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It’s the third Friday in October, in rural upstate New York.

The day starts out with no hint of what is coming.

––––––––
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Hannah

Hannah’s Friday starts at 6 a.m., when the alarm clock goes off and she hits Snooze.

After the second Snooze the alarm goes off at 6:20, and she forces herself out of the king–size bed.

She thinks, 30 minutes to get Tim ready for the bus.

Matt always calls him his Cipher. His Little Cipher.

Not so little anymore. He’ll be 7 in two weeks.

Life is stripped down to essentials, until the bus has come and gone. Coffee, and changing out of sweats, will have to wait.

She goes directly to Tim’s room, but he’s not there.

A spike of worry jolts her. But he has to be in the house somewhere. I’m a good mom. I’m a good mom, dammit.

She finds him asleep in the lower-level rec room, draped over the huge green stuffed dog, that’s nearly as big as he is. Matt bought it for him last summer, on a whim. She was sure Tim’d hate it.

Points for you, Matt. You got that much right.

But where are you now? Who are you with — what’s she like? What’s she got that — 

Later. Stay focused on getting Tim ready for that school bus.

But why did Tim come down here during the night?

For the millionth time she wonders what it’s like to have his kind of brain.

Tell me something, Tim. Anything.

But Tim has always been wordless.

Stay focused.

Tim’s schedule board and all the light and music prompts — they’re upstairs in his bedroom.

Haul them down here, or improvise?

Time’s short. Improvise.

“Tim, honey, time to get up,” she says soothingly, repeatedly. She imagines the sound of her voice easing into his brain, edging past triggers, sneaking past blocks.

She increases the light in the room using the dimmer dial, and introduces the lure. “Hungry? There’s Toasty Treats in the kitchen. Toasty Treats. Yum, Tim. Yum.”

Tim burrows deeper into the green dog’s fake fur.

But Hannah knows. We’ve got ignition.

In the kitchen she pops a Toasty Treat into the microwave. In Tim’s room she turns on his ‘get up’ music, volume as high as it will go so he’ll hear it in the rec room.

She carries the warmed slab down to the rec room and waves it under his nose. “Smell that, Tim? Your Toasty Treat’s ready. It’s in the kitchen for you, as soon as you’ve finished in the bathroom.”

His nostrils flare. He stirs.

20 minutes later there’s 5 minutes left before the bus is due.

He’s ready except for his coat. There’s just enough time for some deep pressure arm rubs, if he’ll tolerate the contact.

Halfway through the arm rubs he breaks away and walks in a circle, pulling at his shirt.

“What’s wrong, Tim?” I wish you could tell me.

Hannah guesses correctly that he wants to wear his red shirt instead of this one.

Crisis averted.

But changing shirts eats up the rest of the five minutes, and then some.

The special ed bus toots again at the end of their driveway. Last call.

Hannah toggles the switch for the light on the post at the end of the driveway, so they’ll know he’s almost ready. Don’t drive off without him!

It’s touch and go but suddenly he bolts past her and runs through the cold drizzle toward the bus, a thatch of black hair above spindly legs, yellow boots splashing through the puddles in the driveway. She grabs his coat and backpack and races after him.

What’ll I do when he can outrun me? What then?

But today she catches up and hands his stuff in to the para. Stepping back she says, “Bye, Tim” in a cheery voice. No reaction from Tim, but she knows in her heart that he hears her, and loves her.

He shows it in so many ways.

The bus door closes and Tim is off to school.

***
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Hannah takes her time going back down the driveway to the house. She is coatless with no umbrella, but the drizzle isn’t soaking. It’s a mild day for the latter part of October in the hills west of Albany.

She’s in no hurry to face the emptiness of her home.

I’m beginning to really hate this house.

Last April, out of the blue Matt came up with the idea of buying a summer getaway place with her mother’s estate money. “It’ll be good to get our Tim out of the Big Apple for the summer,” he said. “And you work remote anyway — you can do your photo edit stuff from anywhere. It’s perfect.” I thought you were sincere, Matt.

Matt went through the online listings and arranged for a realtor to take them around to the places he short–listed. There were several places she liked better than this one, but Matt took to it immediately, and talked her into it. The lot was eighteen wooded acres near the end of a dead–end road, with the house barely visible from the road. “Think of the privacy, Hannah, after the City,” Matt had said. And it was cheap compared to the others — “We’ll do a few things to it — whatever. After a few years we’ll get your mother’s money back out of it, and then some,” he said. They closed on it at the end of June.

