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        Powered by an extraordinary conceit, one man's ability to draw things into reality, Kris Faatz's Line Magic is more than just fantastic feats of artistry. Drawing her own rich portrait of community, one that transcends the realities of race and class and ability in post-WWII America, Faatz's storycraft and prose wield intoxicating line magic all their own--I couldn't put it down.
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        Keep your hanky or box of tissues ready for this moving and heartfelt novel that will have you crying in sadness, in anger, in frustration, and, ultimately, in happiness. Faatz will cast a spell over you, weaving words and history, regaling you through Nicky True, Line Magic’s narrator and protagonist, of a moment in time where magic opened the minds and hearts of the people of Philadelphia. Follow the flow of Line Magic and open your own heart to the possibilities.
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        Line Magic is a novel of luminous depth and beauty, where art is both a sanctuary and a reckoning. Kris Faatz writes with exquisite tenderness, her prose composed of longing, loss, and the fragile brilliance of human connection. It’s a story that lives inside you, line by line, breath by breath. Her characters are rendered with such precision and care that they become, carrying their histories, their regrets, and their flickering hopes with the full weight of real, complicated lives.

        At its center is Nicky True, an artist whose gift is as haunting as it is extraordinary—born from sorrow, sharpened by love, and shaped by the relentless question of what art can mend. Faatz’s storytelling resists easy resolutions, honoring the weight of history and the raw edges of hope.

      
        This is a book that lingers, suffused with wonder and the shifting light of memory. Faatz writes with the soul of a poet and the precision of a master craftsman, her writing shimmers with light and shadow. Line Magic is both an elegy and an awakening—a meditation on creation, consequence, and the spaces between what we make, what we remember, and what we dare to believe endures.

        APRIL BRADLEY, EDITOR AND PUBLISHER, RUBY

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Simply remarkable. There’s not much more a reader can hope for than a uniquely original story, and Kris Faatz has done it again with Line Magic. This beautiful story is a fictional memoir of sorts by Nicky True—a man who can make magic with his drawings. Join Nicky as he reflects on a life of love, loss, and ultimately—and beautifully—finding purpose. Line Magic is a place where history meets fantasy, dreams become reality, and if you’re open to it… you might just find a little magic for yourself, too. Brilliant.
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        What if you could change the world by simply drawing it the way you wished it to be? In Line Magic, Nicky True shares his gift of perfecting the imperfect with the mere sketch of a pencil and, in turn, learns the value of loving people exactly as they are. This story beautifully illustrates the complicated intersection of fate and magic and why even the oldest among us still hold wishes tight against their hearts. It poignantly challenges our ideas of beauty, privilege, and friendship in ways that can never be erased.

        ELLEN WEEREN, AUTHOR AND OWNER OF A REASON TO WRITE

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Kris Faatz captured me with her very first sentence, and I was one hundred percent invested in hearing what Nicky True had to say. Immediately, I was pulled into a well-crafted story with a strong sense of place and people I cared deeply for. The way Faatz intertwines historical details from 1945, the struggles and victories of her down-to-earth characters, and a touch of magical realism make Line Magic a true work of art. I couldn’t turn the pages fast enough. 
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      Picture this:

      You’re a kid, so little that the world is enormous. Your mom’s and dad’s faces float way up above you like balloons. Tabletops are too high to see, so you stretch up your fingertips to reach for their mysteries.

      Everything is touch and color, color and touch. You crawl on a rug, as broad as an ocean, and feel every nub and tuft against your chubby palms. You pull yourself up on your still-wobbly feet and run your fingers along a wall. So slick and smooth! The rug is green, the wall is white: somebody tells you this, or you breathe it in, and the words fill your whole body because now you know white and green, and you will keep them forever.

      I remember this, you see. For me it was almost a hundred years ago, but I still remember.

      One day, you learn that your dinner plate is a circle and your napkin is a square. Next thing you know, there are squares and circles everywhere you look. The joy of them bubbles up in you until you laugh out loud. When you’re hungry, and your mom pours you a cup of milk, and you pick it up in both hands and take a big swallow, and it slides down into you and feels so good in your stomach: shapes and colors make you feel the same.

      Soon you know not just circles and squares, but triangles and ovals and diamonds. You know color-words you can chew on: Scarlet. Peach. Daffodil. And then, one day, somebody puts a pencil in your hand. Somebody’s big strong fingers wrap around yours and guide the pencil point across a piece of paper. One line. Another. Two more. You look down at your very own square that you drew.

      Your own square. Can you picture it? Can you feel what it means?

      My father put that pencil in my hand and showed me how to use it, the same way he taught me all the words for the things I saw. You’ll hear more about him. Not just yet.

      You draw another square, this time by yourself. The pencil wiggles and you can’t make the lines straight, but you try again, and you keep trying. All this time you are getting bigger, getting older. One day you draw a perfect square, a perfect triangle. Then you draw trapezoids and hexagons. You look outside a window – you can draw that too, now – and trace the individual shapes of leaves on a branch. When you hold the drawing up, it’s a mirror of what you see outside.

      Maybe you’re thinking, Are we still talking about a kid here? He must be pretty talented. You’re right. I was six then, what they call “precocious.” But you haven’t heard the best part yet.

      One day you see something that doesn’t look right. For now, let’s say it’s something simple, like an apple. (It wasn’t, but I’m an old man. I’ll tell my stories how I want.) It’s a funny-shaped apple, lopsided maybe, as if half of it got dipped in shrink juice. You look at it and think, That doesn’t look good at all. I could draw it better.

      As you think this, you feel something shift inside you. Remember, you’re still a child: you don’t have the words for exactly what you feel. Later, as an adult, you might think something like, a car getting into gear.

      You sit down with a piece of paper and your pencil and the apple on the table in front of you. You start to draw, except now you’re drawing the apple the way it should look. Round and smooth with a perfect stem that goes straight down the middle. Your eyes move back and forth from the apple to the paper.

      By the time you finish, there are two perfect apples. One on your paper, and one on the table.
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        * * *

      

      Now you’re probably thinking, This old guy is senile or crazy or both. Right? I’d think that too, if I were you. But keep listening.

