled the little space in front of the doors.
"No posting until we've asked," Karen reminded them.
"I wasn't going to." Denny put his phone away. "Can I send it to Chris?"
Karen looked at Mara. "That one's okay," Mara said. "Not the one where I'm blinking."
"Everybody's got a blinking one," Hen said.
"I don't want that one."
"Then not that one," Karen said.
The elevator arrived. They let two people step out, then moved inside, Mara keeping Karen's hand until the doors shut. The floor indicator changed slowly above them. "We're still getting the cake?" Mara asked.
"We're still getting the cake."
"Even if there are snacks."
"The snacks won't interfere with the cake."
Mara accepted this. Denny pressed his lips together, fighting another smile, and Karen could feel one starting in her own face.
Karen stood in the elevator with her wife and their children, the folder safe beneath her arm. When the doors opened, Hen held them while Denny went ahead to look for the exit. Mara let go of Karen's hand to catch up with him.
"Wrong way," she said.
He stopped, looked at the signs, and turned. Karen walked beside Hen into the morning light at the end of the hall, watching both of them go.
The cake box wouldn't fit through the kitchen doorway while Ethan was holding it sideways.
"Turn," Maddie said from behind him.
"I'm trying. There's a—"
"Turn you."
He turned his whole body, cleared the frame, and nearly put the cake on the spot Karen had just wiped. She moved a stack of plates out of his way before he could decide whether that meant he should wait.
"Here's good."
Ethan lowered the box. "I didn't tilt it."
"I watched," Maddie said.
He looked back at her. Nash was asleep against her, one cheek turned into the soft carrier, his fist tucked beside his chin. She'd managed the door, the baby, and Ethan's lack of spatial judgment without putting down the bag hanging from her wrist. He took the bag. "What's this?"
"His things. Not the fridge."
"I wasn't going to put the baby's things in the fridge." She looked at the open refrigerator behind him. "I was getting out of the way."
"Okay."
Karen's laugh came from the other end of the counter. Ethan shut the refrigerator, set the bag where Maddie pointed, and looked for something useful he could do without receiving another instruction.
The house already smelled of warm bread and something smoky from outside. Hen passed the kitchen window with a plate in her hand, speaking to Eddie over her shoulder. She was smiling. Ethan could see that before he heard the end of whatever she'd said.
Mara came in carrying four forks. "That's it?"
"That's it." He lifted his hands from the cake box. "You want to check?"
"Not yet." She put the forks down precisely beside the plates. "When everybody's here."
"Okay."
She looked at the box again before leaving. Through the doorway, Jee asked her a question about balloons. Mara answered in the patient, slightly authoritative voice Ethan remembered hearing from himself when he'd been old enough to know more than somebody else.
He'd seen the photograph from the court on Maddie's phone. Hen laughing, Karen turned toward her children, Mara standing close to Denny with her whole face open. There were more orderly versions. Maddie had shown him that one first.
Karen reached across the counter for the foil.
"Did she like it?" he asked.
"The picture?"
"Yeah."
"She chose it." Karen tore off a sheet, folded it over a dish, and pressed the edges down. "Denny's making her an album."
"That's nice."
"He's been pretending not to work on it all week."
Ethan grinned. Karen looked toward the doorway where Mara had gone, held the edge of the foil between her fingers, and smiled. He left her that moment and took the plates outside.
Jacob was on the far side of the table, arguing with Buck about where to put a dish. His sleeves were pushed up unevenly. One had fallen almost to his wrist; the other showed his forearm, a little flour clinging near the cuff.
"It's hot," Buck said.
"That's why I'm putting this under it."
"That one's too small."
Jacob picked up the wider trivet Buck was holding out. "Thanks."
"You could've said you needed it."
"You were in the kitchen."
Buck looked at Ethan. "Was I?"
"For a while."
"Right." He gave up trying to reconstruct the trip and took the plates. "These going here?"
Jacob looked past him at Ethan, his mouth still curved from the exchange. It happened too quickly for Ethan to prepare for it. He smiled back, felt it catch somewhere under his ribs, and went to find the napkins.
A week since the party. He didn't want to measure everything against that. There were other things in a week: class, the revised analysis he'd finally got through, May's paper, the supplier kneeling beside the door track on Thursday while Chimney held a flashlight. And this. Four people coming home from a courthouse to the house they already shared, with a blue folder put somewhere safe and everyone else arriving with too much food. Ethan wanted to be here for it.
He found a place beside Christopher, who was showing Denny a video on his phone. They'd turned the screen away from the sun. Ethan could make out the edge of a model plane, a blue background, then a sudden blur.
"That's the lamp," Christopher said.
"Why did it move?"
"I knocked the table."
"Keep that bit."
"I'm cutting it."
Denny watched it again. "It looks like it's actually crashing."
"It wasn't supposed to crash."
"I know, but—"
"What are you making?" Ethan asked.
They both looked up. Christopher paused the video with his thumb. "A stop-motion thing. Maybe."
"With the plane?"
"And whatever Denny makes."
"I haven't picked yet." Denny took a drink, still looking at the screen. "Something that doesn't need a hundred tiny pieces of wire."
"You don't have to use wire."
"How else does it stay up?"
Christopher started explaining. Ethan listened until the conversation went back to an argument they clearly wanted to have without him, then moved the bowl of chips within reach and went to help Hen carry the next dish.
On his way through the house, Mara stopped him by the doorway. She had a small album open on the low table, one hand holding down a page that wanted to spring shut. "Do you have the one from the beach?"
"Which one?"
"Where the bird's behind Harry."
Ethan crouched beside her. "I might. Can I look?"
She shifted the album so he could see. There were empty sleeves at the back and a few photographs already in place, some set sideways because she'd wanted them larger. He took out his phone and scrolled far enough back to find the beach, stopping at a picture of water that had caught the sun.
Mara leaned closer. "Not that one."
"I know. There are about forty."
"Why?"
"I liked the water."
She accepted this without much interest and waited while he found Harry. The bird was farther from him than Ethan remembered, a pale blur with its wings lifted. Mara pointed. "That."
"I'll send it to Karen."
"And this one."
The next photograph had caught Hen at the edge of the shallows, reaching down toward Mara on the board. Water shone along both their arms. Ethan held the phone still until Mara had finished looking. "You want it bigger?"
"For here." She showed him an empty sleeve. "Mom said we can get more pages if it gets full."
"Then I'd get it bigger."
"Okay."
He sent both pictures before he forgot. Mara released the page, closed the album, and ran her palm over the cover Denny had made. Ethan could see the place they'd left for today's photograph. "He did a good job," he said.
She looked toward the window, where Denny was still talking to Christopher. "Don't tell him I said that."
"I won't."
"You can say you said it."
Ethan smiled. "Okay."
She took the album with her when she went to find Karen. He stood slowly, one knee stiff from the way he'd crouched, and slid his phone back into his pocket. The photographs had been on it for weeks. He was glad she'd asked.
Jacob joined him at the back door. Ethan glanced at the flour near his cuff. "What were you making?"
"Bread." Jacob brushed at his sleeve. "Karen let me do the part that couldn't go wrong."
"It can go wrong," Karen called from inside.
Ethan laughed. Jacob looked toward the kitchen as Hen reached the door with a large bowl, then stepped back to let her through. Ethan took it from her before she had to negotiate the door.
"There's more in the kitchen," she said. "And don't let Buck put everything on one end."
"I can hear you," Buck called.
"Good."
They got the food onto the table without another dispute about distribution. Athena arrived with a covered dish and a look that sent Buck straight toward her before she'd asked for help. May followed with Jee beside her, listening to a story that seemed to require both hands and several pauses for breath.
Chimney came through the doorway carrying a stack of cups. Maddie had settled into a chair where she could sit back with Nash. When Ethan caught her eye, she tipped her head toward a clear place for the cups instead of asking him whether he'd eaten. That would come later.
Hen called everybody in close enough to hear her. Mara stood by Karen, one hand hidden behind her back. Denny leaned against the chair beside them. "We're not doing a long speech," Hen said.
"You said that already," Mara reminded her.
"I'm telling them." Hen smiled down at her. "We're really glad you're here. All of you. Thank you for helping us celebrate."
Karen's hand moved onto Hen's shoulder. Across the table, Maddie's face had softened, and Chimney looked down at Jee, who was trying to see what Mara had behind her back.
"Can we eat now?" Denny asked.
Hen looked at him. "Yes."
The movement started all at once: chairs sliding, dishes passed, somebody needing a serving spoon that had been beside the plate a second ago. Mara brought her hand forward. She was holding a folded sheet of paper, and when Karen took it, Ethan saw the bright yellow edge of a photograph on the front. He looked away before he could read anything inside. It wasn't for the table.
Jacob passed him a plate.
"Thanks."
"The peppers are at that end." He pointed with his chin. "Before you get trapped."
Ethan made it around the table and came back with more than he'd meant to take. Jacob had found a chair beside Maddie, and Ethan sat on his other side, leaving the corner clear for people to pass.
Jee appeared beside his chair with her cup held in both hands. He moved his plate back before she could put it down on the edge. "You need more?" Ethan asked.
"Just a little."
He poured water until she told him to stop, then put the pitcher where she couldn't catch it with her elbow. She inspected the level, took a careful drink, and went back to Mara without thanking him or spilling any.
Maddie watched her go. "She's been doing that all day."
"What?"
"Following her."
Ethan looked over. Mara had moved her chair to make room. The first mouthful was too hot. He tried not to react and failed.
"Slow down," Maddie said without looking at him.
Jacob passed him his own cup of water. Ethan swallowed and drank. Cold water, Jacob beside him, the immediate attention when he'd needed something. He'd had that on Friday too. He'd been steadied, given water, looked after. He hadn't been kissed again.
"Mine's there," he said, nodding toward his own cup.
"You weren't reaching for it." Jacob's answer was quiet enough to stay between them beneath the conversation. He hadn't taken the cup back.
Ethan drank once more, then set it beside Jacob's plate. "Thanks." He picked up his fork again. The food had cooled enough to eat, and Mara was laughing at something Jee had told her. He turned toward the sound.
Jacob turned to Maddie when she asked him about Thursday's visit. He explained the door track, the replacement seals, what the installer could improve without replacing the whole partition. Chimney joined in from the end of the table, correcting the time he could come Sunday rather than any of the details.
"Not first thing," he said. "I promised Jee pancakes."
"You promised me too," Maddie said.
"I know. I've got a list."
Ethan ate while they talked. It was easier when Jacob's attention wasn't on him. He could look at the line of his jaw, the way he listened with his head slightly inclined, and then he could make himself stop before looking became all he was doing.
Athena asked him a question about class. He answered it, then found himself explaining the revision Lena had helped him catch, and stopped before he turned a party into a discussion of sampling.
"That's good," she said. "You caught it."
"Someone caught it."
"You fixed it."
"Yeah." He smiled. "Eventually."
Beside him, Jacob had gone quiet enough to listen. Ethan felt the change without turning toward it.
At the other end of the table, Mara was negotiating with Jee over which balloon could come inside later. She pointed out that Jee could take one home. Jee immediately wanted the one tied to Mara's chair. Karen watched the negotiation for perhaps ten seconds before saying, "There are extras in the kitchen." Neither child appeared interested in that solution.
Hen sat back with her plate balanced on one knee, laughing at something Eddie had said. The sound made Karen look over. Ethan watched Karen catch her wife's eye across the table and stay there for a second, her expression open in a way he didn't often get to see when she was managing a room. Then Mara asked for more bread, and Karen passed the basket.
After lunch, Denny brought out a small speaker. He had apparently been given responsibility for the music and was taking it seriously enough to object when Buck suggested something. "It's already playing," Denny said.
"I'm saying after this."
"There's a line."
Buck looked ready to ask for access to the line. Eddie put a dish in his hands and sent him toward the kitchen.
Ethan followed with the empty bowl. At the sink he found Jacob rinsing utensils, his shirt darkened near one hip where he'd leaned against the wet counter. "You don't have to wash all of it," Ethan said.
"I'm not." Jacob moved the bowl to the clear section beside him. "Just making somewhere to put things."
"Right." Ethan picked up the towel beside him and started drying.
Outside, the music changed. Hen came to the doorway and stopped with one hand on the frame. "Both of you. Leave it."
"We're nearly—"
"Ethan."
He put the towel down.
"Thank you." She waited until Jacob turned off the faucet. "Come outside."
Mara had recruited Jee to help clear a space. Karen was standing beside her, looking suspiciously at Denny, who had his phone in one hand and the speaker in the other. Nobody had told Ethan there was going to be dancing. Nobody had told Karen either, apparently. "Where's this come from?" she asked.
"You like this one," Mara said.
Hen took Karen's hand. "She's right."
"I'm aware." She went anyway. Mara caught her other hand, Jee attached herself to Mara, and the four of them found a rhythm that didn't require anyone to know steps. Denny stayed near the speaker until Hen reached out and took him by the wrist. He protested. Not enough to get away.
Karen turned Denny under her arm, making him duck. Ethan laughed. He'd thought his phone was in his pocket and found it in his hand instead, camera open. He lowered it before taking anything. He could ask later. He wanted to watch.
Jacob stood beside him while Buck came through carrying the cake box. Ethan stepped aside to let him pass, then turned back toward Hen and Karen. "They look happy," Jacob said quietly.
"Yeah."
Hen's glasses had slipped. Karen pushed them back up with the hand she'd just released, and Hen caught her wrist long enough to kiss the inside of it. Mara made a face at Denny. He made one back.
The song ended with Jee still turning.
They coaxed everyone toward the cake before she fell over. Mara lifted the lid herself and checked the decorations with an attention Ethan recognized from the courthouse picture. Yellow flowers, white icing, her name spelled right. She smiled.
"Good?" Karen asked.
"Yeah."
There were no candles to decide about. Mara chose the first piece, waited while Hen cut it, and then asked for a second plate. "For Denny."
"I can get mine," he said.
"This one." She pointed at a corner with a yellow flower. "You said you wanted that."
He took it when she offered it. Karen watched him thank her and reached for another plate.
Ethan helped pass the slices. When he came back for his own, the knife had reached a strip of icing thick enough to stand up by itself. "Small," he said. Hen looked at him. "A small piece, please."
"You're allowed to have cake."
"I know. I had a lot of lunch."
She cut the piece he'd asked for, added a little flower from the edge, and handed it over without another argument. He kissed her cheek. "Congratulations."
Her free hand closed around his upper arm. "Thank you, baby." He let himself stay there for a second before moving out of the way.
Maddie had given Nash to Chimney and was eating standing beside Karen, their heads close. Athena was showing Jee how to untie a balloon without letting it go. Christopher had reclaimed his phone from Denny and was letting Mara choose a frame from the video, apparently having surrendered the argument about the crash.
Ethan found Jacob by the table. He'd saved the empty chair beside him without putting anything on it.
"You got a flower," Jacob said.
Ethan held out the plate. "You want half?"
"No, thanks."
Ethan took a bite. The flower was sweet enough to catch in his throat, and the cake beneath it was soft, cool from the filling. He ate slowly, listening to the conversation move around the table.
Across from them, Mara had begun explaining to Karen exactly which pictures she wanted printed. Hen listened with her arm stretched along the back of Karen's chair. Denny interrupted to ask about the size, and the conversation became a practical argument about how many photographs could fit on a page.
Ethan finished the cake and put his fork down. He wanted to lean against Jacob. He sat back in his own chair, listening while Karen asked Mara to show her again.
May's first shot hit the edge of the rim and came straight back at her. She caught it against her stomach, made a sound Jacob tried not to laugh at, and looked up at the basket. "I used to be better at this."
"How long ago?"
"Don't start."
He held out his hands. She passed him the ball harder than she needed to, then followed it into the strip of shade crossing the court. The afternoon sun had warmed the concrete enough that he could feel it through the soles of his shoes. "Closer?" he suggested.
"I know where the basket is."
Jacob shot from where he stood. The ball struck the backboard and dropped through, bouncing toward the fence before he could catch it. He went after it without looking at her.
"Don't look so pleased," she called.
"I'm facing the other way."
"I can tell."
He was smiling. He turned with the ball against his hip and tossed it back. May moved closer to the basket this time, set her feet, and made the shot. She lifted both arms before the ball had cleared the net. "There."
"Do it again."
She gave him a look, but she did.
The ball had come out of Athena's garage on Thursday. May had brought home two boxes of books, a lamp she hadn't decided where to put, and this, apparently without planning to keep any of them when she'd gone over for dinner. She'd sent Jacob a photograph of the ball yesterday morning while he was helping Karen with bread. He'd said he would play. He'd forgotten that May might want to win. "Are we counting?" he asked.
"We are now."
They started with the rules she remembered and adjusted them when one turned out to require more people. Neither knew whether the line at the far end of the court was the one they were supposed to use. May chose it anyway.
May stopped to tie her hair back, holding the ball between her ankles. When she was done, she rolled it to Jacob. He lined up a shot from the side, where the rim looked narrower and the backboard less useful. He changed his angle and missed anyway.
"That's the hard one," she said.
"I noticed."
She came over and tried it herself. The ball bounced off the board and struck the fence, making the wire shake. May stayed where she was for a moment, hands still lifted, and then went after it.
When she passed it back, she pointed him toward the middle. He took the advice.
Jacob missed his next shot. She ran past him to retrieve the ball, her laugh carrying back over her shoulder. "What?" he said.
"Nothing."
It was good to be out here. He'd spent the morning on job applications, checking the hours against his course schedule before sending anything. There were still no replies. He'd needed to stop looking at his inbox.
May had asked whether he was free, then told him where to meet her. He'd brought water and a sandwich because he'd left lunch too late, and she'd arrived carrying the ball in both hands with her bag sliding off one shoulder. He was glad he'd said yes.
They played until Jacob had lost track of the score and May insisted that wasn't a shared problem. He stole the ball from her once, missed spectacularly, and had to follow it almost to the gate while she stood with her hands on her knees, laughing. "You can stop enjoying that," he said.
"I'm trying."
She wasn't. He laughed too and bounced the ball back to her.
On the next possession she ducked under his arm and got close enough to make the shot. He'd been slow to turn, distracted by the determination on her face, and she pointed at him as she backed away.
"Count that."
"I am."
"Out loud."
"I don't know what number we're on."
"That's convenient."
"Tell me, then."
She did. He decided not to argue with the margin.
They took a break when two younger kids arrived with a ball of their own. There was another basket at the far end, but one of the boys kept looking toward theirs. May caught the ball on its way back from Jacob and tucked it under her arm.
"You done?" she asked.
"For now."
They moved to the bench under the trees. Jacob pulled his shirt away from his chest, letting some air reach the damp fabric, and took a long drink. May sat down with her bag between her feet. The ball fit beneath the bench with a little pressure from her shoe. "That was yours?" he asked.
