
Chapter One

			For Cait Durant, editing was a delicate game of excavation. She used a sort-of x-ray vision to trace the sparkling, branching veins of goodness within the bedrock of each manuscript. Almost every time, hiding there, just beneath the surface, was exactly what needed to be exposed to enrich the writing currently on the page—or her screen. The glow of her laptop was a miner’s headlamp laying bare every clumsy turn of phrase, heavy-handed characterization, or missed opportunity. She loved to read above all else, and when she’d been young and whimsical, she’d thought she’d grow up to be a writer. The ability to read critically had come slowly at first, but the first time she’d unearthed something not quite right in an essay that had seemed perfect on her first reading, she found her calling with the resonant click of the right path opening before her. 

			She had been successfully freelancing for the last five years and had turned her home office into a sanctum of thought and productivity, complete with a full-spectrum lamp, a shudderingly expensive sit-stand desk, and a small white-noise machine she’d bought when her neighbor to the left and his girlfriend had gone through a phase so passionate and loud with sex that Cait was equally disturbed and impressed. 

			The only regular disturbance to her work now was Pancho Villa, her Great Dane. She had adopted Pancho when buffeted by loneliness, so far removed from the act of being intimate with another woman that she couldn’t quite remember how it went. While he grew and grew and grew—he now stood chest high to Cait…when he bothered to get out of his cushy bed in the corner—they had provided each other with much-needed affection. Then, as it sometimes went, acquiring this companion had activated the universe’s bent toward coupledom, and she’d met Lauren.

			Lauren had seemed to like Pancho well enough, even though he was alarmingly large, even as a six-month-old puppy. But a couple of years later, in their final acrimonious weeks together, she’d referred to him as “livestock.” Though Cait told herself that was certainly just spite, she had upped the frequency of his baths, something she did outside whenever the weather permitted. Her tub was child-sized, not even big enough for her, let alone a squirming cow of a dog. It didn’t fix anything. Pancho now smelled fresh as the proverbial daisy, but the bitter stink of her breakup with Lauren still permeated the apartment. 

			Lauren had had a lot to say at the end, accusing Cait of being shut down and controlling and of working too much at a job she was never going to be acknowledged for doing. She took issue with the intense training Cait had put Pancho through to make him a model citizen, claiming the dog was now unnaturally behaved. She got on Cait for not introducing her to Cait’s family and even for her “obsession” with lifting weights at the gym. But, of course, she’d never complained about the resulting solidness of Cait’s body, how fleshy and strong she was, or how completely Cait could cover her in bed, her almost-six-foot frame good for something other than swimming and lifting. No, but she’d spent plenty of time conjecturing why Cait had gotten a dog nearly as big as she was, hinting at some sort of complex when it had just seemed like the most natural thing. Who could picture her with a Chihuahua?

			The breakup had taken Cait by surprise, like the unsupported twist ending of an otherwise capable novel. Either Lauren’s capacity for vitriol had been stealthy or Cait had been oblivious. It had made her wonder what else she wasn’t seeing about her life, but instead of taking a good look around, she did exactly what would have made Lauren roll her eyes in exasperation: she doubled down on work.

			She made her living doing contract editing for individual writers as well as for some smaller presses and bigger websites. A good portion of her work came from Grovetree Press, which published a couple of dozen titles a year and accounted for half of her billable hours. Martha Grimes steered the ship over there and threw Cait work with such regularity that the two of them had become friends, trading witty emails and conversation over the thousand miles between Chicago, where Martha lived, and Boston, where Cait had lived since she’d left her hometown in far eastern Tennessee as soon as humanly possible to move into her college’s dorms and make her start as a student-athlete.

			Though she’d lived all over the city over the last ten years, now she rented a place in North Cambridge, spitting distance from Arlington and neither here nor there, which is what helped make it affordable. She could walk to the T, her gym, a Foodmaster grocery store, and, with a little extra stretch in her step, to Davis Square in Somerville, where she could satisfy her craving for barbeque, tacos, and ice cream, among other things. Though her neighborhood had started succumbing to gentrification, rents were still reliably low, and her side street was quiet and more tree-lined than others. She’d moved into this building two years before and wasn’t planning on leaving any time soon.