      The real apple, the one you changed by drawing it, doesn’t stay perfect for long. Maybe an hour or so later, it slumps back into its lopsided shape. That disappoints you. (More than I can say, because it wasn’t just an apple I drew that day. But that’s for another time.) Still, you did make it perfect. Now you know you can do something extraordinary when you pick up your pencil.

      You can make magic.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Why am I telling this? Mostly because of my daughter. Georgia – she goes by Jo – is nearly seventy now, and as determined and sure of herself as she was at age three, when she told me I was going to teach her how to draw. She doesn’t need my help to do that anymore, or anybody’s help, but these days she says, “Dad, you’re not going to live forever.”

      At my age, do you think I need the reminder? But she has a point. She says I need to tell this story while I can, because I’m the only one left who remembers it all. “People should know what you did, Dad,” she says. “You don’t get to take it with you.” She wasn’t born yet when it happened, not the time she wants me to tell about. When she brings it up, her eyes give away how much she wishes she’d been here to share those days with her mother and me. Her hair is mostly silver, and maybe someday will turn as white as mine, but when I look at her, I still see the little flower who climbed into my lap and put a pencil in my hand. “Now, Daddy. Please.”

      Yesterday, she brought over the new laptop computer I’m using right now. (She called it an early birthday present. Early is right: it’s June, and my birthday is in November.) “Now,” she told me, “let’s make sure it works. Just open up a new document and type a little.” You can bet she wasn’t only checking that she’d gotten her money’s worth on a fancy machine thin enough to use for a placemat. And you can guess how much choice I had about what to do next.

      Now it’s early morning, barely light out. I always like to know that I’m around for another sunrise. My house is quiet, except for the creaks and taps in the old walls and floorboards, but I can hear the city waking up outside. Pretty soon, it’ll be another muggy Philadelphia summer day, like so many I remember.

      I’m sitting at the kitchen table where I used to draw, and where I taught Jo all those years ago. She isn’t here now to watch me tap away on this keyboard, but if I know her, she’ll ask me about it first thing when she visits this afternoon. “Did you try it out? How do you like it?” She doesn’t need to worry too much. She got me started on this, and I’ve always been stubborn when I start a thing.

      Now I’ll take us back seventy-some years. If you’re as old as I am, or anywhere near it, you might know how it feels to step into the person you used to be before time caught up with you. We old people say It could have been yesterday. In your mind, you go back in time, and then you look down at your age-spotted hands, or feel how your bones drag against your muscles, and for one heartbeat you know you could shed this tired body like a coat. Your real self is no age at all.

      By the way, my name is Nicky True, so you know what you’re about to hear is a true story. At my age, you can get away with jokes like that.
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      In early March of 1945, I got a telegram from my brother Charley. It arrived at my apartment in Los Angeles, a slip of paper light enough to blow away on a breath. It was going to unravel my life.

      It was a Tuesday night. At the movie studio where I worked, we had finally wrapped our shoot for the day. Paragon Films wasn’t one of the Big Eight studios, as they called themselves, but it was no coincidence that our little operation had a name almost identical to one of the great powerhouses that would keep making movies well into the next century. Our exec, Jonah Eberly, was convinced we could hit the big leagues if we poured in enough sweat. Every shoot we did left the actors and crew as wrung out as old handkerchiefs.

      This particular Tuesday, we finished our work close to midnight. The clickety-whirring cameras fell silent and Sara Fontaine, our new leading lady, brushed her co-star aside to come and find me in the wings. “I’d like to ride home with you, Nick.”

      Her co-star was another square-jawed Clark Gable would-be; one of the many, in those days, who got their feet in any Hollywood doors they could find and kept them there good and hard. A few weeks ago, Sara had decided to ignore his handsome mug in favor of mine, which was nothing special. Her choice mystified us all.

      I was never in front of the camera, not for an instant, but those fourteen-hour days still left me whipped by the time I packed up my sketchbook and pencils. “I might not be much company,” I apologized. The pinprick headache I got every day prodded me between the eyes, so I took off my glasses to pinch the bridge of my nose. “I figured I’d grab a peanut butter sandwich and go to bed.”

      Sara stood in front of my chair, slim and vivid in the white nurse’s outfit she’d worn for the sequence. Her cap gleamed against her dark hair.  “Please let me come over, just for a while.” Her eyes were the exact color of new leaves in spring. “I never get to see you.”

      We saw each other every day on set, of course, but that didn’t count because she was the Next Big Thing, while my sketchbook and I were strictly behind the scenes. Sara wanted more. She had set about claiming me with the same straightforward focus she brought to owning the roles she played.

      We got on the tram together. It was a shuddery ride along the fringe of Hollywood back to my place. The warm early-spring darkness smelled and tasted of summer. I had loved California’s citrus sweetness since the moment I’d landed there three years earlier, fresh off the train from Pennsylvania.

      I still lived in the same apartment I’d found back then. The Edwardian-style brick building and the nondescript side street it stood on could have come straight out of Anywhere, USA. Paragon paid me more than decently for what I did for them – I’ll tell you more about that later – and by 1945, I could have afforded something better. A place in Tinseltown proper, for instance, in one of those candy-colored buildings with walls of windows and a courtyard spiked with palm trees. I lived alone, though, and didn’t much care what the surroundings looked like.

      At my building, Sara and I stopped in the lobby for my mail, which I stuffed in the breast pocket of my seersucker jacket. The elevator took us up to the top floor. Sara kicked off her high heels by my door and hung her long coat on the tall iron rack. The apartment was a single room, small but bright, with a high counter that divided the narrow galley kitchen from the rest of the living space. Prints of art by some of my favorite painters hung on the walls: Peter Paul Rubens, Thomas Hart Benton, Georgia O’Keeffe.

      Those prints were my only nod to what I’d once hoped to be. Sara didn’t know that. In fact, no one from the studio knew they were a piece of myself that I hadn’t quite managed to leave behind, the way I’d tried to leave behind everything else from my life back in the east.