"Mine and Harry's. Mostly his, after a while."
"He know you took it?"
"I sent him a picture."
"What'd he say?"
She handed him her phone. The photograph showed the ball in the back of her car, beside the lamp and one open box. Under it was Harry's reply.
Harry: You finally found a sport you can bring indoors.
Jacob looked up. "Indoors?"
"It was one time."
"Did you break something?"
May took the phone back. "A light. We thought the ceiling was higher."
He laughed. She was smiling too, looking at the photograph again before she locked the screen. "Mom kept it all," she said. "Stuff I thought we'd thrown out years ago."
"You take any of it?"
"The books. A few other things." She tucked the phone into her bag. "I'm taking a box back. I don't have room for every notebook I ever wrote three pages in."
Jacob unwrapped his sandwich. "You want half?"
"What is it?"
"Cheese, tomato. There was spinach, but I don't know if it survived."
"I ate. Thank you."
He took a bite. The spinach had survived; the bread was doing less well. He kept the wrapper under it to catch what fell.
May watched the children at the basket. One was trying to teach the other how to line up a shot, demonstrating with enormous seriousness. The smaller boy listened, took the ball, and threw it entirely differently. "I've got a presentation Monday," she said. "Three people, ten minutes. One of them's written eight minutes for herself."
"She know it's eight?"
"I timed it."
"Did you tell her?"
"Yes." May turned her water bottle between her hands. "She said she talks fast."
Jacob swallowed his mouthful. "Does she?"
"Not that fast."
"What are you doing?"
"Meeting tomorrow. Cutting it together." She leaned back, looking up through the branches. "I don't want to be the person who rewrites everybody's work because I get nervous."
"You already rewrote it?"
"In my head." He looked at her. She looked back, then laughed once, reluctantly. "I know."
"Didn't say anything."
"You didn't need to."
Jacob folded the wrapper around the second half of his sandwich. "I made a shorter version of my part," May said. "I'll take that. See if it helps."
"You still get to say what you need?"
"Yeah."
"Okay."
Her phone buzzed in her bag. She took it out, read something, and made a face.
"Her?" Jacob asked.
"No. The other one."
She held the phone low against her leg, thumb moving over the screen. Jacob ate another mouthful of sandwich. On the court, the smaller child had decided to shoot from between his knees.
"That's not going to help," May said. Jacob looked back at her. "Not you." She erased something. "He wants to change the slides."
"All of them?"
"The order." She read again, then set the phone facedown on the bench. "He can bring it tomorrow."
"You tell him that?"
"I'm about to." She picked it up again. This time she typed more slowly and put it away before a reply could arrive. Jacob watched her shoulders drop a little when she leaned back.
"You could've said to meet another day," he said.
"I wanted to come."
"I know. I'm saying if you're busy."
"I'm always busy with something." She looked out over the court. "I was going to sit inside getting annoyed. This is better."
"Even losing?"
"I'm winning."
He smiled into his sandwich.
May rested her head against the back of the bench for a moment. "I miss not having to arrange it. Seeing people. When everybody was just there."
"College?"
"Some of that. Home, too." She turned her face toward him. "Not that I want to move back."
"I didn't think you did."
"Mom made enough dinner Thursday for about six people. Then she sent me home with half of it."
"You eat it?"
"Last night." Her mouth curved. "Today."
He laughed. She sat forward again, nudging the ball with the side of her shoe.
"It was nice," she said. "Just dinner. She made me take the books out to the car before she'd let me start washing anything."
"Did you do the dishes after?"
"Some."
He could picture that: May returning from the car, Athena letting her have a towel after deciding she'd done enough. He'd been in their company often enough to know there would have been an argument, small and familiar, over who got to stand at the sink.
"Harry can get the next one," May said.
"Does he know?"
"He does now."
She tipped the bottle to her mouth, found it empty, and looked down with mild surprise. Jacob passed her the unopened one from his bag. She took it, thanking him, and rested it against her knee before breaking the seal. She stretched one leg out, flexing her ankle. "Anyway. That's tomorrow. I'm not doing it now."
"Good."
They sat without talking for a while. Jacob ate the second half. A dog on the path beyond the fence had discovered something under a bush and was refusing to be persuaded away from it. Its owner stood with the leash slack, apparently prepared to wait.
May nudged the ball with her heel. "How's home?"
"Good." The answer came too quickly. Jacob heard it and took another drink, though he didn't need one. "They start on the room tomorrow. The door, mostly. Chimney's coming later."
"That'll be nice." She stretched her leg out again, keeping the ball beneath the bench. "You still like living there?"
He looked at her. "I do. A lot." He could tell her about the books they'd moved, the supplier deciding the existing frame was sound, Ethan telling him impatiently that he lived there too. He still liked remembering that, even the impatience. "It'll be good to get everything back where it goes."
May nodded and turned her bottle between her hands. On the court, one boy tried to copy the shot from between the other's knees. The ball went almost straight up. They both scrambled after it, arguing before either had caught it. She watched them for a moment, smiling, then reached for her phone. "I don't know what I'm doing with that lamp."
"The one from your mom's?" Jacob asked. She showed him a photograph. The lamp stood beside a chair, its shade projecting well past the table beneath it. He remembered it looking smaller in the back of her car. "That's big."
"I know. It looked normal at her house." She enlarged the picture with two fingers. "Here, I keep hitting it when I get up. And I can't open this drawer properly."
Jacob leaned closer to see where she meant. His phone vibrated inside his bag before he could answer. He took it out, intending only to check who it was.
Ethan: Are you home for dinner?
He typed a question about the time, then left it unsent. He wanted to go home and eat beside Ethan. Perhaps Ethan only needed to know how much to cook. Jacob read the question again.
"Jacob?" May had lowered her phone. The lamp was still on it, blocking the drawer she'd wanted to show him. "It's not getting any smaller while you look at that."
He looked up. "Sorry." He erased the unfinished question and answered before he could begin another one.
Jacob: Yeah. Later. You don't have to wait for me.
He sent it, then wished he'd left off the last sentence. May turned her screen toward him again. "Could you move the chair?" he asked.
"I sit there." May looked from him to the photograph. "That's the bit I like. I can read without balancing everything on my knees."
"Right. Sorry." He put his phone facedown on the bench and looked properly this time. There was a patch of floor beside the chair, but he couldn't tell from the picture whether anything would fit there. "Does it have to be on that table?"
"It needs to be on something. It's not a floor lamp." She tilted the phone toward herself. "I thought it would be nice to have a light that wasn't the one on my desk. Then I got it home and spent half an hour rearranging things so I could walk past it."
Jacob smiled. "Did you turn it on?"
"Eventually. Wrong bulb. It made everything yellow." She looked at him, then began to laugh. "I know. I could've checked that before I moved the chair."
His phone vibrated against the bench. He turned it over before her laugh had quite ended.
Ethan: I know. I'll leave you some.
Jacob read it with his thumb still against the edge of the screen. There would be dinner when he got back. He could almost hear a chair scraping at the island, picture putting his bag down there, and the pleasure of it reached his face before he remembered May. She was looking at him. Her own screen had dimmed in her hand.
He locked his phone. May tilted hers back toward herself and rested it against her knee. For a moment neither of them returned to the photograph. On the court the boys shouted over one another, and a ball struck the fence hard enough to make both of them turn.
"Anyway. I might try another bulb before I give up on it." She looked down at the shade. "Mom doesn't need it back just because I haven't worked out where it goes."
Jacob put his phone back in his bag and pulled the zipper shut. "You don't have to keep it just because she doesn't need it either."
"I know." She was quiet for a moment. "It's not that I don't want things from home. I just didn't realize I'd need to decide what I wanted all over again once I got them here."
Jacob thought of his books waiting for shelves and the photograph still in his drawer. "Can you leave it somewhere you won't keep hitting it? Just until you get the bulb."
"That sounds like the floor."
"Not where you walk."
She laughed again. "Thank you. Very important distinction." She took one last look at the picture, then locked the phone. "I'll move it before I go to bed. I'm not breaking it on the first weekend."
Jacob waited while she put it away. On the court, one of the boys had stopped to tie a shoe while the other bounced the ball in place. Jacob watched them with her, leaving his phone where he'd put it.
He picked up the wrapper and folded it small enough to fit in the outside pocket of his bag. "How bad was I losing?" he asked.
"Quite bad."
"An actual number."
"You had four."
"I had more than four."
She grinned. "You said you weren't counting."
"I can remember four separate things."
"Then you should've remembered the score."
The boys left the court with one of them carrying the ball. May watched them pass through the gate, waited until they were clear, and hooked her foot behind the basketball. Jacob leaned down to retrieve it before it could roll into the path.
"One more?" she asked.
He stood, the warmth of the concrete coming back through his shoes. "Yeah."
They started again from zero. May made him say the score after every basket, and he did, even when it was hers. He was less careful about letting her past him now. She noticed and tried harder, taking a shot from farther out than she'd attempted before.
It missed. Jacob caught the rebound, passed it back instead of shooting, and she looked at him. "Again," he said.
"That wasn't the rule."
"You want it or not?"
She lined up the shot. This one went in. May shouted, a brief, surprised sound that made someone on the path look over. Jacob laughed and caught the ball before it could get away from them.
They played until the sun had moved off half the court and May's phone reminded her of something she'd set for herself. She silenced it without answering a message. "Reading," she said, when he looked.
"You need to go?"
"In a minute." She took one last shot. The ball circled the rim and fell out, and she put both hands over her face. Jacob went to get it.
At the bench, May packed the empty bottles into her bag. Jacob checked the ground before closing his own.
"Same time next week?" she asked. He looked up. "If you're free. I'm not staying that bad at it."
"I'll check."
"Okay." She tucked the ball under one arm. "Text me."
He said he would. His phone was in his bag, where it had been for most of the afternoon. There might be a message from Ethan. There might not. For once he left it there while he lifted the bag onto his shoulder.
May walked beside him to the gate, trying to remember the final score. He remembered it exactly and waited until she'd finished guessing before he told her.
By ten on Sunday morning, Ethan had lost the use of the sofa, the kettle, and one of his shoes.
The sofa was under a clean sheet. The kettle was behind a toolbox he wasn't going to move without asking. His shoe turned out to be beneath the chair, exactly where he'd left it when Jacob had asked him to stop walking through the dust in socks. He pulled it on standing, steadied himself against the island, and looked toward the room.
One of the lower covers had come off the partition. The frame behind it looked thinner exposed, though the installer had said it was sound. Luis was kneeling beside the opening with a piece of the replacement material balanced across his thighs. His assistant held the cover upright on a padded sheet, clear of the bathroom route.
Jacob stood near the foot of the stairs with his hands empty. He'd offered to help twice. They'd told him what they needed cleared, he'd cleared it, and now he appeared to be discovering there wasn't much left for him to do.
"Coffee?" Ethan asked him.
"Can you get to it?"
"I'm going to find out." He went around the end of the island rather than stepping over the case on the floor. The other side was clear. Jacob followed, carrying their two mugs from the table, and set them down beside the machine.
Jacob opened the cupboard for the coffee.
They'd decided against bringing the terrace table inside. Outside, it could hold the displaced things and still leave them somewhere to eat.
The boxes from Wednesday were on the far end of it beneath a sheet, away from the door. The lamp and the breakable things had gone upstairs. Ethan had carried the last armful himself rather than let Jacob guess which pieces could safely be stacked.
Now the room looked almost like it had before they'd finished it the first time, except Jacob's bed was still there, wrapped against the dust, and a stack of clothes occupied the chair upstairs. They weren't starting again. Ethan kept having to remind his eyes of that.
"You need anything out of there before we cover this side?" Luis asked.
Jacob looked toward the room. "My charger. Left of the bed."
"You can get it. Nothing loose over there."
Jacob went in by the open doorway. He came back with the charger and his glasses case, apparently having remembered that too. Ethan watched him put both on the island, among the ordinary things they'd cleared to let somebody else work.
Luis showed them how the replacement material would fit the lower section and which seals would suit the door. The upper glazing was staying as it was.
"It'll help," Luis said. "It won't make the rest of this disappear." He nodded toward the open mezzanine, the hard floor, the height above them.
"We know," Jacob said.
"Just so you're not disappointed later."
Ethan looked up at the black rail of his bedroom. The whole loft was still one large, imperfect space wrapped around a smaller private one. He wanted Jacob to be able to shut his door without hearing every spoon put in the sink. "Better's good," he said.
Luis nodded and went back to work.
The first sustained noise began before the coffee was done. Ethan felt it in his teeth as much as he heard it. Jacob took the mugs outside, and Ethan followed with the milk and a cloth to wipe the table.
Sunlight fell across the lower terrace. The boxes occupied the shady end; the other two places were clear except for a plant Jacob moved before Ethan could put down his mug. Through the open doors, the sheet over the sofa rose slightly in the draft and settled again.
Ethan sat with his back to the warmth. He'd brought his laptop down, thinking he could do the easy part of Monday's reading while the work happened. The sound started again. He left the laptop shut.
"That bad?" Jacob asked.
"I haven't even opened it."
"You could go somewhere."
"I want to be here."
Jacob looked down at his mug. Ethan wanted to leave the sentence alone, but he couldn't tell what Jacob had taken from it.
"They'll have questions," he added. "And Chimney's coming."
"Yeah."
Jacob pushed his glasses farther up his nose. They caught the light, hiding his eyes for a second. Ethan watched his hand lower to the table and remembered the same fingers against his neck. He took a drink before the coffee had cooled enough.
"I played basketball with May yesterday," Jacob said.
Ethan looked up. "How was it?"
"Good." Jacob turned the mug between his hands. "She won."
Ethan smiled. He hadn't known she played. He wondered what they'd talked about. "You're playing again?"
"Maybe next week."
"Good."
Luis called Jacob's name. He stood, taking his mug with him, and Ethan watched him go back down the two steps into the living room.
One of the sliding doors was off its track now, supported safely out of the way. Without it, the opening looked wrong. Ethan could see straight past the place where it ought to be into the covered room, the bare strip of floor where Jacob's desk normally stood.
Jacob listened while Luis showed him the worn guide. He bent to look, asked a question Ethan couldn't hear, then glanced toward him. "Come see."
Ethan went in. It was a small thing. A piece he could have held between two fingers, changed shape by use just enough to let the door move badly. He'd been expecting some larger failure because of the sound it made. "That's why it sticks?" he asked.
"Part of it," Luis said. "We'll get it straight and check it with the new seals before we finish."
Jacob touched the edge of the frame, then took his hand away. "Will the handle stay?"
"Unless you want a different one."
"No. I like it."
Ethan looked at the black handle against the protected door. He liked it too. He hadn't realized Jacob cared which one they kept.
They left the installer room to work. In the kitchen, Jacob rinsed their mugs while Ethan found a place for the charger that wouldn't get it caught beneath anything.
Ethan's phone rang on the island. "Hey," he said.
"I'm outside," Chimney said. "Can one of you come down? I've got more than two hands' worth."
Jacob was already reaching for his keys. Ethan thanked him with a look and stayed to answer Luis's question about the trim finish. They'd chosen it on Thursday. He showed him the sample by the window rather than trusting the color on his phone.
By the time he put it down, the front door opened again.
Chimney came in carrying a bag and one end of a flat-packed shelf. Jacob had the other end, turned sideways through the doorway. Ethan cleared the small stool out of their way.
"Pancakes?" he asked.
"Successful." Chimney set his end down where Jacob directed. "Jee says your wall needs stickers."
"Did you tell her no?"
"I told her I'd mention it."
Jacob laughed. Chimney gave him the bag. "Food. You can eat some of it now, before you decide you're too busy."
"We weren't—" Ethan started.
"Good. Then you've got time."
He went to greet the installer. Ethan opened the bag and found containers Maddie had clearly packed, fruit, bread, and a smaller tub he recognized from Karen's kitchen. There was cake in it. He took out the cake first.
Jacob looked over. "Lunch?"
"Checking."
"Okay."
They put the food on the terrace table. Chimney washed his hands at the sink and joined them a few minutes later. The work continued behind him, stopping occasionally while somebody checked a fit.
He asked about the shelf they'd bought. Jacob explained where he wanted it: inside the room, not projecting into the shared route.
"Show me after," Chimney said.
"You don't have to put it together."
"I know."
Jacob paused, then took a piece of bread.
Ethan ate while Chimney told them about Jee insisting on a pancake small enough for Nash. Maddie had made one and eaten it herself after explaining, again, why he couldn't have it yet. Ethan could picture Jee considering that unfair on more than one level.
"She'll try again," he said.
"We're aware." Chimney reached for the fruit. "How much is left today?"
Jacob looked toward the room. "Door, seals. They'll finish the trim if they've got time. There's a return piece they didn't have."
"So not everything."
"Not everything," Ethan said. They would be able to use the room tonight.
After they ate, Chimney and Jacob carried the shelf components inside. They used the clear patch beyond the kitchen rather than fill the living-room floor with another job. Ethan took the packaging as they opened it, flattening the cardboard against the island.
He found a screw beneath the flap and held it up. "Needed?"
Jacob looked over. "Very."
"Thought so."
He put it in the shallow dish they were using for the hardware and sat on a stool while Chimney checked the diagram. The assembly went slowly, mostly because Jacob stopped to make certain each panel faced the right way before committing to it. Ethan would have gone faster and had to undo something. He watched the shelf take shape without offering that as a method.
"Where's the basket going?" Ethan asked.
Jacob looked up from the shelf. "Which one?"
"Cables. The little one."
"I thought this could take it."
Ethan looked at the top shelf. It would be convenient for Jacob, less so when Ethan wanted something after he'd gone to bed. The basket held his spare cord too, and the adapter they were both always losing. "Can we leave that outside?"
"Yeah." Jacob sat back on his heels. "I forgot your stuff was in it."
"There's room by the records."
"As long as it doesn't end up on top of them."
"It won't."
Chimney held one side while Jacob tightened the last fastener. Ethan took the basket from the kitchen and tried it in the space they'd cleared beneath the stairs. It fit without covering the spines.
Jacob came to look. "Good?" Ethan asked.
"Yeah. That's better."
He bent to tuck a trailing loop inside. Ethan moved aside to let him straighten without hitting his shoulder on the stair above them. When Jacob turned, they were closer than Ethan had meant to stand. "Sorry," Ethan said, stepping back.
"You're fine."
His voice was quiet. Ethan looked up and found Jacob looking at him, not the basket. For a moment he thought of asking if Jacob wished they hadn't kissed, while Chimney was occupied at the island and the installer's tools covered whatever answer might come.
Then Luis moved behind the partition, and Ethan heard his own name. He turned too quickly. "Yeah?"
"Give us another minute before you come through here."
"Okay."
