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Dedication

For Mom. Obviously.





Epigraph

i carry your heart with me(i carry it in
my heart)

—E. E. Cummings







In the beginning, there was Hunger, which grew teeth.

There is no other story but this.
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1

THE SCREAM OF THE AIR RAID SIREN CUT OFF abruptly when Charlie opened his eyes, like a hand had come down to strangle it. The same old nightmare—sirens, dust, the hazy beams of camping torches in the dark—evaporated like smoke and left Charlie in his bed, pajamas damp with cold sweat. A stitch in his chest wouldn’t let him catch his breath, as if he had been running too fast and his lungs had seized up in protest.

He saw for the briefest moment a great yellow eye looking down at him from overhead, burning and burning, before the indistinct shape sorted itself out into a streetlamp outside his window. He let out a slow, shallow breath, his side still hitching.

He felt for Biscuits blindly in the dim morning light, and she made an inconvenienced sound when his fingers sank gratefully into her warm fur.

He was safe. He was home, in bed, where he belonged, his cat tucked against his side. They were safe.

The air raid shelter was gone. The bombs were gone. The war itself was all but gone, finished, over. And yes, his big brother was still gone, but soon—so soon, one week and twelve-odd hours soon—Theo would be just like Charlie and Biscuits, at home in his own bed and safe as houses.

Somewhere outside, a dog sounded, toneless and droning, more of a wail than a howl, really. That was why he’d had the nightmare. Instead of a silly old dog’s howl, he’d heard an air raid siren, and his sleeping mind had tried to protect him as best it could by putting him back into the depths of the Goodge Street shelter during the Blitz, sweating in the dark with too many other people and no Biscuits—

No. That time was gone. He would not think of it. He would not go back.

He stroked his cat’s soft fur again and Biscuits purred groggily.

Safe as houses.

Charlie dressed as quickly as possible, stripping off his sweat-soaked pajamas and shivering his way into a too-big shirt and an itchy wool jumper. It was a bitterly cold London morning outside, and it was only a bit better inside. Grandpa Fitz must have forgotten to get the woodstove going. And if he had forgotten, it was because he was having a bad day.

He swatted down the part of himself that wanted to sigh. Grandpa Fitz didn’t ask to have bad days any more than Charlie asked to have a brother off fighting a war, any more than Charlie asked to have nightmares rather than simple, uncomplicated dreams. Some things couldn’t be helped, they could only be dealt with.

But first things first. Charlie went to the wall calendar, the one that Mum had won at a raffle that displayed pictures of prizewinning vegetables. “February 1945” was spelled in fancy script over an alarmingly large squash. He picked up the pencil hanging next to it and carefully crossed off another day with a big, definitive X. Only one week’s worth of boxes now stood between the Xs and the date circled in red with “Theo Comes Home!” written in Charlie’s very best lettering. Taking a deep, steadying breath, Charlie rolled up his sleeves and went to show the woodstove who was in charge in this house.

The stove was unimpressed by Charlie’s claim of authority, and by the time he had used up almost all their entire remaining firewood to coax it into a cheerful blaze, the sun was nudging itself over the horizon and just beginning to paint London bright as a spring day, despite the snow on the ground. It was a trick, of course. It was always colder than it looked outside these days.

“Jumping Jehoshaphat, it’s cold down here,” Mum said around the several hairpins held in her teeth. As she raced down the stairs, she yanked out curlers with one hand and fussed with her shirt collar with the other. “Dad, I cannot be late again—” She caught sight of Charlie closing up the woodstove and sighed. “Ah. One of those days, is it?”

Charlie nodded bleakly and rubbed at his gritty eyes.

Mum squinted at him and changed course from the teacup cupboard to Charlie, sticking the pins in her hair with mathematical precision. “Bad dreams again?”

Charlie nodded once more, not looking at her. It felt like letting her down, somehow, to still be scared of things long since over. To give her one more thing to worry about.

“Anything I can do?” she asked. A look of worry, fast as a blink, came over Mum’s face, carving a line between her eyebrows that hadn’t been there even a few months before, Charlie was almost sure of it.

“It’s fine, Mum. It’s nothing.” He worked his voice into something resembling cheerful, even if it was still croaky with sleep.

“Was it about your brother?”

“It’s fine.”

