
Chapter One

			It took three attempts at buzzing the building manager before anyone answered, and then it was a voice too gruff and full of static for Kara to understand. She looked around the 1970s-styled lobby of her new building. Surely, the manager was going to come down and let her in? Or at least buzz her through the interior lobby door? If another tenant came out, maybe she could slip in after them. 

			She pulled out her phone. It was nearly six thirty, almost two hours after she’d expected to arrive and half an hour after she’d promised to text her mom that she’d made it safely. Stupid Chicago traffic. Mom would be worried, especially since Kara had rejected her offer to take the day off work and drive with her. But Kara had imagined hours of Mom poking into her life and no, thank you. 

			Made it to the new place. Talk after I get settled.

			She put her phone back in her coat pocket.

			This was ridiculous. She had already paid her first month’s rent and signed the lease. She had a legal right to enter her new apartment. She put her finger on the buzzer again and left it there. 

			A moment later, a man of about fifty or sixty with silver hair combed sideways over a bald spot burst through the locked interior door. He glared at her, and Kara yanked her finger off the buzzer. 

			“You are Kara?”

			Who else did he think she might be?

			“You come.” He barely waited for her before letting go of the door and turning away. “The apartment is this way, top floor. Is very nice.”

			“It looked nice in the pictures.”

			The manager, who hadn’t bothered introducing himself, led her to the stairs and bounded up them two at a time. Kara was fit enough to keep up, but it had been a long day, and she was feeling grouchy by the time they reached the fifth floor. 

			The apartment was smaller than it had appeared in the pictures on the website. Online it had seemed charming, but in person it was old and funny-smelling. The wooden floors looked sticky with too many years of wax, grit lined the edges of the molded baseboards, and a cold draft made Kara shiver as she stepped inside. 

			The manager smiled and nodded. “Is nice, yes?”

			“Uh….”

			“You need to sign the papers.” He unfolded a bundle and set it on the laminate kitchen counter. Then he took a pen from his shirt pocket and uncapped it. 

			Kara had asked the management company multiple times to email the lease for her to review, so she could sign it electronically in advance of arriving. They had eventually done that, but the day before someone from the office had phoned to say that she needed to sign the papers in person. She had politely explained that people signed documents electronically all the time, and they were still legally binding. It hadn’t mattered. 

			Her concern was that they were trying to pull a fast one, to change the terms of the lease she’d already agreed to. But a thorough look showed her the paper lease seemed fairly standard, nothing different. She signed and slid the papers back to the manager. He folded them in thirds and tucked them into his pants pocket. She was going to have to call the office tomorrow morning to get an executed copy for her own records. She wondered with frustration if all leasing companies in Chicago sucked or if she’d just had the misfortune of working with the worst one. 

			From a different pocket, the custodian produced two silver keys on a simple metal loop. He gave her a wordless nod and let himself out.

			The first thing Kara did was open all the windows. The radiators hissed in protest, but the air inside the apartment felt stale and…weirdly still. Fresh air was definitely needed, cold weather or not.

			After that, it was time to start moving in. She’d had to park the moving truck two blocks away. She carried box after box from it to the lobby, where she dumped everything in a heap. Once she was ready to take a load up, she realized the building manager hadn’t said anything about the freight elevator, and, sure enough, it was inoperable. She had to use a box to jimmy open the door of the tiny two-person passenger elevator while she crammed as many other boxes inside as she could. Once full, she rode it up to the fifth floor, pushed everything out in the hall, and went back to the lobby to repeat the process a hundred more times. If she took too long before letting the elevator door shut, an alarm went off. Once, she let the door shut to quell the alarm, and her boxes made their ascent alone. They came back, right about the time the stairwell door burst open, and two people who had probably hoped to ride the elevator glared at her before heading out into the night.

			So far, her big Chicago adventure was awful.

			She managed to haul in everything but the one piece of furniture she still owned, a couch, which would have to stay in the truck until she could get help. 

			Moving was always awful, but she’d been dumb not to pay for professionals or at least accept her brother-in-law’s offer to come with her. Independence had its drawbacks, but it would be worth it once she was settled and ready to start this new life.

			After looking up the nearest pizza place and ordering delivery, she sent her mother another text: Moved in. Unpacking. Very tired. Mom texted back a heart and a good night message instead of calling. She must have sensed that Kara wanted to be left alone.

			And she did. She threw herself into cleaning and unpacking, and by the time the pizza arrived, she felt she’d earned her rest. 

