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PART ONE

JACK

missing 5th proof.indd   1 10/7/14   09:17:53



ONE

Jack Searle rose just as the first  
pink shades of morning colored the sky 

over Laredo, Texas. He did not shower, but brushed his teeth 
and checked his stubble. He wore a goatee that was starting 
to grow a little shaggy and there were gray hairs in it that 
sometimes he dyed. Tonight he would shave things back into 
shape.

Breakfast was cornflakes and milk, buttered toast and 
orange juice. A few strips of bacon would have been welcome, 
or a couple links of sausage, but the doctor said beware of 
nitrites. The cholesterol was no good, either. Jack was fifty-
seven years old.

He took a moment to check in on the girls in their rooms. 
They were both asleep and would probably stay that way until 
ten. Even on days when he wasn’t working, Jack woke early and 
could not sleep in even if he wanted to. Maybe once when he 
was a teenager he might have slept an extra hour or two, but he 
could not remember anymore.

It was still cool outside when he closed and locked the front 
door. Jack took a moment to pull up a few sprouting dandeli-
ons on the lawn and tossed them onto the driveway. Like his 
goatee, the grass was looking unkempt. That was something to 
look into on the weekend.

 Jack went to his truck. It was a Ford F-250 that started out 

missing 5th proof.indd   3 10/7/14   09:17:53



4 l Sam Hawken

white but had picked up dirt and scrapes and dings over time 
so that it was shabbier than anything else. It dwarfed the little 
Galant that shared the driveway. Jack noticed that the Marine 
Corps sticker on the cab’s back window was starting to peel.

He was out early enough that the neighborhood had barely 
begun to stir. Jack put down the window and let the breeze play 
in the cab, the radio tuned in to something soulful and homey.

Twenty minutes later he saw the big orange sign of the 
Home Depot. The sun was rising to his back but the street-
lights were still on. Even so, he knew he would find men there; 
they got up earlier than he did and sometimes they would stay 
all day.

They were scattered all around the big parking lot of the 
Home Depot, some close to the roadside and others nearer to 
the doors. In groups or alone they waited, attentive to every 
vehicle that passed: whether it slowed down, whether it was 
the cops in unmarked cars. Jack could see the stir pass through 
them when he right-handed into the parking lot and there was 
the sudden sensation of everyone moving in at once, closing a 
gauntlet around the truck.

Jack had no particular men in mind for the day. He did not 
come to a stop because then he would be swamped; instead he 
slowly cruised along the assembled line of men watching for 
a face that held a certain something. Not hunger or despera-
tion, but assurance that a good day’s pay followed a good day 
of work.

It took a minute or two to find that face. He pulled up in 
front of two men together. One of them had a cup of coffee 
from Dunkin’ Donuts that he rolled between his hands as if he 
were trying to keep them warm. Jack put down the passenger-
side window. ‘¿Busca trabajo?’ he asked. He caught sight out 
of the corner of his eye other men closing in behind the truck. 
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Soon they would be packed in so closely he wouldn’t be able 
to move.

‘We can work,’ said the man with the coffee cup. He was 
razor thin, as they all were, his face lined so much that he could 
have been weathered or old. His dirty cap had the Texaco logo 
on it. ‘Both of us together?’

‘I just need one. We’re going to tear down a bathroom. I’ll 
pay eight dollars an hour and you get lunch from McDonald’s. 
¿Suena bien?’

‘That’s good,’ said the man.
‘Get in.’
Another man appeared at Jack’s window. ‘I can work,’ he said.
‘I’ve got what I need.’
‘I can work cheap,’ the man insisted.
‘No, gracias. I have what I need.’
The man reached out as if he wanted to put his hand on 

Jack’s arm, but he pulled back when he saw Jack’s face. Others 
pushed their way up behind him and the murmurs of I can 
work surged louder.

‘No more,’ Jack told the assembly. ‘I just needed one.’
The man with the coffee cup opened the back door of the 

king cab and climbed in. Jack put up the windows to cut off any 
more talk and revved the engine to tell the others to step back. 
They fell away all at once and Jack pulled out.

