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Author’s Note


This book explores themes that some readers may find challenging, including post-traumatic stress, addiction, grief following the loss of a supporting character, and life with a neurological condition. It also contains depictions of surgical procedures in chapters 6, 13, and 15. These elements are integral to the story but may be distressing for some.

Please read with care, and feel free to step away if these themes are not right for you.

If you or someone you know is facing challenges similar to those explored in this book, support is available at:

www.helpguide.org/find-help


To love someone is to learn the song in their heart and sing it back to them when they forget the words.

— Arne Garborg (attributed)
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Part One
Prelude



1
The Devil You Know
Catherine


The elevator played a C-sharp minor seventh chord at every floor, which told Catherine everything she needed to know about whoever had designed it. It was dissonant. Persistent. The chime carried an odd sort of smug confidence for something whose only job was moving people between floors, and by the time it reached the forty-second level of Ardent Row Artists, she had counted forty-two separate offenses against her perfect pitch.

Clearly, no one with a musical ear had been consulted. Catherine never would have signed off on it. If you were going to announce yourself every three seconds, a simple C major would have sufficed. There was no need to get clever with four notes.

But the sound wasn’t actually the problem. Or rather, it was, just not the main one. The real issue was the repetition. Click after click after click, like a camera shutter that refused to stop.

It took her straight back to being fifteen, sitting on a leather piano bench under hot lights. A photographer's cold hand impatiently correcting her chin. A stylist tugging the neckline of her dress lower than was appropriate for a child, murmuring that she should keep her mouth shut when she smiled. The braces, they'd said, ruined the effect.

Decades had passed since then, but what she wore today, like then, was still the result of careful curation. The taupe Céline coat dated back to Tokyo, bought as a present to herself at the end of her residency in 2009. The black turtleneck and tailored trousers combo came later, after a publicist on her 2007 tour suggested that all black made her look powerful. Catherine hadn’t paid much attention to that. She didn’t need clothes to feel powerful. She’d kept them for a simpler reason: she looked phenomenal in black.

Her purse was the exception. The burgundy Hermès Kelly had been a gift from Ardent Row after her first sold-out Carnegie Hall performance. It wasn’t to her taste, but it was appropriate, given she was visiting their offices. At least it wasn’t a Birkin. She would have drawn the line there.

That performance had also earned her a lengthy profile in Resonance’s May 2006 issue, back when she was twenty and still described as prodigious. The article lingered on her high cheekbones, blond updo, and piercing blue eyes, praising what it called her “austere elegance.” The playing was noted, briefly, but her appearance dominated the photograph captions, eclipsing the piece, the instrument, and every detail that had actually mattered to her work. Not that she had expected anything else.

When the elevator slowed, a chime sounded as it reached its final stop. Catherine’s foot twitched, and she kicked the metal door with the pointed toe of her stiletto. The resulting dent, shaped remarkably like a musical quarter rest, was entirely accidental. Obviously.

As the elevator doors opened, a young man exiting the Ardent Row offices stepped aside to hold the door for her, his eyes sliding toward the floor as he murmured, “Good morning, Ms. Matthews.”

Clearly, he was new enough to still feel nervous around people whose names sat at the very top of the talent agency’s client list.

Catherine nodded back at him and passed into the glassy reception area, where pale marble floors stretched toward floor-to-ceiling windows framing Manhattan in crisp January light. Minimalist furniture sat in neutral tones, low-slung chairs arranged around a glass coffee table that held a single art book on the Vienna Philharmonic.

Along the walls, black-and-white photographs displayed Ardent Row’s roster: a violinist caught mid-bow at La Fenice, a cellist alone on the Musikverein stage, a pianist’s hands suspended above the keys with a large audience blurred behind them.

Catherine had once been the only client to have two photos of herself hanging. She didn't look to see if she still was. Instead, she crossed the lobby toward the main desk.

The receptionist stiffened visibly when Catherine approached, her professional smile tightening at the corners.

"Hello, Ms. Matthews," she said, her voice pitched half an octave too high. "Mr. Wilkins will be right out. Please, make yourself comfortable. I’ll let him know you’re here."

Catherine waited until the receptionist looked away, then took a seat in a chair. The leather was uncomfortable, and the not-so-subtle awareness of being observed by every passerby made the wait feel longer than it was.

By the time Simon appeared from the corridor with his smile already in place, ten minutes had passed. She had arrived eight minutes early, but that was beside the point.

"Cat." The warmth in his voice carried a familiarity she recognized immediately. It was the same tone he used in hotel bars and unfamiliar cities, when his visits had a way of conveniently aligning with her tour schedule, and the nights that followed were understood rather than discussed. She'd made it clear years ago, after her final tour, that she had no interest in hearing that version of his voice again, not that he had listened.

He leaned in for a double kiss, his hands finding her lower back with practiced ease. Catherine’s shoulders rose a fraction, her spine straightening into concert posture as his cologne, sandalwood with something spicy underneath, lingered too long in her nostrils. From the corner of her eye, she caught the receptionist’s head duck quickly back to her computer screen.

It was a performance, then. For an audience of one.

Simon’s palm pressed against the small of her back, guiding her forward as if she might forget how to walk. Catherine stepped just far enough ahead to break the contact.

A smile flickered across his face at the move. The same one he’d worn in Paris, when she’d declined to play the encore he’d promised the promoter after a four-hour program. In Vienna, when she’d adjusted the schedule to spare herself a ninth consecutive night onstage. In New York, when she'd ended things between them, cleanly and without negotiation.