			But by midnight, she lay wide awake on the air mattress that would serve as her bed until she could buy furniture. Every creak and noise in the apartment seemed to echo off the bare walls. In Eau Claire, the most common noise she’d heard at night was the sound of drunk college students on the weekends. Here she could hear the squeal of tires and the honking of car horns. Every few minutes an automated voice kindly announced to passengers they were on the Route 50 bus. In Eau Claire, she and Hilary had lived on a tree-lined street. At night their room was dark. Now the room was bathed in the glow of the streetlamps. She vaguely remembered having to adjust during her time in Madison for law school, but she and Hilary had moved away from the city center after her first year and spent the rest of the time in a darker, quieter residential area. 

			Kara took a few deep breaths. She tried to imagine Mom saying, Just close your eyes, even if you don’t feel tired, the way she had when Kara was little and had a nightmare. Sure enough, after a few minutes, her muscles started to relax. She started to enter the delicious state of floating weightless, all cares and concerns muted into dream phenomena that could no longer hurt or worry her. She imagined Hilary sitting in the eating nook of this new apartment, calling out bus stops. Dream Hilary looked at Kara and asked if she wanted something to drink, but before Kara could answer, a clanging—a different one from the radiators—jolted her awake.

			She opened her eyes and strained to listen while trying to keep her breath quiet. She went through her situation: she’d locked the front door, and she’d closed and locked the windows before going to bed. She was on the top floor. If someone managed to get past the locked lobby, it was unlikely they’d decide to take the elevator up five floors. If she’d forgotten to close a window, it would be difficult for someone to climb up that high. She was just hearing apartment noises she wasn’t used to yet.

			Swoosh. This time it sounded exactly like the refrigerator door being shut. 

			Kara sat up.

			She looked around the bedroom for something to use in self-defense. Her cell phone was resting on the nightstand. She could call the police. But what if it was just a rat? Wasn’t Chicago supposed to have a lot of rats? She didn’t want to seem like an overanxious country bumpkin when the cops showed up.

			She held her breath as the floorboards outside the bedroom door creaked. Her heart began pounding in her ears, and she was sure the intruder could hear it, just as surely as she could hear the slow eek-eek-eek of their footsteps. 

			The doorknob squeaked as it began to turn. Kara covered her mouth with her hands to prevent herself from screaming out loud.

			The door opened halfway.

			She froze in terror. This was it. Whoever it was, whatever they wanted, she was trapped now. Here they came.

			But nothing happened.

			She waited a long minute, but the apartment was quiet again, with only the noises of the city coming from outside. Her breathing started to even out, but her hands were shaking.

			“Hello?” 

			She felt lightheaded. She knew she’d heard someone approaching. Maybe they were in the hallway. Maybe they were waiting to lure Kara out of the bedroom. 

			“Who’s there? I have a gun!”

			Nothing.

			After what felt like an eternity, she rolled off the air mattress and got to her feet. She took a timid step to the doorway. The floor creaked. Her bare feet stuck to the ages-old wax as she took another step. She reached carefully for the doorknob because despite her threat, she didn’t have a gun. 

			She hoped like hell no one was there.

			The hall was empty. There was no one in the bathroom, which didn’t yet have a shower curtain to hide behind. No one in the living room either. 

			She made her way to the kitchen and turned on the light.

			The refrigerator door was closed, but a carton of orange juice sat on the counter. Kara looked at it with curiosity. Her mother had sent her with a cooler of a few fresh food items, but had there been any orange juice? And had she drunk some of it before going to bed? She didn’t usually drink orange juice, except occasionally at brunch with champagne in it. She returned the carton to the fridge.

			She looked around the living room again. The front door was still bolted. The windows were all still closed. If someone had broken in, how had they done it?

			She returned to the kitchen. Why would someone break into her apartment to steal orange juice in the middle of the night? There were no dirty glasses. She hadn’t even unpacked the dishes yet. She’d eaten the pizza straight from the delivery box, which was still on the counter. She opened it and peeked inside. The remaining slices were still there. If someone had come in, why would they bother opening the refrigerator when there was food sitting out in the open? If they opened the refrigerator, why would they drink orange juice? Had they drunk directly out of the carton?

			Kara opened the refrigerator again and took the orange juice out. She stopped short of tossing the carton into the garbage. A peeping tom with a craving for vitamin C? That didn’t make a lot of sense. Usually the most logical explanation to a problem was the simplest.

			I probably just don’t like being alone in a strange apartment in a new city. I probably forgot the orange juice when I put the other food away earlier.

			She must have taken the carton out of the cooler and gotten distracted from putting it in the fridge. It had probably been sitting on the counter all night. That was the simplest explanation.