			Through her window, the light on this late-winter day had started to wane, and every time she moved, Pancho raised his head from where he was curled up on his bed, signaling that it was time for his evening perambulation. Being a big dog didn’t mean he needed or even wanted big exercise. Great Danes were essentially overgrown lap dogs and were largely content following their owners around the house. Pancho had been an exuberant puppy when she’d rescued him, a big baby forever growing into his paws and head, but now he was dignified in his middle age, having turned three a few months before. In honor of his most recent trip around the sun, Cait had bought him a ridiculously expensive doggie dessert at a boutique pet store a couple of miles down Mass Ave from her apartment. Even though he demolished it in half the time it took for her to unpackage it, it had felt like money well spent.

			She turned to him. “One more call, buddy.” His tail thumped, but he didn’t get up. While she lowered her desk from its standing position, she called Martha about the book she’d just finished reading, the first of two passes she’d make for this developmental editing run. This kind of work was much more exciting than line editing, though she offered both services. Line work was like detailed embroidery compared to development, which operated at the higher level of the fabric itself, examining its warp and weave and the way it was dyed and cut. Story arcs, characterization, motivation, themes, and resonance were why she got up in the morning. She didn’t just do this for the money, though that was nice; she truly loved her work and loved the high of accomplishment that solving editorial puzzles left her with.

			Martha answered. “You’re so good at coming in as the last call of the day.”

			“You’re a creature of habit, and I pay attention.” Cait eased herself into her chair. Martha had two kids and a husband—a family with all the trimmings, as Cait thought of it—and she did an admirable job of turning off the publisher side of her identity in the evenings and for most weekends. Better than Cait, according to Lauren.

			“Please tell me you’re calling about Put Title Here.”

			“I just finished it.” Cait took a beat to find the words she should have arranged in her mind before even picking up the phone.

			“Whoa, really?”

			“I haven’t even said anything.”

			“Your pauses are eloquent. And the tone of your voice.”

			“Now you sound like my mother.” She leaned back in her chair and gazed up at the ceiling, which was “popcorned” with little balls of plaster.

			“You didn’t like it?”

			“I wouldn’t put it that way, and it doesn’t matter whether I like something or not.” Though, of course, it helped if she could balance her intellectual and emotional responses. Besides, if she truly hated the thing, she’d be way more diplomatic about it, given how much of her rent Grovetree paid. “It’s just not as far along as I’d think it’d be at this point.”

			“Fine. Point taken, but it’s a great story, and there are some real gems hidden in the sentences.”

			“I totally agree, but there’s a bunch of excavation and restructuring necessary to make it shine the way it should. Consider the character of Dahlia, who’s introduced in the first chapter but dropped until the second half of the book. Or the secondary story of the car and its restoration and ownership? Maybe that could serve a purpose, but I’m not sure what it’s doing in there right now. It’s taking up easily fifteen thousand words, which is a lot of real estate. If it was a boat, it might make more sense because then it would tie in Richard and Ursula even more.”

			“That’s brilliant. All of it, but the boat? I can’t see that. Cait, you know I buy more for potential than what’s literally on the page, and that’d be a terrible strategy if I didn’t have you in our corner.”

			Cait’s neck started to complain at her position, but she didn’t move. She still felt the urge to reach up and memorize the textured ceiling’s bumps and crevices with her fingertips. She waited, playing phone chicken with Martha, though she knew she was doomed to break first. And she did. “How’s the author going to take this feedback? I’m assuming it’s a man?” She always read her manuscripts scrubbed clean of identifying information the first pass through so she wouldn’t get biased.

			“What makes you assume that?”

			“It would be a very special woman to know that much about a 1966 BMW 2002. Not impossible but unlikely. And his female characters are a little less developed than the men.”

			“It took him seven years to find a publisher—”

			Probably because the manuscript was still a mess.

			“—so he’ll do whatever we ask of him as long as we’re not talking about substantial changes to the story.”

			Cait had been around the block enough to know what that really meant and thought about passing on the project. Her contracts always had an out written into them, but even though she and Martha were friendly, refusing something would certainly leave a bad taste in Martha’s mouth and could jeopardize future business.

			She said, “Okay, but please send out an introductory email or put a meeting together so everyone can be clear on expectations before we start.”

			“Your wish is my command.”

			“As if. I still have to read it again, okay? It’ll take a couple weeks, but I wanted to give you a heads-up that I think it’s going to take some time for the author to make the kind of changes I’m going to be suggesting.”

			“Noted. Just as long as he stays on the path for publication in eighteen months at most. This will be the featured book for next fall.”