She had seen that smile many times, and it never meant anything good.

"You look great. Thank you for coming," he said, leading her through the threshold of his office.

The room was exactly as she remembered: pale walls, recessed lighting, the kind of space that cost more to leave empty than most people’s apartments cost furnished. Behind his desk, the windows offered an unobstructed view of Manhattan’s skyline, buildings stacked like measures in a score.

Her attention drifted to what he'd kept closer. A floating shelf held awards in neat rows: a Grammy, a Pulitzer, an Avery Fisher, a few others Catherine recognized from her own collection. Displayed as if they were his, not his clients'. Less decoration than declaration, a quiet reminder of which artists he believed owed him their careers. She was still at the top of that list. Or, at least, he thought she was.

Simon gestured toward one of the two chairs in front of his desk, then took the chair opposite her and opened a thin folder.

“I’d start with pleasantries,” he said, “but we both know you’d just tell me to get to the point.”

He tilted his head, the concern on his face a little too practiced. “The Royal Albert Hall incident is coming up to its one year… I don’t want to say anniversary, but anniversary.”

He tapped his pen against the desk calendar, marking an already-highlighted date. "The vultures are circling, Cat. Vanity Fair has already called twice, and The New Yorker wants to do a profile on 'absence and artistry.'" His mouth twisted into something between a smile and a grimace. "They're going to write about you with or without your input, and likely not in a way that will serve you."

He slid the folder across the desk, but Catherine didn't reach for it. She understood the shape of the conversation that was about to happen, and she already regretted agreeing to come.

“I’ve put together a proposal. A good one. A way to reframe the conversation.” He leaned back, the corners of his mouth twitching with barely contained satisfaction. Catherine thought of the elevator. The smug chime made more sense now.

“We start with a few tactfully chosen interviews with journalists we trust, people who’ll emphasize your resilience, professionalism, and your triumphant return. The message is that you took the time you needed, worked with the best doctors, and now you’re ready to do what you were born to do. We don’t dwell on the medical details. They’re not important.”

He paused, letting the silence stretch. Catherine guessed he was waiting for her agreement, perhaps even a thank you, some acknowledgment of his supposed agenting genius.

She waited instead, content to let him deliver the speech he had clearly rehearsed so she could leave.

"I want you to start performing again in April.” Simon continued. "That gives us nearly four months to prepare and get you comfortable again. We'll begin with something intimate, just a salon performance for VIPs, invitation-only, maybe sixty people. Film it, release it on socials. And build from there." He tapped the folder. "It's all outlined here. Timelines, talking points, and the names of journalists who've already expressed interest in covering your story."

The word "story" hung in the air between them, its implications branching like frost across glass.

Catherine's silence stretched for three seconds, four, long enough that Simon's pleasant expression began to show the first hairline cracks of annoyance.

When she spoke, she didn't raise her voice. She didn't need to. "Is this the reason you dragged me down here?"

Simon’s expression didn’t change, but his attention sharpened. He leaned forward, fingertips pressed together.

“I don’t understand why you’re being so dismissive,” he said, his patience edging into condescension. “We’re not talking about tomorrow. April gives us months to prepare, to work through whatever issues⁠—”

"Firstly, I said no. And secondly, there is no ‘us’. I don’t recall you being on stage with me while I perform.”

"Catherine, I need you to understand something. Public sympathy has an expiration date. Right now, people remember you with affection, with concern. They want to see you succeed. But that goodwill isn’t going to last forever. And the longer you stay away, the more the narrative shifts from 'courageous artist taking time to heal' to 'the once great prodigy who couldn't handle what happened.'"

Catherine's jaw tightened; it was the only visible reaction she would allow herself.

“I’ve been patient with you,” Simon said. “Very patient. As have the institutions, well beyond industry standard. But they have budgets, programming cycles, and boards to answer to. They can't hold spaces open indefinitely on the possibility that you might be ready someday. Even if you are Catherine Matthews."

He reached across his desk and tapped a stack of press clippings in the folder, neatly organized in chronological order. "This is every major mention of your name in publications over the past twelve months."

He fanned them, and Catherine could see the stack's progression from substantial to sparse, the gaps between articles widening like a pulse slowing toward flatline.

"August, six mentions. October, three. December one, and that was a year-in-review piece that included you in a list of 'notable absences.' Silence makes people forget, Cat. Or worse, it makes them remember you as what you were rather than what you could still be."

"There are other options," Catherine said. "I could start recording⁠—"

"Recording what? Your last album was four years ago. The market for classical recordings has contracted thirty percent since then. Labels aren't taking risks on catalog projects from artists who aren't actively performing. I know you’re currently teaching, but—" He spread his hands in a gesture that managed to convey both respect and dismissal. "Teaching is what you do when you're ready to step back from performing, not instead of it. And look, I understood it in the immediate aftermath, but it’s been nearly a year, and at some point, you have to get over it. "

Catherine flinched at the bluntness of Simon's statement. As if she hadn't spent every waking hour of the past year trying to do exactly that.

"Is that what you think this is?” She asked. “Something to get over?"

"No. I just meant⁠—"

"I know exactly what you meant. You think this is a psychological hurdle. A confidence issue. Something that can be overcome with the right pep talk and a carefully managed press tour. But it’s not. Maybe I am ready to step back."

"You're not." Simon's tone sharpened, just slightly, the first hint of impatience bleeding through his professional veneer. Then he caught himself, his expression softening back into concern. "Come on, Cat. You're not someone who teaches scales to children and calls it a life. That's not who you are."