Beside him, Jacob let out a breath. He went back to help Chimney turn the shelf upright, and Ethan stayed by the stairs until they had it balanced.
Then Luis needed them at the room again. The door was back, its black edge restored to the opening. Jacob stepped forward when Luis invited him, took the handle, and moved it closed. It ran without the catch. He opened it again, slowly this time, then closed it while watching the lower guide.
"Better?" Luis asked.
"Yeah." Jacob smiled, looking up. "A lot."
Ethan wanted to try it. Jacob stepped aside before he asked, leaving his hand on the handle for half a second until Ethan's fingers settled beside it. Ethan felt the brief warmth across two knuckles, then the handle alone. He moved the door. The weight was familiar, the resistance different. At the end it met the frame softly instead of making him pull it the last fraction. "Oh," he said.
"Yeah," Jacob said, and this time they both smiled.
Luis showed them the seals, the parts to keep clear, what to do if anything started dragging. Then he stayed inside with Jacob while Ethan went to the kitchen. From there Ethan could see the black frame, the pale lower panels, the distorted shapes above them. Luis began speaking at normal volume. Ethan heard a voice and had to listen for the separate words.
Jacob said his name. Ethan looked straight toward the door, but the rest came through too softly to follow. He waited for it again. Before he could ask, the door slid open and Jacob was there, one hand on the handle. "How much could you hear?"
"Some." Ethan had been about to answer the voice as he would have from the sink any other evening. Now he crossed the room so he wouldn't have to raise his own. "I heard you. I didn't get the words."
"Try from this side," Luis said.
They changed places. Ethan stood near the space where the desk would return while Jacob went out to the kitchen. The door closed. Beyond the glass, Jacob's dark shirt moved past the island, familiar and indistinct. Ethan heard Chimney say something, then Jacob laughing. He could still recognize the laugh. The room held it farther away.
Jacob spoke again, and Ethan caught enough this time to answer. When Luis opened the door, the whole loft came back at once, the scrape of Chimney shifting the shelf, water running briefly at the sink. Ethan smiled at the difference. It had worked.
"That's good," he said when Jacob came back. "You can get some peace from me now."
Jacob stopped at the opening. "I didn't ask you to be quiet."
"I know. I meant the noise." Ethan looked past him toward the kitchen, where he'd left the two mugs. "We should still use headphones late," he added. "If I'm watching something."
"Me too." Jacob moved aside to let him out.
"Yeah." Ethan stopped beside Chimney while Luis went to get the last length of trim he could finish today. He watched Jacob measure for the shelf once more, then helped him carry it inside. It fit without catching the baseboard. They left it empty.
By midafternoon the tools had gone back into their cases. Luis pointed out the narrow unfinished return where he would fit the missing piece when it arrived, then checked the door once more before leaving.
Ethan shut the front door behind the two workers and stood still. The sudden quiet felt louder than he'd expected.
"Don't sit down," Chimney said from behind him.
"I wasn't."
"You were thinking about it."
Ethan was. They still had a sheet over the sofa, dust where the protection had ended, and furniture in places no one wanted it to stay. He went to get the vacuum.
They worked from the room outward. Jacob carried the desk back with Chimney, then checked the space around the chair before setting anything on it. Ethan wiped the dresser, gave the surface time to dry, and brought the glasses case over from the island. Jacob set it in the top drawer.
The privacy curtain had been tied back for the work. Jacob let it down and checked that its edge hadn't caught in the repaired door, then drew it back again. The reeded glass above the opaque panels caught the afternoon light without giving Ethan a clear view through it.
He waited outside while Jacob moved the desk chair in and out once, testing the space with the door closed. When it opened again, Jacob was smiling at the absence of the old scrape. Ethan smiled back. He could have stood there making him demonstrate it all afternoon.
Jacob folded the protection from the bed inward, leaving the duvet clean beneath it, and took it out to the bag by the front door. Ethan brought the vacuum back into the room.
"You want the clothes?" Ethan asked.
"In a minute. Get the shared stuff back first."
They uncovered the sofa carefully, folding the dusty sides inward. Underneath, the cognac leather looked like itself again. Ethan put the cushions back. Jacob passed him the navy one from beneath the chair. "Thanks," Ethan said as he set it at the end.
The lamp went back beside the chair. They brought the book boxes in from outside and left them closed in the place they'd chosen. Ethan moved the stool back to the island.
Chimney ran a cloth over the shelf once more, accepted a container of cake he hadn't asked for, and let Ethan walk him to the front door. "Thank you," Ethan said.
"You're welcome." Chimney glanced past him at the room. "Looks good."
"There's still the little bit."
"I saw." He squeezed Ethan's shoulder. "Don't take it apart before it arrives."
"I wasn't going to."
"Good."
He left. Ethan shut the door and turned back toward the loft.
Jacob stood at the island sorting the last of the loose hardware into its bag. He'd changed his shirt, his hair damp at the temples where he'd washed his face. Behind him the door to his room was half open, the desk bare, the new shelf waiting. Ethan picked up the two empty mugs. "Tea?"
Jacob looked toward the kettle, accessible at last. "Yeah. Please."
While the water heated, Ethan washed the mugs. Jacob dried the counter, leaning around him to reach a streak near the sink. His arm brushed Ethan's back. Neither moved very far. There was enough space for the drying rack and both mugs without balancing anything on a toolbox. Ethan found the tea and left the cupboard open while he tried to decide how to begin.
"You staying in tonight?" he asked.
Jacob set the cloth down. "Yeah. Are you?"
"I live here." Ethan heard himself a second late. It should have been funny. Jacob was still waiting for an answer, and Ethan shut the cupboard. "Sorry. Yes. I'm staying in."
"Okay." Jacob picked the cloth up again, folded it, then unfolded it to reach the last damp edge of the counter.
The kettle clicked off. Ethan poured both mugs and put the tea away.
"Outside?" he said, lifting his mug.
Jacob took the other one. "Yeah." He held the terrace door while Ethan went up the two steps, and they sat at the end of the table they'd cleared. Inside, the half-open bedroom door stayed where Jacob had left it. Ethan could hear the small sound of his cup meeting the table when he set it down.
The box marked Kitchen contained a pair of winter boots and most of the screws from a desk Eddie no longer owned. He stood over it with the tape caught on his thumb, wondering which of his sisters had done that.
"Not me," Christopher said from the sofa.
"I didn't ask."
"You were going to."
Eddie looked at him. Christopher was watching a video on his phone, one earbud in, the other hanging against his shirt. He hadn't looked up. "You remember the desk?" Eddie asked.
"The one that wobbled?"
"Yeah."
"Maybe those were important."
Eddie lifted the little bag of screws. There were nine of them, two different lengths, and a bracket that might have belonged to something else entirely. He put them aside rather than try to solve it now.
The delivery crew had gone ten minutes ago. Their truck's departure had left an unobstructed view of the street and a living room full of cardboard, wrapping, and the final pieces from El Paso. His couches were back in place. The armchair was where he wanted it. The sideboard stood a few inches from the wall so he could get behind it, and the last row of boxes occupied the space he'd cleared yesterday. His own bed was still wrapped in the garage until Buck could move his out of the bedroom.
Christopher put his phone down. "Did you check the broken one?"
"Crushed. Not broken."
"The crushed one."
Eddie found it at the bottom of the second stack. He'd photographed the damage and opened the carton before the crew left. Only the carton had been damaged. "Your grandmother used half the paper in Texas."
"Good."
Eddie took out a thick bundle, unwrapped it on the table, and revealed a blue serving bowl. There was a smaller one nested inside it.
Christopher leaned forward. "I forgot that."
"You packed it."
"I know."
Eddie ran his thumb along the rim, checking for a chip. There wasn't one. He set both bowls on the counter, away from the edge, and went back for the next bundle.
They'd been living here for months. Christopher's room had its bed, its desk, the furniture that had never made the trip to El Paso at all. There was food in the kitchen, homework on the table, a loose cupboard catch Buck had been meaning to tighten again. Still, Eddie had checked the delivery window three times this morning. He was tired of owning things he couldn't reach. "Can you pass me that bag?" he asked.
Christopher pulled out his earbud, wound both around the phone, and set it beside him. "Which?"
"Big one. For the wrapping."
Christopher found the bag under a loose sheet of paper and shook it open. Eddie pushed the used wrapping into it, trying not to leave any on the floor.
"Keep some," Christopher said.
"How much?"
"A few big pieces."
"For what?"
"Backgrounds. If we paint it."
Eddie pulled the cleanest sheets back out and put them on the table. "You and Denny?"
"Yeah. Maybe. We're still deciding."
"How's the plane?"
"Fine." Christopher folded one sheet along its existing crease. "It's not going to be a whole movie about a plane."
"Okay."
"We'd run out of things to do."
Eddie smiled and cut the next strip of tape. Christopher had shown him the finished bit first, then the version with Jacob's hand entering the frame and the lamp shifting halfway through. That second version had made him laugh harder. He could ask about the movie over lunch, once they'd cleared the wrapping.
His mother called while he was getting the last of the wrapping off a cupboard door. Eddie answered on speaker and set the phone on the table. "Hey, Mom."
"Did everything come?"
"Everything came."
"And the box?"
"The bowls are fine." He looked at Christopher, who was listening now. "You packed them well."
"I told you."
He smiled. He remembered her telling him, and himself replying that the truck still had a long way to go. It had taken storage, a delivery date, a changed delivery date, then this morning's phone call before he could stop wondering what was happening to their things.
"They're on the counter," he said. "Not a scratch."
"What about the furniture?"
"That's good too."
Christopher leaned toward the phone. "The chair fits."
"Hello, sweetheart. Did you get your books?"
"We're doing those next."
"There's an envelope in with them. Don't bend it."
"I won't."
"And the pictures are for both of you. Your grandpa printed extra."
"Okay."
Eddie pulled the phone closer so she could hear without Christopher having to lean. He asked about Ramón, and she told him he was outside trying to finish something before the heat got worse. Eddie could hear a door opening at her end, then her calling his father's name.
"Mom, he doesn't have to come in."
"He wants to know."
A moment later Ramón's voice arrived farther from the microphone. Eddie repeated the good news, answered a question about a drawer, and promised to send pictures once they'd unwrapped everything.
"No hurry," his father said. "We just wanted to know it got there."
"It did."
Christopher told them about the party. Helena asked whose, listened to the answer, then asked whether he'd found the present. He pointed toward the hall while answering, as though she could see where he meant.
They weren't finished talking when Eddie's elbow nearly knocked an empty box off the table. He caught it against his knee, and Christopher laughed.
"What happened?" Helena asked.
"Dad."
"Nothing," Eddie said. "I've got it."
He put the box down, waited while his parents and his son said goodbye, then took the phone off speaker. His mother reminded him about the envelope once more before letting him go. When he put the phone away, Christopher was still smiling.
"You going to open yours?" Eddie asked.
"Yeah."
A carton near the sideboard had Christopher's name written on two sides. Eddie turned it so he could read the smaller list beneath. "This yours?"
Christopher looked. "Some of it."
"It says your name."
"Grandma added stuff."
Of course she had. Eddie carried the box to the clear end of the table and opened it. Books, a little zippered bag, a flat envelope supported between two pieces of cardboard. Beneath those was the packet of photographs Helena had mentioned.
Christopher reached for the zippered bag.
"What's that?"
"Mine."
"I got that far."
His son smiled down at the zip without opening it. Eddie left it alone and took out the books.
They weren't all schoolbooks. A paperback with a creased cover had a scrap of paper sticking out halfway through. Christopher picked it up and frowned. "I thought I finished this."
"Maybe you did."
"I don't remember the end."
"Read it again."
"I've got other stuff."
Eddie put it on top of the stack anyway. Christopher moved it to the side nearest him.
The envelope held a drawing and a few loose pages. Eddie slid them back between the pieces of cardboard, then picked up the photographs. "You want to look?"
Christopher nodded.
Eddie pulled a chair out so he could sit at the table, then took the photographs from the packet. The first was from the lake. Ramón had printed it too dark; half the people beneath the shade looked like silhouettes. Christopher turned it toward the window. "That one's bad."
"Tell your grandpa."
"He'll print it again."
"Probably."
The next one caught Adriana reaching across a picnic table while Sophia looked straight into the camera. Buck stood at the edge, holding something just outside the frame. Eddie remembered the moment without remembering what anybody had said.
Christopher laughed.
"What?"
"Buck had the plates. Aunt Adriana wanted him to move because he was blocking the cooler."
"Right."
"Then he went the wrong way."
Eddie looked at the photograph again. Now he could remember that too.
There were older pictures mixed in. Christopher at his grandparents' table, a school photograph, one of Helena's attempts to capture something on a television screen. Eddie sorted that one out and showed it to him.
"Any idea?"
Christopher squinted. "That was my project."
"On the TV?"
"We cast it from the laptop. She didn't know how to save it."
Eddie kept the photograph instead of putting it in the discard pile. He could ask his mother what she wanted a copy of and get Christopher to send the actual file.
At the bottom was another lake picture, everyone pressed together, too much sky above them. Eddie's shoulder was turned toward his father. Christopher had his head tipped slightly back, laughing at something beyond the camera.
"That one," his son said.
"For your room?"
"Yeah."
Eddie passed it over. Christopher held it by the edges and looked a little longer before setting it with the books.
Christopher's phone vibrated on the sofa.
"Get it," Eddie said.
"It can wait."
"Okay."
They finished the packet. Eddie looked at the little separate piles his son had made. "I was thinking we could get lunch after this," he said.
Christopher's hand stopped on the book. "Oh."
"You hungry?"
"Yeah. But I was going to Lewis's."
Eddie leaned back. "Today?"
"His party."
He knew about the party. There had been a message, a time discussed over dinner, Christopher showing him the address while Eddie was trying to answer something from the moving company. He could see the phone on the table in his memory and not the hour on the screen.
"Right."
Christopher watched him. "I told you."
"You did."
"I thought we were just getting the boxes."
"We are." Eddie looked at the room. "I got carried away."
"There's still stuff."
"There'll be stuff tomorrow."
His son's shoulders loosened. Eddie felt the small disappointment in his own chest and the relief beneath it. "Okay," he said. "What time am I dropping you off?"
"Four. But I said I'd help him set up."
"So before four."
"Three-thirty?"
Eddie checked the time. "We can do that."
Christopher reached for his crutches and stood, leaving the books in their stack. Eddie moved the chair out of his route before carrying the empty packet back to the box. "You're not taking these?"
"I'll get them. I need to find the bag."
"For Lewis?"
"Yeah."
"Where'd you put it?"
Christopher stopped in the hall. "If I knew that, I wouldn't need to find it."
"Fair."
Eddie put the photographs away while Christopher searched his room for the gift. In the next carton he found three mugs, a saucepan lid, and the sideboard's missing shelf pins. He kept the pins together in a dish.
Christopher came back with an unwrapped present and a gift bag folded flat. "Is there tape?"
Eddie held it up.
"Not that."
"It'll stick."
His son gave him a look and went to the kitchen drawer. Eddie watched him find the small roll exactly where it had been before the truck arrived, bring it to the table, and work the bag open. "You need help?" Eddie asked.
"Can you hold this bit?"
Eddie held it. Christopher tucked the tissue around the present, changed his mind about one corner, and taped a small card to the front. Eddie kept his hand where it was until he was told to let go. The card was already written. Eddie didn't read it.
"You got the address?" he asked.
Christopher found it on his phone and sent it again. "Same place."
"I know."
"The front path's clear. His mom said."
"Okay."
"I'm taking my crutches."
"All right." Eddie saved the address. "What time does it finish?"
"Seven. Unless we go get something after."
"Text before the plan changes."
"I will."
"Not after you're somewhere else."
Christopher looked up. "I will."
Eddie left it there. He went to the kitchen and opened the fridge. There was enough for a sandwich, not enough to justify spending twenty minutes deciding what counted as lunch. He made two, cut Christopher's in half, and carried the plate back.
"I thought we were getting food there."
"You are. This isn't dinner."
"Okay."
Christopher took a half and sat on the sofa while he ate. Eddie stayed at the table, checking the delivery sheet against what they'd opened. He found the saucepan in the next carton, which settled one minor mystery, and set it with the lid.
Eddie's phone lit up with Buck's name.
Buck: Everything arrive?
Eddie took a photograph of the sideboard and the stacked wrapping.
Eddie: All here. No damage inside the crushed box. Enough paper to move it back again.
Buck's reply came quickly.
Buck: Don't throw all of it out.
Eddie looked at the pile Christopher had saved.
Eddie: Already got instructions.
He put the phone down before the exchange could turn into Buck apologizing for not being here. Buck was working. He would see the furniture when he came back.
"He asking?" Christopher said.
"Yeah."
"Send him the chair."
"He knows what it looks like."
"It fits now."
Eddie looked at the chair. Buck had helped measure the space before the delivery. He sent the picture.
Christopher finished eating and carried his plate to the kitchen. On his way back, he stopped beside the sideboard. "Are the handles in there?"
"Top drawer."
"Why'd you take them off?"
"To protect them."
"They stick out anyway."
"The movers wanted them off."
Christopher opened the drawer, checked the little bag, and shut it again. "Okay."
Eddie looked at him and recognized his own expression.
Christopher took one of the flattened cartons from the pile by the door and laid it on the table. He ran his hand along the seam, testing how far it would open. "Can I keep this one too?"
"For the movie?"
"It's big enough to cut."
Eddie looked at the picture of a carton he'd sent Buck, then at the careful way his son folded this one flat. "Take what you need. Put it somewhere I won't throw it out."
"Behind my desk."
"Not where it covers the outlet."
"There's room."
"Bring it?" Christopher asked, reaching for his crutches.
Eddie carried it after him and slid it behind the desk, clear of the outlet. He went back to the sideboard while Christopher moved things around in his room. When Christopher came back, he had his phone in one hand and an answer to a question Eddie hadn't asked.
"It fits."
"Good."
They had twenty minutes before they needed to leave. Eddie got the screwdriver and put the first handle back while Christopher found a clean shirt. By the second, his son had returned and was watching from the sofa.
"Straight?" Eddie asked.
"Other side's higher."
Eddie adjusted it. "Now?"
"Yeah."
Eddie tightened the last screw, closed the door, and wiped his palm over the top. A pale mark near the back had been there in El Paso. He could remember making it, putting down something hot without thinking, and being irritated with himself for a whole evening. It was still there. The sideboard worked anyway.
Eddie set the screwdriver on the sideboard. He found his wallet beneath the delivery sheet and put it in his pocket, then tucked the sheet into the drawer with the other house papers. There were three handles still to reattach.
"Ready?"
"Almost."
His son was writing something on his phone. Eddie picked up the gift bag and held it while Christopher finished. "Denny?"
"Lewis."
"Right."