			Cait couldn’t stop a laugh. “Sorry. It’s just that the timeline is entirely up to him, as you know.” After some ending pleasantries, she hung up and set down her phone, feeling a certain ominous anxiety in the pit of her stomach. This time, when she got up, Pancho followed her lead, his tail sweeping the air behind him, thwacking on the bookshelf to his right. “Out?” she asked, which made him lope to the front door and smell its handle like he’d never been there before.

			After making sure no one was in the hallway, she slipped out of the apartment with him and down the stairs, taking a right when they hit the sidewalk. Pancho garnered a lot of attention, especially when he was walking along with his square head held high, sniffing the crook of Cait’s elbow. Either people were afraid of him, which Cait could understand, or they were fascinated, remarking on his size, the distinguishing black spots on his gray coat, the set of his eyes, and the length of his muzzle. Sometimes they approached without asking, overcome by their own excitement. Cait let them pet Pancho and look him up and down, giving him his five minutes of fame before urging him along to accomplish the actual aim of their going outside.

			She didn’t mind the attention because it wasn’t really directed at her, but there were times when her purposeful stride was interrupted too often, and she got cranky. Evenings were better, since they arrived at the park after most people had gone home to dinner, two giant specimens of their respective species, moving under the radar in the dark or late evening’s light. A matched set. She was always more frustrated than Pancho at the lack of exercise, but their walks were at least a little about her, her needs mattering no less than his. She was the one who kept him in the heap of kibble he required, after all. 

			He reminded her of the things in her life that made her happy and her own participation in her happiness. His familiar face and lumbering run; a sparkling turn of phrase; the luxurious sheets she’d just purchased; springtime in Boston, which was exuberant with blooms and a pale, robin’s egg sky; and the smell of the gym, down to the metallic tang of the bench press bar. She was generally positive about things, especially her ability to craft each day to her own specifications: freedom and self-direction. But then she tripped on the fact that the only one around to share these things with was Pancho.

			Sometimes she wondered if he’d be the only match she’d ever have. Even months after the fact, Lauren’s parting words still stung, her accusation too close to the truth to be dismissed. “You’re always telling people how wrong they are from behind the scenes but never putting yourself out there to be criticized.” There’d been more, but her ears had stopped working at some point, turning Lauren into a silent movie of disdain. Had she really thought that? If so, how did they make it over two years together? How much had been an act and how much had been real? If Cait could go back, what would she have to edit to have their story come out differently in the end—or to avoid an end entirely?

			She rested her hand on Pancho’s back, absorbing the reassuring warmth of him. She didn’t tell people what was wrong with them, not really. The only right or wrong in writing could be caught with fact-checking, not what she did. “Wrong” was the wrong word, though she supposed that was more of her nitpicking. She dealt with unearthing potential, in seeing both what wasn’t there and what could be changed in what was, in envisioning a more ideal state and some possible paths to get there from where they all started. If people took this as telling them they were wrong, that was their fault.

			But, of course, this was exactly what she was afraid of with Martha’s new acquisition. Telling someone their book could be great if they only reworked it significantly required a tact she didn’t always have the mental fortitude to employ. Maybe that was why Lauren had left. She’d started out loving Cait’s bluntness, but Cait knew it could wear thin. Calling it like she saw it was helpful in some ways and harmful in others, and Cait didn’t always know the difference.

			She goosed Pancho into a more purposeful walk to forestall any more social encounters and rounded the corner that would take them home.

			




Chapter Ten

			Allie tolerated being in Cait’s apartment for as long as she could before making a bid for freedom. The apartment itself was pleasant, if not a touch austere, books being the primary decoration. Cait had a second bedroom that was somehow new to Allie despite her brief introduction to the space when Cait had hurt her back. Even Cait had been mostly fine. Thankfully quiet if not several notches too helpful for Allie’s taste. Pancho was extraordinarily well behaved, but Allie was sure Cait had been seconds away from ripping through the knees of her jeans given how often she’d rubbed her hands across the faded fabric. Her awkwardness would have been endearing in other circumstances, especially when contrasted with such an imposing body, but that was neither here nor there. The bottom line was that Cait had no business in this part of Allie’s business. They were far from friends, and Allie couldn’t deal with what had happened in front of a neighbor.