‘Thank you,’ the man with the coffee cup told Jack.
‘No need. You want work, I got work. Everybody’s happy.’
‘I am Eugenio,’ the man said.
‘Nice to meet you.’
He left the parking lot behind and merged with the thin 

morning traffic. There was a good song playing on the radio 
so he put it up a notch. If the man in the back seat minded, he 
didn’t say so.
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TWO

The neighborhood they drove to  
was made up of newly built houses 

stomped down on too-small lots that were etched with near-
identical walks and broad driveways to two-car garages. 
Despite the summer the lawns were all green and perfectly 
kept, unlike Jack’s. He was willing to bet that not a single one 
of these homeowners looked after their own grass.

He parked the truck by the curb in front of a sandy-bricked 
house with a big window in the front. A small sitting porch had 
a swing on it, but this was the kind of neighborhood that had 
no sidewalks. Porches were for watching people passing by on 
foot. There was none of that here.

A junk hauler was stationed in the driveway: a big, blue 
steel box about fifteen feet long. Right now it was empty.

Jack got out and told Eugenio to wait by the truck. He went 
up to the front door and rang the bell. A Latina woman in 
a short-sleeved blue shirt answered. The housekeeper. Jack 
introduced himself to her and she left the door open for him.

Jack went to the truck and opened the tool bin behind the 
cab. He passed a heavy toolbox to Eugenio and took a long 
metal pry bar for himself. He pointed Eugenio to a bunch of 
rolled plastic in the bed. When they had it all, they went back 
to the house.

The house had a big foyer with a chandelier and a curved 
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staircase leading to the second floor. The carpet underfoot was 
white and easily stained. The bathroom was up the stairs and 
down a hall all the way.

‘I want you to put plastic down behind me,’ Jack told 
Eugenio. ‘Understand?’

‘I understand.’
‘Okay, follow me.’
They went up the stairs, Eugenio spooling out the plastic 

behind them. At the top Jack took out his folding knife and 
cut the sheet to start a new one in the hall. They had a good 
thirty feet rolled into the master bedroom and then into the 
bathroom itself, where Jack cut the plastic again.

‘I put this back in the truck,’ Eugenio said.
‘Good idea. There’s a tarp. Bring that, but put that toolbox 

down over there.’
Jack surveyed the bathroom. Like the rest of the house it 

was too large, with a shower stall and a deep tub. Half of it still 
looked sparkling and new and the other half was torn down to 
the drywall. Tile was missing from the floor. A thin film of dust 
sprinkled the broad mirror above double sinks.

Mr Leek, the client, was a lawyer. Jack didn’t know why 
the man had ripped up the bathroom when it looked perfectly 
fine, but the lawyer had started a job he was not prepared to 
finish. Everything still worked—the toilets flushed and the 
faucets ran—but it looked as though a bomb had blasted the 
room. It would look worse before it would look better.

Leek wanted a new tub and a new shower stall and new 
sinks and a new toilet. Just about the only thing that would 
remain the same was that dusty mirror. Jack spent two days 
with the lawyer looking through catalogues, picking out the 
fixtures, the tile for the walls, the new lights. Leek had very 
specific ideas and Jack did not argue with them. His job was to 
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make it happen, not offer opinions.
‘What we do first?’ Eugenio asked when he returned. His 

light jacket was off, his cap in his back pocket and his eyes 
alert. Yes, he had been the right one to pick.

‘We’ll start by chipping all the rest of the tile off the walls,’ 
Jack said. ‘When we’re done with that, we’ll get the tub out.’

The canvas tarp went down and Jack passed out the tools. 
Jack started by the window, Eugenio near the sinks.

‘Don’t worry about the drywall. We’re gonna tear all that 
out and put in cement board,’ Jack told him. ‘Just toss every-
thing in the tub.’