Christopher put the phone away and reached for his crutches. Eddie held the front door, then waited while his son came through the clear space between the sofa and the armchair.
Halfway across the room, Christopher stopped. "What?" Eddie asked.
"Nothing." He looked at the sideboard, the chair, the stack of books that had arrived this afternoon. "Looks good."
Eddie smiled. "Yeah."
Then Christopher was moving again, asking whether they could stop for ice on the way because Lewis had just remembered. Eddie checked the time, picked up his keys, and told him they could.
Jacob put the drawer back in, closed it, and opened it again. The dresser hadn't moved. Nothing about the drawer had changed. He'd only taken out the things he'd pushed into it while they were clearing the room, but he kept expecting to find something behind it that would need dealing with before he could use it normally. There wasn't. He put his glasses case in the shallow tray at the front and shut it.
Beyond the partition, somebody's cart rattled along the building corridor. The sound reached him through the front door and the loft, softened twice before it got here. He could still hear it.
The last return piece had arrived that morning. Luis had fitted it, checked the door, taken away the remaining protection. Jacob had signed what he needed to sign and watched him leave with a bag that occupied much less space than Sunday's tools. Now the room was finished enough that he couldn't use the work as an excuse to keep everything waiting.
He looked at the shelf. It was bare except for the cloth he'd used to wipe it. He'd measured carefully, assembled it carefully, carried it in with someone at the other end. All that preparation had produced three empty spaces and the unexpected difficulty of choosing what belonged in them. He picked up the cloth and went to get his books.
The boxes near the terrace had both their lids on. He opened the lighter one first, found Ethan's label on top of the pile, and checked the contents rather than trusting his memory. Those were the books they'd agreed could go back beside the chair. He carried them in two trips, leaving the order as they'd packed it.
The other box held things from his room, a few notebooks, the loose cable they'd found behind the desk. He took it inside. His quilt was folded back at one corner. He smoothed it, spread a towel over it, and set the box down, then laughed at himself. Cardboard wasn't going to ruin the bed. He'd slept in it last night.
The textbooks went on the lowest shelf. He had no reason to put the heaviest ones where he'd have to lift them over his head to find something underneath. Two fit upright; the larger one lay flat. The spines looked more used in the afternoon light than they had at the bottom of the box.
He ran a thumb over the worn corner of the biochemistry text and remembered writing a page number on the back of his hand because he couldn't find anything else to use. He'd washed his hands before looking it up and lost the number. He could remember the annoyance more readily than whatever the page had been about. He didn't need the book for class now. He put it where he could reach it anyway.
The notebooks were harder. Some had plenty of space left, some barely a page, and one held a list of jobs he'd applied for. He opened that one and read down the names and dates.
Apart from the automatic acknowledgments, he hadn't heard anything back. There wasn't anything else for him to send today.
He put the notebook on the shelf, shut his laptop instead of checking his inbox, and reached for the novel Ravi had brought to the party. Ravi had brought it over after finishing it. May had said Jacob could read it next.
A narrow strip of paper marked the place where he'd stopped. He'd been moving it forward a few pages at a time, mostly when Ethan was reading too, then losing the thread because the sofa had become a difficult place to pay attention.
There were only thirty pages left. Jacob sat on the edge of the bed, opened the book, and read the last paragraph he remembered. He had to read it again. The room wasn't silent. A car passed below; somewhere in the loft a small settling noise traveled through the frame. His attention moved toward the door and back. Then the story caught him, and for a while he forgot to listen for anything else.
When he reached the end, he sat with a finger still between the final pages. He didn't like it. Not enough to wish he hadn't read the book. Enough that he opened it again, went back several chapters, and found the place that had made him expect something different. There was Ravi's pencil mark in the margin, faint enough that Jacob had almost missed it the first time.
He took his phone out.
Jacob: Finished it. Call me when you're free. I have a problem with your book.
He put it down before he could compose a longer argument. The light coming through the upper glass had shifted. He'd been reading for nearly an hour.
He hadn't sat here like that very often. Bed had mostly meant sleep, or changing clothes, or a place to spread things while he looked for something else. He could close the door and read in the afternoon. That wasn't a complicated discovery. It felt good anyway. Before getting up, he lay back against the pillows. His feet stayed on the floor at first. Then he took his shoes off and brought them up, the quilt cool against his calves.
From here, the new shelf made the room look different. He'd expected to notice the finished edge of the wall, the cleaner line beneath the upper glass. Instead he kept looking at the books. Beyond them, the desk stood far enough from the partition for its cord and chair, with no temporary box waiting to catch his shin in the dark.
He closed his eyes. He could have stayed there. That was what he'd been trying to make possible, through measuring and clearing and explaining what he could spend. A room where he could shut the door for no larger reason than wanting to lie down. His hand rested on his stomach, rising with his breathing. He stayed until the tightness between his shoulders eased.
Then he sat up, found one shoe half beneath the bed, and put both beside the dresser. He wanted the chair free when he came back later. He left the book on the bed and took the current notebook off the shelf, setting it beside the laptop. The others could stay where they were. He fed the charging cord through the gap behind the desk and plugged it in.
The desk lamp was still aimed at the wall, its shade tucked away from anybody carrying things through. He brought it around, switched it on, and laid the notebook beneath it. The page lit evenly. He moved the base out of his elbow's way, then left the notebook open when he switched the lamp off. Nobody needed the space for dinner.
There were things he wanted on the wall. Not enough to fill it. A photograph, maybe, something he could look at from the desk without finding a list of what he needed to do next. He had pictures on his phone and one small frame he'd kept meaning to use. He took it out of the drawer. The photograph inside was an old one from the water in Charleston, more sky than shore, a sliver of somebody's hand at one edge. He'd taken it because the light had changed while they were packing up. He'd kept it because he liked looking at it.
There were other things he could remember about Charleston. He didn't have to put those in the frame. He set it on the middle shelf and stepped back. Too far left. He moved it right, then moved it back half an inch, mildly irritated that he was capable of making a decision about molecules and not where to put a photograph.
His phone rang. "You finished?" Ravi asked, his voice filtered through the speaker after Jacob answered.
"Yeah."
"You said you had a problem."
"The ending."
"Okay. Which part?"
Jacob picked up the book and found the page again. He tried to explain without reading three paragraphs aloud. Ravi interrupted halfway through because he thought Jacob meant the choice at the station.
"No. Before that."
"Then you need to go farther back."
"I did."
"How far?"
He told him.
Ravi went quiet for a moment. Jacob could hear a little movement at the other end, then pages turning.
"You've got another copy?"
"Library. I wanted to check something after you asked about it."
Jacob sat back on the bed, grinning. "So it wasn't just me."
"I didn't say that."
They argued about it for ten minutes, then about something neither of them had mentioned in the original complaint. Jacob found a pencil and made one light mark beside the passage Ravi meant, stopping to ask before he wrote in the book.
"Go ahead. I've already done it."
"I noticed."
"You can give it back when we get coffee."
"When's that?"
"I was about to ask."
They compared the week. Jacob checked the time Ravi suggested against his calendar, then said yes. He wanted to do something with the days before October turned into a roomful of new people and things he didn't know how to do yet.
"How's the work going at your place?" Ravi asked.
"Done. Mostly. No, done now." Jacob looked toward the door. "They finished this morning."
"Worth it?"
"Yeah. Door doesn't stick."
"That's a good start."
"I can hear less from the kitchen too."
"You'll sleep better."
"Probably." He would, when what kept him awake was a cupboard closing or a spoon dropped in the sink. That hadn't been the problem last night.
Ravi had to go. Jacob promised to bring the book, ended the call, and looked around the room. The frame had slipped a little to one side. He left it.
He'd done enough to know how the room worked. There were still clothes on the chair outside, an empty box on the bed, and a bag of little things he'd taken off the desk without knowing what to do with them. He tipped the bag out onto the towel. Pens, a receipt, two coins, an old bottle cap. The bottle cap went into the trash. The coins went in the tray. He tested every pen, threw out the one that left an almost invisible line, and put the rest in the mug on his desk. The receipt was for the storage boxes. One still had to go back. He photographed it before putting it with his keys.
By the time the front door opened, he'd carried the empty box out, put his clothes away, and moved the towel into the laundry. He was sitting at the desk, looking at a blank page in the notebook.
"Jacob?"
"In here." Ethan's footsteps approached, then stopped beyond the opening. The door stood a few inches from the frame. Jacob got up and slid it back.
Ethan had his backpack on one shoulder and a paper bag in his hand. His hair was flattened on one side, pushed up on the other. "They finished?"
"This morning."
"Can I see?"
Jacob stepped aside. "Yeah."
Ethan came in without dropping his bag on the bed. He looked at the finished edge first, then the shelf, then the desk. Jacob watched him taking it in and felt unreasonably exposed by the neatly arranged pens. He wanted Ethan to like it.
"That fits well," Ethan said, nodding at the shelf.
Jacob looked at the space around it. "Yeah."
Ethan moved closer to the photograph. "Where's that?"
"Charleston." Jacob looked at the strip of sky above the water. "I took it."
"I like the light," Ethan said. "It looks warm."
"It was. We'd gone down after work. A couple of friends, whoever finished at the same time." He remembered sand caught against the inside of his ankle, the little circle of people widening as they passed the ball. "Some of them were swimming. I didn't want to get back in. We'd been in the water half the day."
Ethan studied the photograph. "You took this when you were leaving?"
"Yeah. We played volleyball first. Supposed to, anyway. Kept losing the ball in the water." Jacob smiled at the memory, then looked back at the frame. "We all got dressed and stood there for ages because nobody wanted to go." He could remember who had finally sat down, the shape of the bag beside her, the argument about whether there was anywhere still open to get food. "We ended up eating in the car."
"That sounds good," Ethan said.
"It was," Jacob said. Ethan looked at the photograph again, and Jacob was glad he'd left it where he could see it. The evening hadn't become less real because other things had happened afterward. For a few minutes he'd been able to tell Ethan about being young and tired on a beach without telling him about leaving Charleston at all.
Ethan nodded, still looking. After a moment he stepped back, his backpack catching lightly against the doorframe. "Sorry."
"It's fine."
"I should put this down." He lifted the paper bag. "I got food. Didn't know if you'd eaten."
"Not recently."
"Good. I bought too much."
Jacob followed him out. The kitchen looked ordinary again. Not a toolbox in sight. Ethan put the bag on the island, dropped his backpack beside his stool, and started taking out containers. Jacob got plates before he could remember that his own door was still open. He left it open.
"How was class?" Jacob asked, passing him a plate.
"Long. Somebody asked a question right at the end, and then another person asked the same question differently." Ethan stopped with his hand on one of the containers. "The professor answered both."
"Oh."
Ethan opened the containers. They divided the food without much discussion, swapping the containers when Jacob pointed out that he'd given himself nearly all the sauce. Ethan scraped some back, tasted it from the end of his fork, and closed his eyes for a second.
They ate at the island. Ethan's knee knocked the stool leg once, then again, until Jacob looked down and discovered Ethan was tapping a rhythm with his heel.
"What's in your head?"
"What?"
Jacob nodded toward his foot.
"Oh." Ethan stopped. "Sorry."
"I didn't say stop."
Ethan named the song. He'd heard it on somebody else's headphones that morning. "It was a good song."
Jacob nodded and went back to his food. After another mouthful, he set his fork down. "I finished Ravi's book."
"Good?"
"Parts of it. I'm seeing Ravi this week. I said I'd bring it."
"Can I read it first?"
"Ask him."
"Okay." Ethan went back to eating. Jacob was glad he'd had something to tell him that hadn't started with making room for a worker.
Afterward, Ethan took the empty containers while Jacob rinsed their plates. Jacob dried his hands, looked toward his room, and found Ethan following the glance. His backpack was already off the floor.
"You going back in?" Ethan asked.
"For a bit. I haven't actually written anything yet." Jacob put the towel down. "You could bring your reading."
Ethan looked past him at the opening. "In there?"
"Yeah." He'd meant it as an invitation, not something that needed explaining. "If you want."
"You just got it back." Ethan shifted the strap higher on his shoulder. "I'll let you get sorted first."
Jacob had been sorted when Ethan came home. He looked at the bare patch of island between them, the place where the containers had been, and couldn't think how to say that without making Ethan's answer into something he'd have to change. "It isn't much."
"I know. Later, then?"
"Yeah." Jacob picked up the towel again. There was nothing left to dry. "Later."
Ethan nodded, but neither of them moved immediately. Jacob folded the towel along the damp crease and put it over the sink. When he looked up, Ethan's hand had tightened around the backpack strap.
"I'll put the kettle on," Ethan said.
Jacob went into his room. He left the door half open and pulled the chair out far enough that Ethan could get past it if he came in. On the desk, the notebook waited where he'd put it. He wrote the date, then the first item on the list, and heard the kettle click off.
Ethan stopped in the opening with two mugs. Jacob turned the chair toward him. For a moment he thought Ethan was going to come through; then Ethan held one out, keeping the other close to his chest.
"Thanks." Jacob took it. "You can sit down."
"I'm okay." Ethan glanced at the open notebook. "I'll be out here."
He went to the sofa before Jacob could work out whether to ask again. Jacob set the mug beside the lamp, leaving enough space that he wouldn't knock it with his elbow. From the chair, he could see Ethan's foot at the end of the sofa, the open book resting against his knee. They were close enough to speak without raising their voices. Jacob turned back to the list. He read the first item twice before remembering what the second had been.
Buck had the key in his hand when his phone rang. He looked at the number, then at the agent standing on the path in front of him.
"Take it," she said.
He did. The confirmation came in an ordinary voice, from a person who had probably made several calls like this already today. Recording was confirmed. The purchase had closed. The agent could release possession under the terms they'd agreed. Buck listened until the caller finished, asked her to repeat one part because a car had passed, and thanked her twice. Then he lowered the phone.
"All done?" the agent asked.
"Yeah." He looked down at the key again. "All done."
She smiled. He'd seen that smile when she was explaining things, when he'd asked to return at a different hour, when he'd sent a question with two more attached because he couldn't work out which answer mattered first. This time he didn't have another question.
She gave him the rest of the keys, the small folder of information left for him, and a reminder about the document she'd emailed. He put the keys together carefully, listening to the little metal clicks.
"Congratulations, Buck."
"Thank you."
She waited while he opened the front door. He knew how the lock worked; he'd watched her use it often enough. His key resisted anyway. He turned it back, tried again without pulling on the door, and felt the bolt move. That was all it took. He stepped inside. The living room was empty. It had been empty at the final walkthrough too, which they'd completed before he came back here to wait for the call. Nothing had changed in the interval except who was allowed to stay.
The agent said goodbye from the doorway. Buck thanked her again, then closed the door when she was gone.
He stood with his bag on his shoulder. The house smelled faintly of cleaner, warm wood, the air that had been shut inside while the afternoon heated the outside walls. He could hear a vehicle passing, then the quieter interval after it. His own breath sounded loud enough that he stopped noticing it only when he moved.
He put the bag down. He picked it up again because it was in the way of the door. There was a place beside the wall where it could stay. He set it there, took off his shoes, then put them back on because there was still work happening today and he didn't know where the floor had last been swept.
"Okay," he said to the empty room. No one answered. That was the point, partly. He wasn't sure he liked how quickly he'd noticed.
He went into the kitchen. The long stretch of counter was clear. During the walkthrough he'd kept the paperwork at one end, away from the sink, while they checked the last agreed items. Now he set his keys where the folder had been and looked at them.
His.
The word came so readily he almost laughed.
He'd signed enough to make his hand ache. He'd checked the figures, the costs that didn't stop at the down payment, the money he wasn't going to spend on furniture because the house would eventually need things that weren't furniture. The lender's approval had come before today. The review, the insurance, the funds, the final documents had all been separate things with separate people wanting answers. He hadn't done them by himself. He had done them.
His phone buzzed.
Eddie: Any word?
Buck photographed the keys on the counter.
Buck: Closed. I'm in.
Three dots appeared, vanished, appeared again.
Eddie: Congratulations. We'll see you in a bit.
Buck smiled down at the screen. He sent the same picture to Maddie, then stared at it long enough to realize it could have been keys to anything. There wasn't much of the kitchen in it.
He took a second picture, this time with the window.
Maddie: YOUR HOUSE!!!
He laughed. Then she called. "I know," he said before she could speak.
"You own a house."
"I do."
"How does it feel?"
He looked at the empty space for the refrigerator. "Really weird."
She laughed softly. "Good weird?"
"Yeah. Mostly."
"What's the other part?"
"I don't know where to put anything."
"You've spent weeks measuring."
"Big things. I mean my bag."
"Where is it?"
"By the door."
"Sounds fine."
He looked back toward it and felt himself smiling again. There was a small sound at her end, then her voice changing direction. He waited while she answered Jee, explaining that they were talking about Uncle Buck's new house, not going there right this second.
"She wants to know if there's a pool," Maddie said when she returned.
"There's not."
"I know. I told her."
"There's a tree."
He heard Maddie relay that. Jee's reply was too far away for him to make out.
"Apparently that's acceptable."
"Glad she approves."
He leaned against the counter and listened to the familiar sounds behind his sister. He'd thought about calling her from the curb, before the confirmation, so he wouldn't have to wait alone. He was glad he'd let himself get through the front door first. "I'm not moving everything today," he said. "Just getting the stuff sorted that needs people here."
"The refrigerator?"
"This afternoon. They confirmed the window after I called. And the locks."
"Then eat something before they arrive."
"I will."
"Have you got food?"
He looked at his bag. "Technically."
"Buck."
"I brought lunch. I just haven't eaten it yet."
"Go do that. I'm proud of you."
His throat tightened before he could prepare for it. He looked at the keys, at the light reaching across the counter, at nothing in particular. "Thanks."
They arranged when she could come see it, then said goodbye before Jee could negotiate her way into the trip.
Buck got his lunch. He ate standing up for three bites, then went into the living room and sat on the floor with his back against the wall. The sandwich wrapper rested on his knee. There was room for a sofa here, a chair there, the table he'd measured twice because the photograph made the wall look longer than it was.
He wasn't buying anything else this week. He took another bite and wondered if that included a bath mat. It probably shouldn't include a bath mat. His phone held a list of things he'd already brought, and he made himself look at it before opening a shopping page. Towels, cleaning things, toilet paper. A lamp. He had a lamp. He could survive an evening without choosing every light in the house.
Before getting up, he took a photograph from where he sat. Most of it was floor, a strip of window, the empty place where he'd put the sofa. It was a terrible picture of a house.
He wanted to send it to Bobby.
The thought arrived without warning and without any confusion about why he couldn't. Buck sat with the phone held loosely in one hand, his lunch finished on his knee. He could picture Bobby enlarging the photograph, trying to see the room past Buck's thumb, asking whether the enormous amount of floor meant he'd forgotten to buy a chair. He breathed in, let it out, and looked at the picture again. Then he saved it.