Mum looked as if she wanted to say more—Eleven is too young to be such an old man, Charles was a favorite of hers—but she swallowed down the words and ran her hand over his staticky hair. Her eyes caught something behind his head and went huge.

“Is that the time?” That flash of worry again, that line between her eyebrows. “I’m going to miss that infernal bus—” Whatever else she was going to say was muffled by the toast she jammed into her mouth as she flew about looking for her coat and hat, which were hanging on the same peg by the door that they always were every day since forever.

“Have to run, love you, darling!” she called over her shoulder as she threw open the door and dashed out.

“Watch out for the ice,” Charlie called after her. Visions of Mum’s heels flying out from under her and sending her sprawling in the street rushed up at him, the sirens still echoing in his ears. But Mum was already around the corner and out of sight, sure-footed and unafraid.

Charlie squeezed his eyes shut until they hurt a bit, then stood up straight and walked upstairs to Grandpa Fitz’s room.

Grandpa Fitz was sitting up in bed in his striped pajamas, looking at the low-lying sun through his gauzy window curtains. His left sleeve had come unpinned in the night, and he was rubbing the cuff back and forth between his fingers without looking at it.

It was like this sometimes. Grandpa Fitz would go away for a few minutes or hours or even a day, and in the place where he went, he still had his left arm and sometimes Charlie’s dad was alive, or Grandma Lily, or Grandpa Fitz’s first dog, Duck. It still made Charlie cry sometimes—that Grandpa Fitz was able to forget that he’d lost so very many people. And maybe Charlie was a little jealous, too. One day, maybe, Charlie would be old enough to go away like that for a little while and visit Dad, just for an hour or two. That would be nice.

If you’re that old, Grandpa Fitz will be gone, too. So will Mum, so will—

Charlie slammed the door on the thought before it could finish. He would not think about it.

He rolled up Grandpa Fitz’s loose sleeve and pinned it in place—when he was back to himself, Grandpa Fitz always hated having his sleeves “flop about like a sailor on leave, up to no good and dragging through the jam.” Then he blew on the cup of tea he’d brought to make sure it was cool enough before holding it up to his grandfather’s lips. Grandpa Fitz’s whiskers glinted in the sunlight, but there was no help for that right now. Charlie did not have sufficient skill to shave Grandpa Fitz’s chin for him. Theo hadn’t, either, but he would always make a great production of pretending to be a barber and putting a hot towel on Grandpa Fitz’s face and putting on and wiping off the thick shaving cream so they at least felt that they had done something.

He pulled Grandpa Fitz’s housecoat on over his right arm and his broad shoulders, still strong as stone even if they were getting slightly stooped. Charlie got embarrassed when he had to dress Grandpa Fitz, even though Theo had never so much as batted an eyelash at helping their grandfather into his trousers and shirt if need be, but Theo was also much taller and stronger than Charlie. He could help in ways Charlie just couldn’t.

But still. When Theo left to fight in the war a year and a half ago, Charlie had promised that he would look after the family while he was gone, that he wouldn’t let Theo down, and he had kept that promise. Charlie had even convinced his mother to let him leave school for a while when Grandpa Fitz had started having so many down days so that he could look after him, at least until Theo returned.

Soon, the bright little ball of anxiety in the center of his guts whispered, so soon.

“I have to go to the grocer’s to get things for lunch, but I’ll be back in just a bit,” Charlie said.

Grandpa Fitz didn’t respond, but Charlie hadn’t expected him to. He simply stared out the window at the dim sky as Charlie gently closed the door behind him.

He stood in the hall biting his lip for a long moment. There were things Charlie should be doing, the endless list of tasks and errands that cost just a little bit too much money, but for five minutes Charlie could ignore them. Just five minutes.

He went back into his room and got down on his hands and knees to reach under his bed, his fingers searching in the dark. Then he pulled the box out from under his bed. It was covered in a layer of dust and a generous coating of cat fur, but he could still see the outline of his fingers from the last time he’d pulled it out.

The letters inside were already starting to yellow, even though they weren’t all that old. The very first one had a picture of Theo’s unit in their long, dark coats and round helmets.


Dear Charlie—I’ll always find you, but can you find me? (A hint: I’m the only one of these grumps smiling.)