Catherine's throat felt tight. She wanted to argue that he didn't know who she was anymore, that the person he'd managed for more than a decade had stopped existing on a stage in London, but the words wouldn't form into anything that didn't sound like weakness, and whatever else she had lost in the past year, she had not yet lost the ability to keep that from showing.

“I need to be frank with you,” he said. “Three separate conductors have approached me in the past month, asking if you're ever coming back or if they should stop including you in their dream programming. You're being replaced, Cat. Not maliciously. Not because anyone wants to erase you. But because the world moves forward and there are dozens of extraordinary young pianists who are hungry, available, and uncomplicated. And every month you stay away, one of them gets the booking that should have been yours. Come on, you’re not an amateur. You know how this goes."

She did know. Better than most.

“I know what you’re thinking. You're thinking about what happens if—." He paused, not finishing the sentence. "But we'll build in safeguards. Shorter programs, at least initially. I'm not suggesting you walk onto the stage at Carnegie Hall tomorrow and play the Hammerklavier."

Catherine's hands had gone white on her handbag. She loosened them deliberately, feeling the blood return in a pins-and-needles rush. "I think we're done here," she said as she gathered her coat.

"The anniversary is a window. It's a natural hook for press coverage, for renewed interest. If we don't use it, the window closes. And the next opportunity will be the five-year mark, and that's not the same story. That's not a triumphant return. That’s a sad grab at trying to rekindle what you had."

Catherine stared at the folder still lying on Simon's desk, its contents a blueprint for a version of her life that she wasn't sure still existed.

That version of her hadn’t needed to think about any of this.

She thought about the pills she took every evening, the alarm on her phone set for the same time regardless of time zone or circumstance. Her medication would help, her neurologist had assured her. They made the risk manageable. But manageable wasn't gone, and the gap between those two states felt infinite when she thought about stage lights and audiences and the attention that came with performing Rachmaninoff in a hall that held thousands of people.

Catherine forced herself to exhale slowly. "I'll review your proposal. But I’m not making any promises," she said. The words were a door she was opening just enough to escape through.

Simon's expression shifted, a crack of genuine satisfaction breaking through his professionalism. "I know better than to ask you to promise me anything. I'm just asking you to read the proposal, and then we can pick up this conversation again next week."

He moved to the door and held it open. As she passed him, he added quietly, “Just don’t wait too long to decide. These opportunities don’t stay open for long.”

Catherine walked into the corridor without responding, the folder already in her handbag, and the ultimatum following close behind.

She didn’t slow until the doors released her onto the street, where the city hit her all at once. Taxi horns, construction drills, the percussion of hundreds of footsteps on pavement. Catherine stood motionless on the sidewalk outside the Ardent Row building while pedestrians flowed around her, like water moving past a stone.

With a deep breath, she joined the current of foot traffic moving west toward Fifth Avenue. Her boots made curt clicks on the concrete, thankful for a rhythm she could count and measure herself against.

At the corner of Fifth and 52nd, she paused at a newsstand, ostensibly to let a cluster of tourists pass, but really it was because her eye had caught the display of magazines.

Three different music publications were fanned across the upper back rack. The covers featured faces she didn't recognize, a young cellist, perhaps twenty, his expression earnest and hungry; a pianist with dark hair and an avant-garde dress that suggested someone cultivating a brand; another pianist, this one male, photographed at the baby grand with dramatic side lighting that made his hands look luminous.

Her name wasn't visible on any of the covers when, at one time, she would have graced all three simultaneously.

She stood there for a moment longer than necessary before continuing down Fifth Avenue. The faces on those magazines looked eager for the spotlight in a way she remembered being once, before she'd learned what that hunger cost. They probably practiced four hours a day (she used to practice six, but that’s beside the point), they probably slept soundly without medication to manage the what-ifs that gathered in the dark hours.

She walked another block before raising her hand at the curb. A cab pulled in, and she slid into the back seat with relief. "The Lenox on York Avenue, please."

He nodded and eased into traffic. As the cab inched forward, the pressure came with her. The ticking clock, Simon's voice outlining the narrowing window of opportunity, the faces on magazine covers that weren't hers anymore. There was nowhere for it to go and no easy resolution. It simply stayed.


2
An Inconvenient Symphony
Theo


Theo jumped aside as a gurney rattled past, its wheels catching on the same uneven tile they always did.

“CBC and lytes on three!” someone called from behind a curtain as a monitor chirped its steady rhythm and the automatic doors whooshed open, admitting a woman clutching her abdomen and leaning on a paramedic.

Under the fluorescent lights, Theo couldn't tell if it was 7 p.m. or 7 a.m. anymore. New York-Presbyterian had its own clock marked by shift changes, new patients rolling in, and others getting wheeled out.

She shifted her footing, wincing as her scrubs peeled away from the small of her back where sweat had dried and reformed throughout her ten-hour shift.

"Dr. Brennan," A nurse appeared at her elbow with a tablet. “Bed seven. Mr. Stanton. Fifty-two-year-old male. Chest discomfort, non-radiating. Mildly anxious. BP one-fifty over ninety.”

Theo nodded and snapped on a pair of gloves as she stepped away from the counter. “Thanks, Mira.”

Five long minutes later, she slipped out from behind the curtain, massaging her temple. Behind her, Mr. Stanton was still talking: “—WebMD says right here that elevated troponin levels—” She pulled the curtain closed behind her. It muffled the rest.

Theo made for the nurses' station on autopilot. A paper cup of coffee waited beside her workstation with her name on it in Mira's handwriting. God bless that woman. Truly.