			Her head was still aching when she slipped out of Cait’s place with only a little more fanfare from her host than she would have preferred. Cait and Pancho watched her make her way slowly down the stairs to her floor, where she stood in front of her apartment, steeling herself for another encounter with Nick even though she didn’t know who she’d find when she opened the door. Would it be the chip off the old block who had just rearranged her face or would it be the more remorseful, gentle version of her brother? She had no desire to deal with either right now, but what else was there for her to do?

			The door was unlocked when she tried it, but she could tell right away that the apartment was empty. “Nick,” she called out just in case, not wanting to surprise him sleeping on her own damn bed or something. When she got no answer, she locked the deadbolt and walked further in, bringing the whole living room into view. It was trashed. Music was everywhere, her stand was overturned, one pillow had split open and was puking up feathers, and her trumpet lay on the floor half under the coffee table.

			She went to the instrument first, landing on her knees next to it but not touching anything—as if it were a person with a potential spinal injury at an accident scene. Finally, she picked it up, exercising the valves while she inspected it from mouthpiece to bell, where she found the damage. The edge of the bell must’ve connected with the floor when Nick knocked it out of her hand, and there was a crease and a flattened part of the curve on the left side of the bell. It wouldn’t affect her sound much, if at all, but she shook with fury.

			Their fight had been utterly predictable, with Nick getting on her case about her playing. He had turned into Cait that way, dripping with judgment and dismissal. Why was she practicing so much instead of entertaining him or at least going out and getting into trouble with him? She hadn’t missed her practice space as much as she had when he’d gotten in her face, swiping at her instrument. If only she’d been playing there instead of here, none of this would have happened. Maybe he would have eaten everything in her fridge or ordered porn on her TV, but her music would have been off the stage of his attention. Maybe they wouldn’t have fought at all. Maybe they would be sitting on this couch now, watching a movie, laughing at the same jokes and splitting a pizza. Maybe he would remember that he could be easy with her and not be a lazy prick all the time.

			But Allie knew that “maybe” was the stuff of dreams. Maybe never happened. Maybe was downright poison, a wishful thinking that kept her from accepting reality. Nick had gone after her instrument right before he’d gone after her. How did they walk back from this?

			She locked her trumpet in its hard case and went to the bathroom. She turned on the light and let her eyes adjust before leaning across the sink to examine herself in the mirror. Shit. The cut on her cheek was still oozing into the larger bandage, and Cait had been right that it probably could use a few stitches. Her eye was swollen half shut, and the bruising had already started, spreading out from her cheek to her temple and up past her eye and over to her nose. She let out a long exhale. Double shit.

			For the first time, she actually considered involving the police. Her skin got cold at the thought, and her breath caught in her lungs. Panic, she thought. She used to feel this way before auditions or big concerts, a crawling dread and deepening premonition of doom. It felt like a wholly physical version of the word “no,” but despite how urgent and undeniable it appeared to be, it couldn’t be trusted and should mostly be taken with the hugest grain of salt possible. It always, every single time, passed. This kind of emotion came from her deep, lizard brain. It existed outside of reason and, often, reality. But it existed, and that made it impossible for her to call the police or even go to the hospital to get those stitches. They asked questions at the hospital, and Allie wasn’t sure how she’d answer them. Who would she end up protecting?

			She picked up her phone, took a picture of herself, and sent it to her mother. Though it was getting late, the phone rang in her hand almost immediately.

			Her mom said, “That’s enough, Allie. A slap wasn’t, not yet, but he did that?”

			Allie sank onto her couch but sprang up again when she realized her door wasn’t chained and that Nick could waltz back in any minute. “I don’t know what’s going through his head anymore.”

			“I let it happen.”

			She chained the door for good measure and slid down to sit with her back to it. “What, the slap? No, he did that all on his own.”

			“No, with your father. I let him beat on Nick instead of either of us. I was an adult, and I let my son take that abuse instead of me.”

			Now Allie remembered why she didn’t often talk to her mother. Here was the old refrain of guilt. What was she supposed to do with that? What had happened, happened. Besides, she wasn’t remotely in a position to comfort her. Even so, she said, “Dad was a thug and a bully, and I still can’t believe he did as little to you and me as he did. And Nick had this savior complex that always felt a little like a death wish. We were all abused.” She drew upon something she’d learned in expensive but priceless therapy over the years. “We all have to take responsibility for what we did and didn’t do.”

			“That’s easy for you to say. You were a kid. You have nothing to take responsibility for.”