      Sara went to the icebox for a rummage. The lid clanked when she pulled it back. “Nick, you must be the only person in L.A. who doesn’t stock booze.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “I’m teasing.” She found a bottle of ginger ale and came back to stand close to me. Drops of water gleamed on the glass and on her fingertips. “Sobriety is part of your charm.”

      Back in December, when Jonah had brought her on, he’d said she was going to Put Paragon on the Map. It wasn’t the first time we’d heard such a thing, and she wasn’t a Hedy LaMarr or a Greta Garbo, but her eyes surely had a way of catching you. Their color, and the slant of her lashes, made you want to glance at them again… and that was when you noticed the way her hair curled against the line of her neck, and the way her lips hinted at a smile, and you were caught in her spell, as quick as that. She barely needed my behind-the-scenes sketchbook.

      I said, “Charm, is it? I’m glad to hear I’ve got some.”

      “You know you do.” She took a sip of ginger ale and tilted her head back to look full into my face. “A gentleman, in the movie business no less, who’d rather listen than talk. That’s what I first noticed about you.” Her free hand reached up to take hold of my lapel. “I said to myself, he’s quiet, but still waters run deep. I’m going to find out about him.”

      On the wall behind her, lamplight slanted across the O’Keeffe print of blue morning glories. The edges of the flowers stood out, brilliantly cobalt. I took a step back. Sara’s fingers loosened on my jacket. “What is it?”

      The mail in my pocket gave me as good an excuse as any. “I’m sorry.” I reached for the envelopes. “I almost forgot about these.” I dropped them on the kitchen counter. The telegram lay on top, thin and eggshell-colored, with my address typed in bold black ink.

      Sara saw it too. “What’s that?”

      During the war years, those tiny slips of paper meant a lurch in the chest, a spike of hope, and a cymbal-crash of terror. They were the closest link we had to real-time news from the battlegrounds in Europe and the Pacific. They could be lifelines connecting a wife to her husband in a field hospital in England or parents to a son in a camp in the Philippines: He’s still alive. Maybe we’ll make it through. Or they could be what everyone dreaded: that final news, a shadow dark enough to choke out light for good.

      I had no one sending me word from overseas. Even so, I didn’t want to reach out for that telegram on the counter. I had a good idea what it was about, and I wished I could switch off the light and crawl away to hide.

      My hands trembled as I ripped the envelope open. The single line of text jumped out at me like a shout.

      NICKY WE NEED YOU HOME PLEASE COME SOONEST LOVE C

      No stops in it, as if the sender had to force the words out in one gasp. Fog seemed to curl out of the corners of the apartment and close in around me.

      “Nick,” Sara said. “What’s wrong?”

      Still waters run deep. I didn’t want her, or anyone else, to “find out” about me, but I had known this was coming. The life I’d left behind three years ago was reaching out to claim me back.

      “It’s from my brother, Charley.” My voice sounded steadier than I’d hoped. “Our mom isn’t doing well. I need to go see her.”

      Sara took the telegram and read the line of type at a glance. “Is your mom sick?”

      My contact with my mother and brother had been thin enough on the ground, but I knew about the cough that she’d insisted for months was only “a stubborn summer cold,” and I knew our family doctor had finally cajoled her, back in January, into tests that turned up masses in her lungs. She hadn’t told me about that herself. I knew it from Charley, who’d written that she hadn’t wanted to try surgery or any of the “ugly chemicals,” as she called them, that might have done something to help. Anyone who knew her would have expected nothing else. Now my brother, sixteen years old, was trying to keep things going for himself and her both, with as much help as neighbor ladies could give. He couldn’t do it much longer.

      I sketched all of that out for Sara as briefly as I could. “Oh, Nick.” She set her unfinished ginger ale on the kitchen counter and reached for my hand. Her fingers were chilly from the glass. “Could she still get better?”

      No. I knew it, but I couldn’t say it, or look it in the face. “I have to go see what’s going on. Then Charley and I’ll figure out what to do.” If she couldn’t get better, I would be the only family my brother had left.

      “Okay.” Sara squeezed my hand and let it go. “I won’t stay now. You rest and do what you need to.”

      She refused my offer to see her back to her place. “A gentleman, like I said.” She smiled and slipped her heels back on. “Your brother calls you Nicky?”

      They had called me that all my life, back home. I had shed the old name when I’d tried to start over. “That’s right.”

      “I think it’s sweet.” She leaned in to kiss me. “Good night.”
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I went to the telegraph office first thing and sent a message back to Charley. I could have tried to call him at home, the house where he and I had been born, but the fact was that I was scared. I didn’t want to hear his voice on the other end of the phone. It would drag me back faster than I had to go already.

      Instead, I wrote back, FIXING THINGS HERE SEE YOU FRIDAY, and my best guess at when I hoped to arrive in Philly. Wartime security had shut down the city’s airport, so I would have to see how close I could get and figure out how to make up the difference. After I sent the telegram, I went to Paragon to meet with my boss before the day’s shoot began.

      Jonah Eberly was one of the most ambitious men I’ve ever known. I’ve always thought it was a shame he never managed to turn Paragon into the kind of place he imagined back in those days, when it was a scrappy startup, and I was, not to sound too mysterious about it, his secret weapon.

      All of us who worked for the studio dressed well. The company had an “image,” you can bet, so no matter how many hours we sweated on set, all of us men arrived at work in fresh-pressed shirts and ties, and the women in skirts and blouses so crisp they rustled like autumn leaves. Jonah Eberly outdid us all. You never saw him in anything but a three-piece suit, silver-gray linen for preference, and a matching broad-brimmed fedora. Los Angeles got summer-warm even in early spring, so he sweated as much as any of us. When he took the hat off and set it on its designated corner of his wide desk, his bald bulldog head gleamed as if he’d given it a polish.

      “Nick,” he said when I came in. “What can I do for you?”

      When I’d first arrived in Hollywood, back in the spring of 1942, he had recognized what I could offer his studio and snapped it up the way a fox snaps up a stray chick. That had been lucky for me, because I hadn’t had much more than some spare clothes in a suitcase and spare change in my jeans. Now Jonah treated me like a tough cuss of an uncle who manages to unbend when a favorite nephew comes to visit.