It was supposed to be our summer place.

After their first weekend up here Matt started talking about how much he loved it. Soon they were discussing living here instead of in the City. Matt was sure he could adjust his sales territory, and could leave from Albany on his flights almost as easily as he did from the City. She could work remote, and the local school had a decent program for Tim’s label — low functioning autistic. He could start there in September. “Let’s do it,” Matt said. “Everything’ll be much better up here.”

And I believed him.

Matt was around a lot for most of July, helping her with getting Tim adjusted, picking out a good used car for her. He installed the dimmer switches for the overhead lights, and put high up, childproof locks on the exterior doors. Before July was over, most of their stuff was moved up here.

Their sex life re-ignited. Hannah was happier than she’d been in years. She planted a few pumpkin seedlings in early July, and talked about putting in a full garden next year. Matt helped her prepare the mounds for the pumpkins–to–be, working the compost into the soil, while he teased her about going country on him.

Where is Matt now? Why isn’t he here?

By August he started going on his longer business trips again — a week or so, two weeks max. When he left on one in mid–September, he said this one would be a little longer. “But I’ll be back by October 6. Keep the home fire burning for me, Country Girl.”

I never saw it coming.

Her calls to him always went to voicemail; his few–and–far–between calls to her were hurried, hinting at hectic business doings. “Work needs all of me right now — whatever. You know how it is,” was about all he said, before he rang off.

She labored over cheery texts to show him how much she cared.

He never replied to any of them.

I thought that was just a guy thing.

October 6 came and went. Worried that something terrible had happened to him, she started googling for news stories — car crashes, pedestrians run over . . .

On the 9th she called his firm, asking to talk with his partner. She was put on hold, and after a long while was told that someone would have to get back to her.

Within an hour she got a text from Matt: “Don’t be an ASS.”

Her heart stopped beating, long enough to realize, People really can die of shock.

In their nine years of marriage, Matt had said that to her only once before. He knew it, and she knew it.

She no longer remembered what the argument was about. But something switched in him, and it was sudden. He grabbed the fragile, hand–blown glass bird — a treasured present from her mom. He looked at her and said, “Don’t be an ass,” in a calm, cold voice. And he tossed the bird up lightly before smashing it to the floor.

She didn’t recognize him, didn’t know who he was, but she got the message: ‘Don’t ever make me this angry again.’

Friends dropped out of her life after their marriage — actually, even before it. Matt didn’t like any of her friends.

Relatives were few, and lived west of the Mississippi.

I’ve put everything into Matt and Tim.

Matt always handled the finances, the accounts.

On October 11, some emails were forwarded to her, along with bank and credit card passwords. The bank balance was low, the credit cards were nearly maxed out. Her smartphone stopped working; she had to get her own smartphone account to reactivate it.

Now it’s the third Friday in October and Matt’s been gone for over a month.

She still catches herself thinking, If that bastard’s left me . . .

But she knows. Of course he’s left you, you idiot. Last summer was a lie. A big fat lie.

She wants to sell the house and move back to the City with Tim. But the title is in both of their names. She senses that Matt will not cooperate with a sale.

He wants me to be stuck up here, without him. Why?

What did I do to deserve this?

***
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Hannah closes the front door behind her and starts the coffee in the kitchen. She picks up the leftover Toasty Treat and slides open the glass door to toss it onto the deck that runs along the back of the house. By the time she sits down with her coffee in the breakfast nook that overlooks the deck, a few small birds are pecking at the sugary, pasty chunks. She allows herself a few minutes to watch them, knowing that a squirrel will arrive momentarily, and chase the birds away. She doesn’t like the squirrels. Bullies.

The trees behind the house drop down a steep slope to a creek running behind the property. She barely registers what’s left of fall color in the trees. On the other side of the creek are acres and acres of forested state land. Hannah recalls the realtor’s smug smile when Matt raved about this view from the back of the house, through the large windows and the sliding glass door onto the deck. All I’ve ever seen out of these windows is a bunch of boring trees.

A squirrel arrives and Hannah takes her coffee with her to her computer. She checks for emails — nothing but junk mail. I’ve sent out nearly a hundred queries for new edit work the last few days, but . . . nothing yet.