			Gently, she set the carton back on the shelf in the nearly empty refrigerator. 

			It’s an old building, she reminded herself. Their house in Eau Claire, which had originally been constructed in the 1960s, had been renovated only a few months before she and Hilary had moved in. This building hadn’t been renovated since the mid-1970s, if the lobby decor was anything to go by, but it had been built decades before that. Kara probably wasn’t accustomed to the quirks of old architecture. She tested the bedroom doorknob, and, sure enough, it didn’t latch properly against the strike plate. 

			See? Just your imagination and an old door. Nothing to worry about.

			She rooted around for something to use as a weapon to make her feel safer, but all she could find was a butterknife.

			Great, I’ll just spread someone to death.

			Back in the bedroom, she found her phone and contemplated calling Mom or her sister Becca, but that would only create more problems. If she woke them up in the middle of the night, they’d panic, too. And when she told them she didn’t actually find an intruder, they’d say she was paranoid and this was why she shouldn’t have tried to strike out on her own, far from them and the comforts of the place where she grew up. They’d tell her to come home.

			Instead, she opened a streaming app and pulled up an old episode of the British baking show. Somewhere between bread week and pastry week, she finally fell asleep.

			By the next morning, cold logic prevailed. There were three possible scenarios to explain what had happened. Scenario one: a draft in the building caused doors and windows to creak. As for the orange juice, she’d either forgotten to put it away when she’d unpacked the cooler, or she really had imagined it. After all, she’d been dreaming about Hilary being in the kitchen. Maybe her mind wanted to see evidence of that. 

			The second and third possible explanations were that someone had actually come in. Scenario two: the locks in the building were so old that the keys worked universally. Someone who lived in the building had come home, probably drunk, and accidentally let themselves into the wrong apartment. They’d helped themselves to something to drink before they realized their mistake and fled, embarrassed and worried about getting caught. Scenario three: someone had a key to Kara’s apartment specifically. Maybe someone who had never lived in the building, a friend the previous tenant had given an emergency key. They might not have known their friend—brother—whoever—had moved out a few days earlier. They’d come over, had some orange juice, and been ready to crash in the bedroom where Kara was sleeping when they realized their mistake. That seemed like a reasonable enough explanation, something innocuous but nonetheless a violation of Kara’s privacy that would need to be curbed.

			After a quick shower, she set out to find the building manager to ask if he would help move the couch and to get a read on the likelihood of the three scenarios. The man, whom Kara found tinkering with one of the washing machines in the basement laundry room, agreed to help her, but as they carried the couch from the moving truck to the lobby, he didn’t seem all that concerned about the possible break-in.

			“You want I change lock?”

			“No, the lock’s not broken. I just want to know if there’s ever a problem with drafts making doors open and close. Or maybe the key to another apartment works in my lock, and someone stumbled home drunk or something? I was wondering if maybe someone else has a key to my place, like you, or—”

			“Yuk-use? Yuk-use?” 

			It took Kara a moment to figure out what he was saying. “No, I’m not accusing you.” 

			“I live ten years in America! I never have problem. I work hard. I do job. Everybody think, okay, is immigrant, is liar. Is thief. No have papers.”

			The elevator dinged open on the fifth floor, and they wrestled the sofa into the hall through a feat of geometry. At least the guy wasn’t yelling anymore. Kara considered it real progress in their relationship.

			“So are you from Poland then?”

			“Poland? Poland! I am from Ukraine!”

			“Sorry, I just thought—”

			“I have work to do.” He stabbed the elevator button, and the door jerked open. He stepped inside and pointed a finger at Kara. “Yuk-use, you go to Eric, say him Oleg is thief. He say no way, is honest. You see.” 

			“I’m not really interested in going to Eric.” Whoever Eric was. “Never mind.”

			“Never mind,” he repeated, his voice tinged with sarcasm. He pushed a button on the panel inside the elevator.

			The doors closed as Kara shouted, “Thank you for your help, sir!” 

			The couch was still yards away from her apartment and the next geometry puzzle of getting it inside the door. She sighed and began to push it inch by inch down the hall.






Chapter Ten

			The next few weeks passed for Kara in a blur of work and baby-sitting her ghost. Barb made increasingly ridiculous demands every time Kara left for the office in the morning. “Bring home some Tab,” she said once, as if Kara had any idea if they still even made it. Another time she asked if she could get a cat to keep her company during the day. Absolutely not.