      I didn’t sit down, although I did take off my own hat, a less impressive cotton fedora. “I have some family trouble, sir. I need to go back to Philadelphia for a while.”

      He wasn’t any too glad to hear that. We were still in mid-production on one of the many red-white-and-blue pictures that hauled in the crowds during the war years. You might know the kind: they whooped up our fearless boys overseas and our true and lovely girls back home, and cast the Germans or Japanese as paper villains long on malice and short on brains. During the shoots, my job was to make sure everything looked exactly the way the producers wanted.

      That was why I made good money. On paper, my title at Paragon was “production assistant,” but none of the scores of production assistants in Hollywood had ever done what I did. My sketchbook and I could fix anything, from a detail on a costume to a flaw in a piece of scenery to the shape of the leading lady’s face. Jonah wanted the right image in every can of magic Paragon opened up to splash on the silver screen. He used me and my magic, the real stuff that happened when I drew, to get it.

      “Philadelphia?” he said. He always kept a box of fat Cuban cigars on his desk. Rumor had it that he’d trained himself out of chewing tobacco when he started up Paragon and needed a bankroll. The California hoi polloi wouldn’t sign their money over to someone who chawed and spat like a country cousin. Now, he took out a cigar and sliced the end off with his bone-handled knife.

      I explained about my mother and Charley. Jonah drew long and hard on the cigar, puffing smoke out into the air. He didn’t need to tell me that by taking time away right now, I was leaving our cast and crew in a jam. Filming had to go ahead with or without me, which meant that halfway through the finished product, the magic would disappear.

      “Okay.” He tapped the cigar on his pewter ashtray. “Go on out there now and take care of things. Family’s important.” The haze of smoke swirled above his desk. “But listen, Nick, keep me posted on what’s happening and come back as quick as you can. You know we need you.”

      “Yes, sir. I will.”

      That afternoon, during a break from shooting, I sorted out how to get back east. A combination of passenger flights and a puddle-jumper could get me as far as Trenton. From there, I’d take the train south and across the Delaware into Philly. Sara came over again in the evening to help me pack; I’d be on a red-eye out of Los Angeles as soon as we finished the next day’s shoot. “Are you sure that’s enough?” She sized up the little pile of clothes in my grip. “You don’t know how long you’ll be away, do you?”

      “I can get extra clothes if I need to.” I could’ve taken a real suitcase, but that would have made it seem like I’d be gone a long time. Whatever happened, I told myself, I wouldn’t stay out there one day longer than I had to.

      Friday afternoon, I stepped off the train in Philly. I’d dozed a little on the way, here and there, but my grip felt much heavier than it should have as I lugged it up the stairs into the concourse. The raw, gray weather clawed at my hands and bit into my sinuses. I fumbled to turn up the collar of my trench coat, feeling to my bones how long it had been since I’d last been back in the east. I had forgotten how winters hung on. The wind, heavy with the smells of asphalt and exhaust, pushed at me as if it wanted to shove me back onto the train. Believe me, I told it, I’d go if I could.

      At this time of day, Charley would still be in class unless he’d stayed home with our mother. I decided to get a cab and go over to his school first. If he was there, I could pick him up, and we’d go back to the house together. I wasn’t going to walk into that place without him.

      The concourse was bustling. Voices and laughter and the noise of hurrying footsteps made a chaos of echoes. The shutters on the schedule over the ticket booth clicked and clacked, shuffling tiles to show arrivals and departures. I started toward the main doors, where the cab fleet would be lined up at the curb.

      “Nicky! Hey, Nicky!”

      The name cut through the noise all around and hit me like a slap. My head snapped up. For an instant, I wanted to turn and run.

      Then I saw him hustling toward me, my brother Charley, in a sweater and jeans with no coat or hat or gloves. His bangs fell across his forehead. His smile landed on me like the sun coming out.

      He was moving as fast as he could, you see, but he couldn’t run. His left foot, in its thick shoe, was straight and normal. His right foot, stuffed into a heavy sock, was twisted in and under as if it wanted to hide. That’s why he held onto a heavy wooden cane.

      He couldn’t run, so I did. I took off toward him across the marble floor with my grip banging against my legs. When I got to him, he let go of the cane, and I dropped my grip, and we caught hold of each other.

      I hadn’t seen him since I had left Philly. Back then, he’d been a still-skinny thirteen-year-old, short and scrawny for his age. From our rare phone calls since, I knew how his voice had changed, but I hadn’t seen how he had shot up and bulked out, his shoulders and upper arms especially. No doubt that was from the lifetime of lugging his bad foot around. If he’d had two good feet to balance on, he would have stood taller than me now. As it was, we were eye to eye, the same gray-green eyes except that he didn’t need glasses and the same thick, straight, reddish-brown hair we’d gotten from our father.

      He held me tight. “It’s so good to see you.”

      The city itself still mouthed at me as if it wanted to spit me back to California. Less than ten minutes off the train, I already ached for the place I had left, but I didn’t know how I could have gone so long without seeing my little brother.

      I pulled back to look at him, keeping my hands on his shoulders so he wouldn’t have to reach for the cane. “You grew, kid!” My eyes smarted, and I blinked. “When’d you get so big?”

      “Nicky.” He laughed. “You’ve been gone a while.”

      A while. Like a handful of frames in a reel, I remembered him holding onto me the night before I got on the train. You have to tell me all about California. His jaw set, his throat working to swallow his tears as if I wouldn’t hear them. He had tried so hard to understand why I had to leave. Tell me where you live, and what you do, and everything, so I can pretend I’m there too.

      I had done my best to share my life with him in our letters and phone calls, but I’d never been able to tell him everything. Not, for instance, how everyone at Paragon knew me as Nick and had never heard about my family. I couldn’t tell him that I wouldn’t be back in Philly now if I’d had a choice. I reached down for the cane and handed it back to him. Together, we made our slow way out to the cab fleet.

      Do you remember how I told you about the apples and that first time I learned what I could do with my drawing? I said it wasn’t really an apple I drew that day. Now, if I tell you that I was eight years old at the time, and my little brother had just been born, perfect in every way except for that right foot: maybe then you’ll know what really happened.

