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​Chapter 1 — Moving Day
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The apartment had no smell anymore.

That was the first wrong thing. It had always smelled like itself: the particular layering of the family, the fabric of the couch, the damp corner behind the radiator, the kitchen where something was always on the stove. Blackberry had mapped every inch of it through scent the way other creatures mapped by sight, and for four years the map had been accurate and complete.

Now boxes had been stacked in every room, and the smell was cardboard and tape, chemical and flat. The furniture was wrong. Three days ago the big chair had been in front of the window; yesterday it was gone, carried out through the front door by two strangers who smelled like effort and wore thick gloves. The living room was a third of the size without it. The armchair where Blackberry had slept most of her mornings was simply absent, replaced by a rectangle of faintly different-colored carpet and a stack of boxes she had already investigated: dishes wrapped in newspaper.

She had been low since the strangers first arrived with their flat dollies and their particular kind of busy-ness that involved picking up the things she knew and carrying them away.

The door opened again. Another box went out.

Blackberry pressed herself further into the corner where the hallway met the bedroom door. The bedroom was the last room with furniture in it, the mattress still flat on the floor, still smelling right. She had been sleeping in the center of it since the couch disappeared, taking what comfort was left from the one surface in the apartment that hadn't yet been packed or moved or replaced by cardboard.

A small pair of feet came down the hallway at a run. She tensed, then recognized the sound and held still. The small feet stopped, crouched, and two hands came toward her face. She knew these hands, knew them completely, and let the girl stroke her head with the resigned tolerance of an animal who understood the transaction.

"Mom says we have to put her in the carrier."

The hands withdrew. The small feet ran back the other way.

The carrier smelled like the vet, sharp and chemical, from wherever it had been stored. She had last been in it eight months ago. She found a better position under the bed frame, in the flat dark between the mattress and the floor. The wood pressed against her spine. She fit there, just barely, and held still while the apartment noise continued above and around her.

Someone looked for her. She heard her name four times, five. She stayed where she was.

The woman's feet paused at the bedroom door. Blackberry could see them through the gap under the bed frame: canvas sneakers, the left one with a fraying lace. The feet turned, left, came back. A hand lowered into view, fingers spread, reaching toward the space under the bed without quite reaching it.

"She's not in here."

The feet went away. Blackberry stayed flat. Above her the mattress creaked as someone sat on it briefly, then stood. The feet went away again and did not return.

More boxes. The sound of tape being pulled from its roll, that high shriek, and then the thud of a loaded box being set down. Feet going back and forth across the floor. The building smells of other apartments drifting under the front door: cooking from below, something synthetic from the unit on the left. Both smells familiar. Both belonging to other people.

The door opened again. This time it stayed open.

She could feel the difference before she could see it. Air moved differently through an open door: volume changed, current changed. From under the bed she could see a slant of afternoon light reaching partway across the hall floor, a long pale stripe that shifted slightly as someone moved past outside.

A large box was carried out. Then another. Voices called back and forth between the apartment and the hallway. The small feet ran past again.

The hallway was empty. The voices were outside the door, outside the apartment entirely, somewhere in the stairwell or outside on the stoop.

She came out from under the bed.

She moved down the hall in the same low posture she'd been using all day, ears half-back, stopping every few steps to read the space ahead. The kitchen: wrong smell, hollow, the things from the counters packed away so that only the bare surfaces remained. The living room: bare walls, bare floors, boxes stacked four high near the door. The stripe of afternoon light extended all the way to the threshold.

The door was open. Not ajar: open, propped wide with the rubber wedge the strangers had brought.

She had stood in this doorway before, when the girl left it cracked to bring in groceries, and looked at the landing and the stairs beyond. She had never gone further than the threshold. There had never been a reason to.

She stood there now and looked.

The stairwell smelled like the building: the layered lives behind closed doors, cooking and detergent and the particular mustiness of old carpet. Below, from outside, came something else entirely: a gust of engine exhaust and concrete and a hundred smells compressed together, hot summer air cutting through the controlled temperature of the building.

A shout from outside. Something heavy being moved.

She crossed the threshold.

The stoop was concrete under her paws, radiating the heat the stones had been collecting all day. She stopped at the top step and looked down at the street.

The moving truck was double-parked, its back ramp angled down to the sidewalk, two strangers passing boxes up into the dark interior. The family was scattered between the stoop and the truck. She could identify each of them by movement and smell even from up here: the woman in the dark jacket, the man in the grey shirt with his sleeves rolled. The girl with the small feet, sitting on the railing with her knees drawn up, watching the truck with a look Blackberry had no name for.