Nobody wants me. Nobody has any use for me.

She sends out some more queries. It’s a waste of time. But if I dissolve over this Matt’ll have gotten everything from me.

In the back of her mind she knows that disaster is building. My work is drying up, the next mortgage payment will overdraw the account, and I am so stuck out here.

A Zoom meeting with a client is scheduled for 1 p.m. It’s one of her oldest clients, and he’s overdue paying her. I busted my ass yesterday to get that work to him on time, so he ought to be grateful. If I can get him to pay me for it and for the prior work, I just might squeak by this month.

It’s something to cling to.

***
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Lela

Lela wakes up to Peanut’s snuffling.

Her mom and her stepdad Andy have already left for their shift at the hospital in Engelskill.

Thank God it’s Friday! And tomorrow I’ll have the apartment to myself. I’m gonna just wallow in JavaScript.

She pops open a small can of the special dog chow that she buys for Peanut with her own money, money she’s earned and is very careful about spending.

After Peanut has eaten, Lela takes her out to the backyard of the apartment building to do her business. Then she grabs her jacket and backpack, and hurries out in front of the apartment building to wait for the school bus.

Hurry up and wait. Hurry up and wait.

There’s a light, misty rain, not enough for an umbrella.

Lela remembers that it was drizzly like this a year ago, when she first stood out here to wait for the bus.

I don’t mind drizzle. But I do mind being stuck in this backwater place, going to this backwater high school.

She and her mom had moved here from Albany last October, during Lela’s sophomore year.

Mom wanted that promotion so bad, she was willing to move me ‘n Peanut all the way out here for it. Plus, she said it’d be cheaper to live out here.

Lela had hoped the move would be temporary — maybe six months or so away from Albany.

But no.

Her mom met Andy at the hospital and that was it. No more talk of moving back to Albany.

They got married last February. Andy’s a good stepdad, and — bonus — I’ve got a baby brother on the way, scheduled for arrival in January.

But everything else about living out here sucks.

The letdown was tremendous when she found out last October that the high school didn’t have a computer lab, and no Information Technology courses beyond what she’d already taken.

Figures. The one thing I wanted most, they didn’t have.

Her mom had said, “Remember, Lela — lemonade from lemons.”

Easy for you to say, Mom.

But Lela did make the best of it, without overdoing the grumbling. She concentrated on the math, and found that some of the math teachers out here were actually pretty good. Like Mrs. Rosen.

If I was as good at math as she is, I wouldn’t be caught dead teaching in a boondocks like this.

Outside of school she learned all she could about coding online. But there was a huge gap between that and getting the hang of syntax.

So last summer her mom and Andy sent her to a weeklong coding camp in Albany. The instructors were great — she got past some of the blocks, and they helped her see how to use that to get past further blocks on her own. And all that week she talked nothing but code with other kids, and came back from the camp with revived dreams of programming new IT systems some day, and updating fancy ones that were already in place. Something I can sink my teeth into.

Now, three months later, it’s harder to keep the glow going.

I’m so alone out here.

It doesn’t help that I’m one of only three black kids in the entire high school. And the only black in advanced math.

At school Lela keeps to herself. I don’t need any one of you. I don’t need your cliques, your clubs, your proms — I don’t need anything you got.

Most of the white students leave her alone, like she wants.

A few made some ignorant remarks, until she gave them what Andy calls her ‘heat ball’ whenever she uses it on him. “That’s a smokin’ hot glare you got, girl! Don’t you go roastin’ me with it!”

A few kids made polite attempts to be friendly, but Lela did not bother with them.

I’ll get through this year and the next, and then I’ll go to a college as far away from here as possible.

She hears the school bus long before she sees it lumbering over the hill. Ye Old Banana Van.

Its brakes squeal as it trundles to a stop. Ye Wheezing Old Banana Van.

She presses a pair of buds into her ears, to pretend she’s listening to music. 

There are only about half the usual number of students on the bus.

Jeez, where is everybody?! Is there some kind of field trip that I didn’t hear about?

***

[image: ]


Dex

Dex wakes up sometime around 8 a.m., wondering if he has died and just doesn’t know it yet. Makes no difference to anyone but me.

Exactly the way I want it.

There have been plenty of minuses in his 77 years but he has learned — usually the hard way — to let ‘em go.

More or less.

He counts the plusses. 