      We got into the first cab in line. Charley gave the driver our mother’s address. As we made our way out into traffic, Charley said, “Hey, don’t tell Mom I cut school, okay? I was supposed to stay all day, but I had to come meet you.”

      He had the grin I knew so well, the little kid one that used to egg me on to prank our parents back when our father was alive. We’d be in our seats at the table, waiting for our mother to dish out dinner. Charley would lean over to me and whisper, “Make Daddy’s fork look funny.” I always had a pencil on me somewhere, so I’d scribble Dad’s fork on my napkin, except with a curlicue handle or the tines sticking out every which way. The real fork would change then and there, right in Dad’s hand if he’d already picked it up. Dad would glare at it as if he’d never seen such a trick before. “Am I raising boys or monkeys?” His Irish lilt made it sound like byes, and he'd hold up the fork as if it were a giant bug that had landed on his plate, and Charley would laugh and laugh until you’d have thought he would bust himself. Dad would try to frown at me, but his eyes said Son, you are something, you know that? Then he would start laughing too, and I’d join in, and the three of us would carry on until Mary Anna, my mother, came in with her mouth set, and told me to get my pencil back out and put that fork right.

      Now, in the back seat of the cab, gladness bloomed in me to know that Charley could still grin that way. “I won’t tell her you cut school,” I promised. “But what classes did you miss?” Charley loved math and physics. I’d be sorry if he’d skipped out on something good.

      “Just Latin. It’s boring anyway.” His smile faded. “Tell you the truth, Nicky, Mom might not be able to talk to you much. Lately, she’s been sleeping a lot.”

      By now, the cab was caught up in the flow of traffic. “Sleeping?”

      “Yeah. Couple of weeks ago, Dr. Sanders gave her stuff for pain. Morphine.”

      Doctor Sanders had brought Charley and me both into the world. When our mother’s diagnosis came in, he had tried to convince her to go to Pennsylvania Hospital and let the experts there help her. “And she takes it?”

      “She has to.” Charley’s fingers twisted together in his lap. “If she doesn’t, she kind of can’t stand it.”

      Then I had to face it. Charley’s telegram had told me the same thing, but when you hear your parent is dying, you can try to stop up your ears, or tell yourself it won’t come to that, something will change, you’ll see. It’s another thing entirely to feel the knowledge sink into you. All her life, our mother had shied away from medicines and “meddling.” Now, she was taking the drug you took when you didn’t want to feel anymore.

      I looked at my brother’s bent head. He was dressed the same as I remembered, his jeans a tad frayed at the hems, his blocky cable-knit sweater a bigger copy of one he’d worn three years ago. He had always been neater with his hair than I was, parting it carefully and combing it smooth. I sat there in my crisp Los Angeles threads and the trench coat that made me look like a mystery flick gumshoe and remembered how Charley and I had looked so much the same when we were boys. We hadn’t had much choice: most of the time, he’d worn my hand-me-downs. He used to tag after me everywhere. I’d always kept an eye out for him and slowed down when he needed a chance to catch up.

      Then you went away and left him behind. That knowledge sank into me, too. I cleared my throat. “I’m sorry, kid.”

      He raised his head. “You’re home now. That’s pretty good.”

      Our father’s eyes had looked exactly that way when he smiled. Seeing it now, I wanted to shut my own eyes as tight as I could.

      We crossed over the Schuylkill River, a stretch of fast-moving steel-gray water, and into Center City proper. Philadelphia isn’t so much a single city as a web of neighborhoods. The neighborhood Charley and I had grown up in, Elmcroft in east Philly, between the Schuylkill and the Delaware, was a different world from Center City with its elegant storefronts and nineteenth-century townhouses. Elmcroft has been gentrified and upscaled since, but it was still gritty and hardscrabble in those days.

      No candy-colored apartment buildings here, no palm trees or hibiscus, or fuchsia glowing with magenta blooms. I knew every one of Elmcroft’s narrow streets, the shabby corner stores, the rows of squat blocky houses, and the faded awnings. Yellow ribbons, some draggled from years of service, fluttered from lampposts. Every house and shop sported an American flag. Some were full-size, hung from poles or draping from windows, and some were miniature, tied to mailbox posts or stuck into the ground next to front steps. Some houses had stars in the windows: silver for wounded soldiers, gold for those who had died.

      Los Angeles had no fewer badges of the war, but they felt different to me here. In the movie business, we held onto the idea that we were helping the States to victory because our Hollywood magic kept everyone’s spirits up. Here in Philadelphia, I couldn’t hide behind my job. I was a kid who had tried to enlist and gotten turned down: another part of the mess I had wanted to leave behind.

      The cab turned down Lawrence Street, where our parents’ house stood. I held onto my grip so tight that its handle dug into my palms.

      This street looked just like all the others in the neighborhood, tight and cramped, the brick houses shoulder-to-shoulder with identical tiny front yards that held only brown winter grass now. There wasn’t enough room for victory gardens here. I knew every square of the sidewalk. Here I had played jacks and marbles with the neighborhood kids, watched the hopscotch games with Charley, and learned to use my fists the first time a kid called my brother a gimp.

      The cab pulled up at the curb in the middle of the block. Our mother’s house looked just like all the others too. The same boxy build and sloping gray roof, two tiny windows on the front, three steps leading to a stoop wide enough to stand on, and a plain black front door with a brass knob and knocker. I had seen a couple of silver stars in front windows as we came down the street, as well as yellow ribbons on all the door knockers. Jake Satterfield, my old schoolmate, was in the Air Force, and our friend George Herskowitz was in the Navy. My mother’s house had a yellow ribbon too, but no stars of course, since neither of her boys could serve.

      Three years since I’d last been here. I stepped out of the taxi, clutching my grip. You’re Nick True, you’re a production assistant in Hollywood, and you’ll be back there as soon as you can.

      I paid the driver and followed Charley up the steps. Charley undid the lock and pushed the door open. In that instant, the past caught hold of me like a hand around my throat.