			“I knew Nick was going to hit me before he actually did.” She hadn’t known that was true until she said it out loud. At the time, it had been a crushing surprise, but it now felt like it was inevitable given how she’d refused to step back from their screaming match. What a shitty little family. Allie had lain awake more than one night wondering what she would prove capable of over time. “How come you never called the police back then?”

			“It would have just made things worse.”

			The old party line. “Then why didn’t you take us and run?”

			“Where would we go? I had nothing without him, just you kids.”

			Right, and kids were far from an asset. Kids were always eating and needing new clothes. All Allie and Nick had had to do was breathe funny to get their father going about what little leeches they were. “I don’t know, Mom. What about a shelter?”

			“How would that have been better for us than being at home?”

			Allie grabbed a fistful of hair and pulled on it, hard. She’d given herself bald patches when she was little, but she hadn’t done this in years. She made herself loosen her grip, taking a deep breath and standing up. “This is ridiculous. Enough rehashing the past. What’s done is done.” Though that, of course, was a fallacy of the highest order. Not only was physical abuse woven into her cells and the deranged patterns of thought in her brain, it was happening again.

			“What are you going to do?”

			“I don’t know. But I have to get some sleep before I decide anything.”

			“Do you have some place to go?”

			Allie laughed, which aggravated her head. “If he thinks he can run me out of my own apartment, he’s got another think coming.”

			Her mother’s sigh made Allie think of a deflated balloon. “Be careful.”

			“Goodbye, Mom.” She hung up. In the bedroom, she changed into pajamas—and found two drops of blood on the chest of her blouse. One of her favorites. She went back to the bathroom to try to wash them out, but before she turned on the tap, she heard something and froze. A jingle, a snick, and the thunk of the chain getting pulled taut across the partly open door. Adrenaline surged in her, making her lightheaded.

			“Allie?” Nick said. His voice was calm. “Are you okay?”

			Allie pressed the back of her hand against her mouth.

			“Allie, come on. You know I didn’t mean it. I just got stir crazy. Let me in, and we can talk about it.”

			“There’s nothing to talk about,” she called from the bathroom. “You need to leave.”

			“So I only get one chance?”

			“I heard what you did to Mom.”

			He laughed. “You know Mom. She was driving me crazy. She practically walked into my hand anyway.”

			Her stomach cramped at that assessment; it sounded just like their father. “You need to leave.” The power she’d put into her previous words was fading, and these came out unsteady and weak.

			“Where am I supposed to go?”

			“I don’t know, but I’m sure you can figure it out.”

			A quiet thump that followed sounded like the bump of Nick’s head against her door. She wondered if he was trying to see inside through the gap the chain made. She stayed in the bathroom, out of sight.

			“We still need to talk.”

			“Not here and not now. I’ll tell you when I’m ready.”

			“Allie.” Her name was sharp and was followed by another thump. “I know I screwed up, okay? You really should let me come in.”

			“Goodbye, Nick. I promise we’ll talk. I promise, okay?”

			“Why is everything on your terms?” he said and slammed the door shut as hard as he could manage with a gap so little. The impact was enough to shake the pictures on her wall. She relinquished the grip on her blouse and took a shaky breath. After counting up to one hundred and back down again, she felt marginally sure that he had left and wasn’t contemplating breaking the door open. He totally could. Those chain locks were flimsy.

			She peeked into the living room. It was disheveled but quiet. Exhaustion flowed in as her adrenaline ebbed, and she knew both that she wouldn’t be able to sleep with the room like this and that she didn’t have the fortitude to clean it up and face memories of their argument. She retreated, closed the door to her bedroom, and sat on the end of the bed, apparently waiting for a sign from the universe that had no intention of showing up. Her cheek pulsed with her heartbeat, and it was hard not to press against the cut and into the sweetness of pain.

			Finally, she got up, pulled on some jeans and a sweatshirt, and made a beeline for where her trumpets were stacked up in a corner of the living room: Bb now with the creased bell, C, flugelhorn, piccolo trumpet, and a bugle she’d gotten on a lark at a yard sale some years back. Shit, there was the cornet, too. She filled her gig bag, tucked a case under each arm, and picked up her main instrument, leaving only the bugle behind. After barely managing to use her nose to unhook the chain from her door, she admitted defeat and put down some of her load in order to open the door, close it behind her, and lock it. She made her way upstairs, cursing herself for her collection and this new madness until she stood outside Cait’s door, stuck in the world’s longest fermata.