Sure enough, all of them looked remarkably identical, but Theo was in the second-to-last row, third from the left. Charlie had circled him in pen, just to make sure Theo knew that Charlie had found him.

The letters went on:


Dear Charlie—Thanks a ton for your letters, I’ve been reading them to the boys who haven’t been getting any from home (I knew you wouldn’t mind me sharing them). Your account of the Great Christmas Story Reenactment Disaster of ’43 was a big hit with the lads. In Biscuits’s defense, no one can really prove there was NOT a cat present at the birth of Christ, so Father MacIntosh really shouldn’t have got so worked up about it.

Dear Charlie—The army is very keen on running and jumping about, and I feel I must thank you for all those snowball fights, as they were a great preparation for basic training.

Dear Charlie—Greetings from the picturesque French countryside! At least, I imagine it is picturesque, as all we see are the insides of our tents.

Dear Charlie—Nothing much to report. Thank you for the letters. The weather is nice today, which makes for a change. Sorry to become one of those people who talk about the weather. Still, I hope the weather is nicer where you are. I hope the weather is perfect for you today. What else could I tell you, that you would want to know? Maybe it’s best to stick to the weather for now. I can tell you the shapes I saw in the clouds through the window I’m stuck in front of: a cat, a crown, a sword, a wolf, a pie, a bed, another bed. Sorry, not my best.

Theo

Dear Charlie—I might not be able to write for a while, didn’t want you and Mum to worry.

Dear Charlie—Happy birthday. T.



The letters had dwindled and winnowed and withered down to one postcard from Paris that had only had Theo’s signature on it with no note.

And then the horrible one that Mum had wept over.


Dear Mrs. Merriweather,

It is with great regret that we must inform you that your son, THEODORE FITZWILLIAM MERRIWEATHER, was injured in the line of duty. He is currently receiving medical care at L’HÔPITAL DE SAINTE MARIE. He will be granted a MEDICAL LEAVE no later than February 10.

Yours sincerely,

Gen. C. Marshal Greene



And after that—nothing.

Why had he stopped writing? Because he was too hurt to write?

No. Charlie put the thought into a box and locked it and threw it away.

Perhaps Theo was too busy, or doing something top secret that was strictly need-to-know for the government. Or maybe the hospital he was recovering at was so far off the beaten path that mail carriers could only get there by foot. Maybe there was a whole heap of letters that he’d sent but that had gone astray, or the mail train had been hit by a bomb, or there was someone else named Charlie Merriweather in another city who kept getting his mail by mistake and was very confused by the exploits of this Theo character.

But Theo was alive. He was coming home. There was an explanation, and soon (so soon!) Theo would be able to tell him.

There were two more things at the very bottom of the box. The first was a photograph, and Charlie almost didn’t look at it. But it drew him like a magnet, like it was hooked to something inside him and tugging. It was the picture of Mum and Dad on their wedding day, both of them trying so hard not to smile or move for the camera that they looked rather cross for having just gotten married. It was before Dad had a beard, and Mum’s hair was much shorter and curled. Charlie’s finger hovered over Dad’s face, afraid to touch the photo for fear of wearing it, as he tried to match the face in the photo to his memories of him. But Dad’s beard and gray-streaked hair and weathered skin in Charlie’s head were at odds with the stern jaw and dark hair and grim expression in the photo. Charlie couldn’t really remember Dad that well anymore, except for a few bright shards of memory that gleamed and cut like glass. But that was a secret he kept from everyone but Biscuits, to whom he would recite everything he could remember about Dad into her fur sometimes at night. His big hands, his pipe-smoke smell, his scratchy wool jumpers, his gray-streaked brown hair.

And lastly, underneath the picture, was a bit of scratch paper with a list of things to get at the chemist’s in Dad’s inelegant, squarish writing. Charlie held the paper with both hands, mouthing each word silently—tea, sugar, aspirin, iron tablets, peg hooks.

He squeezed his eyes shut and drew in thin, shaky breaths.

“Theo will be home soon,” he said out loud in a snuffly whisper. “He’ll be home next week.”

Out in the hall, Biscuits was awake and crying for him. Charlie wiped his face with his sleeve and opened the door.
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BISCUITS WAS DEMANDING HER BREAKFAST, yowling in a plaintive voice and pawing at his leg with big, accusatory eyes. His cat was, in Charlie’s opinion, a perfect specimen of her kind, exactly everything a cat should be: small and fine-boned with delicate triangle ears and soft, downy white fur with artfully arranged marmalade-colored patches for contrast.