Theo picked it up, took a sip, and pulled up a chest X-ray that had just come through.

When she looked up from the screen, Dr. Huang was rounding the station, her white coat somehow still crisp at hour nine, which Theo had long since accepted as one of those fundamental injustices she would never understand. She had a tablet in one hand and a half-eaten protein bar in the other, chocolate smudged on her thumb.

She leaned against the counter and looked at Theo with the expression of someone conducting a rapid clinical assessment.

"Jesus, Theo. I can't tell what's redder, your scrubs or your eyes.”

It genuinely wasn't fair. Natalie looked like the kind of doctor who could power through a twenty-four-hour stretch and still remember every patient's name without checking the chart.

Which, fine, Theo had mixed up once. Okay…twice.

They were in the same room. It was confusing.

The point was, Natalie ran on some kind of extraterrestrial efficiency, and Theo ran on caffeine and determination. Both were valid approaches.

"Thanks, Nat. Just what I wanted to hear."

Natalie squinted at her. "Seriously. When's the last time you actually slept?" She nodded toward Theo's hand. "Your hand is shaking so much you could froth milk with it."

Theo looked down. The paper cup she’d picked up trembled slightly with the liquid threatening to breach the lid. Traitor.

“Don’t be so dramatic,” she said, setting it down on the counter with deliberate care. “I’ve just had a little too much caffeine.”

Natalie gestured toward the abandoned cup. “And that makes what, your sixth today?”

“Your point is?”

“My point is caffeine isn’t a substitute for sleep, no matter how much you want it to be.” Natalie's voice carried affection rather than judgment. She adjusted her glasses, a habit Theo had learned meant she was about to say something that counted as actual concern rather than friendly harassment. "When's dinner with the parents?"

Theo checked her watch. "Eight-thirty."

"Ah." Natalie's eyebrows lifted a fraction. "That explains it. You're about to sit across from the esteemed Drs. Brennan for two hours after pulling a double." Natalie's voice softened. "That's a lot, even for you."

Theo's fingers hovered over her cup before retreating. "It's just dinner."

"Sure it is." Natalie's voice was light, but her eyes softened.

The first time she'd met Theo's parents at a med school mixer, she'd leaned over afterward and whispered, "God, they're just like mine. Did yours also hang your A- papers on the fridge as cautionary tales?" Theo had laughed so hard she'd choked on her wine.

Natalie's eyes brightened with sudden inspiration. “Reschedule. Tell them there was an emergency intubation, and they were a Mallampati four. You could barely see anything.”

Theo's expression, equal parts exhaustion and resignation, said everything without a word.

“What? It’s perfect,” Natalie pressed, leaning closer. “They’ll be bragging about it to all their colleagues next time they’re on shift.”

Theo shook her head. Canceling wasn’t an option. It never was. The Brennan family dinners operated with the same unchangeable certainty as sunrise or tax season.

"It's fine," she said. "I'm fine."

Natalie studied her for another moment, like she was deciding whether to push again. Her mouth tightened, then softened. “Okay,” she said finally. “If you say so.”

The shrill double-beep of a pager cut through the space. Natalie glanced down, reaching for it, eyes scanning the message.

“Damn it,” she muttered under her breath. She looked back at Theo. “I’ve got to go. Text me after dinner, okay? Even if it’s late.”

She gave Theo’s wrist a quick squeeze, then turned toward the corridor, grabbing a pump of sanitizer on her way out.

Theo blinked hard, trying to clear the grittiness from her eyes. She still needed to dress a wound in bed nine and check on Harry before she could leave.

On her way, she ducked into the supply closet for alcohol swabs and gauze. The door clicked shut behind her, muffling the ER to a distant hum. She leaned against the metal shelving, her shoulders finally dropping. Eyes closed. Just a few seconds. That's all she needed.

After finishing with bed nine, Theo made for the nurses’ station to chart while the details were still fresh.

As she logged into the nearest computer, Theo spotted Dr. Morrison at the counter, his back to her as he scrolled through a tablet. She’d recognize her attending’s razor-straight part and those never-slouching shoulders anywhere.

He turned at the sound of her typing, his eyes sweeping over her face with that look that always made her feel like he was mentally marking her down a letter grade.

"Dr. Brennan. Mr. Lewis's discharge papers need your signature. Do that and clock out. You're not on overnight."

"I know. I just need to check Mr. Lewis’s⁠—"

"That wasn’t a suggestion. Mr. Lewis is stable; he's been here forty-eight hours, and he needs to be in a program, not a hospital bed. Finish his discharge instructions, prescribe the antibiotics, and the usual referrals. Then go home." Morrison's voice remained even, but his tone made clear the conversation was over.

Theo nodded. "Okay, Dr. Morrison."

He was already turning away, as Theo gathered the paperwork she'd need and headed down the corridor toward Harry's room.

Theo knocked once on the partially open door and stepped inside. The lights were dimmed for the evening, casting the small space in amber shadow.

Harry was asleep. His sparse gray hair lay flattened against the pillow, and his knit cap was abandoned on the visitor’s chair atop a careful stack of threadbare coats.

Theo paused, taking him in, the way she always did.

He had been drifting in and out of her care since her first month as an intern, back when she was twenty-six and still felt like she needed permission to make every decision.

He turned up often enough that his chart had long since stopped surprising her. Somewhere between surviving intern year and suddenly being responsible for interns of her own, she’d memorized his history without quite realizing it.

Thirty-five years on the waterfront had left him with chronic pain and an opioid dependency he never quite outran. The docks went first, then his marriage, and losing Carla seemed to drain whatever strength he had left to find his footing again.