      If Dad had been here. He wasn’t, and he never would be again, but for that one instant, I imagined his footsteps coming down the hall and saw his face, his red-brown hair frosted with silver, the lines at the corners of his eyes. I saw the way those eyes would look when he realized I had come home. Nicky, boy, what took you so long? His hand, hard and rough from years of work, gripping mine to pull me into a hug. The warm scents of Jameson and cigarettes wrapping around me. Get yourself in here. Take off your coat and stay awhile.

      For the space of a breath, or a lot less, it was real. If Dad had been here, everything would have been different. For a start, I wouldn’t have gone to California at all.

      I held the pain off with both hands and followed Charley into the house. For three years, I had done all I could to run from the past. Now it seeped out of the old walls and floorboards to meet me.
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        * * *

      

      In the master bedroom on the ground floor, our mother lay on her side in the old bed she had shared with Dad. Her body was curled like a question mark under the faded quilt she had pieced before she got married. Her hair, still dark and curly, straggled like spilled ink over her cheek and down her neck. The old wooden crucifix hung on the wall above her head, with her black rosary beads strung around the white figure on the cross.

      The room was dark and stuffy, the shades drawn firmly down over the single window. The house had always had a strong smell of camphor from the moth powder my mother kept in closets and bureaus, but now that smell blended with unwashed sheets, unwashed skin, and a sickly tang of mildew. I swallowed and tasted something sour at the back of my throat.

      Charley whispered, “She usually wakes up for a little bit around dinnertime, sometimes later. I try to get her to eat.”

      He was leaning against the open door now, balancing between it and his cane, but the narrow chair by the bed told me where he spent most of his time when he was in this room. It was too easy to picture him sitting there by the hour, watching her slow breathing, with the dingy, musty house silent around him.

      I pulled my trench coat closer around me, as if it’d been made of sheet metal instead of gabardine. The chair by the bed creaked when I sat down on it.

      “Mom.”

      No response. I hadn’t expected one. Her left hand lay on the pillow, the gold wedding band clunky-looking on her thin finger. I reached out and put my hand over hers. Her fingers were cold.

      Anger unfurled in my stomach. How long had she already been here like this, holding on, not getting better, using up Charley’s strength in watching over her? Back in the hall, I told my brother, “We’ve got to have more help here.”

      My voice sounded too harsh. Charley’s eyes widened. “I told you, Mrs. O’Dell brings us meals, and Mrs. Franklin comes over sometimes and helps clean, and….”

      It sounded like an apology. I waved it away. Yes, he’d told me about the neighbors, and I had been much too willing to believe he had all the help he needed. My brother, with his bad foot, waiting on a woman who couldn’t do a thing for herself anymore.

      It’s not you I’m mad at; it’s me. If I said it out loud, the anger would shiver into pieces, and the pain would snatch me up. “We’re getting a girl or something. A maid.”

      Charley’s mouth fell open. “Nicky, that’s too much money.”

      “I can pay.”

      I headed for the phone in the kitchen. The key was to keep moving, keep doing. I’d hunt up a maid this minute. Charley followed me, his cane tapping on the worn floorboards. Look at you, I thought, eyeing myself from the outside. Showing up and ordering your brother around as if you didn’t run away. Acting like it’s your mother’s fault she got sick. You’re some kind of jerk, you know that?

      The kitchen felt dingy too, with dirty plates piled in the sink and a smell of stale food heavy in the air. That smell mixed with something else, nose-burningly sharp. When I thumped the phone book on the counter, something big and dark leapt out of nowhere and landed next to the open pages.

      Charley said, “Titus!”

      It was a cat. A big black cat with a patch of white on its throat like a bib. It looked up at me, its yellow eyes wide and calm, and stretched its neck out to sniff my fingers. A low rumble started in its throat.

      “You didn’t tell me about this,” I said.

      “He’s not really mine.” Charley gave the cat a gentle push. It jumped down and landed on the floor with barely a sound. “He showed up on the porch a couple of weeks ago, and he looked so skinny I felt bad for him.” He bent down and stroked the cat’s back as it wound itself around his legs. “So I gave him some food.”

      “And a name.”

      “Yeah. It’s Shakespeare. Titus Andronicus. We read it in school last year.”

      The cat certainly wasn’t skinny anymore. It – he – also didn’t look as if he planned to go anywhere else. “I guess he does kind of live here,” Charley admitted. “He has a litter box and everything.” That explained the ammonia smell. “Mom hasn’t seen him.”

      And wouldn’t like it if she did. She had always thought pets were too much mess and trouble. “Sounds fair,” I said.

      The phone sat on its old table by the icebox. I picked up the receiver, concentrating on the whir of the dial as it spun. The kitchen wallpaper had a pattern of russet apples and sage-green pears. Every single one of them seemed to have eyes that followed me. My mother and I had hung that paper together when I was in high school. We’d measured and cut, painted on the paste, and smoothed the paper onto the walls, careful to line the strips up exactly and leave no bubbles underneath. We’d been so proud of the finished job that we’d called Charley and Dad in right away, to admire it.

      The first two agencies I called didn’t have space for new clients, but the third told me they could send a girl on Monday morning. “She’s colored,” the woman on the phone said. “Will that be acceptable?”

      I didn’t see why it would matter. “As long as she can clean.”

      The woman assured me that the girl, Minna Davis, was a fine worker. We scheduled for her to come three mornings a week and I wrote down her wages, which were lower than I’d braced for. Charley still looked uneasy about it when I hung up. “Look, Nicky, you don’t need to do that. I know things don’t look great, but I can do more.”

      “Kid, you’ve got plenty on your plate as it is.” I’d have liked to reach out and ruffle his hair, the way I used to when he was little, but he was so tall now. “Tell you what, though, let’s fix this room up some now.” I wouldn’t stand still if I could help it.

      Charley looked me up and down. “You don’t want to do chores in those clothes, do you?”

      I’d already taken off my coat and draped it over my old seat at the kitchen table. My shirt and slacks were a little travel-rumpled, but nothing Jonah wouldn’t have approved. “What?” I said. “Why not?”

      “You look like you’re about to go to Mass.”

      My grip had a pair of jeans and a couple of T-shirts in it, but if I wanted to unpack and change, I’d have to go upstairs to my old bedroom. I rolled up my sleeves. “It’s fine.” After all, these were the clothes I wore to work every day.

