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Elliott – One Month Later

It had been thirty-one days since Tom walked away from me at the edge of the lane, the morning fog still clinging to the hedgerows as though the countryside itself wished to keep him there.

I had counted them without meaning to.

At first I told myself I would not. That I would not measure absence in numbers like a schoolboy marking chalk against a doorframe. But time, when it stretches without word or sign, becomes something one cannot help but count.

The first week I expected a letter.

Tom had never been careless. He was not sentimental in the obvious ways, but he was methodical, precise. If he promised to write, he would. I knew that about him as surely as I knew the weight of his hand at the small of my back when he slept.

The second week I told myself London was unreliable. Post lost. Sorting houses damaged. Delays were common enough that no one thought much of them anymore.

By the third week I had begun walking to the post office twice daily.

The woman behind the counter did not comment. She had grown accustomed to the way men waited now — for sons, for husbands, for brothers. I was simply another figure in line, hat in hand, asking if anything had come.

Nothing had.

And still I waited.

It was not only the silence that unsettled me. It was the quality of it. There is a difference between quiet chosen and quiet imposed. The cottage, which had once felt like refuge, began to feel like suspension — as though I had stepped outside the current of the world while the war continued without me.

News traveled unevenly in the village. Rumor carried faster than fact. One afternoon, while I stood in the grocer’s queue, two men ahead of me spoke in low tones about London.

“Brigade near Shoreditch caught it bad,” one said. “Direct hit. Whole section.”

I did not move. I did not breathe.

“What brigade?” the other asked.

The man shrugged. “Civil defense. Rescue crews. Hard to say. They don’t print the details.”

Rescue crews.

Tom had gone back for that very reason. He had said he could not remain idle while others were buried beneath brick and beam. He had said it without apology.

I purchased my bread and walked back to the cottage without tasting the air.

That night I did not sleep.

I lay on the narrow bed where he had once lain beside me, staring at the dark line of the ceiling beam. I tried to reason with myself. London was large. Brigades were many. The war did not center itself around one man.

But neither did my life.

By morning I knew waiting had become something else entirely.

Cowardice.

He had left to spare me risk. He had believed distance would protect me. But protection without presence is only absence dressed politely.

If he were injured, he would not write. If he believed I had chosen safety over him, he would remain silent out of stubborn mercy.

And if he were dead—

I did not allow that thought to complete itself.

I packed only what I could carry. A small case. The remainder of the notes he had left behind. The watch he had once repaired for me and returned with a faint smile as though it had been nothing.

The village seemed to recede as I walked toward the station.

No one asked my destination.

Men were always coming and going now. Leaving was as ordinary as breathing.

The train south was crowded beyond reason. Women with children. Old men with satchels. A soldier asleep against the window, cap pulled low over his brow. The carriage smelled faintly of coal and damp wool.

I stood the entire way.

Fields rolled past in muted greens and browns, deceptively peaceful beneath the wide English sky. One would not know, from the countryside alone, that cities had been hollowed and rebuilt and hollowed again.

As London approached, the air changed first.

Smoke carries memory.

Even before the skyline appeared, I felt it in the back of my throat — the faint metallic tang that never quite dissipated. Then the chimneys rose into view. Broken spires. Gaps where buildings had been. Scaffolding like skeletal fingers reaching toward nothing.

The platform at Liverpool Street thrummed with movement. Uniforms. Civilians. Crates. Voices layered one atop the other until no single sound could be separated.

I stepped down into it as though entering water.

London did not pause for my return. It did not announce tragedy or relief. It simply continued.

I did not go first to our old, bombed building. I could not bear to see that wound again until I knew whether he had survived the newest ones.

I went instead to the district headquarters where his brigade had been stationed.

The clerk at the desk was young. Too young to look so tired. I gave Tom’s name plainly, without embellishment.

He scanned a ledger.

No record of transfer.

No record of casualty.

No record at all.

“He may have been reassigned,” the clerk offered.

“Or injured?” I asked.

The clerk’s eyes flickered upward.

“If he were admitted to hospital, there would be a notation.”

There was none.

I left before the silence could harden further.

The first hospital had no record. Nor the second. Nor the third.

By late afternoon my shoes were coated in soot and my collar damp with sweat despite the chill in the air. Each ward smelled the same — antiseptic, iron, exhaustion. I gave his name again and again, as though repetition might conjure him.

No one had seen him.

As dusk gathered, I returned to the brigade district and waited outside the yard gates.

Men came and went in pairs and small groups. Some limped. Some carried bandaged hands. One man with a sling stopped when he saw me standing there too long.

“You looking for someone?” he asked.

“Yes,” I replied, and gave the name.

Recognition shifted across his face — not alarm, but something quieter.

“He was hit,” the man said. “Collapsed stairwell. Took a beam to the shoulder and ribs. Thought we’d lost him.”

The world narrowed to the space between us.

“And now?” I asked.

“He’s not here.”

My pulse thudded once, violently.

“Not here?” I repeated.

“He was taken in. Couldn’t keep him in hospital — beds full. One of the lads knew a fellow nearby. Said he’d a spare room. Quiet place. He’s been there these past weeks, mending.”

Taken in.

By whom?

“Where?” I asked.

The man gave an address in Bethnal Green.

I thanked him and walked quickly, the city shifting around me in unfamiliar patterns. The closer I came to the address, the narrower the streets grew. Terraced houses leaning inward as though sharing secrets.

The door I stopped before was unremarkable. Clean step. Window curtained. A faint light within.

I stood there longer than I should have.

Thirty-one days.

I raised my hand and knocked.

Footsteps approached. Measured. Calm.

The door opened.

A man stood before me — perhaps my age, perhaps slightly older. Dark hair. Eyes that assessed without hostility.

“Yes?” he asked.

I swallowed.

“I am looking for Thomas Harrow,” I said. “I was told he might be staying here.”

Something in the man’s expression shifted — not alarm, not anger.

Recognition.

“You’d best come inside,” he said quietly.

And as I stepped across the threshold, I understood — before I saw him — that the war had not taken Tom.

But it had not left him untouched.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

ONE

[image: ]


The house was warmer than I expected.

Not in temperature alone — though there was a fire laid carefully in the small grate — but in the order of it. The hallway was narrow yet scrubbed clean, the wallpaper faded but mended where it had torn. Nothing extravagant. Nothing careless. A place held together deliberately.

“Mind the step,” the man said as he closed the door behind me. His voice carried that soft East End cadence — rounded vowels, restrained rather than brash. “We lost the carpet when the glass went in March.”

“You live alone?” I asked, though I had not meant to.

He smiled faintly, as though he recognized the question beneath the question. “For the moment.”

He led me toward the back of the house, where the light grew stronger. My pulse began to pound in my ears again, though I kept my stride measured.

“You’re...?” he prompted gently.

“Elliott,” I said.

“Arthur,” he replied. “You’re the one from the countryside.”

The words landed like a stone dropped quietly into water.

I did not react outwardly.

“From Sussex,” he continued, conversationally. “Thomas mentioned you. Cousin, wasn’t it?”

Cousin.

The word sat between us.

“Yes,” I said evenly. “Cousin.”

Arthur nodded once, accepting it without scrutiny. If he detected any fracture in the story, he did not show it.

“He was worried you’d try to come back,” Arthur added, almost lightly. “Told me you’d do something reckless if you heard he’d taken a knock.”

My
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