			Before she could decide to knock or to go back downstairs, she heard Cait’s voice from inside her apartment. “Sit. Down.” Then the chunk of the deadbolt and a squeak in the hinges that rang in at a high A. Cait’s eyebrows raised a fraction at what probably looked like Allie wanting to move in.

			Allie pushed past the messy flurry of emotions that took her by the throat. “I know I just made a big deal of needing to leave here, but I don’t want them damaged.”

			“Okay. Are you dropping them off, or…?”

			Why did this woman make Allie work for every little thing? She understood a bit better Nick’s frustration at everything supposedly being on her terms. “We’re a package deal, but just for tonight, if that’s okay.”

			Cait stepped back and snapped and pointed for Pancho to skedaddle. “Come on in. I hope you don’t mind the couch because I’m too tall for it.”

			“Believe me, I’m not picky. Even the floor sounds good right now.”

			Cait closed the door, locked and chained it, and took the cases from under Allie’s arms. She stacked them in the entryway under a slim table and motioned her hands for the rest of Allie’s things. “Let me get you a pillow and some sheets. I imagine you want to sack out right away?”

			Allie wasn’t sure she’d sleep again, ever. She could feel the disarray of her living room from all the way up here, but Cait was in soft shorts and a long-sleeve T-shirt, hair already sleep disheveled, which meant sleep might be possible here. “Yeah, of course.” When Cait disappeared into the bathroom, Allie went on. “Thanks for this. I just can’t be there right now.”

			“Did he come back? Is that what you’re afraid of?”

			“I didn’t say I was afraid.” No, she hadn’t, but she had enough experience to know that she was traumatized. “Can we skip the inquisition? I need a bed, not psychotherapy.” Harsh, but what was that stupid saying? “Hurt people hurt people”? Maybe Cait didn’t care about Allie enough for this minor verbal warfare to hurt her. Allie hoped so because she clearly couldn’t stop herself.

			Cait came back with folded bedclothes on top of which rested a fluffy pillow in a snow-white case. “Sorry for prying. I’ll knock it off.” She set the bedding at the end of the couch, and Pancho got busy sniffing it. “Pancho, come on.” The dog let off even without one of the sharp snaps that Allie was beginning to think she’d probably obey if push came to shove. “You know where the bathroom is, and there’s cold water in the fridge, books on the shelves, but nothing alcoholic in case you’ve changed your stance from earlier.”

			Allie waved her off. “Don’t worry. Drinking should never be combined with any of this, though it usually is.”

			“Well.” Cait rubbed her hands down her hips. The move was nervous, which, again was endearing when showcased in that Amazonian body. “I’ll leave you alone, then?” When Allie said nothing, Cait retreated.

			Her bedroom door was half closed when Allie felt panic rise into her throat and push out an unanticipated word. “Wait.”

			Cait stopped.

			“Can you leave it open?”

			Cait’s mouth twisted to the side in a move that wasn’t quite a smile but wasn’t not a smile, either. “Sure thing.” She flipped off the lights and retreated to her room.

			Allie heard her get into bed and Pancho settle down near her with a deep, huffy sigh. She sat on the couch and wondered what she’d done. Not just in coming back here but in tolerating Nick for so long, in not spending the time and money to get new rehearsal space, in not getting far enough away from her mom in the first place. Hell, people commuted to work here from towns in New Hampshire that weren’t far from where she’d grown up. She should have sought her fortune in Chicago, not just down the road. Her life suddenly seemed like one cascading series of foibles, and she wasn’t sure how to step any of it back.

			With her head cradled by the pillow, she stared at the darkened ceiling, which had the same moonscape popcorn texture as her own downstairs. Their apartments were exactly the same except for Cait’s extra bedroom, which must be allocated to Allie’s neighbor downstairs, but they couldn’t be less similar. Cait’s soft gray walls that looked ghostly now were adorned with books and photos of cityscapes from around the world. Everything was excessively tidy and put together. Even the sheet she pulled over herself had been folded into a perfect, creased rectangle. While it was definitely more restful than Allie’s apartment, it was also strangely sterile. 

			Just yesterday this wouldn’t have surprised Allie in the slightest, but even though she hadn’t wanted to admit it, beneath Cait’s intense awkwardness was someone warm and generous. Her legs in those shorts had been unexpectedly impressive, too, a thought that had no place except in the most addled of brains. Which, Allie supposed, hers qualified as tonight.