			When she wasn’t working, Kara’s social life was pretty pathetic. She’d met people. Sure, she could say that. She’d met a building manager who didn’t like her, a pretend medium, a neighbor who sometimes didn’t remember if they’d met before, an elderly witch, and the former resident of her apartment who was possibly the only remotely normal person on that list but who was obviously not over her ex.

			Kara had dutifully checked off the K items on the ghost to-do list, most of which were a resounding failure. With the help of Ruthie, the front office assistant, she’d hired the firm’s private investigator to look into Nan’s background, but she still didn’t know Barb’s last name or date of birth, and Barb refused to tell. Every night when she got off the train, she headed away from her building to check Miss Pythia’s shop, and every night it was closed. One day, the curtains were gone, and she was able to peek in the windows. Inside was an empty space. The next day, a “for rent” sign was posted to the door. When Kara saw Nan in the mail room a few days later, she asked if Miss Pythia had relocated, but Nan insisted she’d never heard of anyone by that name.

			The one person who was easy to get a hold of was Nisha. Actually, Kara didn’t have to get a hold of her. Nisha texted night and day to check on Barb. She’d called Kara’s office the day after their walk in the park to ask if she should come over to help, but Kara had told Ruthie to say she was in a meeting and unavailable. 

			She kept seeing Nisha’s earrings brush against the delicate brown skin of her neck as the wind blew, Nisha’s plush lips smiling as they talked. She kept thinking about how close she had come to kissing those lips and how terrible an idea that was. 

			Nisha was fixated on Angie. She had been wearing Angie’s engagement ring that very day. She was still living in the past.

			And Kara’s ideal plan for moving forward into the future didn’t involve starting a new long-term relationship. It involved hot, casual sex, something she was getting absolutely none of.

			So there they were. Kara was avoiding Nisha, and Nisha was relentlessly trying to contact her. 

			On a Tuesday afternoon in late November, the first heavy snowfall of the season came, and by evening the streets of the Loop were full of plows. As Kara watched the maintenance crew from the building across the street shovel the sidewalk and scatter salt, she felt reluctant to leave the warmth of her office. She’d called her mom and sister to catch up, and she’d sent text messages to some friends in Wisconsin who asked if Chicago was amazing.

			With no one left to talk to, Kara was scrolling through Instagram on her phone, wasting time, not ready to face another evening with Barb, when she saw Nisha’s latest post. It was a picture of her on the train, looking out the window while holding a cup of coffee. Her thick black hair was loose around her shoulders, and she was wearing a red scarf with a gray coat. The caption said Sunita had made her pose, and Kara wondered where they had gone together that had sparked the impromptu photo session. It was funny how most of Nisha’s photos were her alone. To someone who didn’t know Nisha, it seemed as if she led a solitary life, but she had Sunita and Madeline—and Nan and Oleg—a whole host of people who loved her and wanted to be around her.

			Meanwhile, Kara was ignoring her texts. 

			She pulled up Nisha’s contact info and hit the call button. 

			On the third ring, Nisha answered. “I really think you should come over, so we can talk.”

			“Tonight?”

			“Yes.”

			At six forty, Kara ran down the stairs to the train station and through the tunnel. It was her first time riding the Red Line, which she took north to the Bryn Mawr stop. From there, she hiked a few blocks in the cold to a nondescript red brick low-rise that looked almost identical to the other buildings on the street.

			Her hand was shaky as she buzzed unit 215, a mixture of anxiety over whatever was bothering Nisha and eagerness to see her.

			When the front door hummed to signal it was unlocked, she let herself inside. The building had no lobby, just a small vestibule with mailboxes. She found the stairs and began climbing, uncertain which direction 215 would be, when a door to her left opened, and someone waved at her.

			It was Madeline. Her blond hair was in a messy bun with pieces falling around her face. She was wearing a T-shirt, pajama pants, and gray slippers, and Kara realized Nisha hadn’t said if they were eating with her roommates or just the two of them. Kara wasn’t sure which would be more awkward.

			“Welcome!” Madeline called as Kara made her way down the hall. “Do you remember me? We met that night at Perimeter.”

			She sounded friendly, as if all the anger Sunita had leveled at Kara that horrible night at the club had been long forgotten. 

			“Of course, you’re Madeline, right?”

			“Maddie, please. Come on in.”

			She escorted Kara through a dark stained door and into a living room separated from a dining room by a half-wall with built-in china cabinets. It was obviously an older building but recently refurbished. The space was bright and warm and modern, even with its beautifully preserved original features. So this was Sunita and Maddie’s condo, where Nisha had been crashing since she moved out of Kara’s sticky, smelly apartment. Not a bad place to recover from heartbreak. 