      “Okay.” Charley pushed his sleeves up too and turned on the sink. The water steamed. He dumped soap flakes in, stirring up a mass of foam and filling the room with the smell of lavender. “We knew you were doing fine for yourself out there, and all,” he said. He kept his eyes down, on the plate he was scrubbing with a dishrag. “You sure look like it. You never used to dress like a swell.”

      A swell? Something twisted in my chest. Did he think I’d changed that much?

      Changed or not, I still could have moved around the kitchen blindfold. Charley and I finished the dishes and stacked them in the cabinets. I wiped down the counters and swept the floor while Charley scooped out the litter box in its corner by the back door. The cat, Titus, curled up in Charley’s chair at the kitchen table and watched us both with his yellow eyes.

      With both of us busy, Charley and I managed to talk. We had to get used to each other again. He told me how Dr. Sanders visited every day and sometimes stayed with our mother a while during school hours. “He said when it was time to send you that telegram. We knew you’d want to be here when…”

      His voice trailed off. I was wiping the tabletop, running a damp rag back and forth over the old ridged wood. Charley was scrubbing out the empty sink with his back to me. When she dies.

      That was real. I would be here with him for as long as our mother held on. I made my hand stop moving, made myself say to the back of my brother’s head, “I’m glad you sent it.”

      He glanced at me over his shoulder and tried to smile. As much as he had grown up, I still saw the tiny boy who’d fought to walk in spite of his twisted foot, trying and falling and trying again. I had let him hang onto my hands for balance before he got his first little crutch, and I’d scooped him off his feet and swung him around to make him laugh.

      Then you went off and left. He still needed you.

      Charley emptied the dustpan into the garbage bin. I wrung the dishrag I’d used out at the sink. He was thirteen then, I told myself. Old enough to handle it.

      You think so? He’d just lost Dad too.

      With that, I seemed to see Dad again, standing in the corner beside the basement steps. He had his arms folded and his sleeves rolled up, the way they had been the one and only time he gave me a whipping. What happened to you, Nicky? No smile in those eyes now. You went off and left, sure enough. California, the movie business, why did you do that? Why didn’t you do what you planned?

      The floor seemed to tilt under my feet. You know why, Dad. I left because you died.

      Charley turned on the lamp over the table. “Hey, it looks pretty good in here now.”

      If he could pretend to be cheerful, so could I. I drew a breath. “Sure does.”

      “You hungry? We’ve got leftover casserole. Broccoli and spinach. Mrs. O’Dell brought it over the other day.”

      My stomach did feel empty. I’d had nothing since last night, except a cup of coffee on the train. “Sounds good.”

      He busied himself with the oven, heating it up, sliding the pan in to warm. “Hey.” The oven door clanged shut, but he stood there holding onto it as if it might decide to pop open and slide the pan back out. “Nicky, can I ask you a favor?”

      He had never been shy with me before. “Of course, kid. What’s up?”

      “Would you draw for me?”

      In his face, I saw the little boy again. Make Daddy’s fork look funny. But that little boy had known the joke was coming, had to clamp his lips tight not to let the laugh out too soon. Now my brother looked uncertain, even scared, as if the bright thing he reached for might be snatched away.

      Charley. I’m not so different, am I?

      “Why, you bet I will,” I said. “Did you think I’d say no?”

      His face relaxed. “Maybe.” Mischief tugged at the corners of his mouth. “’Cause you get paid for it these days.”

      Maybe so. That didn’t change the fact that I could give it away whenever I wanted, and Charley had gone too long without seeing it. The two of us sat at the table, in the seats we’d used as kids. Titus watched us from the floor as I got out a pencil and paper to do the trick for its best audience.

      The casserole only needed a few minutes to heat. In that time, I took a knife from the silverware drawer and drew it on the paper with a flat blade that opened into a triangle. My eyes went back and forth from the drawing to the real knife on the table, and the real blade flattened and widened until it reflected the whole bulb of the ceiling lamp. For the finishing touch, I put tines on the blade in the drawing. Right away, the knife on the table had tines too, like a miniature garden rake.

      Charley picked it up and ran the “rake” along his palm. The last of his shyness melted into a grin wide enough to lift the top of his head off. “I’ve missed this, Nicky.” For a moment, his delight made me actually glad to be home. “I’ve missed it a lot.”

      We dished up the casserole and talked about everyday things while we ate. Charley told me about physics class, his favorite, and how the last test was “so easy, I scored a hundred and four,” and how the class had just started a new unit on light. “I bet you’d like it. It’s about why we see colors the way we do.”

      His talk flowed over and around me. He felt easy with me again, exactly the way we both needed. Because, when…well, when the time came, I would take him back to California, and we’d figure out life there together.

      My thoughts ran ahead before I could stop them. I’d need a bigger apartment. Charley and I would have to sell this old house. And then…well, then I’d be Charley’s guardian. Responsible for him. For a while at least, until he struck out on his own, I’d be the parent he didn’t have.

      “Nicky.” His voice brought me back to the table and the plates in front of us. “You okay?”

      Managing for him and me both. The idea filled me with ice. I made myself sit up straighter, to keep from curling into a ball. “I’m fine.”

      “You sure? You look pretty tired.”

      You took care of him plenty when you were kids. You changed his diapers, for cripes’ sake. And he wasn’t exactly little anymore; he’d graduate from high school next year. “I’m okay,” I said. “What about your math class, how’s that going?”

      That got him started again. I listened to him and tried to concentrate on how much he would like Los Angeles. What he would think of the colors out there, and the way the sun made even the sidewalks glitter.

      You’ll be all he’s got. You’d better get yourself together.

      “Next year,” he was saying, “it looks like I’ll go into Calculus II.” The highest-level math class his school had. “Oh, and you know what? Last week, my teacher said…”

      He stopped. At least I was paying enough attention to see how his face changed. All the excitement drained out of it as if someone had opened a spigot.

      “Said what?”

      Charley shook his head. His eyes went back down to the tabletop. “Nothing much.”

      We’d have to do better than that. I’d have to do better. “Kid, you were going a mile a minute. What’s up?”