Maddie would see the house. Hen would come over, Chimney would look at whatever Buck had already checked, Athena would tell him what she thought of the kitchen. There were people coming tomorrow to help carry his life through the door. He folded the wrapper and stood.
The locksmith called from outside. Buck collected his keys and let him in.
They checked the agreed doors. Buck asked to see the difference between the old hardware and what was replacing it, listened to the explanation, and stopped himself from leaning over the man's shoulder while he worked. Instead he opened the folder.
The electrical correction had been completed and documented before occupancy. Buck put the electrician's paperwork with the window assessment and roof follow-up he'd reviewed before committing to the final terms. Then the folder went into the drawer he'd chosen for it. He could find what he needed without carrying the whole file through every room.
The locksmith called him over to try the new lock.
He did, from both sides, before the man packed up. The new keys were brighter than the first ones. Buck separated them carefully, checking which would stay on his ring and which he needed to keep somewhere safe.
When the front door closed again, he went through the rooms. He looked at the place for the dresser, the cupboard that still needed organizing once he had anything to put in it, the smaller bedroom with light falling across one corner. He stood there longer than he needed to. He could put a bed in it. Not today. He could work out the room after he'd lived here long enough to know what he wanted it to do.
He opened the closet, shut it, and went back to the kitchen.
There was a small ceramic dish in his bag, wrapped in a towel. He'd bought it during an ordinary errand and kept it in the bag for nearly a week, unwilling to put it out anywhere before he had the place to put it. He set it near the entrance. Then he moved it farther from the edge. It looked like a dish. He put his keys in it. That was better.
The next knock came sooner than he expected. Eddie stood outside with a bag in one hand and Christopher beside him, looking past Buck toward the living room.
"Hey," Eddie said.
"Hey. Come in."
He stepped back, holding the door while Christopher came through. Christopher's bag hung from one shoulder, and Buck reached for it only when Christopher held it out.
"School?" Buck asked.
"Unfortunately."
"That bad?"
"No." Christopher looked toward the kitchen. "Is it done?"
"The house?"
"The buying it."
"Yeah."
Christopher smiled. "Good."
Eddie set his bag on the counter. "You ate?"
"Maddie already did this."
"Did you answer her?"
"Yes. I had a sandwich."
"Okay." Eddie had brought the kettle, the one Buck had packed and left beside the dining room rather than put in his car. There were mugs in the bag too, wrapped inside a towel. "Figured you'd want these before tomorrow," Eddie said.
Buck took one out. "I did."
"I know. You put a note on it."
Christopher laughed from the living-room doorway. Buck pointed at him with the mug.
"You've done the same thing."
"Not with a kettle."
"Different priorities."
Eddie unwrapped the other mug and set it beside the sink. Buck watched him check the counter before choosing the spot, then stop himself from moving it again.
"There's fine," Buck said.
"Okay."
He wanted to give them a tour, though they'd both been here before. Christopher wanted to see the yard, and Buck realized he was equally willing to begin there. They went out together.
The orange tree looked no different. One branch crossed the fence, leaves moving where the breeze reached them. Buck had the maintenance contact saved in his phone. He wasn't pruning anything this afternoon.
Christopher stopped in the shade. "You going to pick these?"
"When they're ready."
"How do you know?"
"I'm finding out."
Eddie looked up through the branches. "Not by eating the green ones."
"I wasn't going to," Christopher said.
Buck smiled and stepped onto the patch of cool ground he'd found during the inspection. His feet knew where it was now. That pleased him more than the tree's prospects, though he did want the oranges.
A plane came over. They stopped talking while it passed. Buck watched Eddie turn his head, judging the sound without pretending not to. Christopher waited, then looked toward the house when they could hear one another again.
"You get used to that?"
"I'll find out," Buck said.
"You've been here a lot."
"Not asleep."
Eddie's mouth moved. "You'll manage."
"I think so." He did. He'd made the decision with the noise included, not because he'd forgotten to hear it.
A woman came down the path beyond the fence carrying a watering can. She looked toward them, lifted a hand, and stopped.
"You moving in?"
Buck stepped closer without crowding the fence. "Tomorrow. Most of it."
"Welcome."
"Thanks. I'm Buck."
She gave him her name. He repeated it so he'd remember, then asked whether the branch crossed too far onto her side.
"It's all right for now," she said. "We can talk when you're settled."
"Okay."
She went on with the watering can. Buck stayed where he was for a moment, looking at the place her hand had rested on the gate. He was going to live here, and the woman next door knew his name.
"Buck?" Eddie called.
He turned. "Coming."
Back inside, Christopher sat on the floor near his bag and took out his phone. Eddie helped Buck move the loose things clear of the appliance route. The delivery call came while they were finishing, and Buck answered it without giving the driver more directions than he'd asked for.
Then there was something large coming through the front door, people who knew how to move it telling everyone else where not to stand. Buck stayed back. He'd measured the opening; he didn't need to make it smaller by occupying it.
He watched the refrigerator settle into the space. It fit. He hadn't realized how much he'd been waiting to see that. There were checks to make with the delivery crew, packaging to take away, instructions he put straight in the drawer rather than leave on top. When they were gone, he opened the door once, looked at the empty shelves, and shut it.
"Very nice," Eddie said.
"It's a fridge."
"You've been looking at it for a while."
Buck laughed. "I paid for it."
"I know."
Eddie leaned beside him while he put the delivery paperwork away.
"Still tomorrow for the rest?"
"Yeah. Not before. I wanted to know today was actually today."
"Okay."
"I'll pack the last of the bedding in the morning. There's a bag under the table too."
"I saw it."
Buck looked over. "It's not in the way."
"I didn't say it was."
"Right." He shut the drawer, opened it again to move the folded instructions off a receipt, then made himself close it properly. "You'll get the table back."
Eddie's mouth curved. "That's the plan."
"You still putting it where it was?"
"Probably. I'll see when there isn't a bed in the way."
Buck laughed, then looked toward the living room. Christopher had stretched his legs out, his bag against the wall, his attention fixed on the screen in his hand. He already looked comfortable.
"It wasn't really mine," he said.
Eddie followed his glance. "What?"
"The old place. Before yours. I was subletting." Buck rubbed his thumb along the counter edge. "I could move the furniture. I could change things, some things. But it wasn't—"
"Yours."
"Yeah."
Eddie looked around the kitchen. "This is."
"I know." The words came out a little breathless. Buck smiled, not trying to hide it this time. "I keep remembering."
"Probably going to happen for a while."
"Probably."
From outside, a gate shut. Buck turned toward the sound, listened, then looked back. He was going to learn which sounds belonged here. Not all of them today. "You want coffee?" he asked.
"You've got coffee?"
"Instant. In the bag. I came prepared."
Eddie glanced at the kettle he'd just carried in. Buck saw him remember the note, and laughed before he could say anything.
"Mostly prepared."
"Coffee'd be good."
Buck filled the kettle. He knew the faucet, the time it took the water to warm. He could reach for the mugs now without crossing the room or checking which bag he'd put them in.
Christopher looked up from the floor. "Can I put my water in?"
Buck checked the instructions before answering. Eddie watched him do it without comment.
There was still space everywhere. The house would look different tomorrow, full of the things Buck was bringing out of the dining room and the things he'd kept packed elsewhere. He was glad of that. He was also glad he'd seen it like this first.
He went to the entrance and took the spare key from the dish. "For you," he told Eddie.
Eddie looked at it, then at him.
"If I lock myself out. Or something needs doing when I'm at work." Buck heard himself adding reasons and stopped. "If that's okay."
"Yeah." Eddie took it. "Of course."
He put it on his ring while Buck watched, fitting it between keys Buck already recognized.
Christopher was back on his phone. A message arrived on Buck's too, Ethan checking that tomorrow's help was still needed.
Buck: Definitely. Closed today. You're moving things into an actual house I own.
Ethan: Congratulations!! We'll be there after class.
Buck put the phone away and looked at the kettle, the mugs, the bag by the door. He hadn't put his lunch wrapper in the trash yet. Eddie was leaning against the counter. Christopher asked whether the house had Wi-Fi. "Not yet," Buck said.
"Okay."
He went back to whatever worked without it. Buck picked up the wrapper, found the trash bag he'd brought, and opened it beneath the sink. There. One more thing where he could find it.
Buck had labeled the box Light things. Ethan got both hands beneath it, lifted, and looked at his uncle. "Compared to what?"
"The books."
"There are books in this."
"Only some."
Jacob laughed behind him. Ethan shifted the box against his chest and carried it through the front door before Buck could explain the system further. There was a clear patch beside the living-room wall, marked by the absence of anything else, and he put it there.
"Not on top of that one," Buck called.
"It's on the floor."
"Okay. Good."
Ethan stood and looked around. He'd seen photographs. They hadn't shown him the way the light moved through the front room, the warmer strip at the end of the hall, how much of the kitchen you could see without standing in it. A sofa occupied the place Buck had apparently been thinking about for weeks. The large deliveries were done; there were blankets folded near the wall and cardboard waiting to be flattened. He liked it.
Jacob came in carrying a lamp in one hand and a bag in the other. Ethan took the lamp before its shade could catch the doorframe, then stepped aside while Jacob lowered the bag. "Where?" Ethan asked.
Jacob looked toward Buck. "He said by the sofa."
"He tell you where to put the bag?"
"Kitchen, I think."
Ethan smiled and carried the lamp over. The cord was wound around the base. He unwound it before putting it down, checked for an outlet, and plugged it in.
They'd come straight from campus, where Jacob had picked him up after class. Ethan had changed his shirt in the car while it was still parked.
Buck appeared in the doorway with the next box. "Kitchen," he said.
"It's written on it," Ethan pointed out.
"I know."
He was smiling so widely that Ethan stopped making fun of him and went to help.
Before he went back out, Ethan checked the lamp cord. It crossed the route from the sofa toward the hall, loose enough to catch a foot. He unplugged it and tried the other outlet, bringing the cord along the wall instead.
Jacob watched from the doorway with the next bag against his thigh.
"Better?" Ethan asked.
"Yeah."
He waited while Ethan put the lamp back. When he came past, Ethan reached for the lighter bag in his other hand. Jacob passed it over without checking whether he meant it, and they walked the next two loads in together.
The remaining things fit into a manageable plan once Buck stopped trying to carry and direct at the same time. Ethan took the smaller boxes. Jacob and Buck handled the awkward ones together, asking before turning through the hall. Anything not needed tonight went against the wall, leaving the route from the front door clear.
Ravi arrived while Ethan was undoing the first kitchen carton. "I brought food," he announced.
Buck looked up immediately. "We were going to order."
"This is for before that."
He held up a bag of snacks, set it on the counter, and asked where he was needed. Jacob pointed him toward the last few things outside. They went together, and Ethan watched them exchange some comment he couldn't hear before turning back to the box.
He found mugs, a bowl, a dish towel wrapped around something that turned out to be another mug. A small handwritten note lay beneath them.
Open first.
He put it aside. They'd already opened three other boxes, but Buck didn't need that pointed out.
The cupboards were empty enough to make choosing one feel important. Ethan took out a stack of plates, held them for a moment, then set them on the counter instead of putting them where he would have put his own. "Buck?"
His uncle came in with a roll of tape hooked over one wrist.
"What?"
"Where do you want these?"
Buck looked from the plates to the cupboards. He opened one, shut it, opened the next.
Ethan waited.
"Here."
"Okay."
"Unless—"
"Here's good."
Buck watched him put them away. Then he took the mugs and found a place for them without asking.
By the time Ravi and Jacob came back, there was enough counter visible to put down the snacks. Ravi opened the bag, took something for himself, and passed it along. Ethan ate standing beside the sink, leaning away from the carton so he wouldn't drop crumbs into it.
"You've been here before?" he asked Ravi.
"No."
Buck looked at him. "You want to see?"
Ravi did. They disappeared down the hall. Jacob took a plate from the counter and handed it to Ethan, who put it in the cupboard. When they didn't know where something went, they left it out.
Ethan found a chipped mixing bowl and turned it to inspect the edge.
"Keep?" Jacob asked.
"Ask him."
He put it beside the sink with the other uncertain things. Jacob folded the wrapping paper into a flatter pile. His hands were broad against the pale sheets, fingertips dusty, a faint red mark near one thumb where a box handle had pressed.
Ethan remembered the question before the kiss. He could hear it as clearly as he could see Jacob's hands. He set the next bundle on the counter and peeled the paper away from an empty plastic tub.
Jacob took it as Ethan freed the last edge of paper. "Got it."
"Thanks." Ethan looked up. Jacob was still close, holding the tub between them. Ethan turned back to the box before Jacob set it on the counter.
Ravi came back first. He put a folded carton against the wall and nodded toward Jacob.
"You bring it?"
Jacob looked at him. "The book?"
"Yeah."
"No. Sorry. I was thinking about this."
"That's fine."
"I'll bring it when we meet."
Ethan looked between them. "Can I borrow it after?"
Ravi turned toward him. "Yeah. You know what it is?"
"He told me."
"Did he tell you the end?"
"No."
"Good. Don't let him."
Jacob laughed, folding another sheet of paper. Ethan asked Ravi what he'd liked about it and got an answer that began with one thing, stopped, then started again because he'd thought of a better example.
Ethan listened. He'd only meant to ask for the book, but the way Ravi talked made him want to read it sooner. There were things he missed about having a conversation that didn't need to be useful before he could make time for it. "Next week?" he asked.
"Whenever. Jacob can pass it on."
"Okay."
Jacob set down the wrapping and went to help Buck find the hardware. Ravi stayed to finish the kitchen box with Ethan, asking where the mugs belonged instead of deciding for him. Ethan showed him, and they finished unwrapping the mugs.
Buck returned with Jacob, carrying a small bag of hardware he'd apparently been looking for since morning. There was a narrow table to finish putting together, not heavy, but awkward enough that two people could hold it steady while somebody dealt with the fasteners.
"We can do it," Jacob said.
"You sure?"
"Yeah."
Ethan followed him into the living room.
They spread the remaining blanket on the floor and laid the tabletop down carefully. Jacob checked the parts while Ethan found the instructions. The paper had folded itself around one crease so tightly that he had to flatten it with both palms to see the first drawing.
"Which end?" Jacob asked.
"This, I think."
Jacob waited while he checked.
"Yeah. This."
They worked slowly at first, making certain the fittings lined up before tightening anything. Ethan knelt on one side, Jacob on the other, passing a little bag between them whenever one needed another piece.
In the kitchen, Buck and Ravi were trying to decide whether they had found the whole coffee-making apparatus or only parts of it. Ethan heard a cupboard close, then Ravi asking a question about a lid.
"Hold this?" Jacob asked.
Ethan held the leg against the bracket while he secured it. The position pulled his shirt up at the back, and he shifted his knee to keep the wood from moving.
"You okay?"
"Yeah. Keep going."
Jacob finished, checked the joint with his hand, and told him he could let go. Ethan sat back on his heels and stretched the fingers he'd been pressing against the edge.
"Other side?"
"Other side."
There was something good about being able to do this somewhere else. At home, every object belonged to a routine he could overthink. Here, Jacob needed the little tool Ethan was holding. Ethan needed him to keep a part straight. They could work toward a thing that would stand up when they were done.
They turned it together, lifting on a count and setting it down gently. It didn't rock.
Ethan stood first. Jacob pushed himself up from the floor, one hand against the edge after checking it would hold steady. A bit of white packing foam clung to his hair above his ear. "Hang on," Ethan said.
Jacob stopped. Ethan reached up without thinking. The foam had caught in the auburn hair, close enough to the skin that he couldn't simply brush it away. He caught it between his fingers and eased it free. Jacob's eyes stayed on his face. Ethan's fingers touched his temple once, lightly, on the way down.
The backs of Jacob's fingers grazed his wrist. Ethan stopped with the piece of foam still held between them. The kitchen cupboard shut behind him; Ravi said something, and Buck laughed. Here, beside the table, Jacob was close enough that Ethan could see him swallow.
"There," Ethan said. It came out softer than he meant.
Jacob's hand dropped. "Thanks."
Ethan lowered his own hand. For a second there was nothing left to do with it. He looked down at the foam, then past Jacob at the little heap of fasteners on the blanket. "All done, then."
"Yeah." Jacob bent and took hold of one corner of the blanket. "Can you—"
Ethan stepped back toward the sofa.
"Just your foot," Jacob said. He was still holding the corner. Ethan looked down. He'd been standing on the edge of it.
"Right." He looked back at the clear edge of the blanket. He'd already gone much farther than Jacob needed. "Sorry."
"It's fine." Jacob lowered the corner and straightened. He looked at Ethan, then at the little white piece still between his fingers. "You got it."
"Yeah." Ethan put the foam in the trash bag. Behind him, the corner of the blanket settled back onto the floor.
Jacob crouched to collect the spare fasteners. Ethan found the last one near the table leg. Jacob held out his hand for it, palm up, and Ethan reached toward him before setting it directly in the little bag instead.
"Here."
"Thanks." Jacob closed the bag, folded the blanket, and set both beside the wall. Ethan folded the instructions along the old crease and left them on the table.
Buck came through carrying two mugs. "That was quick."
Ethan looked at the table. "It's done."
"Looks good." Buck put a mug in his hand, then gave the other to Jacob. "Thanks. Both of you."
"You want it against the wall?" Jacob asked.
"Yeah. There."
He showed them. They put down the mugs and moved it together, checking the clearance from the door. Buck looked at it for a moment before setting the little dish of keys on top.
Ethan saw his face change. Not much. Just a breath, the beginnings of a smile he didn't seem to know he was making. Ethan left the dish where it was and went back for his coffee.
Ravi had to leave before dinner. He helped flatten the last of the empty cartons, reminded Jacob about coffee, and listened to Buck's thanks long enough to become embarrassed by them.
"You can help me with something," he said.
"Whatever you need."
"I'll remember that."
He waved from the door. Ethan waved back and returned to his coffee.
After Ravi left, they made the house usable rather than finished. Buck checked the bedroom. Jacob put the cleaning things together where they could all find them. Ethan opened the box with the towels and asked which ones Buck wanted tonight before taking anything down the hall.
Buck called him before he reached the bathroom. "Can you grab that end?"
The clean sheet had caught beneath the corner of the mattress. Ethan set the towels down, lifted where Buck showed him, and helped free it before they tried again.
"Wrong size?" he asked.
"No. Just twisted."
It was. They found the right corner, pulled the sheet across, and tucked it in. Ethan smoothed the edge nearest him while Buck took a pillow out of its bag.
"That's everything for tonight?"
"Pretty much." Buck looked around the room. "I'll find out what I forgot."
"You can text."
"I know."
