Chapter Three: The Recovery
The officials returned the next morning at nearly the same time as the day before, just after the city had settled into its routine. Outside, the sounds were familiar, vendors calling out prices, buses shifting gears too loudly, doors opening and closing along the street.
Inside, the room felt different. The air held still longer. Sound seemed to travel more slowly, as if even the walls were waiting.
Rodrigo stood near the doorway again. He had chosen that position without thinking. From there, he could see everything, the table, the radio, his mother’s hands, his sisters’ faces, and the men as they entered, before they spoke.
There were three of them this time. Two in the same pressed shirts as before, clean, measured, office men. The third wore a darker uniform, heavier fabric, rigid lines, a patch on his shoulder marking him as Guardia.
Rodrigo noticed that first. Not the faces. The change.
The man in the uniform stepped forward slightly, but it was one of the others who spoke.
“We have additional information.”
The tone was the same as before, controlled, careful, built to move forward without breaking.
Rodrigo’s mother stood beside the table, her hand resting on the back of a chair. She did not sit.
“Please,” she said.
Her voice was steady. Too steady.
The man nodded. “The search area was expanded at first light. Air and surface units were deployed based on the last known position.”
Rodrigo followed the words automatically.
Search area expanded. Air and surface units. Last known position.
Each phrase added detail. Each one moved the process forward.
“Debris was located approximately three miles east of the channel marker. It has been identified as consistent with the vessel.”
Consistent.
The word landed.
Not uncertain. Not hopeful. Procedural.
The uniformed officer spoke next. “We recovered sections of the hull. Netting. A fuel container. Some personal items.”
Rodrigo focused on that.
Hull sections meant the boat had broken apart. Netting meant they had been working. A loose fuel container meant the deck had failed. Personal items meant the inside had not held.
The sequence began to form.
Water rising. Wood splitting. Men moving too fast, then not fast enough.
He stopped himself there.
His mother lowered herself into the chair slowly, as if sitting required more control than standing.
“Were there…?” she began, then tried again. “Did anyone…?”
She couldn’t finish.
“No survivors have been located,” the man said.
The sentence stayed in the room.
Not there are no survivors.
No survivors have been located.
The system had not completed its final step.
It was still moving toward it.
“The current conditions make extended survival unlikely,” the uniformed officer added.
That was as close as anyone would come.
Rodrigo watched his mother’s face. For a moment, nothing changed. Then something small did. Not a tear. A tightening. Something holding in place that wanted to give way.
“When did it happen?” she asked.
“Based on weather data and the last recorded signal, we believe the vessel encountered severe conditions shortly after the first scheduled check-in.”
They had not made the first call. The storm had reached them before dawn.
“How long were they in it?”
“We cannot determine that with certainty.”
Time had broken apart along with everything else.
The men continued. Search patterns. Additional sweeps. Documentation. Recovery. Each sentence built the same way, action, process, continuation. No ending.
Rodrigo listened, not for information, but for a mistake. A contradiction. Anything that would allow this to shift.
There was none.
When the men finished, they paused.
Nothing left that fit within what they could say.
“Thank you,” his mother said.
The words sounded practiced, as if she had said them before, as if she would say them again.
The men stepped back. The uniformed officer inclined his head slightly, then turned.
Rodrigo moved aside. They passed him without looking.
The door closed.
For a moment, no one moved.
Then the city returned.
A car horn. Voices. A door somewhere down the street.
Everything continued.
Rodrigo looked at the radio. Still on. Still transmitting. Still doing exactly what it had been designed to do.
His youngest sister began to cry. The kind that arrives all at once.
One sister moved to her, then another. Their voices overlapping, not words, just sound.
His mother did not move at first. Then slowly she stood, walked to them, placed a hand on the youngest one’s shoulder, and pulled the others closer.
No words. Just contact.
Rodrigo watched.
Not analyzing. Waiting.
For something.
A break. A collapse. A change.
It came slowly.
Her shoulders dropped first. Then her head. Just enough.
Enough to understand.
Rodrigo felt something then.
Not clearly. Not in a way he could name.
A pressure. A tightening in his chest.
Something had shifted permanently and would not return.
He did not move toward them. Not because he didn’t want to.
Because he didn’t know how.
After a moment, he turned back to the radio, reached out, paused, then switched it off.
The room changed immediately.
Not silent. Just clearer.
The noise was gone. What remained stayed.
He stepped back toward the doorway and looked out into the street. People were moving. Shops were open. Deliveries were being made.
Nothing had stopped.
He stood there longer than he realized, waiting for something to reflect what had happened inside the room.
Nothing did.
That was when the thinking returned.
Gradually.
The sequence formed again.
Forecasts delayed. Decisions made under pressure. Storm movement faster than expected. Signal lost. Search delayed.
Not a single failure.
A chain.
He did not take comfort in it.
He took understanding.
Behind him, his family remained together, holding on to something he could not yet reach.
Rodrigo Salazar Vega stood in the doorway between the room and the world outside.
He did not step forward.
He did not step back.
He stayed there.
And began to learn.