It showed now in the way sleep had pared him down to sinew and bone. His chin sagged toward one shoulder, one arm folded across his stomach as if bracing against pain that had only recently stopped. At the foot of the bed sat a battered duffel marked PROPERTY OF MTA, a remnant of a life that never quite unpacked itself.

His bloodshot hazel eyes cracked open as the latex snapped against her wrist. The corners of his mouth lifted, deepening the creases that mapped decades of hard living across his face.

"Well, if it isn't my favorite doc. Come to tell me I'm dying?"

"Not today." She rolled his sleeve up three careful folds, exposing the bruised crook of his elbow where the IV catheter disappeared beneath yellowing tape.

"Good." A laugh bubbled up from his chest, dissolving into a wet, rattling cough that shook his thin shoulders. He batted the air with one hand, his hospital bracelet sliding halfway to his elbow. "Heard Dr. Hobbs had me pegged for a goner by New Year's. Night shift's got a whole betting pool going. I'm just glad I stuck around long enough to cost him some money."

Theo pressed her lips together, adjusting the tape so she didn't have to look up. "Hobbs is an asshole," she said, “I’m sorry you heard about that gross pool.”

Harry lifted one bony shoulder, the hospital gown slipping to reveal a collarbone sharp enough to cast shadows. "Eh. I made fifty bucks." The corner of his mouth quirked upward, revealing a glimpse of tobacco-stained teeth. "Figured if people were going to talk about me, I might as well get in on the action."

A sound escaped Theo's throat—half-laugh, half-sigh—as she shook her head. “You’re unbelievable.”

"Occupational hazard," he said, tapping his chest with two fingers. "When Harold Lewis stops cracking wise, that's when you break out the body bag."

She finished securing the line and smoothed the blanket at his arm. “Noted,” she said. “How are you feeling?”

"Like I got hit by a truck. But better than yesterday, so I guess that counts for something."

"It does." Theo glanced at his chart, though she already knew the relevant details. “Your white count is looking better. The infection’s responding well to treatment, so we're discharging you tonight."

"Lucky me." He shifted against the pillows, wincing. "Bet you're counting the minutes till you can wheel me out of here, huh?"

Theo’s eyes lingered on his chart a beat too long before she looked up. “Listen, I’ve got a patient with influenza, someone who put superglue in their eye thinking it was eye drops, a guy who tried to tattoo himself and fainted halfway through, and someone with a vape stuck in their rectum. Trust me, you’re not even in my top five problems today.”

Harry shook his head, a tired smile pulling at his mouth. “Kid, I am deeply concerned about your patient population.”

He cackled, then coughed again. Theo watched his chest rise and fall, her brain automatically running numbers she didn’t want to think about. Odds of a clot. Odds of another admission. Odds of someone winning that fucking death pool.

“Everyone treating you okay in here?” she asked when his breathing steadied.

He shrugged, which with his shoulders amounted to a continental shift. “Yeah.”

She softened her tone, leaning in slightly. "Good. You tell me if anyone gives you grief, okay?”

“Sure thing, doc,” Harry's eyes were already drifting closed again, but he was still smiling faintly.

Theo leaned forward, her voice dropping to something firmer, more insistent. “You'll have a prescription for antibiotics to finish. Seven more days. You need to take all of them."

"Mm-hmm."

"And the social worker left information about shelters with beds available. Also, a list of addiction counseling programs."

Harry's only response was a faint exhale that might have been acknowledgment or might have been the sound of someone already asleep.

Theo sat for another moment, watching his breathing even out, and his face relax into unconsciousness.

She stood, returned the stool to its position against the wall, and adjusted the blanket that had slipped down from his shoulder.

His discharge papers sat in a folder at the nurses' station, printed and waiting for a signature. Stapled to them were referrals to programs he probably wouldn’t call. Prescription for antibiotics he might not fill. Instructions to follow up with his primary care physician, except Harry didn’t have one. He had Theo and a string of ER visits that passed for regular medical care.

Theo signed where she needed to, closed out his chart, and headed towards the locker room.

Her ID badge marked the end of her shift with a subdued beep. Inside, it was empty, with most of the evening staff already settled at their stations.

Theo traded her scrubs for her nicest pair of jeans and a cable knit sweater. She grabbed her coat from the locker and swung her bag over her shoulder.

She was still half-lost in the thought when Natalie intercepted her at the exit doors with a warm thermos and a granola bar. "Fuel for the subway. Decaf tea and your favorite flavor," she said, pressing both into Theo's hands.

“Have I told you recently how much I love you?” Theo asked, giving Natalie a genuine smile.

"No, and I’d be worried if you did. Now vanish," Natalie said, giving her a gentle push.

The January air hit her as soon as she stepped outside; it was cold enough to make her breath visible.

Around her, the streets still wore their New Year's decorations, tinsel sagging, lights half-burnt out, confetti frozen into the gutter.

As she stepped out onto the sidewalk, the city rose around her: traffic outside the hospital, the distant wail of a firetruck, someone shouting in Spanish from a nearby apartment. She joined the stream of people heading north toward the subway entrance.

Thirty minutes later, she climbed the steps out at 81st, where the air felt quieter, softer somehow, the streets lined with warm window light instead of sirens.

The brownstone looked the same as always: russet-colored facade, black shutters, polished brass.

She climbed the steps with her key in her hand, then hesitated and knocked instead. She’d grown up here, but apparently that didn’t mean you could just walk in anymore.