Ethan picked up the empty packaging. He could see the place where a dresser would stand, a phone charger already plugged in near the bed, the small amount of clothing Buck had put where he could get it in the morning. There wasn't much else.
"Looks different with the bed," he said.
"Yeah."
"Good different."
Buck smiled at him. "I think so."
Ethan moved the pillow into place. It was an ordinary thing to do for somebody, a corner of fabric pulled straight, a hand over a crease. He'd been on the other side of it often enough that doing it here made him suddenly, uncomfortably happy.
"What?" Buck asked.
"Nothing."
His uncle waited.
"I like it here," Ethan said.
Buck's smile widened. "Good." He reached out and squeezed the back of Ethan's neck, a familiar brief touch, then let go. "Thanks for coming."
"Of course."
"I know you've got things."
"I wanted to."
Buck looked down at the bed, pressed the pillow once with his palm, and nodded. Ethan took the trash to the bag by the door, then went back for the towels.
He hung one in the bathroom, put the others where Buck had pointed, and washed the dust off his hands. His reflection looked tired, hair curling at the edges from sweat. There was a small gray smear near his jaw. He cleaned it, dried his face, and stood for a moment with his hands on the sink. He hadn't imagined Jacob's hand against his wrist.
In the kitchen, Buck was ordering food. Ethan gave him his choice, then stood beside Jacob while they worked out whether they needed anything else from outside.
Ethan took the uncertain things off the counter one by one while Buck waited for the order confirmation.
"This?" He held up the mixing bowl.
"Keep. Not for food. I was going to use it outside."
"Where outside?"
Buck looked toward the yard, considered, and pointed to a clear stretch of counter for now. Ethan put it there. The other pieces found places more quickly: a lid paired with its container, a small wooden spoon in the drawer, the extra mug near the kettle.
Jacob took the emptied carton and checked beneath its flaps before folding it. Nothing hidden this time. "That's the last kitchen one," he said.
Ethan looked around. There was still work everywhere, but they could make a drink and put the mug away afterward. Buck could find a plate without opening anything with a knife.
"Good," Buck said, and put down his phone.
Ethan pressed the empty wrapping into the bag, tied it loosely so they could add more, and washed his hands again. When he came back, Jacob had moved a stool out for him with his foot.
"We're good," Jacob said.
"You sure?"
"Pretty sure."
Buck checked the list in his phone anyway. Ethan watched him do it with a tenderness he hadn't expected to feel while his feet hurt. "You're sleeping here tonight?" Ethan asked.
Buck looked up. "That's the plan."
"Good."
"Yeah." His uncle smiled. "It is."
They ate with the front room lit by the lamp Ethan had unpacked. Buck sat on the sofa. Jacob took the floor beside the low table, and Ethan sat near enough to reach the food without having to get up every time.
The house sounded different with them in it. Less echo from the walls, more ordinary movement. A container opening, a laugh, Buck losing his napkin and discovering he was sitting on it.
He asked Ethan about the week, then Jacob about the room. Jacob told him it was finished, the door running properly, the shelf full enough to look as though someone lived there.
"You'll have to come see," Ethan said.
Jacob looked at him.
"When you're done with all this," Ethan added, nodding toward the boxes.
"I will," Buck said. "Definitely."
Ethan picked up another piece of pizza. Beside him, Jacob stretched one leg out, careful of the table. His knee brushed Ethan's, then rested a little apart. Ethan stayed where he was. There was still food, still light outside the window, still an hour before he needed to think about the work waiting in his bag. Buck was telling them about the neighbor, searching for her name and then finding it with obvious relief.
Jacob laughed, his shoulder turning toward Ethan with the movement. Ethan looked at him, smiled, and passed him the napkins.
The last thing in the kitchen drawer was a rubber band. Athena lifted it out, tested it between two fingers, and watched it break.
"Trash?" Harry asked.
"Trash," Athena said. Harry held out the bag. She dropped both pieces inside and shut the drawer. The sound was sharper without the things that had filled it. "That's all of them," she said.
Harry looked at the row of handles. "You checked the one by the sink?"
"Twice."
"Okay."
He tied the bag and carried it out. Athena stayed beside the counter, one hand on the drawer, until she heard the trash can lid close outside.
The sale was complete. She'd had the confirmation that morning, read the message, spoken to the person she needed to speak to. The agreed handover was this afternoon. She was leaving.
Her bag stood by the front door. Her car held the last things she was taking herself, arranged around the space she'd left for the photograph. The movers had gone. The large pieces she'd kept were where they needed to be. Anything remaining with the property was on the list she and the realtor had checked. Athena picked up her copy and read it one last time.
May came in from the living room. "That's done."
"The cupboard?"
"Empty."
"Good."
May put a small ring on the counter. Not jewelry. The little metal ring from a key tag, bent out of shape. "Found that underneath."
Athena looked at it, tried to remember whether it belonged to anything, and stopped trying. "Put it in the bag."
"Harry's taken it."
"Then give it to me." She put it in her pocket. May watched her do it and smiled faintly. "What?" Athena asked.
"Nothing."
Athena folded the list. "I'm not keeping it."
"I didn't say you were."
She wasn't. She also knew there was a reasonable chance she would find it in the pocket next week and wonder why she'd carried it away. That could be next week's problem.
Harry returned with his keys in his hand. He'd taken the lamp May had decided against, after first insisting he didn't need another lamp. It was in his car now, along with two boxes he'd actually asked for.
"Anything else?" he asked.
Athena looked toward the living room. "Not for you to carry."
He followed her glance. "Okay."
The photograph remained where she'd left it. The space around it made it look smaller. Without the familiar objects on either side, Athena could see the whole outline of the frame, the narrow shadow it cast against the wall. She didn't go to it yet. "You two eaten?"
"Yes," May said.
Harry looked at her.
"I ate," she amended.
"I had something."
"When?" Athena asked.
"On the way."
She looked at the time. He'd been here long enough that the answer didn't tell her much. There wasn't a kitchen full of food behind her to settle it. That was one of the small things she'd thought about and still hadn't quite expected to feel.
May took out her phone. "We can get something after."
"I've got time," Harry said.
Athena nodded. She had time too. She'd left herself enough that she didn't need to rush through the front door with her children waiting impatiently beside the car. "How did the presentation go?" Athena asked May.
Her daughter looked up. "Monday?"
"You had another one?"
"No." May smiled. "It went okay."
"Just okay?"
"We finished on time. Everybody remembered what they were saying. I'm waiting for the rest."
"That's good."
"Yeah." She leaned against the counter, then straightened again, as though remembering it wasn't a place to settle. "I kept thinking we'd cut too much. Then somebody else's went on forever."
Harry glanced at her. "Did they get stopped?"
"Eventually."
"How eventually?"
May told him. He winced, and Athena found herself smiling at both of them. There had been mornings lately when people spoke to her as if ordinary information might be an intrusion. A complaint about work, a foolish thing seen on a phone, somebody needing advice about a bill. She hadn't asked them to stop bringing those things. She didn't intend to start today.
May asked Harry about the lamp.
"What about it?" he said.
"Where are you putting it?"
"I'll find somewhere."
"There's a shade with it."
"It's in the car."
"Okay."
He looked at Athena. "You sure you don't need it?"
"I'm sure."
"Because I can bring it back."
"Harry."
He smiled. "Okay."
She touched his arm as she passed him and went to collect the list from the other end of the counter. He had asked twice because he wanted it and didn't want wanting it to cost her something. "Take it home," she said. "Use it."
"I will."
May showed him something on her phone. Athena let their conversation move on while she put the folded list in her bag. The bag was heavier than it looked, full of documents she'd taken out of other places because she wanted to know exactly where they were.
She removed the small packet of loose keys and separated the ones she was handing over. The tags were still where she'd put them yesterday. May and Harry would add theirs when the realtor arrived. Athena put the unrelated keys back in her bag.
For now, the three of them stood in a kitchen cleared down to May's phone and the house keys Athena had set aside.
"Looks bigger," Harry said.
"It's empty," Athena said.
"I know."
He turned slowly, looking at the space where the stools had been. May did the same without moving her feet. Athena could see both of them checking the room against what they expected, finding the difference a little to one side of where they'd looked first.
There had been another house here. There had been rebuilding, decisions made with plans spread out and people explaining what could and couldn't be done. The present rooms hadn't contained every year of her children's lives. Sometimes she still reached for the memory of a sound from before, a door that no longer existed in quite the same place. She knew the difference. It didn't make leaving as simple as choosing which walls held which memories.
"I'm glad you took the lamp," May told Harry.
"You wanted me to."
"I didn't want it thrown away."
"It wasn't going to be thrown away," Athena said. They both looked at her. She raised an eyebrow. "We had a list."
Harry smiled. May put her phone away.
They'd chosen what they wanted, changed their minds where they needed to, helped with the things Athena had asked for. She was glad to have them here with the decisions made and nothing left to pack.
Her phone vibrated inside her bag. The realtor was outside. Athena went to the door and let her in. The woman carried a slim folder, not the bags of samples and photographs she'd brought before. She greeted May and Harry, then asked whether Athena was ready to go through the remaining handover items.
"Yes."
They checked the information left for the buyers and the items staying with the house against the written agreement. Athena put her copy back in her bag.
May took a key off her own ring and laid it beside the others. Harry did the same, working the little split ring around with his thumbnail.
"It's stuck," he said.
"Give it here."
"I've got it."
Athena waited. He got it free, set it down, and checked the rest of his keys before putting them away.
May watched hers on the counter for a moment.
"That's all of ours," Athena told the realtor.
The woman counted against her list. The old arrangement had included keys in three different bags, access her children didn't need to ask for. Athena had liked knowing they could let themselves in. She would make another arrangement when there was one to make.
May rubbed the place the key had occupied on her ring, then caught Athena looking and let her hand fall. Athena touched her wrist. "You have everything from the car?" she asked instead.
"Yeah. Mine's clear."
"Good."
Harry checked his pocket once more, found the little tag that had come off with the key, and handed it over too.
The realtor asked one question about a remote. Harry knew where it was; he'd moved it while checking the cupboard. He fetched it, set it down, and waited while the woman marked her list.
Athena watched the pen move. For weeks, every completed line had seemed to produce another page. Today there was an end to this one.
"And the last personal item?" the realtor asked.
Athena looked toward the photograph. "Coming with me."
"Of course."
The woman closed the folder and stepped back, leaving Athena room.
May moved toward the front door with Harry and paused. "We'll be right there," May said.
"I know."
Harry touched her shoulder as he passed, brief and firm. Athena covered his hand for a second before letting him go.
The realtor waited near the entrance. Athena went through the rooms. In the kitchen she checked the faucet, though she knew it was off. Then she left it alone and walked past the bare stretch of counter where she'd set the blue folder. Nothing remained there to take.
The rooms carried her footsteps back differently. That was the part she disliked. Not the emptiness itself, which had been growing by the box, but the way the sound had changed once the soft things were gone. She could hear her heel strike, then the small answering sound from the walls. She slowed instead of walking more quietly.
In the bedroom, the marks left by the furniture showed where the light had reached and where it hadn't. A slight difference along the floor, a cleaner rectangle, a few impressions that would fade when other things stood there. She'd chosen what to take. There had been no single morning when the choices became easy, no point at which every object announced whether it belonged in storage or her car or somebody else's life. Some decisions had been obvious. She'd changed others after making them.
Athena checked the closet once, because a closed door could conceal an entire shelf from a tired person. Empty. No bag tucked out of sight, no loose scarf behind the closet rod. She shut it without trying to make the sound gentler.
For weeks she'd kept enough things out to make mornings work. A towel. Her shoes. The clothes she needed for work, not the ones she imagined she might want if somebody called unexpectedly. Yesterday she'd packed those last useful things, keeping them separate from the boxes so she could find them tonight. She knew which bag held the clean towel. That mattered more than feeling ready.
She stood at the room's edge and let herself be sad. Her breathing changed, settled, caught once more. When she moved, she didn't feel finished. She only knew there wasn't anything else in here she wanted to carry. At a doorway she stopped with her hand against the frame. She looked anyway, gave herself the time, and turned when she was finished.
She wasn't going to find Bobby by staying longer. The thought hurt. It was also something she'd known before the first photograph went online. She hadn't sold the house by forgetting him.
Outside, the pool lay still, sunlight moving faintly across the surface. Athena stood by the glass and looked at the place the party had occupied: people close together, a chair where it hadn't belonged, laughter reaching farther than the neighbors would have preferred. They'd done what she'd asked. They'd made a night of it. She could remember being tired afterward, hungry, irritated by one thing left somewhere foolish. Those were memories too. She didn't want only the ones that became easy to tell once somebody was gone.
Her phone vibrated again. She took it out, prepared to tell whoever it was that she would answer later.
Karen: No need to reply. Thinking of you today.
Athena read it twice. She didn't reply. She put the phone away and went back to the living room. The photograph waited. For a moment Athena left it where it was and looked at Bobby's face. She'd cleaned the glass. There was still a faint reflection of the window across one corner, but when she shifted her head, it disappeared.
"All right," she said. Her own voice sounded ordinary. She was glad of that. She picked up the frame with both hands.
The weight was familiar. She'd lifted it to clean beneath it, turned it to check the stand, moved it a fraction when the light caught it badly. She ran her thumb along the edge. Karen had given her this. A photograph in a frame, something Athena could set down wherever she lived next. She could take it with her.
Behind it, the surface was clean except for the faint outline dust had left around the base. Athena saw it, considered finding a cloth, and decided she had finished cleaning this house. She turned away.
The realtor straightened when she approached. Athena put the last house key on the small ring the woman held out. "That's everything," she said.
"Thank you."
"You'll call if there's a question about the records."
"I will. You have my number if you need anything."
Athena nodded. There was nothing else she needed to ask. The woman stepped aside and opened the door.
May and Harry stood by the car, speaking quietly. Harry had put the towel Athena wanted on the seat. May held the door before Athena had to ask.
She carried the photograph across the threshold.
The air was warmer. Someone was cutting something farther along the street, the machine stopping and starting. Her children were waiting. She reached the car. May took her bag, leaving Athena both hands for the frame. Athena wrapped it herself, cushioning the edges, secured it for the drive, and made sure the glass faced a surface that wouldn't knock against it.
"There?" May asked.
"That's good."
Athena checked it once, then stepped back.
Harry looked toward the house. "You want a picture?"
She considered it. She hadn't thought to decide. "No," she said. "I have pictures."
"Okay."
He put his phone away.
May stood close enough that their shoulders touched. Athena could feel the effort her daughter was making not to ask a question that would require an answer neither of them had.
"You all right, baby?" she asked.
May looked at her, gave a small breath of laughter, and shook her head once. "Mostly."
"That'll do." Athena put an arm around her. May came in without hesitation, her hand closing at Athena's back. They stayed there until Harry shifted closer, and Athena reached for him too. Neither child was small enough to fit neatly. They managed.
When they let go, May wiped beneath one eye and looked annoyed with herself. Athena gave her a tissue from the bag.
"Thanks."
"Mm-hm."
Harry took the car door from her. "Food?"
"Food," Athena agreed.
They chose somewhere close, a place they all knew, rather than spend the next ten minutes asking what everybody wanted. Harry went to his car. May offered to ride with Athena and collect hers afterward.
"You don't need to," Athena said.
"I want to."
She looked at her daughter. May met her eyes without softening the answer.
"Then get in."
May smiled and went around the car.
Athena stood beside the driver's door for a moment, her keys in her own hand now. Not the house keys. The ones that would take her where she'd arranged to go. The realtor was closing the front door. She checked the lock, looked toward Athena, and lifted a hand. Athena returned the gesture. She didn't wait for the woman to drive away first.
Inside the car, May moved a bottle out of the cup holder and made room for Athena's bag. The photograph was secure. Harry waited ahead with his turn signal on.
Athena put on her seat belt.
"You know the way?" May asked.
"To lunch?"
"I meant after."
"Yes."
"Okay."
Athena started the engine. There would be a box to open later, something useful she couldn't immediately find, a place to choose for the frame. She could do one thing, then the next.
For now, she checked the mirror, waited for the car coming down the street, and pulled away from the curb.
With the door shut, Jacob could no longer hear which cupboard Ethan opened. He heard a sound, knew roughly where it came from, and went back to the form on his laptop. The difference was worth what they'd done. He could read the same line once instead of finding his attention halfway across the loft before he'd finished it.
The form wanted an employment date. He checked the document beside it, entered the month, and moved on.
It was an application he could finish without inventing availability he didn't have. October had barely started, but the course dates were fixed. If the job needed him during class, he wasn't going to get farther by pretending the schedules would somehow stop overlapping once they liked him.
The box for relevant experience gave him less space than he wanted. He'd written too much on the first attempt, then cut it until the description sounded as though he'd spent an entire degree watching other people work.
Jacob went back to the draft he'd saved separately. He could describe what he'd actually done. The lab work belonged there. So did knowing when a result needed checking instead of smoothing it into something that looked better. He didn't need to make it sound like a job he hadn't held. He rewrote three sentences, read them aloud, and took out the word he would never use when speaking to someone across a desk. That was better.
The next question concerned availability. He put the dates in clearly, then checked the uploaded résumé rather than assume the version on the form was the one he'd just corrected. It was an older copy. He replaced it.
For a moment he considered stopping and coming back tomorrow. He was tired of telling strangers the same few facts, rearranging them slightly each time so they could see why he might be useful in their particular room. He was also close to finished.
He got up, opened the door, and went to the shared bathroom. On the way back he filled his water bottle in the kitchen. Ethan stood beyond the island with his phone to his ear, listening to someone Jacob couldn't hear. Jacob lifted the bottle. Ethan smiled, nodded, and went back to the call.
Inside his room, Jacob drank, put the bottle where it wouldn't spill onto the laptop, saved the page, and read it back. The date he'd entered was right, but a digit was missing from the telephone number. "Good," he said to himself, and fixed it. Then he submitted it.
The automated confirmation arrived before he'd closed the tab. Jacob put it in the folder with the other applications. He moved the paper he'd been checking into the drawer instead of leaving it over the keyboard. Tomorrow he could find it again. The laptop shut with a small click, and he unplugged the charger, winding only enough of the cord to keep it off the floor. He leaned back in his chair.
The photograph on the shelf caught a little of the desk lamp. Beyond it, the upper glass held an indistinct wash of light from the loft. Ethan was out there, somewhere between the kitchen and the living room, doing whatever the evening required. Jacob could also stay here. That had been part of the point: not needing to choose between a shared room and going to bed, not having the whole apartment know what he was listening to or whether he was still awake. He took his headphones from the desk and put them on. The first song was too loud. He lowered it, settled back, and let the end of the working day catch up with him.