Still got the kick of a pissed off mule. Well, if backed in a corner anyway.

Social Security’s enough, long as I keep it real.

Got this trailer and its half–acre, free and clear.

No neighbors close enough to shoot at.

Doesn’t get much better than that.

He knows that it actually does get much better than that for a lot of people but — just count the plusses. The minuses’ll just eat up your head.

He listens to the hollow thump in his chest, and shifts to sit up.

His left hip bites like a bitch with pups and the L4 in his back squawks fierce.

Pay attention to what pain tells you.

He uses his arms to ease himself up, setting off the bone spurs in his neck and shoulders.

Sucks to get old.

Once the physical start to the day is accomplished — more or less — that leaves the mental.

The tricky part.

As if on cue the long–ago gunfire of ‘Nam riddles his brain.

He starts talking aloud. “S’not real anymore. Ever anymore. Old and cold. Meantime grab hold of the day. Might as well.”

He doesn’t dare close his eyes, even for a second. He runs his fingers over the cheap stone buddha on the cord around his neck and concentrates on looking at and thinking about the objects in the room. He describes them out loud, and that helps until the drone of his voice starts to sound like the rumble of a Huey. He grabs at the plastic bag beside his bed and fumbles to get the bar of Irish Spring out of it and jammed under his nose.

The waking nightmare still circles.

It recedes. It advances. In the teetertottering the pressure builds.

Time for the big guns. Think of somethin’ funny, Dex ol’ boy. Dam fast.

But humor is a tiny dot of island far, far away in a vast shark–infested sea. The shadowy jungles of ‘Nam darken his vision.

Get it goin’, asshole.

But still nothing funny comes to mind.

Worse’n bein’ a hooker in heaven.

He signals a strategic retreat. You got ‘til the coffee’s ready to latch on to somethin’ funny.

But it better be extra good.

It’s cold in his room. He puts on his trapper hat and shrugs into a heavy quilted housecoat. The housecoat was made for women — But what difference does that make? It ended up at the Goodwill where he chose it for fit and warmth.

But she musta been a tall ‘un, and hefty for a gal.

He starts recon before leaving his 10′x10′ bedroom at the east end of his 10′x50′ singlewide. A long careful look out both of the room’s small windows, scanning east and north. He scans as he was taught so many years ago — right to left, low to high. The opposite of norm.

It’s overcast, drizzly, and the view is the familiar, nondescript woods of upstate New York. He is wary of catching flashes of a sunless ‘Nam jungle. This morning he’s grateful that that’s iffy.

He catches a glimpse of himself in the long mirror on the back of the door. Man, are you weird lookin’! Gives himself a nod. But not near funny enough to qualify.

He scans recon at each window he passes on the way to the kitchen at the west end of the trailer. Once there he gives his report to the empty air.

“No detection of hostiles. Sky dribble easing off. Bird feeder at Coordinate 7–13 missing. Main suspect — that damned tree rat from Coor 6–11.”

Recon is serious business. It’s the one skill that could save your sorry–ass.

So’s you can go when you want, not when they want.

More or less.

He gets a good fire going in the wood stove between the living room and kitchen, from the wood coals banked overnight. The prevailing wind from the west hits this end of the trailer, so it’s always colder in the kitchen and living room. But that’s what’s good about a singlewide. Warms up quick, ‘specially right at the wood stove.

He loads up the coffee pot and puts it on the top of the wood stove to heat to a perk. While he waits he recons out the view window on the west end of the trailer.

The pressure builds, to think of something funny before the coffee’s ready, but his humor fund is still null. I’m lost in the sauce this mornin’. But another postponement won’t do.

The view includes a small gap in the trees where he can see a car or truck if it passes on the road. That’d be rare since the long, dead end road he lives on ends just beyond his place.

Wouldn’t have it any other way.

He remembers that time long ago when, haunted by ‘Nam, he lobbed some rocks at the town’s snow plow as it was turning at the end of the road. Some of them fairly big rocks, his arms windmilling like a crazy cartoon man. Which I suppose, I was. He remembers the face of the driver, sticking out of the truck’s cab. Sure did give you a different kind of day.

It was one of the minuses when the town hauled him in for it.

The coffee starts to gurgle. It sounds like ‘Nam rifle fire to him. In the quiet of the trailer it builds, it builds . . .