“When have I ever let you starve?” Charlie demanded, bending down to rub her little ears the way she liked. But Biscuits refused to be distracted from her imminent starvation and flung herself onto the ground, languishing. Charlie dumped a small pile of kitchen scraps into her special bowl from a big container he had bought specially to keep them fresh in the icebox (and the mice out of them). But she abandoned her breakfast after just a few bites when she realized he was leaving, sneaking past his legs and out the door.

She meowed a greeting to Sean O’Leary, who was just finishing up shoveling the walk to his house. Sean and his family had lived two doors down from the Merriweathers for as long as Charlie could remember. They were in the same class at school, back when they both went to school. Like Charlie with Grandpa Fitz, Sean had been out of school for the past few months, helping take care of his younger brothers and sisters so his mum could work. He was probably Charlie’s closest friend, at least since so many of the other kids had been sent away into the country to wait out the war. Mum had flatly refused to send Charlie and Theo away from home—she and one of the other mums at church had had a politely vicious row about it. “Only God is going to separate this family again,” Mum had said, in a voice he had never heard her use before, or since. Mrs. Lancaster still scuttled away from her whenever they made eye contact over the church biscuits.

“Do you fancy going down to the shops after this?” said Sean, brandishing his shovel. “I’ve got to pick up some stuff for my mum, so I’m taking the bicycle.”

Charlie raised his eyebrows, impressed. The O’Leary bicycle was in high demand. Sean was the middle of six kids, and he always seemed to be corralling a small herd of younger siblings like a long-suffering sheepdog. It always made Charlie smile to look at Sean, because he could see already exactly what Sean was going to look like as an old man: patient but almost permanently a bit exasperated.

“I can’t,” Charlie sighed. “I have to go to the grocer’s for Mum. Grandpa Fitz isn’t up to it today.”

Sean nodded. Charlie didn’t share with him everything about Grandpa Fitz’s bad days, but he had enough of a general impression to mind his business. Minding Your Business was gospel in the O’Leary house, second only to the actual Gospel. It made Sean a rather useless friend to gossip with, but more and more lately, Charlie had begun to appreciate it.

“We have to get everything ready for when Theo’s home,” Charlie couldn’t keep himself from adding, and then regretted it. Two of Sean’s brothers had gone away to fight, and neither of them would be home soon, or ever. But it had been sneaking into everything Charlie said lately, like a hiccup. Lovely weather we’re having, and Theo will be home soon. How much are cabbages today, and did you know Theo will be home soon? Our Father, who art in heaven, Theo will be home soon.

“I’ll see you at the church tonight, though?” Sean went on as if Charlie had not spoken.

“Yes,” Charlie replied. Father MacIntosh had organized a group visit to a hospital tomorrow to welcome returning soldiers, and was overseeing it with the flinty focus of a seasoned general. He wanted to have a meeting tonight to make all final preparations. Absence would not be acceptable.

“Grand. I’ll see you then.” And, with one last heave of snow, he disappeared back inside his house. Charlie caught the sound of a baby crying before the door clicked shut.

He sighed and kicked at an ice chunk that skittered off into the street, barely avoiding braining a pigeon that was hunting for rubbish near the sidewalk. Theo would have known what to say to Sean, what quiet little gesture would convey that Charlie hasn’t meant anything by it, he’d just been excited was all. But if Theo were here it would be a moot point anyway.

Biscuits broke his train of thought, leaping smoothly into the bicycle basket, her paws braced on the edge like a masthead. Charlie petted her gratefully and pushed the bicycle into motion, his knees stiff with cold. He went slowly and carefully, keeping one eye the path ahead and one on the ground immediately in front of him. The Blitz—German planes dropping bomb after bomb after bomb all over England near the start of the war—had blacked out and rewritten the topography of the city, making even the familiar sidewalks strange and treacherous, even several years later. Their street had escaped the bombs unscathed, but the displaced earth from a few streets over had tilted parts of the road and sidewalks like carnival mirrors, the odd edges just waiting to catch unsuspecting feet and tires.