He'd met Ravi for coffee that afternoon. They'd argued about the book again, less efficiently without it in front of them, because Jacob had left it for Ethan instead of remembering to put it in his bag. Ravi had laughed and told him to let Ethan finish. The next conversation had taken them somewhere else entirely. It had been good to get out without an errand at the other end. He wanted more days like that.
Ravi had been putting off washing his car. He'd cleaned the windshield at a gas station and wanted that counted as a start, then admitted there were still empty coffee cups under the passenger seat. Jacob had asked how many. Ravi had looked into his own cup instead of answering, and they'd both started laughing. They'd stayed after the cups were empty, moving aside when somebody needed the table beside them. When Jacob had come home, he'd found Ethan's shoes by the chair, heard him upstairs, and felt pleased before either of them said hello. He could have a day outside this place and still be glad to come back.
His phone lit up beside the laptop. Christopher had sent a photograph of two pieces of painted cardboard, one blue, the other an alarming orange. Beneath it was a question about whether they could make the smaller one stand upright without showing anything behind it.
Jacob enlarged the picture. He could see the fold along the bottom edge, a little ridge catching the light. He sent back a suggestion, then added that Chris should test it with the camera where he wanted it before cutting anything else. The reply was a photograph taken from lower down. That looked better. He said so and put the phone aside, smiling.
There was another message waiting when he looked at the phone again, this one from Maddie.
Maddie: We're home Saturday afternoon if you'd like to come over. Both of you. Jee has something planned. Clothes you don't mind getting chalk on are probably a good idea.
He smiled before he finished reading. He'd been in that house often enough to know where Maddie kept the glasses, which drawer Chimney meant when he said the other one, how Jee could begin asking a question from another room and arrive halfway through it. He still liked being asked directly. He checked his calendar. Nothing Saturday afternoon. He could go without fitting it between something he'd promised and something he'd forgotten.
Jacob: I'd like that. I'll check with Ethan about the time. How much chalk are we talking?
He'd put the phone down when her reply arrived.
Maddie: I've only seen the box.
Jacob laughed. He sent that they'd come prepared, then left the conversation where it was. He could show up and let Jee tell him what she'd made.
On the chair, the shirt he'd planned to wear tomorrow had a pale mark on one sleeve. He rubbed it with a damp corner of the cloth on his desk and found it was only dust. He hung it back up, making room beside it for something older he could wear on Saturday. He was looking forward to that too.
Outside the headphones, something moved beyond the door. Jacob only noticed because the light through the upper panel changed briefly. He took off one ear cup. Nothing else followed. He put it back.
The song had reached a part he liked. He listened, eyes on the photograph, and remembered the brief touch at Ethan's wrist beside Buck's new table. He'd let his fingers drop because he hadn't known whether Ethan wanted them there. Afterward, he'd held out his hand for a fastener. Ethan had put it in the bag instead. Jacob looked at his own hand on the arm of the chair, then took the headphones off.
The room was quiet enough. He got up and took his laundry from the chair. There wasn't much, a shirt he'd hung to air, two things waiting for the basket.
The song continued through the headphones where he'd left them on the desk, thin and faint. He paused it on his phone, then changed his mind and put the headphones back on.
This time he stood by the dresser and listened without trying to finish anything at the same time. His hand found the rhythm against his thigh. After a while he was singing under his breath, missing a word, finding the next part without going back. He'd done that before the work. He would do it after. The difference was that he didn't keep lowering his voice at the same point, preparing for somebody on the other side of the partition to hear him. He let the song finish.
Then he took the headphones off, set them properly on the desk, and looked at the clothes still in his hands. He hadn't finished putting those away at all. He hung the shirt back up and dropped the other things into the basket.
The bed was made badly. He left it. He sat on the edge and rested his forearms on his thighs. He remembered Ethan moving toward him again on the sofa.
He'd liked being wanted.
Jacob pressed his palms together and looked at them. He'd liked Ethan before the party. He liked him when he talked too quickly about class, when he failed to notice he was hungry, when he became intent on some small ridiculous thing and wanted Jacob to look. He liked him when the room was ordinary. That was making it difficult to use ordinary as evidence of anything.
A knock came at the door. Jacob looked up. "Yeah?"
"Can I bother you?"
He stood and slid the door open. Ethan held the novel, one finger marking his place. He'd changed into a loose shirt, his curls still damp at the edges, and was barefoot on the rug. "You're not," Jacob said.
"I know you said you were doing something."
"Finished."
"Okay." Ethan lifted the book a little. "Did you do this?" He showed him the pencil mark.
"That one's mine."
Ethan read the line again, his mouth moving slightly. Jacob watched him and then looked at the page because that was what he'd been asked to do.
"I don't agree," Ethan said.
Jacob took the book when it was offered and read the passage before the mark. He remembered arguing about it with Ravi, but Ethan was pointing to a line neither of them had mentioned.
"He sees the envelope before the rain," Ethan said. "So he knows it's there. It's not like he finds it afterward and works it out."
Jacob took the book closer to the lamp and checked the line. "I read that as later."
"It's before. Look."
Ethan pointed without taking the book from him. Jacob followed his finger, went back a paragraph, and found the part he'd skipped over when he was looking for proof of something else.
"Okay," he said. "That changes it."
"It changes what he knows. I don't know about the end." Ethan looked up quickly. "And I don't want to know."
Jacob checked the order again. He'd enjoyed arguing with Ravi, the two of them getting so certain they'd begun referring to scenes by where the other ought to remember them. Ethan had simply read the line in front of him. "You should tell Ravi," he said.
"I will." Ethan took the book back and tucked his finger between the pages. He hadn't come into the room. Jacob hadn't asked him to. They stood close enough for the opening to feel narrow without either being in the other's way.
"You can sit," Jacob said.
Ethan looked past him, then back. "You sure?"
"Yeah."
Ethan sat at the foot of the bed, leaving the quilt where it was. Jacob stayed by the desk for a moment before sitting on the other side. There was enough space between them that Ethan could have put the book down there. Ethan kept it in his hands.
"How was coffee?" Ethan asked.
"Good. Ravi said to keep it until you're done." Jacob looked at the bent corner of the paper bookmark. He liked that, Ethan taking something out with him because he wanted to know what happened next, coming to find Jacob because he disagreed with a mark in a margin.
"Okay." Ethan kept the book in his hands.
Ethan glanced at the desk lamp, the closed laptop, the shoes Jacob had finally stopped leaving under the bed. He was just sitting in the room. Jacob's shoulders loosened.
"What were you doing?" Ethan asked.
"Another application."
"Good one?"
"Could be. I put the October dates in."
"Good."
"We'll see," Jacob said. He'd done enough thinking about whether he could make himself fit for one afternoon. "I'm going swimming tomorrow."
Ethan looked up. "Where?"
"A pool. Public one. I checked the hours."
Jacob told him the time. Ethan looked at the book, then toward the opening, as if his schedule might be written somewhere beyond it.
"Can I come?"
"Yeah." The answer came fast enough that Ethan smiled. Jacob tried again, less quickly. "If you want. There's room."
"I want to."
"Okay." He looked down at his hands. He'd made a plan for himself and Ethan had asked to join it. He was pleased.
"I've got class later," Ethan said. "I can't stay forever."
"Neither can I."
"Okay."
They worked out when to leave. It took less than a minute.
Ethan shifted the book from one hand to the other. His knuckles brushed the quilt near Jacob's thigh. He left his hand there while he looked for the page again. Jacob watched the paper move beneath his thumb.
"There," Ethan said. "That's what I meant."
Jacob leaned in. Their shoulders touched, and he lost the beginning of the sentence. He read the line beneath it, went back, found Ethan's finger still waiting beside the right one.
"That one," Ethan said.
"I know." It came out too quickly. Jacob looked at him. "Sorry. I wasn't—go on."
Ethan's hand moved off the quilt. He pointed to the line again, using the corner of the bookmark this time. Jacob made himself read it before answering. "Yeah. I see it."
"Okay." Ethan closed the book around the strip of paper. He kept his finger there after the pages had stopped moving.
Jacob sat back. They'd had a page to check when they disagreed about the book. Now Ethan was beside him, quieter than he'd been at the door, and Jacob couldn't get past the first word. "You—"
Ethan looked up.
"You can keep it," Jacob said.
"I know." The edge of Ethan's mouth moved, almost a smile. "You said."
"Right." Jacob stood and went to the dresser for the towel he'd need in the morning. "I meant, you don't need to finish it tonight."
"I wasn't going to." Ethan stood, rubbing his thumb along the cover. "I should let you have your room."
"You don't have to go."
Ethan stopped with the book against his side. Jacob was holding the towel between both hands. "It's okay," Ethan said. "You've been trying to get stuff done."
Jacob folded the towel in half. He'd got up first. Now Ethan was at the door, and the question he'd meant to ask had become harder to get to. "Saturday," he said. "What time did your mom say?"
"Afternoon." Ethan looked at him. "Didn't she text you?"
"Yeah. She did. I meant when we should go."
"After lunch?"
"That works."
Ethan nodded and moved toward the opening. "Jee's got something planned."
Jacob nodded. Ethan went through the door.
Ethan went toward the kitchen. Jacob watched him set the book down, fill a glass, pick the book up again before he'd taken a drink.
"Your water," Jacob said.
"I know." Ethan looked down. "Right."
He drank. Jacob smiled and left him to it.
Back in his room, Jacob put the towel in the swimming bag, then opened the pool schedule on his phone again. Nothing had changed. He set the bag by the dresser, where he'd see it in the morning, and closed the door.
The quilt was still pressed flat where Ethan had sat. Jacob turned the desk lamp off and lay down without straightening it. Light from the loft softened the upper glass. He faced the wall at first, then turned back toward the door.
On the first Saturday in October, Jee inspected Ethan's shirt before she let him through the door. "That's okay," she decided.
"Glad I passed."
She looked past him at Jacob, considered his clothes for a moment, and stepped aside. Ethan heard Jacob thank her with a seriousness that nearly made him laugh.
Maddie stood in the living room with Nash against her shoulder. "She's been waiting."
"We're not late."
"I know."
Jee had already taken Ethan's hand. He managed to kiss his mother's cheek before being led toward the kitchen, where the open door showed a strip of sunlit courtyard and more chalk than he'd expected to exist in one household.
"You drew all this?"
"Some. Daddy did that." She pointed to a square. "It's the shop."
Chimney stood outside holding a piece of blue chalk. There was a white streak across one knee. "I was told to make it bigger," he said.
"It needed to be bigger," Jee told him.
Ethan went out to look. A path ran between blocks of color, curving around a large sun, a smaller circle she said was water, and a series of short lines whose purpose he hadn't yet discovered. There were places to stand, places not to stand, and a little pile of stones he was warned not to move.
"That's money."
"Okay."
"You need some." She gave him two stones, then looked at them and took one back. Ethan held the remaining stone carefully.
Jacob came through behind him. "What are we doing?"
"Shopping, apparently."
"You don't know yet," Jee said.
He looked at her. "That's true."
She put him on one part of the path and Jacob on another. Chimney was allowed to leave the shop only after she'd explained to him where he was meant to return.
He set the chalk on the ledge, flexed his fingers, and looked at Ethan. "Have fun."
"Where are you going?"
"Wash my hands. Briefly." Chimney escaped into the kitchen. Jee noticed but was busy telling Jacob why his foot couldn't be there, and Ethan put his stone in his pocket so he wouldn't lose it.
It was warm in the courtyard. Not the heavy heat of the worst part of summer, but enough that he was glad of the shade across one edge. The chalk colors looked paler where the sun hit them. His own shadow cut across a yellow square Jee had told him was somebody's house.
"You can go now."
"Where?"
She pointed. He followed the path, stepped around the water, and arrived at the shop just as Jacob was given permission to begin.
"What have you got?" Ethan asked.
Jee sat on the low stool and looked at the collection arranged beside her. Leaves, stones, three bright pieces of chalk, a little plastic cup. "Bread."
"I'd like some bread."
"We don't have any."
He looked at the leaf she'd just shown him. "Okay. What can I buy?"
She chose a different leaf, took his stone, and told him he could leave.
Jacob reached the shop behind him. "Bread?" he asked.
"Yes."
Ethan watched Jee give Jacob the leaf she'd refused to sell him. Jacob glanced his way, then looked down at the leaf.
"You can go home now," Jee reminded them.
They went. Ethan put his leaf down in the square she'd given him and went back for another stone. Jee caught his sleeve.
"No. Not yet."
"I need money."
"You have to stay."
"Okay."
He stopped. She pulled again, impatient with the part of his body that had already turned toward the shop.
"Jee," Maddie said from the door. "You can ask him. Don't pull."
Jee let go, her face tightening. "I wanted him there."
"Tell him."
For a moment she looked as though she might abandon the whole town. Ethan crouched beside the chalk house, keeping his feet clear of its walls. "Show me," he said. "I don't know yet."
She pointed to the space beside the leaf. "You have to eat it."
"Pretend?"
"Yes."
He made certain not to put it near his mouth, then performed a meal elaborate enough that she began to smile. Jacob watched from the other square with his own leaf in his hand.
"You need a plate?" he asked.
Jee decided they both did. She went to find two larger leaves, leaving Ethan crouched in his little house and Jacob waiting in his.
Jee returned with the leaves and put them down exactly where she wanted them. This time Ethan waited until she told him he could go.
By the third trip, Ethan had learned the route and almost none of the other rules. Jacob had become responsible for carrying something between the two houses. Chimney returned while Jee was explaining which patch of chalk was supposed to be a road.
"Not that," Jee said, pointing to the line beneath Ethan's foot.
He lifted it.
"That's the wall."
"Where can I put my foot?"
She showed him. The answer required a little hop. He made it, landed beyond the intended square, and had to put a hand against the real wall to stop himself.
Jacob laughed. Ethan glanced back at him, then checked where Jee wanted him to stand.
"I'm staying here," Jacob told her.
"No," Jee said. "You have to come."
He came, stepping carefully enough to satisfy her. Ethan didn't think that was fair, but Jee had moved on to a new problem with the shop, and there was nobody available to hear an appeal.
At the doorway, Maddie laughed quietly. Ethan looked over. She had Nash settled against her, one hand supporting his back while he watched the movement in front of him. His eyes found the blue chalk in Chimney's hand and stayed there.
"He wants that," Ethan said.
"He wants everything," Maddie replied.
"Not getting this," Chimney told his son, putting it farther away.
Nash turned his head when he moved. Ethan smiled and went back to the path, where Jee was waiting for him to understand that he had been given a job.
They played until his legs felt it, then until Jee's attention moved to the chalk on her own fingers. She put a hand on her pants, leaving a print, and stared at it with interest.
"That's why old clothes," Maddie said.
"I know."
"Come wash."
Jee wanted one more thing before she went in. She and Jacob added a second tree to the edge of the drawing while Ethan crouched to turn one of the small stones into something she would accept as a seat.
His shoulders objected to the position. He'd swum harder yesterday than he'd intended, trying to keep a pace that had felt easy for about three lengths. Jacob had waited at the end and asked whether Ethan wanted another. Ethan had said yes. He liked remembering the morning. He was less pleased with the back of his left shoulder.
"You done?" Jacob asked.
"I'm coming."
Jacob held the door while he stood. Ethan took the chalk Jee had left on the ground, put it on the ledge, and went in without trying to straighten the whole courtyard.
Inside, the kitchen smelled faintly of toast. A small pile of clean laundry occupied one end of the table, kept clear of the cups. Nash's nursery door stood open just off the kitchen; Maddie went in with him while Chimney helped Jee reach the sink.
Ethan washed after her. The water turned pale blue, then gray. He dried his hands on the towel Chimney passed him and looked down at the chalk across his knee.
"That'll come out," Chimney said.
"I know."
"Maddie did warn you."
"I wore the right pants."
Jacob came to the sink beside him, holding his hands away from his shirt. There was a yellow smudge along his forearm. Ethan watched the water run over it, remembered his own fingers at Jacob's temple, and looked away before the memory could become all he was doing.
Jee needed a drink. He could get her a drink. She accepted the cup, asked for a different one, then decided the first was fine when he reached for the cupboard. Ethan let himself laugh.
"You're tired," Chimney told her.
"No."
"Okay." He lifted her onto the chair she'd chosen when she held up her arms. "Sit here a minute."
She sat, drank, and leaned against his side when he stayed beside her.
Ethan found a place at the table. Jacob took the chair near him, leaving the little stack of towels where it was. For a while nobody moved them. Maddie came back with Nash awake in her arms.
"Want him?" she asked Ethan.
He held out his hands. She settled Nash against him, waited until he had the weight comfortably, then picked up her own cup from the counter. Ethan looked down at his brother. "Hi."
Nash studied him with a solemnity that didn't last. His mouth opened, his arm jerked, and his fingers found the loose fabric near Ethan's collar.
"That's mine." He left the grip alone. The shirt had already survived a chalk town.
Nash's fingers opened, caught the shirt again, then caught Ethan's finger when he offered it. Ethan turned his hand so the little grip could settle without bending anything awkwardly. The baby stared at him. "You remember me?" Ethan asked.
"He's deciding," Maddie said.
"Take your time." His brother made a sound that seemed to require a reply. Ethan gave him one, quietly, and watched the attention move from his face to the edge of his shirt. He held him and waited for the next sound.
Chimney put a folded cloth within reach. Ethan took it with his free hand, tucked it where he wanted it, and kept talking to Nash while the conversation around the table continued.
Jacob leaned a little closer. Nash's gaze moved toward him, then caught on the light beyond his shoulder.
Nash made a sound, and Ethan answered with something equally unhelpful. Maddie smiled into her cup. She sat down.
Chimney and Jacob started talking about Buck's move. Chimney had been over since, seen the boxes reduced to a smaller number and the keys exactly where Buck said he wanted them.
"He's got opinions about the kitchen now," Chimney said.
"Already had opinions," Jacob replied.
"More opinions."
Ethan smiled down at Nash. He could picture his uncle opening cupboards, finding his own plates where he'd put them. He liked that the house existed somewhere other than the day they'd helped carry things into it. "He looked happy," he said.
"He does," Maddie answered. "We should have him over for a movie."
Chimney looked at her. "Finish ours first."
"We can start another."
"We're halfway through two."
"I didn't like one of them."
Ethan looked up. "Which one?"
She told him. He'd seen it, badly, on a small screen with somebody talking over half of it. He couldn't remember enough to defend it.
Jacob had seen it too.
"The middle's better," he said.
"How much middle?" Chimney asked.
Jacob smiled. "I'm not promising."
Maddie laughed, turning her cup between her hands. "We get twenty minutes, then somebody needs something."
"Or one of us falls asleep," Chimney said.
"That was you."
"This time."
Ethan grinned. His mother's foot rested against Chimney's chair. When Chimney shifted, she moved with him without looking down, still arguing about which film they should finish. He reached behind her for something on the counter and left his hand on her shoulder when he came back. She covered it for a moment, then picked up her cup. Neither of them stopped talking.