			“Nisha’s changing her clothes. Can I get you something to drink while you wait?”

			“A glass of water, please.”

			Maddie left Kara alone on the gray corduroy sectional. When she came back, she was carrying a tall glass of chilled water with a lemon wedge. Kara hadn’t expected such formality and wasn’t sure what to make of it. She gave her thanks, and Maddie left her alone again.

			Eventually Nisha emerged from a door farther down the hall. “Sorry it took me so long. I slipped and fell on my way home, and I was soaking wet.”

			“Are you okay?”

			“Maybe a bruise on my butt, no big deal.” She shuffled across the pristine wooden floors in a pair of fuzzy green socks and sat cross-legged next to Kara on the couch. “So what’s going on?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“You sounded so upset when you called me earlier.”

			Kara frowned. “When I called you earlier, you said to come over tonight, I said okay, and you asked me what time I’d be here, and then you hung up. How did you get that I was upset from a twenty-second phone call?”

			“Before that. When you left me the voice mail saying you were having a tough day and needed someone to talk to.”

			“Nish, I never did that.” But Nisha had been on her mind. Had she called and forgotten? She reached for her bag on the floor and took her phone from the inside pocket. She pulled up the call history. 

			“It wasn’t from that number. It was a 312 number I didn’t recognize. I assumed it was one of your office lines.” 

			“I think someone is pulling a prank on you. I was thinking about you all day, but didn’t call.”

			“You were thinking about me?”

			Kara couldn’t tell if Nisha sounded hopeful that she occupied Kara’s attention or annoyed that thinking about her was all Kara had done. She decided to put her guts on the line.

			“I know I said I’d call the last time we saw each other, and I didn’t. I’m sorry about that.”

			“I don’t understand. If you were avoiding me, why’d you agree to come over?”

			“You made it sound like we had something important to talk about.” She’d thought Nisha might have an update from her half of the to-do list. But, in her heart, Kara knew that wasn’t why she’d rushed over. She’d come because she was glad Nisha wasn’t angry at her lack of communication. She was grateful Nisha had made the first overture. Or the tenth.

			“Do we have something important to talk about?” 

			Nisha’s big brown eyes did that soul-searching thing, and Kara took a sip of water to avoid falling into them and never coming out again. Nisha wasn’t talking about Barb, that was clear. As much as Kara wanted to get lost in her, it was too much.

			“I don’t need to bust in on your evening. Sorry for the misunderstanding.”

			She rose to her feet and slung her bag over her shoulder. She moved to the front door, but as she reached for the knob, Nisha said, “Please don’t go.”

			Kara turned to look at her and felt the same swelling in her chest she’d experienced at the park. 

			“I didn’t call because I didn’t know what to say,” she admitted.

			“Because I’ve been texting so much, right? It was probably overkill. It’s just that when you helped me search for the ring and made me brunch—”

			“I made you toast.”

			“You invited me over for brunch, and you were good to me and Nan. And now that you’re stuck with Barb, I wanted to return the favor.”

			Kara leaned her back against the door. “You were good to me when you took me out to that club. I was the one repaying the favor. Anyway, I shouldn’t have avoided you. I…I missed you.”

			Her throat felt dry, and her heart was racing now. She hated the words she was saying and how vulnerable they made her feel, but she liked how they made Nisha’s eyes soften.

			“When you said you wanted a hookup, I thought maybe you were the kind of person who can’t be trusted with anything more serious.” Nisha quickly added, “I mean friendship. How some people aren’t reliable. Not that everyone who has casual sex is unreliable. I’m not trying to make a moral judgment about monogamy. Man, I’m floundering here.”

			“You were scared.”

			“Yeah.”

			“Why?”

			“Because I haven’t been with anyone since Angie.”

			There it was. The reminder that while for Kara there was a bubble of feelings growing between them, getting bigger each time they talked, Nisha wasn’t ready for it.

			“You have to let her go.”

			“It’s not that easy. I’m not saying she was so perfect I can never imagine anyone living up to her. But when we broke up, it wasn’t just us breaking up. It was splitting up furniture and bank accounts and friends. I lost nearly everybody but them.” She tipped her head toward the hallway, meaning Sunita and Maddie. “My life completely fell apart. I couldn’t face getting hurt like that again.” Nisha turned to lean against the wall beside Kara. “When I met you, and you were here in Chicago all alone, it was like the universe was giving me a sign that I should get to know you. Then Barb happened, and I was the only other person who knew about it, and I thought, well, you need me.”