Perking coffee hasn’t taken him back to it in a long while, but it’s as real as his trembling hands.

It’s night and he and Beck are crawling through stinking jungle slime, in a bath of rain and sweat. Rubbed raw with jungle rot. Squinting at fitful shadows. They find the guy sprawled on his back, arms flung out. Don’t let it be Larry. Please God don’t let it be Larry. 

Dex reels out of his chair and eyes one of his rifles in the corner of his living room.

It’s just a .22 but it’ll do.

The need for something funny has just become a matter of life or death.

Air. Fresh air.

He throws open the trailer’s main door, beside the kitchen.

There’s a dead mouse on the doorstep that wasn’t there last night. Its broken, yellow–brown teeth remind him of Sergeant Tompkins, and he bursts out laughing.

Sergeant Tompkins—faking at being wounded, until he rolled over onto a pit viper. Sergeant Tompkins, who always led from behind, who got bit in the behind, and managed to die from it. Half the patrol laughed themselves sick about. Retching sick.

Okay. That’ll do. That’s funny enough for today.

He closes the door, takes the coffee off the stove and collapses into the kitchen chair.

Now the day’s worth livin’! Or at least, it gets a pass.

***
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He thinks about the VA shrink and the strivers’ group that got him out of the hole.

More or less.

One of the things the shrink said was, “It’s never over.”

One of the truest things you ever said, man.

He plans his day over breakfast. Woods in the morning. Engelskill in the afternoon to get the heart med refill, pick up some perishables. Get some Chinese.

Chinese takeout is a high point in his week. Mentally he reviews the menu and enjoys some agony over which meal he’ll choose.

For his walk in the woods he wears his license jacket and a 50 pound pack, and takes his crossbow. It’s too late in the day for hunting, but in the state woodlands during bow hunting season he feels safer armed.

He snaps a salute at the dead mouse as he steps over it.

He recons his half–acre from the ground and finds the missing bird feeder in the leaf litter, empty and with squirrel damage. He notes that the pond is a little high.

He heads for the vast state woodlands. First he gets onto the overgrown logging road that’s a little further west of his place. Soon he turns south off it, and crosses the creek on a rotting wood bridge, into the main expanse of woodland. From there he heads south, south easterly. Today I’ll do the long left loop, coming back in alongside the creek.

He is silent now, constantly scanning recon, following the rub trails, checking blind spots, keeping to the zone partway up slopes.

He has some mindspace for reflection, since he knows the woods so well. With winter coming he thinks again about pulling up stakes and moving south — somewhere with milder winters.

But milder winters mean hotter summers. The difference between what’s hot and what’s too hot starts to fret him. He remembers the steamy heat of ‘Nam after the drenching rains. Like swimmin’ in frickin’ hot soup. He decides that where he is will be fine for a while yet.

About half way through his two–hour trek he passes the place where he scattered his mother’s ashes nine years back — in the best ranger grave for miles. A great hiding place without looking like it. No exposure for being seen, and no line of sight for incoming. About as good as it gets. “Rest in peace, Mum,” he whispers.

Today the last part of his walk takes him almost due west along the backs of his neighbors’ lots, heading back toward his own place. He lines up to come in this way every week or so, following deer trails about halfway up the slope on the other side of the creek from his neighbors’ properties. He can see their backyards and the backs of their houses now that most of the leaves have fallen — all the stuff that can’t be seen from the road. No need to be ashamed of noticing what’s in plain sight.

Every one of his neighbors is better off than he is. Their houses are stick–built and the smallest lot is more than 15 acres. He has the only trailer along here, and the only half–acre place.

First along the way and farthest from his trailer is the Sookes place. Man, wife, three kids — two boys with a girl inbetween. They’re closest to the turnoff for the road that joins with the main road. Noisy household with pigs, dogs, pot patch. Both parents work fulltime in Albany.

The Sookes’ dogs start barking when they catch his scent but it doesn’t worry him. They bark at everything. If they were my dogs I’d teach ‘em to differentiate.

Next comes the junkman Brady and his two kids, nearly grown. Dogs there too, and cats. Their dogs don’t differentiate either; their barking overlaps the barking of the Sookes’ dogs.

After that, the trucker Sanders and his woman. Chickens, guinea hens, horses, cats, but no dogs. He appreciates the relative quiet.