Jacob was smiling at something Chimney had said. Ethan looked at him, meaning to share the joke, and found himself looking away as soon as Jacob turned. He adjusted the cloth beneath Nash's cheek instead. His brother's fingers were warm around his own.
Maddie asked Jacob what he thought of the ending. Ethan answered before he had. "Don't tell me."
She looked between them. "You've seen it."
"Badly." Ethan made himself smile. "I might try again."
"Then I won't." She changed the question, and Jacob answered it. Ethan listened, one hand under Nash's back.
Chimney asked Jacob about the shelf, then Jee interrupted to tell him it wasn't a shelf, it was a shop. Chimney explained that he meant the one at Jacob's house. She considered this, then asked whether it held bread. Jacob told her mostly books. She wasn't impressed.
Ethan laughed, the sound making Nash's hand open against his shirt. He rubbed a thumb over the small fist until it closed again. "Sorry," he murmured.
Nash didn't appear to mind. His eyes had returned to the brighter patch of kitchen.
Maddie watched them for a moment before asking how Ethan's week had been. He told her about class, the piece of work he'd finally submitted, the reading he'd put off until it was inconvenient.
"You finished it?"
"Enough."
She gave him a look. He grinned. "I finished it."
"Good. You heard back about the October paperwork?" she asked.
"Not all of it. They've got what I sent. I'm waiting for the separate clearance."
"But your place is booked."
"Yeah. That bit's done."
She nodded. "Okay."
"I'll tell you when they answer."
"You don't have to forward me every email."
"I wasn't going to." Her mouth curved. He smiled back. He'd once been certain that telling her one thing meant she would want to know every other thing attached to it. "I'm looking forward to it," he said.
"I know."
"Nervous too."
"That sounds about right."
He looked down at Nash's hand, still wrapped around his finger. Maddie reached over and eased a fold of cloth away from the baby's cheek, then withdrew her hand.
Across the table, Jacob was listening to Jee explain why one of the paper houses needed another window. Ethan watched him ask where she wanted it before picking up the pencil.
He could think about the course later. Right now he had a sleepy brother, a cup cooling beside him, and nowhere he needed to hurry.
He told her about the class he was looking forward to, something coming up that he'd assumed would be dull until he saw what they were actually doing.
She listened and asked a question, but before he could answer, Jee needed help with her cup.
Ethan looked toward Jacob. Jacob was listening to Chimney, one arm resting on the table, his expression open. He said something that made Chimney laugh, then shook his head when Jee tried to take the pencil beside his hand.
"You want paper?" he asked her.
She did. Maddie pointed toward the drawer, and he got up to find it.
Nash had begun to squirm. Ethan shifted him higher, checked the little hand caught in his collar, and looked at Maddie.
She held out her arms. "Come here, baby."
Ethan passed him over. For a second his own shirt stayed pulled toward the baby, then the fingers loosened and he was free.
"Strong," he said.
"When he wants to be."
She kissed Nash's head and went to settle him. Ethan stayed at the table while Jacob helped Jee choose which pencil she wanted, an apparently difficult decision after she'd been willing to steal the first one.
His knee touched Jacob's beneath the table when he moved his chair in. He'd been about to ask which pencil Jee had rejected. Jacob looked over, and Ethan moved his knee before either of them said anything. The chair leg caught against the floor with a short scrape.
"Sorry," Ethan said. He pulled his cup clear of Jee's paper.
Jacob's hand had come off the table. He set it down again beside the pencils. "You're okay."
"I know." Ethan asked which pencil Jee had rejected. Jacob pointed, and Jee took the one beside his hand, announcing it had been hers all along. Ethan laughed. Jacob shook his head at her, then moved his cup before her paper reached it.
Later, Chimney went outside to put the chalk away before the evening damp could reach it. Jacob helped him collect the loose pieces. Ethan stayed with Jee, who was drawing the town again, smaller this time, on paper she could take to her room.
"That's you," she said.
He looked at the tall figure beside a circle. "Which bit?"
She pointed.
"Good. I thought I might be the tree."
She laughed and added something to his head.
"Hair," she explained.
"Thanks."
He sat still while she gave the paper figure considerably more hair than he had, then watched her begin another person beside it.
Maddie came back and sat across from him, her cup refilled, her shoulders a little lower now Nash had settled.
Jee pushed a pencil toward him. "You do this."
"What is it?"
"The door."
He drew it carefully, leaving the part she'd already colored intact. She watched his hand, then took the pencil back to add the handle herself.
Maddie leaned closer to see. "That's a good house."
"It's a shop," Jee said.
"A good shop."
She accepted that and kept drawing. Ethan sat back, the small task finished, and found his mother looking at him instead of the paper.
"You okay?" she asked.
"Yeah."
"You look tired."
"Swimming."
She looked at him.
"Yesterday. I thought I could do more than I could."
"Ah."
"I'm fine."
"Good."
He smiled, and she reached across to smooth one curl off his forehead, moving it back where it had been before he shook it loose outside. He let her.
When Jacob and Chimney returned, Jee held up the drawing before they'd had time to shut the door. "Look."
They looked. Jacob found himself on the paper after Jee showed him, thanked her, and sat down while she added the last thing she'd decided was missing.
Ethan watched his mother listen to Chimney, watched Jee bend over the page, watched Jacob move the pencils out of her elbow's path. He wanted another hour with all of them. The cups were almost empty, and he picked up Maddie's before she could carry it to the sink.
"Want more?" he asked.
"I was going to ask you."
"Yeah. Please." He looked at Jacob. "You?"
Jacob nodded and handed his over. Ethan took both cups to the counter. Behind him, Jee began explaining the last part of the drawing, and his mother laughed. He filled the kettle and let the tap run a moment longer than he needed. There was still time before dinner. He didn't have to take them both back to the quiet loft yet.
Ethan put Jee's drawing on the refrigerator and stood back to see if it was straight. It wasn't. He moved the magnet, then left it. Two figures, an enormous amount of hair on one of them, a shop Jee had identified several times before deciding they understood. The magnet covered an empty corner, not anybody's face.
Jacob turned the faucet off and looked at the drawing. "That's good." Ethan nodded and went to get the vegetables while Jacob set the rinsed rice to cook, lowering the heat when he needed to.
The loft held the warmth of the day. They'd opened the lower terrace doors, letting cooler air reach the living room, and turned on the lamp beside the chair rather than every light overhead. Outside, the table was clear except for the plant they'd moved back after the work. With the boxes and tools cleared away, the door to Jacob's room stood half open. Ethan could see the edge of the desk lamp inside, switched off.
"Mushrooms?" he asked.
"Yeah."
"All of them?"
Jacob looked at the packet. "We might as well."
They hadn't brought dinner back from Maddie's. There had been food, enough that Ethan wasn't hungry when they left, but the afternoon had moved on and he wanted something warm. Rice, mushrooms, the vegetables they needed to use before buying more. Jacob had measured out the rice while Ethan found a clean shirt. The chalk pants were in the laundry basket now. The chalk on his hand had proved more determined. He rubbed his thumb once beneath the faucet, dried it, and began cutting.
Jacob got the pan. He moved around Ethan without needing him to step aside, set it on the stove, and reached for the oil. A familiar little sequence, altered only by the attention Ethan paid to the arm passing near his shoulder. Ethan looked down at the board.
"How much?" Jacob asked.
Ethan showed him with his fingers, still holding the knife carefully away. Jacob poured a little oil into the pan. "That much?"
"Yeah." Ethan turned back to the mushrooms while Jacob waited for the pan to heat.
They worked without hurrying. They had the evening to themselves; if the rice took a few minutes longer, they could sit down. Neither would be driving anywhere afterward. Ethan liked being able to know that at the start.
His phone lit up near the end of the island. Rose had sent a photograph of something she'd made, the image close enough that he had to enlarge it to understand the shape. "Look," he said, turning the screen toward Jacob.
Jacob leaned closer. The second picture showed the outside of a bowl. Ethan sent Rose a reply and set the phone down. Jacob's hand rested on the counter beside his, close enough that their elbows nearly touched.
"You want these in now?" Ethan asked.
"Yeah."
He tipped the mushrooms into the pan. The first hiss made him lift the board back too quickly, leaving several pieces behind. Jacob held out his hand for it.
"Got them."
Their fingers met around the edge. Ethan let go after he needed to. Jacob scraped the last pieces in, gave him the board, and reached for the spoon. Nothing in his face told Ethan whether he'd noticed. Ethan washed the knife.
In the pan, the mushrooms began to darken. Jacob left them alone long enough to make Ethan want to interfere, then turned them just as he was deciding to ask. Ethan went to get the bowls.
He took the bowls and two cups outside, up the two steps from the living room, and put them on the table. The terrace was cooler than he'd expected. He set the cups closer to the middle so neither would find an edge in the dimmer light.
From here he could see Jacob in the kitchen, his head bent toward the stove. The black frame of his bedroom door caught the light beyond him. A clean line, ordinary now. Ethan had imagined so many versions of what might change if they kissed. He hadn't pictured this one clearly enough: the same person standing at the same stove, the same wish to go back inside and be near him. He went back.
Jacob passed him a spoon. "Taste?"
Ethan did, waited for it to cool in his mouth, then took a smaller second taste because the first had been mostly heat. "Good."
"Anything else?"
"Maybe a little more." He pointed to the bottle.
Jacob added it, stirred, and tried some himself. Ethan watched his mouth close around the spoon and made himself look away.
There were drinks to carry outside. He could carry drinks.
They ate as the remaining light faded. The rice was hot, the mushrooms browned enough to have been worth leaving alone. Ethan admitted that after his first few mouthfuls. "These are better," he said. "I'd have kept moving them."
Jacob smiled and took another mouthful. Ethan tried some of the vegetables.
Maddie had sent the photograph of the chalk town before they started putting things away. Ethan opened it and turned the screen toward Jacob.
Ethan's elbow and one side of his face were visible, hair in the sun, one hand still holding a leaf. Jacob stood farther back, looking toward Jee. Maddie had caught the moment without asking anybody to arrange themselves.
"Nash had your shirt for a while," Jacob said.
Ethan smiled. "He's welcome to it." He liked the way Jacob remembered things from his family's afternoon without needing Ethan to explain why they mattered. "Mom said she'll send you the picture," he told him.
"She already did." Jacob looked pleased. "I've got it."
Ethan saved the picture before setting the phone beside his bowl.
Jacob told him about the cardboard Christopher had painted. The blue had looked good; the orange was bright enough that Jacob wasn't certain it had been deliberate. Chris had sent another picture after trying Jacob's suggestion with the camera lower. It looked as though he'd got it to stand.
Ethan nodded, imagining Christopher and Denny moving things by fractions, arguing about what the screen could see. He'd liked watching them at the Wilsons'. They could be intent on something and ridiculous about it in the same minute.
"You should ask to see it when they're done," Jacob said.
"I will."
Jacob smiled at him across the table. Ethan looked down at his bowl before the simple fact of being smiled at could make him forget what they were talking about.
They ate the rest without much conversation. Ethan was hungry enough now that talking would have meant letting the food cool. Across from him, Jacob stretched his legs a little farther under the table and caught Ethan's shoe.
"Sorry."
"You're fine." He left his foot where it was.
When they finished, Jacob took the bowls while Ethan carried the drinks. They went in together, the light from the living room spreading across the two steps. Ethan closed the terrace doors after checking the table was clear. The shared room looked warm from this side of the glass. They put the food away, washed the pan, left the last things to dry. Ethan wiped the counter while Jacob checked the stove. It took less time than dinner had taken to make.
Before sitting down, Ethan photographed the drawing on the refrigerator and sent it to Maddie. Just the paper and the magnet, not the whole kitchen. He added a thank-you for the afternoon, then set the phone down while he dried the board.
Ethan looked back at the drawing. The paper was still crooked, but the figures and the shop were clear. He liked the way it looked among the ordinary things on the refrigerator, not framed or put somewhere nobody would touch it. "Jee can fix it when she comes over."
Jacob smiled. "She will."
Maddie's reply arrived as Ethan put the board away.
Maddie: She'll be so pleased. We loved having you both here.
Ethan read it, smiling, and put the phone facedown. Jacob was standing beside him.
"You doing anything?" Jacob asked.
Ethan looked up. "Tonight?"
"Yeah."
"No." He could read. There were things he could prepare for tomorrow, a message he hadn't answered, a page he'd meant to look at. None of it needed the next hour. "You?"
Jacob shook his head. "No."
They stood in the kitchen, neither making the move that would send them toward separate rooms. Ethan put the cloth over the edge of the sink. "Want to watch something?"
"Yeah."
He went to the sofa. Jacob followed with the cups they hadn't finished, putting them on coasters before sitting down.
Ethan chose a place close enough that Jacob wouldn't have to lean across the whole sofa to see his phone. They went through several possibilities, rejected the one Maddie hadn't finished, and stopped on The Mummy, which Jacob remembered watching years ago.
"I remember a boat," Ethan said.
"There's a boat." Jacob took the remote when Ethan held it out and selected the film. The opening was familiar to Ethan too, though he couldn't remember having seen the rest.
Jacob's arm rested along the back of the sofa. Ethan shifted with the old, unconsidered wish to get comfortable, and his shoulder met Jacob's upper arm. He'd done that before. This time Jacob went still, and Ethan looked up before he could decide not to. Jacob was looking down at him.
"I'm not falling asleep already," Ethan said.
Jacob's mouth moved. "Good."
Ethan looked at the screen. He stayed against Jacob's arm, but his shoulder had tightened. He could feel every small movement behind it. When Evy started losing the library shelves, he laughed with the relief of remembering something that had nothing to do with this room.
Jacob laughed too. Ethan felt the movement through his arm and almost settled back. Then Jacob leaned forward for his cup, and Ethan sat up, drawing his knees away so he could reach. Jacob stopped for a moment with his hand around the cup.
"You can get it," Ethan said.
"I know." Jacob took a drink. When he sat back, his arm rested beside his own leg. Ethan's shoulder was against the cushion now.
At the riverboat, Ethan recognized the scene he'd been thinking of. He glanced at Jacob, then at the arm resting beside his leg. He waited for Jacob to put it back along the sofa, then wished he'd moved close enough that Jacob wouldn't have to decide what it meant to do it. On the screen, Rick and Evy were arguing. Ethan heard the voices without catching the words.
"Did you want to go back?" Jacob asked.
"No." Ethan looked at the remote in Jacob's hand. "Actually, yeah. Sorry."
Jacob rewound the film a little. They watched the exchange again, and this time Ethan made himself follow it. He laughed when Jacob did. There were things he wanted to point out, and sometimes he managed it before remembering how little distance there ought to have been between them.
He remembered laughing against Jacob's shoulder between the kisses, their noses catching as he leaned in again. He'd still wanted another when Jacob stopped. He wanted one now, sitting with his hands closed loosely between his knees.
Beside him, Jacob reached for the blanket on the arm of the sofa. He pulled it over his own legs, then offered Ethan the edge. Ethan took it and spread it across his knees. For a moment the fabric lay slack between them. He gathered some into his lap until the fold between them lay flat.
Later, Jacob paused the film and put his feet down. Ethan lifted the blanket clear before Jacob stood.
"Just getting water," Jacob said.
"I know." Ethan let the blanket fall onto his own legs. "Could you get me some?"
"Of course."
He watched Jacob take their cups to the kitchen, past the rug and the end of the island. The tap ran. At the sink, Jacob looked back, and Ethan turned toward the paused screen. His face had grown warm. There hadn't been anything to hide in looking at the person getting his water.
Jacob came back with both cups. Ethan had moved the blanket off the cushion beside him. Jacob glanced at the cleared place, handed him his drink, and sat at the other end. Ethan set his cup back on its coaster. Jacob put his own down, drew the free end of the blanket back over his knees, and picked up the remote.
"Here?" Ethan asked, touching the blanket beside his knee.
Jacob looked up. "What?"
Ethan's fingers tightened in the fabric. He could move it farther, make the invitation clearer. Instead he picked up his cup. "Nothing. I was getting this out of the way."
"Okay." Jacob waited another moment before starting the film. Ethan drank, though he hadn't been thirsty enough to need it yet.
They finished watching. Ethan had guessed one part wrong and was pleased about it; Jacob admitted he'd forgotten almost everything except the opening. Ethan turned toward him, then looked back at the credits.
The screen went dark. In the quieter room, Ethan could hear the edge of the blanket moving under Jacob's fingers. The scar near his thumb caught the lamplight. Ethan knew what had made it. He knew which mug Jacob reached for, how his voice changed when he talked to Christopher, how to sit beside him for an evening. He had known how to do that.
"Are you going to bed?" Ethan asked.
Jacob looked at him, then at the clock. "If you're tired."
"Are you?"
"I could be." His hand stopped on the blanket. "You?"
Ethan looked at the place between them. He wanted to move across it. He wanted Jacob to understand that without Ethan having to put the whole of it into a question. "A little," he said.
Jacob nodded. "Okay."
Neither moved at first. Then Ethan sat forward, and Jacob began taking the blanket off their legs. Ethan held the edge a moment too long. Jacob stopped pulling. They looked at each other over it.
"Go ahead," Ethan said, and let go.
Jacob folded it across his knees. Ethan picked up the cups. His hand shook enough that the water moved against the side, and he put one down before trying to carry both. Jacob reached for it, but Ethan already had it again. "It's okay. I'll do them."
He took them to the sink and rinsed them one at a time. The water was too loud. Behind him, Jacob refolded the blanket so it would fit over the arm of the sofa. Ethan could see him in the dark terrace glass, bent over the small task. He turned the faucet off.
At the bottom of the stairs, he stopped. Jacob was near the island now, looking at the drawing on the refrigerator. He moved the magnet away from one of Jee's lines and left the paper crooked.
"Jacob."
Jacob turned immediately. "Yeah?"
Ethan had his hand on the stair rail. Jacob was watching him, waiting for something more than good night. He could ask him to sit down again. He could walk back across the room. His fingers pressed against the rail, and he heard himself say, "Night."
Jacob's eyes moved over his face. "Night, Ethan."
He stayed at the bottom for another moment. Jacob hadn't turned away. Ethan took the first step, then the next. Below him, Jacob moved back toward the sofa.
His bedroom was open to the room below. Ethan put his phone beside the bed, checked the alarm twice because he hadn't taken in the numbers the first time, and changed with the light low. He heard Jacob go to the bathroom. When the door opened again, Ethan sat on the edge of the bed, one hand resting on the phone.
The sliding door settled into its frame. Ethan took his hand off the phone and lay back. He'd wanted to stay beside Jacob. He'd asked whether Jacob was going to bed. Now they were both where he'd made it sound as though he wanted to be.
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