The door opened almost immediately. “Theo. Right on time.”

Margaret Brennan stood in the doorway in charcoal slacks and a black silk blouse, reading glasses hanging from a chain at her chest, hair pulled into its usual neat ponytail.

Theo had once tried surprising her by arriving early; her mom had been fully dressed and ready anyway, and Theo had received a fifteen-minute lecture about punctuality for her trouble. She hadn’t tried again after that.

She stepped inside and caught her reflection in the hall mirror as she passed. Green eyes looked back at her, tired ones tonight. Her auburn hair was slipping loose from the half-assed braid she’d attempted earlier, strands curling out in directions her mother would have quietly corrected hours ago, which was perhaps why it always threw her when people said she looked like Margaret.

Theo genuinely couldn’t see it. She couldn’t see either of her parents in herself, if she was honest. If someone had sat her down at age seven and told her she was adopted, she would have screamed ‘I knew it!” and also, if she was being completely honest, felt a tad relieved.

“Let me take your coat,” her mother said, hands already reaching for it. “Your father just got home ten minutes ago. Emergency splenectomy ran long.”

And there it was. The Brennan family’s favorite conversational opener: who had been the most impressive doctor today.

Theo handed it over and fell into step beside her as they moved down the hallway.

The house looked the way it always did. Crown moulding. Hardwood floors. Muted paint. Framed nineteenth-century medical illustrations in place of family photos.

The table was set for three, white linens and perfectly straight silverware catching the chandelier light. Exactly like every bi-weekly dinner for the last three years of her residency.

Her father appeared from the kitchen carrying a bottle of white wine. His dark hair showed more gray than it had last month, and there was a stiffness in his shoulders that suggested another long day.

“Theo.” He set the wine down and stepped toward her, giving her upper bicep a firm squeeze. “How was your shift?”

"It was busy."

“Hm, flu season. I imagine you're seeing plenty of respiratory cases."

Theo nodded, smoothing her expression into something agreeable. “Yes, we are.”

Her mother emerged from the kitchen with a platter of roasted salmon and vegetables arranged with the same level of detail as the table settings.

They sat in their usual formation: her father at the head of the table, her mother to his right, Theo to his left. The arrangement hadn’t changed since childhood. Only the booster seat was gone.

"This looks great, Mom," Theo said as she unfolded her napkin and placed it across her lap.

"It's simple. Your father has surgery at six tomorrow, so nothing too heavy." Margaret passed the platter to Theo. "How's Natalie doing? I ran into her at the M and M conference last month."

"She's good. Keeping busy.”

"Dr. Morrison mentioned you handled a multi-trauma case last week with real adeptness." Her father said as he cut into his dinner.

Of course her father had spoken to Morrison. They’d trained together decades ago and seemed to treat her life as a shared case study.

"It was a team effort," she said.

“Don’t downplay it.” Her mother’s voice carried gentle reproach. “You’ve always been too modest.”

They let the conversation lapse after that, the clink of silverware against china the only sound. Theo took a careful sip of wine, letting the cold liquid slide down her throat. The salmon was perfectly cooked, the vegetables seasoned exactly right, and she could barely taste any of it. She was just waiting for the other shoe to drop.

"We actually wanted to talk to you about your fellowship plans," her mother said, setting down her fork.

Right on schedule. At least this week, they’d waited until she’d gotten some booze into her system.

"Okay,” Theo said.

"We've been doing some thinking about what makes the most sense for your career trajectory." Her mother's tone was measured, reasonable, the voice she probably used when explaining treatment plans to patients' families. "And we've taken the liberty of reaching out to a colleague on your behalf."

"We've arranged for you to meet with Dr. Marquez," her father added. His cool-gray eyes remained on his plate, cutting another piece of salmon. "He is an exceptional mentor, and he’s expressed interest in reviewing your application."

Theo set her wine glass down. "For what fellowship?"

"Cardiology." Her mother smiled. "The program at Johns Hopkins would be perfect for you. Competitive, prestigious, and you'd be working with some of the best cardiac surgeons in the country."

“In Baltimore?"

"Yes, Theo. It’s Johns Hopkins," her mother echoed, as if the prestigious name should override any geographical concerns. "We've already spoken with a realtor about two lovely apartments within walking distance of the hospital. You can choose whichever you prefer when you go for your interview."

“Right. It’s just that I hadn't really thought about cardiology specifically."

"That's why we're discussing it now." Her father looked at her directly for the first time since they'd sat down. "These decisions require planning and strategy. Applications are due in the fall, which means you need to start building relationships with potential mentors now."

“With your grades and Morrison’s recommendation, there’s very little working against you,” her mother said, passing the vegetables again, the gesture somehow managing to be both nurturing and directive. “If you can get that research project written up before applications go out, Hopkins will notice. I can put you in touch with someone on the editorial board at Annals if you need help navigating the submission.”

Theo's throat felt tight. She reached for her wine and took another not-so-small sip. "That's—I appreciate you thinking about this. But for now, I’m doing well in the ER. I haven't decided what I want to specialize in yet."

“Well, it’s time to decide. Honestly, Theo, you’re an Internal Medicine resident. If you’re serious about succeeding, then cardiology is where you should be focusing your efforts. Not in the ER where⁠—”

“Where what?” Theo set her glass down a fraction harder than necessary.

"Where your potential isn’t being met," her mother finished gently. "You have a brilliant mind, Theo. Emergency medicine is valuable work, but it's not where you'll make your mark. Not really."

Theo looked down at her plate, at the salmon she'd barely touched. The judgment in her mother’s words clung to her.