They returned to what they were doing and except for the 
crack and clank of the work the men made no noise. Clean, 
white tile fractured and came away in chunks, exposing flat 
gray underneath. Jack threw the pieces into the tub, where they 
shattered again. Tearing down a bathroom was easy, mechani-
cal. Destroying things was always simpler. They’d be finished 
with this part by lunch.

The smell of dust rose to their nostrils. They breathed it in 
and went on.
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THREE

Removing the tile went more quickly 
than Jack expected and so they took 

an early lunch. Jack found the housekeeper in the kitchen 
scrubbing down counters and told her they’d be gone for a 
while. In the truck the two of them smelled like work.

Jack took Eugenio to McDonald’s and each man got a Big 
Mac meal with fries and a Coke. He parked in the corner of 
the lot under the eye of the sun, put the windows down and 
ate. It was good to beat the rush and Jack watched cars stack up 
in the drive-through. If the rest of the day went so smoothly, 
he might cut out a little bit early, though he’d pay Eugenio for 
eight hours of work. This was a long job and it didn’t make any 
sense to kill himself on the first day.

He saw Eugenio looking out the window at a lonesome tree 
planted in a narrow strip of grass at the edge of the parking lot. 
The tree looked pathetic, hemmed in, and wilted from the heat. 
Somehow it survived. ‘Eugenio,’ Jack said, ‘where you from?’

‘Me?’
‘Yeah. If you don’t mind my asking.’
‘Anáhuac,’ Eugenio said.
Jack nodded. ‘I know it. West of Nuevo Laredo, right?’
‘Sí.’
‘That’s not far. You ever get back there?’
‘Not too much, señor.’
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‘No need to call me “señor.” Just Jack will do.’
‘Okay.’
Jack thought about inquiring further, but he could feel the 

tension coming off Eugenio now. He sat stiffly in the back seat. 
Jack put his empty Big Mac box in the bag and balled every-
thing up. The trash went into a little plastic bag dangling from 
a hook on the driver’s-side door. He worked his truck hard, but 
he kept it clean inside. ‘I’m not asking for any reason,’ he told 
the man. ‘We’re just talkin’.’

‘Está bien,’ Eugenio said.
Jack checked his watch. Time.

They worked the rest of the day and then he drove Eugenio back 
to the Home Depot. All the men from the morning were gone, 
replaced with customers’ cars. A man rolled a steel cart with 
about a hundred pounds of lumber on it out to his truck.

Jack parked by the entrance. He dug into his pocket and 
came up with a roll of bills. ‘All right,’ he said. ‘That’s eight 
hours at eight bucks an hour. I’m going to bump you up to 
seventy bucks because you did good work. Here you go.’

‘Thank you,’ said Eugenio.
‘If you’re back here tomorrow, we’ll do some more work, 

okay?’
‘Tomorrow,’ Eugenio said.
He climbed out of the cab and Jack left him behind. When 

he glanced up into the mirror, he saw Eugenio was already 
headed away.
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FOUR

The little Galant was missing from 
the driveway when Jack reached home. 

He parked to leave plenty of space for the car and clambered 
out of the truck. Down the street a bunch of kids were playing 
basketball around a portable hoop set up on the curb. The 
noise of their shouting carried to him.

He wasn’t sore now, but he might be tomorrow. Jack could 
feel the stiffness threatening in his back and arms from all that 
chipping and bending and lifting. Once he would have been 
able to do days like that end to end for a week without feeling 
a thing.

His keys went in a glass bowl by the front door when he 
came in. The television was on in the family room, playing 
some game show. Jack stopped in and saw Lidia stretched out 
on the couch with her phone in her ear, half-watching while 
she talked to someone on the other end. She was thirteen years 
old and talking on the phone and texting were all she wanted 
to do with her free time.

‘Hey,’ Jack said to her.
‘Hi, Jack.’ Lidia put her hand over the phone. ‘You’re home 

early.’
‘No, I’m right on time. Where’s your sister?’
‘At Ginny’s. She said she’d be back in time for dinner.’
‘All right. I’m gonna take a shower.’
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