			So Nisha’s attentiveness had only been out of pity for Kara’s loneliness, nothing more. “I don’t need you. It was nice having you around, but I’m fine on my own. That was my whole goal in moving here, right? Now if I can get Barb to go away, I can finally have what I want.”

			Nisha frowned at her. “Is that really what you want?”

			There was the sound of a key fumbling in the lock a split second before the door pushed into Kara, and she fell a step forward. Nisha caught her. Then the door opened all the way, knocking into Kara’s back.

			“Sorry.” Sunita stepped inside and twirled her key ring on her forefinger. She didn’t sound very sorry. “Are you all right?”

			An ache where the doorknob had pounded into Kara’s back was growing stronger and hotter. She’d probably have a bruise.

			Once again, Sunita looked at her with cold eyes. “I didn’t realize Nisha had invited you over.”

			Did they require Nisha to get permission before having guests? Kara just returned the stare and waited for Sunita to say something else.

			They were saved by Maddie, who came out of a bedroom door in the narrow hall. “Suni! I need your help in here!”

			Sunita studied Kara one last time before hanging her coat on a hook and heading toward Maddie. Kara suspected the demand for help was a clumsy attempt on Maddie’s part to give Nisha and Kara time alone, and she appreciated it. Whatever social skills Sunita lacked, Maddie seemed to have in spades. Unless Sunita reserved her coldness especially for Kara.

			“Does she hate me?”

			Nisha shrugged noncommittally. “Do you want some ice for your back?”

			“I’m fine.”

			“Humor me.”

			She trailed Nisha to the rear of the unit, where the galley kitchen looked onto a small eating area, far from the dining room by the front door. “Weird setup but nice place.”

			“It’s typical of these kinds of buildings. Maddie and Suni own, so the finishes are a little nicer. They were the first to buy after the place was converted into condos. They got a really good deal, and now it’s worth twenty grand more than they paid for it.”

			Nisha’s voice was tinged with uncharacteristic bitterness. She reached into the freezer drawer of the stainless steel refrigerator and pulled out a handful of ice cubes. She put them in a sandwich bag and wrapped the bag in a dish towel. Instead of handing the bundle to Kara, she pressed it gently to Kara’s back. Kara wasn’t really in that much pain, but she appreciated Nisha’s tenderness. 

			“I’m really sorry,” Nisha said after a moment. “I don’t think Suni meant to open the door into you like that.”

			She had definitely meant to open the door like that.

			“I was in the way.” Kara took the ice pack from her and sat gingerly in one of the barstools at the counter between the eating area and kitchen.

			Nisha leaned on the opposite side of the counter facing her. “She’s actually an incredible person. She saved me when I was at my lowest.”

			When she had broken up with Angie, she meant, but Kara couldn’t imagine someone as self-actualized as Nisha being such a mess that she needed rescuing. What had Angie seen in Nisha that had made her leave? Or maybe the better question was: What had Angie stopped seeing? 

			“I think I’m a little jealous of you,” Kara said.

			“Of me?”

			“You have such a handle on life. You talk about your feelings, you’re insightful. You’re…How do I say this nicely? You’re stuck in the past in a way that seems kind of unhealthy, but at the same time you’re also incredibly healthy, mentally.”

			“I’m a walking contradiction.” Nisha came around the counter to sit on the stool beside her. “Actually, every day feels different, and I never know which kind of day it’s going to be until it’s halfway over. You caught me on a good day today. Suni and Maddie could tell you about my bad days. The truth is, I think I’ve been a little angry at you.”

			“Why?”

			“You’re ready to go out and meet people, and part of me is jealous of you. I think it makes me a little angry because…” 

			“Because what?”

			“Because you being ready to move on makes it seem like you didn’t know what a good thing you had.”

			Kara supposed she could understand that. All Nisha wanted was for Angie to love her again. Kara had had Hilary’s love, and she was looking for something from someone else instead of just appreciating it.

			“I still love Hilary. I will always love Hilary, even if I end up in another relationship. Nothing could ever change that. I think that’s why I keep saying I don’t want another relationship right now.” Kara placed one hand atop the other against her chest. It was something she’d started doing after Hilary died. She liked to think that’s where Hilary was now, in Kara’s heart. “It took me a really long time to figure out how to keep going, not despite Hilary’s death but in honor of it. But you—you’re missing out on everything that’s in front of you. Angie walked out on you. You don’t owe her your loyalty anymore.”