      He took hold of his water glass. “It’s probably not something I should think about.” The glass turned slowly as he rolled back and forth against his fingers. An arc of reflected light moved along the tabletop. “But my teacher said I could maybe go to college.”

      Back when Dad was alive, and everything was going to be different, we had all talked about college at this very table. That was so long ago that I couldn’t reach it anymore. Charley, though: with the grades he got, with the way he soaked up learning as if he couldn’t get enough, he deserved to have all the things I’d let go of. “You should think about it,” I said. “If you want to.”

      He raised his eyes to mine. “You think I could go?”

      A little kid on Christmas morning, seeing a Christmas tree for the first time. Afraid to blink in case it disappeared. “Sure you could,” I said. “You’ve got the brains for it, no trouble.”

      A flicker of a smile moved across his face. “Maybe it would be hard, though. For me. Since I’m...”

      His cane leaned against the edge of the table. He touched it, quick and light. Neither of us ever used the word crippled, but it hung in the air right then.

      Our mother had never liked doctors or hospitals. When Charley was little, when it might have been easy or at least easier, she had refused to let anyone try to correct his foot. I took a long swallow from my own water glass before I answered. “You get around fine here. I bet we could figure it out.”

      This time, his smile stayed put. He reached across the table to squeeze my arm. “Did I tell you I’m glad you’re home?”

      I love you too, kid. Not the kind of thing we’d ever said out loud. We cleaned up the dinner dishes, and I started yawning the moment the last fork went into the silverware drawer. Charley saw it. “Go on and get some sleep,” he said. “Mrs. O’Dell put sheets on your bed yesterday, so it’s all ready.”

      “Don’t you need help down here?”

      He told me he was okay. “Mom usually wakes up before I go to bed, if she didn’t wake up for dinner. I’ll make sure she gets to the bathroom and has her medicine when she needs it.”

      Tomorrow night, I would stay downstairs with her. For now, he was right that I was drifting off where I sat. “Okay,” I said. “If you’re sure.”

      I had thought I was so tired I would barely notice anything about my old bedroom, beyond how the bed felt when I collapsed into it, but I was wrong. The room looked the same as it had the last time I’d seen it. I could have been six years old again, climbing up to bed in the chilly house after my mother had ordered me to put my pencil and paper away for the night, and Dad had seconded it with, “She’s right, son. Growing boys need their sleep.”

      There was the bed with its creaky metal frame and the dip in the middle of the mattress that showed where I had slept for nearly twenty years. The wooden crucifix I had prayed to hung on the wall above my pillow. Opposite the door, there was the window with the little desk under it, where I had sat so many times to look out over the sidewalk and study the shapes of leaves and branches. Beside the bed, the dusty chrome lamp stood on the narrow bureau, next to the cloudy round mirror.

      I threw my grip on the bed. I had brought a set of flannel pajamas, remembering how cold this house got at night, and I changed into them fast. Goosebumps jumped up on my arms and legs when the air hit them.

      I wasn’t six anymore. I wasn’t twenty, either, and this wasn’t that summer when the world had fallen and shattered. There in my old room, where no time had passed, the darkness rolled in from all four walls at once, and from the floor and ceiling too.

      Dad.

      A pair of hands seemed to catch me around the chest, squeezing so hard that my ribs ached. My heartbeat sped up to a drumroll and my legs felt as if all the bones in them had disappeared.

      I folded over on the edge of the mattress and got my head between my knees. Sweat slid down my back, gluing the flannel shirt to my skin. This had all happened before, but not since the day I’d packed up and run from Philadelphia. Now the past crowded into the room.

      Nicky, what happened to you? Why didn’t you do what you planned?

      Because you died, Dad. You died and I fell and broke and couldn’t put myself back together.

      I had wanted to think that summer was gone, buried the way my father’s body was buried in the cemetery at Saints Peter and Paul. I’d let myself think I had, finally, managed to put myself back together. Now, as I fought to drag air into my aching lungs, I understood that I was just as broken as ever.
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      We buried my father in the summer of 1941. I am now more than twice as old as he lived to be, but when I close my eyes, I can still call up every detail of his face.

      My old hands are stiff and shaky. They navigate this keyboard well enough, although mornings are a little harder, but I work at breakfast time so I’ll have progress to report to my daughter when she checks up on me later. When I pick up a pencil, I can rough out shapes and shadings. That’s about all. It’s not enough to make the magic work.

      Jo and her children are all strong artists, Jo especially, but none of them can put the car into gear the way I used to. I don’t know why I could, or why they can’t. For now, the magic isn’t around anymore. That’s one thing you should know before I get back into the story.

      Here’s another. Back in December 1941, after Pearl Harbor, it seemed like every able-bodied man in Philly between the ages of eighteen and thirty-five got in line at the recruitment centers that sprang up all over the city like mushrooms. A handful of us Elmcroft boys planned to join up together: Jake Satterfield, Toby Dickenson, Frank Wessel, me, and a couple of others. We told each other we’d figure out a way to end up all in the same unit, the Elmcroft Squad, and we’d show Hitler and Hirohito what Philadelphia boys were made of.

      My mother and Charley, my mother especially, had more than a few things to say about that plan. Just because the other boys want to, that’s no reason to jump off a bridge. My mother, hiding her tears under a heavy coat of crossness. Your father would never have wanted… That was just it, though. Shipping overseas sounded like the best possible way to escape the six months’ worth of days I’d spent drifting and stumbling in the dark. It would get me away from home, farther away than I’d ever been, and away from that new grave at Saints Peter and Paul.

      Jake and Frank and most of the others in our group did go to war, though not all in the same unit, of course, or even the same branch of the services. Elmcroft was amazingly lucky in that all her sons came home, though none of them, except the couple of boys who didn’t get farther than the home guard, escaped without scars visible or otherwise. Me, though, I never got farther than the physical exam.

      The army doctor put the bell of his stethoscope against my chest. It was no different from any ordinary checkup, but with the cold touch of that steel against my skin, the room started to whirl around. I folded over where I sat on the metal table, hands on my knees, sweating so hard my wire-framed
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