A small pack of returned soldiers were smoking on a street corner, talking in low voices. They could only be soldiers, given their age, maybe a few years older than Theo. Even two months ago there hadn’t been half as many, and the newly demobilized soldiers were rare and obvious sights on the street, either dressed still in their uniforms or in the conspicuous demob suits the government had provided to each returning serviceman: coat, trousers, shirt, and hat, all so fresh they had a self-conscious gleam to them. Would Theo already have his, or would he need to go somewhere to get it? Not that he would need it; all of Theo’s clothes were exactly where he had left them in his room.

Mum had been talking less and less idly about repurposing some of Theo’s things for Charlie. There were only so many clothing tickets allowed per person every year, but Charlie kept growing. He’d been excited as the marks for his height got higher and higher on his door frame, so excited that it had been months before he’d noticed that Mum’s dresses had new darns and places where the fabric was worn thin and shiny. Charlie, in turn, kept trying to stretch his clothes to fit. Everything had to be exactly the way Theo had left it, exactly. If Charlie could help it, anyway, and he couldn’t, always.

A precarious bit of road pulled Charlie out of his thoughts as he swung his bicycle around to avoid a gaping hole where a house and a stretch of sidewalk had been blasted away. It was only odd when he thought about it now, how one street could be as untouched as a snow globe, and the next one over flattened as if a shovel had swept it clear. He had to work now to remember what it had looked like before.

He pulled up to the grocer’s and parked his bicycle next to a few others. He touched his jacket pocket again to assure himself he’d brought the ration book and the money Mum had left in a jar on the counter. He occasionally had nightmares that he had lost the little book, or accidentally used it as kindling, often accompanying dreams that he had shown up for school in his underwear and nothing else.
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The shop was small and cramped inside, cans and bottles stacked high on shelves that went almost to the ceiling, a few baskets of wilting vegetables arranged a bit precariously underneath. The effect was so that it always seemed as if there had to be enough, more than enough, for everyone. Even as there never was.

Charlie remembered Mum’s shock-slack face, the first time she had seen their rations for the week laid out on the kitchen table, how she had not been able to hide it quite fast enough before Charlie got the idea that maybe he ought to be worried. He had never really thought about food before, to wonder what would happen if there wasn’t enough. “You can make do with anything, if anything is all you have,” Grandpa Fitz had said firmly, squeezing Mum’s hand tight in his own, under the table where he thought Charlie couldn’t see. But Charlie had seen. And he had worried. And he had never been able to work out how to stop.

It was a thin little dark thread that was sewn up into the fabric of everything, that worry. It stitched the pieces of his life together. What would even happen if it was gone?

Now Charlie carefully picked their usual rations from off the shelves. He could pick out the correct amount of everything for two adults and one child by memory now, the weight of it in the shopping basket not even enough to tire his arm. The line moved and soon he was in front of the counter, with Mr. Short, the grocer, smiling at him expectantly.

Mr. Short was in fact rather short, but short like a bulldog, all compressed ham-hock muscles and determination. He had a nice, open sort of face and he was reassuring in his sameness—the same dusty apron as always, the same neat off-white shirt, the same gleam of light off his bald head.

“Hello, Charlie,” he said warmly, taking the ration book Charlie offered and comparing it to his ledger. “How’s your mum and old Fitz?”

Charlie pulled out the money from his jacket pocket and carefully counted it out, adding in his head. Once, the second or third time he had come on his own, there had not been enough for everything in his shopping basket, and the awful pressure of the shame had seemed to press Charlie into the floor as he tried to work out which thing to get rid of, when they needed them all. Even now he could feel the memory of it staining his neck red and splotchy. Charlie had immediately gone home and informed Mum that he was going to look for a job the next day, maybe a paper route like Sean or collecting scrap metal like Eustace. Mum had told him that for the time being, his job was to be at home to help her and Grandpa Fitz while she had to be at work.

“They’re fine,” Charlie replied, swallowing down the memory. And then, unable to help himself once again, he added, “Theo’s home next week.”

Mr. Short’s whole face changed as he broke into a wide smile, deep crinkles appearing around his eyes. “Now, that is good news,” he said, counting out change in one meaty hand. And then, almost to himself, “That is good, good news indeed.” Mr. Short’s crinkled-up eyes narrowed a moment later, though, squinting suspiciously out the shop window.