			“I know it’s stupid to still want her back,” Nisha said. “I would give anything for the chance to see her again, to talk to her, because I feel like if we had talked one more time or maybe gone to counseling, we could have worked through our problems, and she would have changed her mind about getting married and getting the house. Or, if she didn’t change her mind, maybe we could have at least ended on a decent note.”

			Nisha wanted closure. That was a reasonable enough request, one Angie should have granted. In a long-term committed relationship, people owed it to each other to end it graciously. Kara was lucky that she and Hilary had gotten time to find closure with Hilary’s diagnosis.

			“Hilary wanted to get married.” It wasn’t something Kara talked much about. Her sister Becca and a few friends knew, but her parents didn’t. She wasn’t sure why she was telling Nisha.

			“Did you?”

			“No.” Nisha looked at her in surprise, and Kara felt a little defensiveness kick in. “I know, as a lawyer, why it makes sense, but it seemed dumb to me, since so many marriages end in divorce. I didn’t see the point in putting that kind of pressure on us when we already had a great life together. Hilary always said she understood how I felt, but I could tell it was a disappointment to her. After she died, all I could think was how stupid I’d been. Why couldn’t I have worn a ring and signed a piece of paper if it would have made her happy? I could see the fallacy in my argument, you know?”

			“How do you mean?”

			“Well, my point was that we already had a marriage, functionally, just not legally, so what was the point of actually filing the papers? But the inverse is also true. If what we had was basically a marriage anyway, then signing papers and wearing rings wouldn’t have changed anything, so I had nothing to be afraid of. When she died, I regretted it so much. I think I’ll probably regret it for the rest of my life.” Kara didn’t want to go too far down this road for fear she might open a door she’d have a hard time closing again. She looked at Nisha. “And then you showed up—” 

			“And I had the ring you’d said no to.”

			“Yeah.”

			“But you and Hilary had real love for each other. I just have an empty symbol.”

			“If it’s so empty, take it off.”

			“I don’t know…”

			Kara reached for Nisha’s left hand, so they could look at the two matching rings. “If you want closure and you can’t get it from Angie, give it to yourself. Take these off, put them away, sell them, give them to someone else, whatever, but don’t wear them anymore.”

			Nisha’s face scrunched in distress, and Kara thought she’d pushed too far. If she pressured Nisha into doing something she wasn’t ready to do, she’d only end up resenting Kara for it. 

			She was about to dial it back when, to her surprise, Nisha said, “You’re right,” and pulled the two rings off. “I don’t need these anymore.”

			“Wooo!” Kara applauded and whistled, savoring how it made Nisha blush. Her hands came up to her cheeks, but she was smiling.

			Sunita popped out of the bedroom. “What’s going on?” 

			Nisha held up her empty left hand. “I took off the rings!”

			Sunita pursed her lips and was about to say something when Maddie yanked her back into the bedroom, and the door slammed shut.

			“Will you take these?” Nisha pushed the rings toward Kara. “I don’t care what you do with them, just as long as I don’t have to see them again.”

			“Are you sure?”

			Nisha nodded, and Kara put the rings in her pants pocket. Not the safest place to transport them, but her work bag was in the living room. She’d put them in the inside pouch before taking the train home. After that, who knew? She’d probably hide them in a dresser drawer in case Nisha called the next day and said she’d made a mistake.

			“I’m proud of you,” she told Nisha.

			“I don’t think I’d have gotten here if we hadn’t met.” 

			Maddie came out of the bedroom then, apologetic. “I was trying so hard not to interrupt, but if I don’t start pressing the tofu now, we won’t be eating until bedtime. Can I come in for one second?” 

			“It’s fine, Maddie.” Nisha sounded long-suffering. “You’re not interrupting anything private.”

			“I’m gonna go put these in my bag,” Kara said, tapping the pocket with the rings.

			Her bag was in the living room. She put the rings in the inside zipper pouch, where there was no chance of them falling out or getting lost on her way home. Her phone buzzed, and she felt a little dread mixed with annoyance. It was probably Horowitz calling with another one of his after-hours ideas that could wait until morning. But when she looked at the phone screen, Kara saw she had already missed six calls from a 773 number she didn’t recognize. She accepted the incoming call.

			“Finally! Do you know how many times I had to call you?”

			“Who is this?”

			“It’s Barb.” 

			“How did you get a phone?”

			“From Nan.”

			“Nan’s in my apartment?”

			“She was. Now she’s on her way to the hospital.”

			“What? What happened?”

			“She collapsed, so I took her phone and called 911. You’d better get to the hospital. And bring Nisha.”