“We’ve invested a lot in getting you here,” her father said. There was a hint of accusation under it. “The pre-med programs, college, med school, and your rent at The Lenox. We’re not asking you to pay us back. But we do expect you to take this seriously.”

“I am taking it seriously. And I am grateful.”

"Then you'll meet Dr. Marquez." Her mother's voice made it not quite a question.

Theo forced herself to take a breath, to nod. "Of course. I'll meet with him."

"Good." Her father returned to his meal, the matter apparently settled.

The rest of the dinner passed in a similar fashion, her parents discussing politics, upcoming conferences, and a new surgical technique her father was pioneering. Theo responded with polite interest, her answers measured and deflecting, her wine glass emptying and being refilled without her noticing.

When she finally stood to leave, her mother walked her to the door with one hand resting lightly on her elbow.

"Everything we do is because we want what's best for you," Margaret said, helping Theo into her coat. "You know that, don't you?”

Theo nodded. "I know. Thanks for dinner. I'll let you know when I've scheduled that meeting."

"We've already put it on your calendar," her mother replied, the statement casual, as if she were simply reminding Theo of something she'd forgotten rather than informing her of a decision made on her behalf. "Dr. Marquez at two p.m. on the fifteenth. We checked your rotation schedule."

Of course they had.

When she finally reached The Lenox, the elevator was thankfully empty. Theo leaned against the back wall as it carried her to the fourteenth floor, the mirrored interior reflecting her pale face and weary eyes back at her.

Her mind went, unhelpfully, to cardiology. It was unsurprising they’d chosen it, really. It was her mother’s specialty, the field where Margaret Brennan had made her reputation with pioneering research in heart valve repair. The perfect legacy for a daughter who'd been groomed since childhood to follow in parental footsteps. She wondered if they’d settled on it before she was born, or after her first A++.

When the doors parted, her shoes sank half an inch into thick ivory carpet. The hallway stretched out ahead, silent in the way expensive places always were, like a gallery between viewings. Monet’s water lilies. Degas’ dancers. All of it sealed behind identical brass frames, lit by sconces that cast the same amber glow regardless of the hour.

Theo unlocked apartment 14C and stepped inside, the door closing behind her with a faint click that seemed louder in the building's late-night quiet.

She dropped her bag on the small entry table, her keys following with a metallic clatter. Her coat came off first, then her sneakers were kicked toward the closet without any care.

She moved through the living room toward her bedroom, pulling her sweater over her head as she went. Her jeans followed, dropped on the bathroom floor in a heap that she'd deal with tomorrow.

Her pajamas were where she’d left them, draped over the chair in her bedroom. Fleecy pants patterned with faded little dogs, the kind her mother had once said made her size-eight figure look “a little wide at the waistline,” and a worn gray medical school T-shirt with a hole forming under one arm. She pulled them on, grateful for the familiar feel of the fabric.

Sleep. That’s what she needed. At this rate, she’d get six hours if she was lucky, maybe five if she was honest with herself.

Her body felt heavy as she crossed to the bed and climbed under the covers, the mattress dipping as she settled. She set her alarm for five a.m., hoping it would be enough time to shower, change, and make it in for rounds.

She closed her eyes, willing her mind to empty, to let go of the day. Her thoughts loosened gradually, drifting into fragments that stopped making sense, and the low hum of the city outside was the last thing she registered before sleep took her.

* * *


When she woke, it took her a moment to remember where she was and why she was awake at all.

A sound threaded its way into her consciousness, insistent without being loud. A single note, then another, then a third, arranging itself into a melody that slipped through the thin wall between her bedroom and the neighboring apartment.

She lay there, blinking, disoriented. She’d been asleep. Properly asleep. She cracked one eye open and checked her phone.

02:14

Doing the mental math, she’d managed a couple of hours, which was generous, really.

For a moment, she wondered if this was some delayed auditory hallucination brought on by exhaustion. But no, the faint vibration in the wall put that theory to rest.

The music was real, and it was coming from 14D, the corner unit that had been empty since Mr. Jacobson's children packed him off to a retirement home in New England sometime in the fall.

So. A new tenant, then. She supposed she might have noticed if she'd spent more than four consecutive hours in the apartment recently, but between the hospital and Natalie's and Mary's, she hadn't, and at this ungodly hour she wasn't going to examine too closely why she'd apparently preferred to be anywhere else.

Theo pulled her pillow over her head, but the sound still pushed through the fabric. Whoever was playing was good. Really good. The notes moved easily, like the person at the piano had been doing this their whole life.

But it was two in the morning, and she had to be up in less than three hours.

She waited, hoping the impromptu concert would end quickly. But the music continued, shifting into something she vaguely recognized, Mozart… or Beethoven. Whichever one wrote the fancy stuff. A fifty-fifty guess was her personal best in music literacy, and, honestly, those were the only two classical names she knew.

Five minutes passed. Then ten. The music showed no signs of stopping, the notes continuing their relentless, beautiful assault on her REM cycle.

The rational part of her mind, the part trained in conflict resolution and professional communication, suggested she wait until morning. Maybe approach the building management if needed.

But that part of her mind had been duct-taped and shoved in a closet by the sleep-starved lizard brain that was now running her nervous system.

Theo threw back the covers and sat up, her frustration overriding exhaustion. She'd worked a double shift, endured dinner with her parents, had her future scrupulously arranged without her input, and now she’d been woken up.

She threw her legs out of bed, kicking the bedside table in the process. Pain shot up her shin, the kind that usually earned a very creative swear, but at that moment, she still hated the table less than she hated the new inhabitant of 14D.