The old woman everyone called Mad Mellie was pushing a baby’s pram full of odds and ends down the street with surprising spryness. She paused outside the grocer’s and began inspecting the rubbish bin.

“Oi!” Mr. Short shouted out the door. “Clear off!”

Charlie shifted his weight around, uncomfortable and embarrassed. Mad Mellie had been shuffling around the neighborhood for years, always with her pram and usually surrounded by the pigeons she fed bread crumbs. She was grumpy and dirty, but she never really bothered anyone—she hardly spoke to anyone at all besides her birds. But she was grumpy and dirty, and she made people uncomfortable. And that was why people yelled at her, he supposed.

Still.

“Woman’s a menace,” Mr. Short muttered under his breath as he finished loading up Charlie’s groceries.

“Thank you, Mr. Short,” Charlie said, careful to enunciate. Theo always said clarity was essential for thank-yous, and thank-yous were the cornerstone of good manners. Theo had once kicked a football straight through a glass window while playing in the street with a friend, and he had marched right up to the house in question, swept his hat off, and somehow apologized so eloquently and thoroughly that the old lady who owned the window sent him home with both the football and a slice of cake wrapped in wax paper. He’d let Charlie have a bite of it, the icing so sweet it almost stung.

“You’re more than welcome, Charlie,” Mr. Short said with another smile, and clapped Charlie on the shoulder. Charlie almost buckled under the weight of his hand, but he was pleased, nonetheless. For as long as Charlie could remember, every time he’d come with Mum or Grandpa Fitz, Mr. Short had smiled indulgently at him as said “Mr. Merriweather” in mock-serious tones. The first time Charlie had come into the store by himself to get the family’s weekly allotment of bacon and cooking oil and milk and all the other little things that made life possible but that there were never enough of, he had been shaking so badly with nerves that his ration book fluttered in his hands like a moth. Mr. Short had looked at Charlie for a long moment and then nodded and said, “Charlie,” and taken the book in calm, sure hands to fill out the logs. And he had been “Charlie” ever since.

Being treated as a grown-up by someone who mattered had made Charlie feel proud and a little embarrassed and, for just a moment, terribly, terribly lonely.

On the corner, Mad Mellie was continuing her inspection of the street’s garbage, the flock of pigeons trailing after her like an ugly cape. They fluttered and squawked as he walked past to his bicycle, and Mad Mellie glared at him for disturbing them. Trying to hide behind his upturned jacket collar, he carefully settled the groceries into the basket attached to the handlebars. He avoided talking to Mad Mellie if he could help it.

“Keep your beast away from my pigeons!” Mad Mellie shouted at him as he approached, and Charlie opened his mouth to protest that Biscuits wasn’t even doing anything when he saw a little white-and-marmalade shadow lurking underneath Mad Mellie’s favorite bench. She was stalking a pigeon with the focused intensity of a big game hunter, eyes huge, tail twitching, body slunk low to the ground.

Go home, Charlie mouthed at her, trying to shoo her away without drawing Mad Mellie’s attention to her. Biscuits chirruped at him in greeting and Mellie whirled around at the sound. Before Charlie could shout that he would take Biscuits home straight away, he promised, Mellie had dived after Biscuits, brandishing an umbrella and shouting some very unflattering things about Biscuits’s lineage. Biscuits streaked away in a cat-shaped blur, Mellie chasing after her down the block. Charlie pedaled as fast as he could and ducked his head down, trying very much to look like he was in no way a part of this exchange.

“Biscuits,” he hissed as soon as he’d rounded the corner, swiveling his head back and forth looking for her little cat shape. But Biscuits had disappeared again, presumably to gloat and digest. She would show up at home for her tea when she was good and ready and not a second before. Biscuits time had very little to do with people time. “Cats view time as more of a philosophical construct,” Mum had said once. “They’re a bit like your grandfather that way.” Grandpa Fitz had just snored louder from his chair by the fire.

Even with Biscuits off somewhere bringing more shame to the Merriweather family name, Charlie found it difficult to stay gloomy as he rode home. The sun was bright and fat in the sky and it made him feel warmer than he probably really was, and his bicycle basket was full of soap and sugar and tea.

Seven days and Theo will be home. The thought made him pedal faster.

Charlie’s good mood fizzled and died as he turned the corner to his house. A thin, reedy man in a rather upsetting hat was crouched in front of the door with an oil can, making a great production of doctoring the hinges.