			She fell asleep in the middle of thinking of all the reasons she wouldn’t be able to: the shakiness from depleted adrenaline, Cait right there in the next room, her apartment still open to Nick’s key, the tired rage at the damage to her instrument. The open door between her and Cait was ultimately a silent balm to her nerves.

			 

			 

			She woke to the sound of quiet typing and the smell of coffee. She picked up her phone from the table behind her head and held it in front of her face, squinting at the stupid analog clock she insisted on having on her lock screen. Almost nine thirty. Waking at this time felt like that punch had knocked her unconscious in a sort of delayed reaction. She turned over, and Pancho’s nose was in her face before she could even push her hair back behind her ears. “Hi,” she whispered and gave him two neck scratches before gently guiding him away from her and rubbing her eyes, wincing at the pain that ignited in the left one and surely doing a bang-up job of racooning the makeup she hadn’t removed the night before. She pressed lightly on the bandage on her split-open cheek and hissed.

			“Hey. Good morning.” Cait stood in the doorway of the second bedroom, hands in the pockets of her jeans.

			Allie sat up unsteadily. “Sorry. I’ll get out of here right away. I have no idea how I managed to sleep like that.”

			“I think it’s something like adrenaline exhaustion, and there’s no rush. I checked your schedule, and it looked like you only had a practice session before your noon lesson, so it didn’t make sense to wake you. Have some coffee if you want. I made extra, and the mugs are in the cabinet above the machine.”

			It took a while for Allie’s brain to churn through all of that, forgetting for a minute that she’d been the one to give Cait her schedule and getting angry at that lack of privacy. She marshalled her scant resources for a quick attitude adjustment. “I’m the one that crashed at your place. You don’t have to play hostess with the mostess or anything.”

			Cait frowned. “I’m…not? I mean, I think anyone would do this, not that there’s a rulebook for it or anything.”

			“Yeah, but the blanket.” Allie motioned at it on her lap, something she was sure hadn’t been there when she’d drifted off the night before. “And now coffee? I know you hate me, so, really, don’t put yourself out.”

			“Allie, I wanted to help. Coffee is nothing. I just put in an extra scoop of grounds and some more water. I’ll drink it if you don’t want it. I don’t—” she started but shook her head instead of going on more gently than Allie deserved. “I’m just in here working, so take your time getting yourself together.” She melted back through the doorway.

			Allie pressed the heel of her hand against her mouth until the pressure of its flesh against her teeth approached the edge of pain. Everything felt wrong, and her mouth tasted like shit. She dragged herself to Cait’s bathroom, which, of course, looked exactly like her own, down to the hexagonal black and white tiles on the floor, though minus the blouse she’d been about to scrub when Nick had returned last night. She wrote it off as a casualty of war and took a closer look at herself in the mirror. She looked like roadkill, with bruising seeping out across much of one side of her face. Her father had given Nick plenty of split lips, and she remembered to be thankful again that all her damage was higher up. Still, it was damage, and, really, there was nothing to do about it besides make it look worse with foundation. Even with her extensive experience, it was hard not to be astounded at how much damage one punch could do. She couldn’t count how many punches Nick had taken on her behalf. She didn’t want to think about that. Not now.

			Splashing water on her face would do more damage than good at this point, but Cait’s mouthwash was on the sink, and Allie tilted her head back and poured some in her mouth without touching the bottle to her lips. After swishing and gargling, she felt less like something that had crawled out of the deep, which was probably the best she could hope for. She started untangling her hair with her fingers but gave up quickly, knowing that shortly she would be headed directly to her own shower. What did she care what she looked like between here and there? Besides, Cait had already seen her at her beaten, bloodied worst.

			Wasn’t that part of the strangeness of this all? Or the strangest part? Anyone with two eyes and half a brain could have seen what happened last night coming. It was never a question of if, but always one of when. But Allie never would have guessed that Cait’s inability to deal with any kind of noise would lead to her becoming Allie’s unlikely savior and offeror of a safe haven. At least until Allie had gone and spoiled it. She should be thanking Cait instead of second-guessing her help.

