Chapter Two: The Missed Check-In
The next day began the same way the previous one had ended, with nothing.
No message. No call. No report.
The radio sat on the kitchen counter where it always sat, its plastic casing scratched and dulled from years of use. It had been turned on before sunrise. His mother had done that without saying anything, the same way she started the stove or opened the window to let the morning air move through the room.
Rodrigo noticed it immediately. The volume was higher than usual.
Static filled the spaces between voices, a steady low noise that made every word sound farther away than it was. Boats checked in one by one. Names were spoken. Positions given. Catches reported. Some voices were clear. Others came through broken and uneven, swallowed at the edges by interference.
Rodrigo stood in the doorway for a moment before stepping inside. His father’s boat had not checked in. He did not need to ask. He had already been counting.
The first scheduled call would have come at dawn, when the crews reported their position and conditions. That call had passed. The second would come mid-morning. There was still time for that one.
His mother stood at the counter, her hands moving through the same routine as always. Coffee poured into cups. A plate set out. Bread cut cleanly down the center. She did not look at the radio. She did not look at him.
“Eat,” she said.
Rodrigo sat, but kept his attention on the sound.
The air coming through the open window carried more weight than it had the day before. It moved less. The light did not sharpen as the morning settled.
A voice came through clearly.
“Santa Lucia, position confirmed. Conditions worsening. Returning early.”
Another followed.
“María Elena, nets down. Heading back. Sea building fast.”
Rodrigo listened to the pattern.
Names. Positions. Decisions.
Return early. Return early. Return early.
His father’s boat was not among them.
His sister Ana entered the room, still tying her hair, her movements quick and careless. “Is Papá back yet?”
“No,” his mother said.
Ana glanced at the radio, then at Rodrigo. “They went out yesterday, right?”
Rodrigo nodded.
“They’ll be back today,” she said, more to herself than to anyone else. She reached for a piece of bread and left the room again.
Rodrigo did not respond. He had already moved past that assumption.
By mid-morning, the second check-in window had passed.
The tone of the radio changed.
The voices were no longer reporting routine movement. They were asking for confirmation.
“San Pedro, do you copy?”
Pause.
“San Pedro, respond.”
Static.
Another voice, sharper now:
“Any vessel in sector three, confirm contact with San Pedro.”
Rodrigo recognized the name. San Pedro was his father’s boat.
He leaned forward slightly, his elbows on the table, his hands still.
No response came.
The call was repeated.
Again, nothing.
His mother turned down the flame under the pan, though nothing was cooking on it. She stood there for a moment, then wiped her hands on a cloth that was already dry.
“How long?” Rodrigo asked.
She did not answer right away.
“They may be working the nets,” she said finally. “The radio may be off.”
Rodrigo shook his head once. “They would still check in.”
She did not argue with him.
By early afternoon, the pattern shifted again.
The voices on the radio were fewer now, but more focused. Coordinates were repeated carefully. Distances given in relation to fixed points. A different voice had taken control of the communication, speaking more slowly, more deliberately.
This was no longer routine traffic.
This was coordination.
From the street below, the usual sounds came in unevenly. A loose metal shutter struck once, then again, then stopped. The wind had begun to move through the city.
Rodrigo stood and moved closer to the radio.
“…last known position, two miles east of the channel marker…”
“…signal was weak, may not be accurate…”
“…any vessel in range, maintain visual and report…”
Each sentence narrowed the space.
His mother sat down at the table without realizing she had done so. Her hands rested flat against the wood, fingers spread slightly, as if she needed the contact to steady herself.
“Sit,” she said.
He did not move.
“They are looking for them,” he said.
“Yes.”
“They did not check in.”
“No.”
“They lost contact before the second report.”
She closed her eyes briefly, then opened them again. “Rodrigo.”
“The signal was already weak before it stopped,” he continued. “That means the radio was failing or the weather had already turned.”
She stood quickly, the chair scraping behind her. “Enough.”
He stopped speaking. Not because he had nothing more to say, but because she did not need to hear the rest spoken out loud.
The sequence was already clear.
The officials did not come that day.
If the situation had been simple, if the boat had been delayed or had taken shelter somewhere along the coast, there would have been word. A call relayed through another vessel. A message sent ahead.
Silence meant uncertainty.
Uncertainty meant the system did not yet have an answer.
Rodrigo listened to the radio until the voices grew less frequent and the light outside shifted toward evening.
One final transmission came through before the signal faded again.
“…search will continue at first light…”
That was the first time the word search had been used.
Rodrigo stood very still when he heard it.
Search meant they were no longer trying to contact the boat. It meant they were trying to find it.
That night, no one spoke about what would happen next.
His sisters sensed the change without understanding it. They moved more quietly. They stayed closer to their mother. The youngest asked once if their father would bring back fish the next day. No one answered her directly.
Rodrigo lay awake long after the others had gone to bed.
The room was dark, but his mind was clear.
He went through the sequence again, step by step.
The forecast had changed.
The captain had known.
They had gone out anyway.
The storm had arrived faster than expected.
The signal had weakened.
Contact had been lost before the second check-in.
No other vessel had reported seeing them.
The search would begin at first light.
There were no missing pieces. No mystery. Only the time between each step, and how much of it had been lost.
Morning came without news.
The radio was already on when Rodrigo entered the kitchen.
This time, the voices were different.
More formal. More controlled.
Coordinates were read slowly and repeated twice. Instructions were given in clear, measured sentences. A name was mentioned that Rodrigo had not heard before in that context.
The Guardia.
The coast guard had been called in.
That was the final escalation.
Rodrigo stood beside the table and listened.
“…air support en route…”
“…search grid established…”
“…debris sighted…”
The last phrase came through cleanly.
Debris sighted.
Something struck metal outside, sharp and sudden, then dragged briefly before going still.
His mother’s hand moved to the edge of the table again, gripping it the same way she had the day before.
Rodrigo did not look at her.
He stood very still.
The sequence was complete.
The radio continued.
“…location confirmed…”
“…recovery teams en route…”
No mention of survivors.
Rodrigo listened for that word specifically.
It did not come.
By the time the officials arrived later that morning, Rodrigo already knew what they would say, and how they would say it. Carefully. Without certainty. Without finality.
Because the system required time to confirm what was already clear.
He stood near the doorway as they entered.
Two men. Clean clothes. Controlled expressions.
“We have located wreckage consistent with the vessel,” one of them said. “We are continuing the search.”
Rodrigo watched their faces.
They already knew.
The system simply had not completed the process of saying it yet.
He did not ask a question. There was nothing left to ask.
He turned toward the window. Outside, the morning was ordinary. The street sounds came through the same as always. Somewhere down the block, a shutter was being raised. A motorbike passed.
He stood there until the sounds stopped meaning anything.
The decision had been made the day before the boat left the dock.
Everything that followed had been the result of that decision moving forward through a series of conditions no one could stop once they had begun.
Rodrigo understood it fully now, not as an idea, but as something already set in motion.