The land on the other side of the creek starts to rise steeply. The place closest to his home is next — a big wooded lot with a fancy house built right into the slope along the ridge, the land falling away below it. Way too fancy for this road. What were they thinking, putting a place like that in here? Built three years ago by a small time builder–flipper, it was bought last summer by a couple from the Big Apple, with one kid.

The kid — a boy — turned up on Dex’s property last July, not long after they moved in. Eddie Sanders had told him that the kid was a mute. 

That day when the kid turned up in his yard, Dex knew right away that there was more to it than that.

Dex kept his distance from the kid until he started zeroing in on the pond. Then Dex crowded him, to grab him if necessary, not wanting to have to fish him out of the water. The kid didn’t like Dex being that close, started getting hyper. No telling what he might have done. Things were in flux when a woman’s voice called, “Tim”, “Timmy” from the road beyond the trees, and the kid lurched toward the voice.

Dex followed but kept out of the woman’s sight. He didn’t particularly want to meet her; didn’t see any reason to be friendly with the new neighbors. They weren’t likely to be his type.

He watched and listened as the woman found the boy and began coaxing him back toward their home.

Good thing I didn’t show myself. The woman’s hair was sudsy, plastered against her head, and all she had on was a towel wrapped around her. Most of what she said to her boy sounded like gibberish. But she got the kid going in the direction she wanted, back toward their home.

Yeah, I’m best off having nothing to do with any of that.

He gets back to his trailer about 11:30 a.m., and decides on a nap before his drive into Engelskill.

***
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Archie

On the Friday morning nearly a week after his arrival in the States, Archie wakes up with a sense of ease that he hasn’t felt in a long time.

I used to feel this way, when I was little.

He can’t remember when or how it faded, but trying to remember dredges up some of those times when his parents were arguing or — worse — freezing each other out.

***
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He thinks back to what his father told him before he came here from England. “You’ll be gone for just two months or so — while some family matters are sorted. Don’t worry. Back before Christmas.”

Archie hadn’t asked what ‘family matters’ his father was referring to.

“You’re twelve now,” his father had continued. “More than old enough to travel alone by air. And of course, your uncle Charles shall be there to meet your aeroplane.”

Archie made no fuss about being bundled off to visit his uncle Charles and aunt Emily in the U.S. Part of him still clung to the idea that he could prevent his parents’ divorce by doing everything they wanted of him.

But he sometimes dreamed of being in a lunging, bobbling dinghy, with his parents in the stern, as stiff and incapably formal together as always, though he knew how loving and fun they could be when . . . apart. They did not deign to steer the dinghy to shore; that would have required cooperation. Archie was in the prow, grasping the gunnel in horror because the dinghy was going to plunge over some impossibly high falls.

In mid–October he found himself waiting at Gatwick for his evening flight ‘across the pond’ to the JFK Airport in Queens, New York.

Boarding was delayed. His father, by his side, fretted over some function that he was going to be late for.

As the minutes before boarding ticked by, Archie could not think of anything to say, that would change anything. He felt totally weighed down.

Through the terminal’s glass walls he glimpsed the evening star low in the southwestern sky, and thought sadly of Tennyson’s Crossing The Bar. Here I am, putting out to sea in a way, and ‘The flood may bear me far’.

Will they really have me back by Christmas?

Will they ever want me back?

As soon as boarding was announced his father gave him over to the flight crew. “You’re in their hands now, lad,” he told Archie, and left.

Chucked out, Archie thought as he watched his father’s back recede rapidly down the long corridor.

On the plane Archie tried to guess which of the other passengers were going toward their home, rather than away from it.

He barely knew his uncle Charles and aunt Emily, but they were both there to meet his flight at JFK. He had no trouble recognizing them because of the photo that his dad sent to his mobile.

Uncle Charles looked older and more faded than in the photo. He still retained some of his British accent, even though he had married an American and taught at the Albany University in the U.S. for many years.

Aunt Emily didn’t seem to have aged at all, and she put herself out there, taking the lead with welcoming Archie. To Archie she seemed fully American in thought, word and deed. Something like British, but not really.

They got his bags and in the late night darkness they drove home with him in their large white pickup truck. North out of congested New York City, up a broad Interstate to Albany, and then an hour’s drive west on two–lane roads to a small rural hamlet.

By the time Archie found himself in their home he was comfortable with both of them, and was relieved to observe that they enjoyed spending time together.