			After emptying her bladder and washing flop sweat and Pancho slobber from her hands, she stood in the doorway of Cait’s office but hesitated before knocking. Cait was standing at her desk, her head and broad shoulders blocking part of a large monitor mounted on something in front of her. Her posture was admirable, her feet bare on a squishy mat. While Allie watched from behind her, Cait murmured something low and indistinguishable and followed it with a short but rapid clatter of typing.

			Allie cleared her throat, and Cait turned around. “Thank you again. I’ll get out of your hair. And I don’t think I’ll be practicing before my first lesson if that makes things easier for you.”

			“I don’t hate you, Allie.” It sounded genuine enough, but by this point Cait surely was pitying Allie, which might be worse. “You don’t deserve to go through something like this.”

			“Deserve doesn’t mean shit, but thanks anyway. Can I leave a few of my instruments up here for now until I figure out what’s happening?”

			“Of course. Listen, it might not seem like it, but I’m not…” She motioned to her chest before dropping her hand against her hip with a soft slap. “What you think I am, I guess.” She tilted her head up and to the side as if she were rolling her eyes at herself.

			“What do I think you are?”

			“Nothing. Never mind. Leave whatever you want. I’ll be around if you need anything.”

			Even though that last bit cried out to be acknowledged, Allie just nodded and left the apartment, taking her regular instrument as she went. Her apartment was just as she’d left it, and she set about restoring order to her living room once she’d chained the door behind her. Music had been scattered all over the place, feathers drifted across the floor, her heavy metal stand had punched a sharp crease in one wall, and two different thick-bottomed glasses had first dented the floor and then shattered across it.

			As she started cleaning up the mess, she found herself hoping that Nick would move on, for a while at least. She needed some time to decide how she wanted to deal with him. She could practically hear Cait advising her to let the authorities handle it, but Cait didn’t know anything about these sordid matters. No one knew anything about it unless they’d been through something similar. The situation with her brother and to some extent her mother left her feeling a claustrophobic terribleness, something tight and infected like an angry boil. But ridding herself of its poison was going to require more than a simple lancing. 

			No way could Cait understand that. Still, Allie regretted having prompted the sad statement Cait had made earlier about the presumptions she thought Allie had about her. Did Cait really think that was all that Allie thought of her? 

			Ah, hell. What did it matter, anyway?

			Stooping to sweep up shattered glass, she examined the behavior Cait was basing her opinion on. Could it be true that she had the woman all wrong? Everything Cait had done—from the imperious way she and Pancho walked through the building to her complete lack of sympathy for Allie’s practice space plight—indicated she was arrogant, self-absorbed, and unsociable. Allie didn’t blame herself for reacting as she had. Not really. 

			But then Cait had surprised her by choosing to get in Nick’s face not once, but twice, in her defense and by making a fuss-free offer of comfort and safety. She had to admit, it really had felt safe having her and Pancho right in the next room last night. So perhaps her ideas about Cait were wide of the mark, and that awkwardness Allie had delighted at seeing was simply a manifestation of shyness. 

			Which kind of changed everything.

			Or changed nothing, since it didn’t matter. She dumped the last few glass shards in the garbage can. So many things that had mattered no longer did. She had to stay focused on protecting herself and figuring out a way to get Nick out of her life. Cait’s calm competence had nothing to do with anything, especially since she couldn’t understand how problematic calling the police was in these situations. Despite Nick wanting to talk last night outside her door, she couldn’t completely buy the possibility of actual remorse, not after how he’d slammed the door. She could imagine him going down the stairs, anger in every step. The fact was that no one got better after hitting someone; they just hit them again.

			After she finished putting her apartment back together, she took an excessively long shower that made the cut on her cheek sting like a son of a bitch, and worked hard to become as presentable as possible for her afternoon lessons. No matter how artful the application of makeup, she was going to look like she’d lost the battle with someone’s fist. Or walked into a door. Or fallen down the stairs. Or lost control of the car she didn’t even own. So many potential obfuscations for the sad truth. Not wanting to invite someone in to your shitty situation meant employing lies that made it look like you were protecting your abuser. Which you were.

			Allie rehearsed some easy answers to potentially complicated questions and felt as ready as she was going to be by the time she opened the door to Ryan. “Come on in. I hope you’re prepared because I’m not letting you off easy today.” The best defense was a good offense.

			He stood stock-still in the hall, his mouth agape and eyebrows pulled together in a frown. “What happened?”

			“Nothing,” she said. “Long story, and your mom’s paying top dollar for this
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