“Charlie!” the man called, waving.

“Hello, Mr. Cleaver,” Charlie said, getting off his bike and walking it to the house, while trying to maintain a safe distance from the man and his hat.

Charlie did not like Mr. Cleaver. It wasn’t that Mr. Cleaver was unfriendly—rather, it was, among other reasons, his extreme friendliness that made Charlie keen to avoid him. When Mr. Cleaver smiled, he had what seemed to Charlie to be far too many teeth for his rather thin, small mouth. The hat was just unpleasant window dressing.

“Heard your mum talking about how this old door here has been giving you lip, and thought I’d just stop by and remind it who’s in charge here.” Mr. Cleaver stood, and slapped his grotesque hat on his knee for emphasis.

“Oh.”

“Yes, I wasn’t sure about her hours at the phone company; I know they’ve been letting people go all over the city, what with the boys coming back from the front. Will she be home anytime soon?” Mr. Cleaver’s eyebrows bowed like a hopeful dog. “Worth sticking around for a bit?”

“No.”

“Ah, drat, I was afraid of that. But you know, Charlie, I wanted to say, just between us lads, that if you ever need any help around the house, don’t hesitate to call! I know how difficult things have been, just the three of you, and old Fitzy feeling his age—”

“Theo will be home next week,” Charlie said, parking his bike and making his way to the door, being sure to keep a safe distance between himself and Mr. Cleaver, as if he were contagious. “So we’ll be fine.”

“Of course, of course! And about time, too!” Mr. Cleaver looked as if he were about to slap Charlie’s shoulder or ruffle his hair, and Charlie willed himself to look as prickly as possible. “Well, I’ll see you all at the church meeting tonight, then, yes?”

“Yes,” Charlie allowed, easing the door open and trying to slip inside.

“Lovely, well, please tell your mother I stopped—”

Charlie closed the door in his face. The hinges didn’t even have the good grace to squeak in solidarity.

“Thank the sweet Almighty, I thought he’d never leave.” Grandpa Fitz was in his regular clothes and fussing with the woodstove next to a pile of fresh wood. “He kept asking to come inside. Had to sing a rather inappropriate shanty about a porpoise to convince him I was dotty.”

Charlie ran over to hug Grandpa Fitz, his arms barely closing around his waist. It was like hugging a tree trunk, something that had stood forever and could never fall. He pressed his face into Grandpa Fitz’s soft shirt until his eyes no longer prickled.

Grandpa Fitz ruffled Charlie’s hair with his one hand, and then helped him unpack the groceries.
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CHARLIE NEVER USUALLY MINDED GOING TO church meetings, but knowing that Mr. Cleaver was lurking somewhere, waiting for his chance to talk to Mum, Charlie found that it was the worst idea he had ever heard in his entire life. He squirmed in his good shoes as Father MacIntosh stood before him and a dozen other kids from church, gazing out at the pack of them as if inspecting mustered troops.

“As you all know, tomorrow is our trip to the hospital to visit with the convalescing soldiers there. Now,” he said, straightening up behind the art table in front of him as if it were a pulpit, “I know none of you would have such poor taste, such little regard for the sacrifice of both our servicemen and our caregivers that you would run in the halls, or raise your voices, or speak out of turn, or”—he turned his bright eyes on them like searchlights—“loiter.” His voice held unspeakable disgust.

Charlie was not sure what was so horrible about loitering but knew better than to ask.

The church visit to the hospital had been planned for weeks, but somehow it had still managed to sneak up on him. Stacks of newspaper were arranged on each table, and some enterprising parent had glued sheets together to make thicker paper for the cards. They were a bit bubbly and still damp in places, but satisfyingly sturdy. Pots of watercolors and even some tubes of oil paint were distributed between chairs with cups of water for rinsing and stained hand towels.

“The doctors and nurses at the hospital will be working while we are there, do you understand?” Father Mac continued. “You are not to distract or bother them in any way, or I will be forced to have words with my supervisor.”

“Who?” Rosie Linton asked in a loud whisper.

“He means God,” Sean hissed back. Rosie paled.

“These soldiers have enough to deal with without the load of you running rampant through the wing like a pack of wild boars. Some of them may have especially grievous injuries, some of them may even seem a bit frightening. So it is important to know that if their appearance makes you feel at all uncomfortable, even for a moment, you will not draw attention to that fact.”