Their home was casual but orderly, and they made him feel like a welcome addition to their lives.

His only competition for their attention was his aunt’s standoffish cat, which only bothered to cozy up to her when it wanted feeding.

One of his uncle’s first tasks was to decide whether Archie should attend school while he stayed with them.

He and Archie talked about the local school with the thirteen–year–old daughter of a neighbor. Archie was easily a year ahead of the girl in all of his subjects. “There’s no point in enrolling you in the school here,” he told Archie. Instead, they put together a bracing curriculum for self study.

Archie discovered that his aunt made smashing brownie muffins, and that both his aunt and his uncle were easy to talk to.

Gingerly, cautiously, he started to settle in with them.

***
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Uncle Charles seemed to know what it had been like. “Not your doing — it’s their marriage that’s gone pear shaped, not you.”

And now it’s my second Friday here, and I’m actually looking forward to today. And we’re going to go apple picking this weekend.

Uncle Charles doesn’t usually go to the University on Fridays, so after Archie’s lessons in the morning the three of them will go to the local Walmart to do some shopping. Ingredients for brownie muffins are on the list.
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Chapter 2
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Hannah

Hannah’s computer goes dead at 12:30 in the afternoon. In the same instant the lights go off, and the furnace stops humming.

She picks up her ‘phone but there is no signal for calls, texts or internet. 

There is no tv.

That’s weird, for everything to shut down at once.

She immediately feels the unease of Information Deprivation.

There are sounds in the distance that are either thunder or explosions. She has no way of knowing which.

She doesn’t have a radio in the house, so she goes out to her car to use its radio for news. But the car’s radio has nothing but static.

She finds the instruction manual for the house’s generator in a drawer. She remembers Matt telling her that the generator runs off the same propane tanks that fuel the furnace, the hot water heater and the clothes dryer. She finds the generator’s switch and flicks it. The generator kicks on, but it’s noisy. Tim’s not going to like the noise if the power’s still out when he gets back from school.

She goes back to her computer, but there is no internet, and her ‘phone still has no service. She uses her ‘phone as a paperweight, and turns her computer off.

Wondering how extensive the outage is, she walks to the road and sees that the power line strung along it looks normal. 

She decides to drive to the Sookes’ place, to ask whether their power is out too.

She hasn’t gotten to know the neighbors. Matt didn’t want us to be friendly, and I soon learned that the neighbors kept to themselves anyway.

Back in August when the Sookes kids had a blackberry stand, Hannah stopped and overpaid for a grubby container of puckered, soggy berries. She tried to strike up a conversation with the mom Sandra, when she came out to take the money. But Sandra was a woman of unfriendly face and few words. Ignoring the snub, Hannah asked what Sandra thought of the local school. The only thing she learned was that the Sookes kids were homeschooled, which was told to her with an irritated shrug.

Now Hannah drives down the long road toward the Sookes’ place. The land rises steeply on the left side of the road — all of the homes are strung along the right side, separated from each other by patches of woods. She passes the rundown place where there’s usually a rig in the driveway and guinea hens in the road. Then past the junky place with the big barking dogs.

At the Sookes place she pulls into the driveway. Their two dogs, in the fenced–in part of the front yard, immediately start barking.

The older boy comes out of the house and yells at the dogs to be quiet. Over the fence he tells her that their power’s out too. He seems reluctant to admit it. She thanks him, and says brightly, “Say hi to your mom for me, Davie.” She backs out of their driveway and returns home, unwilling to engage with the Sookes kids while their parents aren’t home.

I’ll read a book until the power goes back on. Hopefully it won’t be long.

***
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Dex

Distant booming sounds wake Dex up from his nap. That sure ain’t thunder.

The light doesn’t go on when he opens the fridge. He confirms that there’s a power outage by flipping a light switch.

He takes his flip phone out of a drawer. It lights up but the symbol for “No Signal” is on its tiny screen.

He goes out to his car, and turns the radio on. Nothin’ but static.

Power line’s intact, so the outage is wide. Maybe very wide.

Those explosions, and the fact that there’s no cell service, bother Dex. He puts off his trip to Engelskill. Best to stay put. ‘Sides, if it’s a big enough outage then Engelskill’ll be down too, which’ll mean no kung pao chicken for me.