It was loud. The street was a weight of sound. Engines and voices and the specific compressed acoustic of a city block where sound bounced off brick and glass and came back layered and insistent. She had heard all of this from the window for four years and from the window it had been distant and arranged, happening in another register. From the stoop it pressed in from every direction.

She went down three steps and stopped on the fourth.

The smell was the hardest part. At the window the street had smelled like outside: a category, a background condition. Down here it was specific and overwhelming: hot concrete, diesel exhaust, someone's food cart two buildings away, the sour smell from a trash bag at the curb, a passing woman's perfume hitting like a wall. A pigeon landed on the stoop railing above her and regarded her with the complete indifference of a bird that had been on this street longer than any of the people on it. A bus came down the block and the noise it made was physical; she felt it in her chest and along her whiskers.

The girl on the railing was watching the truck and hadn't turned. Everyone was watching the truck. A large dresser was being maneuvered up the ramp, two of the strangers guiding it by the corners, someone else calling directions from inside. The family moved toward the truck. The man in the grey shirt took one side of a box the woman was struggling with.

Blackberry went down the remaining steps to the sidewalk.

The sidewalk was different from the stoop. The stoop was familiar by proximity and smell; it was part of the building, part of what she knew. The sidewalk was not part of anything she knew. The concrete was gritty under her paws and still hot from the afternoon. A man with headphones passed within two feet of her without slowing. She skittered sideways and pressed against the base of the stoop.

From here the building looked different. She was below the stoop now, in the narrow space underneath it, looking out at legs and wheels and the undersides of things. The world from ground level was not the world from the window. The truck was enormous. The street was a canyon with no sky to speak of.

She moved further under the stoop, into the shadow, and watched.

The loading went on. Box after box, carried out by people who had no idea she was there. The girl was sent inside for something and came back with two grocery bags. The man in the grey shirt checked something on his phone, showed it to the woman, who nodded. One of the strangers walked back up the ramp and began shifting things inside to make room.

Eventually the ramp was raised. The back doors were closed and the handle turned to lock. The strangers walked away down the block.

She heard her name: the girl's voice, from above, from the stoop, calling it the way that was a question. Then more urgently. Then the woman's voice too. Both of them calling her name, the sound moving inside and back out and inside again. The man joined in. Her name, in the voices she knew, repeated until it stopped being a call and started to sound like something else.

The truck's engine turned over.

She came out from under the stoop. She moved faster than she should have, out onto the open sidewalk, and went after the truck as it pulled away from the curb, slow and heavy, the way those trucks moved, the ramp chains dragging until someone inside secured them. She went half a block at a run and then the truck reached the intersection and turned.

She ran the last stretch and stopped at the corner. The truck was in traffic now, already past the next intersection. She could see its back end, white against the cross-street. Then she could not.

She stood at the corner. Traffic moved through the intersection: a delivery van, a cab, two cars close together. The light changed. More cars. The light changed again. The truck was somewhere beyond all of it now, carrying the right smells and the right sounds in the wrong direction.

She stood there until standing there stopped making sense.

She turned back down the block. The stoop was still there. The door at the top had been closed. She went up the steps and sat in front of it and waited.

The street went on around her. Afternoon became evening in the incremental way of summer, the light failing in the slow, inevitable way that ends in night. The people on the sidewalk changed: fewer families with strollers, more people walking alone, people coming home from work with bags over their shoulders, people going out without them. Across the street a restaurant began to fill. Someone walked a dog that paused to look at her from the sidewalk below.

The door did not open.

She waited through the full dark coming on, through the change in foot traffic, through a rain shower that lasted twenty minutes and stopped as abruptly as it had started, leaving the stoop steps wet and her fur damp along the side exposed to the rain. She flattened herself further back under the overhang and waited through that too. When the rain stopped she moved back to the door and sat in front of it again. The concrete was wet under her paws.

A man coming up the stoop slowed at the sight of her, gave her a wide berth, went inside. The door opened for him and she caught a half-second of the building's interior smell: carpet and mail and the cooking of strangers, and then it closed.

She came back down the steps. Under the stoop again, in the shadow, in the smell of old concrete and the heat still held in the stone. She pressed herself into the corner where the base met the building's foundation.

The sidewalk stretched in both directions, lit now by the streetlights coming on one by one down the block. A few windows above had gone warm and yellow. Somewhere not far away, something smelled like food: grease and spice and the exhaust from a kitchen vent. Somewhere further away, a dog was announcing something that required no response.

The window of the apartment was dark. It had never been dark when she was outside looking in. There had never been a reason to look.