Chapter Eleven

			In the emergency room, they couldn’t get any information. “I’m sorry, you’re not her next of kin,” the person at the reception desk said three times. Nisha was about to yell, since asking nicely wasn’t getting her anywhere, but Kara tugged her by the sleeve toward the waiting area.

			“Who’s her next of kin?” Kara asked. “If you have their number, we can call them directly to find out what’s going on.”

			“I didn’t know she had kin! She never talks about family, only other queer people she used to know.” Nisha slumped into the chair beside Kara. She felt guilty she hadn’t been to see Nan in a while and frustrated she didn’t know more about Nan’s family. She’d thought they were close. It was embarrassing to be confronted with what she didn’t know. In all the time they’d spent together, why hadn’t they talked about Nan’s plans for an emergency like this?

			“What if it’s something serious?” she said. “Why does someone who never even sees her get to know what’s going on and I don’t?”

			Before Kara could answer, Nisha sprang to her feet and went back to the reception desk. “Can you at least get us in touch with whoever is her next of kin? Can we talk to them? I just want to know what’s going on. She’s like a grandmother to me.”

			She knew on some level she was pissing off the staff, but she couldn’t help it. 

			“I’m sorry, I can’t do that. I can tell them you’re here, and they can decide if they want to update you.”

			“That’s the best you can do?”

			“That’s the best I can do. Now, I’ve got a lobby full of people, so I need you to take a seat.”

			Nisha returned to Kara, ready to hear her suggest going home, but instead Kara reached for her hand. She gave it a squeeze and didn’t let go.

			Thirty minutes later, Oleg came through the door and nodded when he saw them. “What has happened?”

			“I don’t know.” Nisha stood and gave him a quick hug. “Nobody will tell me anything.”

			“How did you know to come here?” Kara asked.

			“Strange thing.” Oleg took a seat beside Nisha. “I get a call from emergency service to come to your apartment to fix overflowing toilet. I go. Is not you there. The toilet is fine. Woman there tells me to come here. I say why can’t you tell me that on phone. She say she no have number, just emergency service number.”

			Diabolical Barb.

			“Who is this woman?” Oleg asked Kara. “Only you are on the lease.”

			Kara opened and closed her mouth and looked to Nisha for help. As fond of Oleg as Nisha was, she wasn’t going to try to explain Barb. She opted for a white lie instead.

			“She’s Kara’s cousin from Wisconsin. She’s just visiting for a few days. I’m glad she figured out how to get in touch with you. We don’t know what’s going on with Nan. They won’t tell us anything.”

			Oleg went with her back to the reception desk, to the clerk who looked ready to snap. She said the same thing again, much less gently this time. Oleg thanked her, and once again Nisha sat on the stupid hard chair.

			“I can see if Eric has a number,” Oleg said, scrolling through his phone.

			Eric was his direct supervisor. He lived in a nearby building run by the same management company. When Nisha had lived in the building, she’d sometimes seen them hanging out together. Oleg made a phone call and explained what was going on, chatted for a minute, and then said, “Da,” and hung up.

			“Well?”

			“He’s going down to his office to look through the files. You know every year we ask for updating information? He thinks maybe he have something in there.”

			Nisha let out a sigh of relief. Finally someone was doing something. “You’re the best.” 

			A few minutes later, Eric called back, and after a minute Oleg relayed the conversation to Nisha and Kara. Nan hadn’t responded to the annual request for updated information in a few years, but the last time she’d done it, she’d included the name and number of a friend as her emergency contact.

			“Well, who is it?” Kara asked.

			“Is Sonia Rivera,” Oleg said. “I call now.” 

			“Sonia?” Nisha said to Kara. “Sonia is listed as her next of kin?”

			“No answer,” Oleg said. “Maybe she is here now.”

			Kara went back to the reception desk. Nisha watched as the staff person opened her mouth, ready to yell at them, but Kara swiftly and smoothly said, “I know we’ve been a nuisance to you, and I’m sorry about that. I get that you’re really busy and just doing your job. The thing is, we know who our friend’s emergency contact is, and she’s not answering our calls. Could you at least tell us if she’s here in the hospital right now? Because if she’s not, we know where she lives and we can go get her, so she can make the decisions she needs to and so we can all get updated on our friend’s condition. Her name is Sonia Rivera. I can give you her phone number as proof I’m not lying.”

			“Just a minute.” The receptionist picked up the phone.

			Kara turned to them and gave a thumbs up.

			Ten minutes later, Nisha was in a cab with Kara headed toward Sonia’s house to bring her to the hospital.

			* * *

			By the time they got to Sonia’s house, it was around nine, and all the lights were off. Nisha had misgivings about
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