He sits down at the kitchen table and checks his pulse. A little too fast. He gets out a kids’ coloring book and some crayons, selects a page and tears it out of the book. He starts coloring the picture in with smooth even strokes, building up color to give it 3–D effects.

When he checks his pulse again it’s gone way down.

He knows he doesn’t matter to anyone. But I matter to me.

Once when he was a kid, his aunt showed him a drawer full of children’s coloring–in books, with the pictures meticulously crayoned. “They’re Jack’s,” she told him, referring to her husband, his uncle. “Don’t you let him know I showed you. It’s okay though. See, it’s ‘cause of the war.”

European theater, 3rd Infantry. An army major, his uncle was the guy that compiled the casualty lists, and selected the replacements. To say that he sent men to their deaths was not a stretch. They called him the Grim Reaper, sometimes to his face.

Dex had watched his aunt turning the pages, studying the pictures as if she didn’t really understand what she was looking at. Some in the family said she had a sixth sense. He always rather doubted it.

Now decades later Dex colors–in too, sometimes, to bring his heart-rate down. But he always burns his pictures afterward. Too embarrassing, to have a drawer full of crayoned–in pictures when they find me after I kick the bucket.

He considers himself to be a much more of a modern man than his uncle.

***
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Lela

Lela is in her advanced math class, on the second floor of the high school when the lights and heat go off. Word is passed from room to room — classes are to Stay In Place until the outage is over.

Everyone hears explosions in the distance. There is conjecture about the possible reasons. Most decide that it must be some outdated utility substations that are exploding.

The sky has brightened since morning so there is plenty of afternoon light coming in the windows. As the building cools, students are allowed get their jackets and coats from their lockers.

Mrs. Rosen has them play the brainy Countdown game for a while. Then they are told they can study or talk quietly until the power goes back on. Everybody is bummed that there is no signal for their ‘phones.

***
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Archie

Archie is in the Walmart with his uncle and aunt when the power goes off. The huge store suddenly goes dark and quiet. The only light is from a few skylights and the glass entrance doors. Everyone tries to use their mobiles, but there is no signal.

His uncle is pushing a cart full of their shopping, but they can’t buy any of it because the cash registers aren’t working.

The staff goes through the store, telling everyone that it is closing. Archie and his uncle and aunt leave then, without their provisions, but they notice that a few people are taking things out of the store without paying.

They get home all right. Uncle Charles and Aunt Emily go to talk to neighbors. When they come back they tell Archie that no one seems to know what is happening, or how long the outage will last.
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Chapter 3
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Hannah

At 2:45 p.m. Hannah wakes up from a light snooze, in plenty of time for meeting Tim’s school bus at 3. She knows the time because in Tim’s room she’s found the toy with a battery–powered LED clock in it.

There’s still no phone, internet or radio. She’s missed her 1 o’clock Zoom meeting because of the outage. She can’t get any news, can’t call the school. 

When the bus brings Tim home to her, she hopes the driver or the para will be able to give her some news about the outage.

The noise of the generator makes her feel edgy. And if it bothers me, it’s sure to bother Tim.

She wonders if the generator is supposed to run all the time like this. That leads her to wonder, Is there enough propane in the tanks to keep the generator running?

One day last summer Matt showed her how to check the level in the paired propane tanks. She goes out to the side of the house and looks at the gauges on both tanks. They both read about 15 percent full. She is not sure whether that’s a problem or not. I’ll check about that online — oh, I can’t, because there’s no signal.

3:00 p.m. comes and goes. No sign of the school bus.

3:30. Still no bus. It’s definitely overdue now.

She trusts the school to take care of Tim, but knows he’ll be better off in his own home.

She decides to drive to the school. But what if the bus brings Tim home while I’m gone? I don’t know its route. I might bypass it on its way here.

She leaves a note on the door, just in case the bus comes while she’s gone. At the last minute she decides to leave the front door unlocked, so the para can let Tim inside if they come while she’s gone.

She drives down the long road, and at the Sookes’ place there’s an SUV in the driveway. One of the parents must be home.

She pulls into their driveway, to ask them for news, and to ask them to watch for the bus. The dogs bark like mad while she waits for one of the Sookes to come out to talk with her. But no one comes out, and after a while she backs out and continues to the T intersection that’s a ways beyond their place.

She turns north there; it’ll be four miles to Route 15_, the main road through that part of the county.

There’s no other traffic on the road.
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