Father Mac swung around to scowl at them all accusingly, scanning them for signs of weakness.

What if Theo looks different?

Charlie slammed the door shut on the thought as soon as he had it. There were certain things he could not think about, things that stole the breath out of his lungs, that left him breathing in shallows pants, unable to either concentrate or properly relax. He had to throw them out before they could take hold.

Charlie wanted to paint a garden on his card—everyone liked gardens—but of course there was no green paint, all of it long since gone to the military for camouflage coloring. So he made a blue sky in long swaths of watery paint and blew on it to dry. He added a few gray clouds—it was England, after all—and black Vs of birds.

That one wasn’t very good. He picked up a fresh sheet of paper.

Well, of course Theo would look different. He might be a bit taller, he might have lost some of the softness around his cheeks. Maybe he could grow a beard now. Charlie’s shoulders unknotted themselves a bit.

Father Mac was prowling around the tables, offering such helpful commentary as, “I’m not sure a painting of a graveyard sends the precise message of calm you intend, Eustace.”

“But they’re nice and quiet!” Eustace protested.

Next to him, Sean was painting his hand with a brush and pressing businesslike handprint flowers onto four sheets of paper at a time like an assembly line.

Theo would come home and Theo would be fine. This was the only truth Charlie could accept. It was the only prayer he could make, the words he superimposed over everything else Father Mac was saying. His mind covered up missing arms and chemical burns and shrapnel with thick strokes of carefully mixed white and brown, and painted over them with Theo’s white smile with his crooked bottom teeth, his clear blue eyes, his not-quite-brown-not-quite-ginger hair, the tiny white scar on his chin where Mum said he had walked into a table and lost a baby tooth.

“That’s a lovely portrait, Charlie, but remember we’re making cards for people besides Theo,” said Father Mac’s voice behind his shoulder.

Charlie startled and knocked his elbow into a cup, upturning a stream of cloudy water that spread across the table, instantly soaking the thin paper.

Charlie could only watch as Theo’s features dissolved and bled away.

At the end of the hour, everyone gathered up their cards and placed them somewhere to dry, then shuffled back out into the main hall. Charlie had lost his enthusiasm for the whole affair, and so he had taken a few gluey sheets of paper with him to finish at home. He still had half a paint set left from four Christmases ago. If nothing else, he could make a few handprint flowers like Sean, even if the stems and leaves would have to be blue.

From the next room, where everyone else was waiting for the children to finish making cards, Charlie heard Mr. Cleaver’s braying laugh above the din of grown-up conversation. He scowled, the newspaper crinkling up in his fist. He was still trying to flatten it against his leg as he entered. Mum came into view, smiling politely at something Mr. Cleaver was saying. He touched her elbow to emphasize his point, and Charlie ran over to shove his painting directly in front of Mum’s face.

“What lovely birds, Charles,” Mum said, meeting his eyes over the card and raising one eyebrow at him. Behave, she mouthed silently.

“Charlie!” Mr. Cleaver said through his mustache. “How is that front door treating you? Not giving you any more guff?” He chortled around all of his teeth.

“No.”

Mum nudged his shin with her shoe.

“Thank you,” he added, fixing a flat smile on his face.

When Theo is here, Mr. Cleaver won’t have any reason to bother Mum, Charlie thought smugly as he dragged Mum over to look at the cards where they were drying. In fact, it was entirely possible that this was the last any of them would ever see of Mr. Cleaver and his horrible mustache except for glimpses across the pews on Sunday. That happy thought propelled him all through the rest of the evening: all through Father Mac’s seventh reiteration that walking quietly through hospital corridors was infinitely preferable to the fires of damnation, and all way through the cold black night and back home.

“That Mr. Cleaver is a right busybody, if you ask me,” Grandpa Fitz announced as they sat down to a late dinner.

“Dad,” Mum said, giving him a look over her water glass. “Stuart has been very kind to us.”

“Yes, a real paragon of selflessness, that one,” said Grandpa Fitz, rolling his eyes.

Mum did not inform him that his face was going to stick that way, as she usually did. Instead she just looked unhappy and moved a bit of carrot around her plate.

“I was thinking we should get Theo’s room
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