She stayed under the stoop as the street settled into its nighttime register. It was loud still, but differently loud, bass-heavy, the particular frequency of a city after dark. She did not move. The truck was gone. The door above her was closed. The street went on without her in every direction, and the heat still in the concrete at her back, and the long slow understanding working through her that something was over, though she had no word for what it was called.
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​Chapter 2 — Ground Level
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She did not sleep the first night.

There was too much of it: too much sound, too much movement at the edges of her vision, too many smells she could not sort into known and unknown because nothing was known. She stayed pressed into the space under the stoop, her spine against the building's stone foundation, and held still while the street did what it did.

The street did a great deal. Even past midnight it was not quiet. Traffic thinned but never stopped; the cars that came through at two in the morning moved faster than the daytime traffic, and the sound they made was different: less constant, more sudden, each one arriving and then gone. Voices came and went. A couple argued on the sidewalk in front of a building two doors down, their voices rising and falling for fifteen minutes before one of them went inside and the other followed. A group of men walked past loudly. Another group walked past quieter, the second time further apart. Somewhere above, a window went up and music came out, then a bang from inside and the music stopped.

She tracked each thing until it resolved or moved on, then tracked the next. There was no rest in it. Her eyes were fully open and her ears moved independently, swiveling toward sounds before she had processed them. Her whiskers read the air. A shift in temperature, a new smell from the east, a subtle change in the acoustic profile of the block: all of it came in and all of it required assessment.

She had always been an indoor cat, but indoors had never been quiet either. The apartment had its rhythms: the radiator, the people moving above and below, the girl's unpredictable route through the rooms. Blackberry had learned all of it the same way she was learning this: by paying attention until the pattern revealed itself. The move to the apartment had required the same sustained attention, and it had yielded its secrets in the same way: slowly, in pieces, until the pattern held.

A raccoon worked the trash bags stacked at the curb three buildings down. She tracked it for an hour by sound and smell, following the tear of plastic and the particular smell of spilled food going rank in the heat, before it moved on. She filed the information: the bags were there, the raccoon knew about them, the raccoon came at night.

Toward four in the morning the street changed. Human activity fell to nearly nothing, and in the relative quiet she could hear things she hadn't been able to hear before: pigeons settling on ledges somewhere overhead, water running in a pipe underground, the deep slow sound of the building at her back as it cooled. A bus passed on a parallel street two blocks over, its rumble carrying in a way it hadn't in the afternoon noise. The separate sounds of the city's nighttime machinery emerged: the things that ran without people to operate them.

The food smell from the kitchen vent had changed too, the restaurant gone cold, the exhaust replaced by something older and greasier that had been sitting in the ductwork. The garbage at the curb had intensified in the cool air to a smell she could fully read now: coffee grounds, bread, something wrapped in paper that had been meat. She stayed where she was. The instinct for stillness in a strange place was older than hunger, older than discomfort. She would move when she knew what she was moving through.

Hunger worked on her through the night: a background pressure that sharpened when her attention wasn't occupied by something else. In the apartment she had been fed twice a day at predictable times. That system no longer existed. In the dark, in a place she didn't know, she held still.

She was still under the stoop when the light began coming back.

Dawn on 4th Street happened in stages. First the sky lightened at the edges: a grey general illumination that separated the buildings from the darkness above them and gave them back their shapes and textures. Then a delivery truck came before six, when the block was still empty, and threw its yellow flashers against the building faces and idled for twenty minutes while the driver worked the back of it. The smell of diesel added itself to the morning air.

Then the shops began. Metal gates rolled up, one and then another down the block, each one making the same rolling clatter. The smell of fresh coffee hit from two directions almost simultaneously. A man with a hose came out of a deli and washed the sidewalk in front of it, the water spreading in a thin sheet down the gutter and finding the drain. A woman in an apron set a chalkboard sign outside a door and went back in. Two pigeons investigated something near the curb and then flew to a ledge, watching the street with the flat, unblinking authority of things that lived there.

Then the people.

They came in a wave that built steadily from about seven o'clock and peaked around eight. They poured out of building lobbies and down stoops, walked fast with bags and coffee cups, walked dogs on short leashes, walked in pairs talking without looking at each other. The sidewalk went from empty to full within thirty minutes. She watched the whole of it from under the stoop, ears forward, making herself as small as possible against the foundation stones.

From the window the people had been figures, far away and small. From here they were enormous. Their feet were the primary thing: the unpredictable, unstoppable feet, changing direction without warning, stopping suddenly, cutting corners. A woman's boot heel came down eight inches from Blackberry's nose and the woman did not slow or look. The smell of the crowd was something she had no frame for: soap and fabric and food and sweat and dogs and a
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