Her feet slapped against the floorboards as she stormed through the living room, each impact grounding her in the absolute certainty that she was about to murder her neighbor with their own sheet music or maybe slam their head under the piano lid for dramatic effect.

Was she overreacting? No…fine, yes. But she was overtired, overstimulated, and profoundly over whoever thought two a.m. was an appropriate time to play a goddamn grand piano.

She stepped out into the hallway before reason had a chance to intervene and caught sight of herself in the elevator’s reflection: flannel pajama bottoms, a tattered T-shirt, hair at impossible angles, and her thick black Edna Mode glasses, which she only wore once her contacts were out for the night.

Fan-fucking-tastic.

Apartment 14D waited at the end of the hallway, identical to the others except for the brass numbers glinting in the low light. Theo raised her hand and knocked three times, the noise sharp as a gavel.

The piano snapped off mid-run, leaving a vacuum that pressed against her eardrums.

For a moment, nothing happened.

Then footsteps. Not hurried, not hesitant, but careful.

The deadbolt slid back with a metallic whoosh, and the door swung open to reveal a woman who looked like she'd stepped out of a magazine spread about sophisticated urban living.

She had to be at least five-nine, and Theo found herself tilting her head back to meet her gaze. Pale blonde hair cascaded in loose waves past her shoulders, gathered in a chignon that somehow looked sculpted rather than styled. The silk of her robe caught the hallway light, shifting between navy and midnight as she moved, the hem brushing against bare ankles. The woman's spine remained perfectly straight as she leaned slightly against the doorframe, her chin angled just so, as if she'd spent a lifetime looking down at the world.

But it was her eyes that stopped Theo's tirade cold. Blue like winter water, they flicked from Theo's face to her feet and back again in three precise movements, the way a surgeon might assess a body before the first incision.

Theo felt her shoulders straighten involuntarily as those eyes lingered on the hole in her shirt, the dog pattern stretched across her hips, the chipped polish on her toenails. The woman's left eyebrow lifted a fraction of an inch—just enough to make Theo suddenly aware of every wrinkle in her pajamas and every strand of hair sticking to her cheek.

Theo opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came out. Not a single syllable. Her tongue felt heavy and useless.

Apparently, her list of grievances had stayed behind in 14C, right next to her common sense and whatever shred of dignity she had left.


3
An Unwelcome Introduction
Catherine


Catherine took in the woman standing in her doorway. Messy hair, weight shifting from one foot to the other, irritation written plainly across a flushed face.

Well, Catherine thought. Good.

She was irritated, too. Just when she'd finally broken through months of silence and coaxed music from her fingertips again, this stranger had appeared on her threshold like some cosmic interruption.

Why couldn’t the universe allow her this one small breakthrough—no, revelation? Epiphany? It didn’t matter; she would have to catalog the exact nature of it later; right now, she needed to address the scowling figure standing two feet away and practically vibrating with annoyance.

Their doorman, Frank, wouldn't have buzzed anyone up without calling first, so whoever this was had to live here. Catherine ran through the other three apartments on her floor. She'd made a point of asking Frank about them during those awkward elevator rides when she couldn't avoid small talk.

The man in 14A, Luis Ortiz, had made his fortune in contracting before forty, then promptly developed a passion for experimental cooking that left the hallway smelling of cinnamon and sounding like smoke alarms. His doorstep was perpetually lined with parcels from specialty spice shops, and whenever something broke in the building, he'd appear with tools before anyone could call maintenance, staying to tell rambling stories about his grandmother's village in Spain that no one had the heart to cut short.

Mary Stevenson occupied 14B. She'd moved in during the first Reagan term and still carried herself with the posture of someone who'd spent decades commanding classrooms, though Catherine had once glimpsed her feeding pigeons on the fire escape, cooing to them in a voice so tender it seemed to belong to another person entirely. Even Frank lowered his voice when she passed through the lobby, but Catherine had noticed how his eyes crinkled when Mary slipped him homemade cookies wrapped in wax paper every Friday.

And 14C was only ever referred to as Dr. Brennan, a medical resident Frank spoke highly of.

“Promising young doctor on the rise”, he’d said. Catherine had pictured someone polished, ambitious, perhaps even respectable, someone who probably ironed their scrubs and spent their rare days off teaching CPR to school children.

Instead, the woman in front of her looked as though she’d been mugged by a particularly enterprising family of raccoons. Flannel pajama pants, a threadbare T-shirt with visible armpit carnage, and glasses thick enough to qualify as PPE, all half-swallowed by a tangle of copper hair that had clearly staged a coup hours ago. And barefoot. On the communal carpet. Now that was unforgivable.

The woman adjusted her stance, eyes narrowing under Catherine’s scrutiny. She cleared her throat.

"I'm Theo Brennan. From next door." She gestured vaguely toward 14C with her chin, then pushed her sliding glasses back up with her middle finger. The gesture wasn't quite flipping Catherine off, but it wasn't entirely not doing that either.

Catherine's mouth curved into something adjacent to a smile… If you squinted. “Theo? Is that short for⁠—”

“Theodora," the woman said, crossing her arms. “But no one calls me that. I go by Theo.”

“Understood. Was there something you needed?”

"Well, yeah—" Theodora gestured vaguely between them.

"Catherine."

"Right. Catherine.” Theodora rubbed at her eye under her glasses. “Listen, playing piano at two in the morning is insane. You need to stop."

Catherine wanted to scoff. The last time someone had spoken to her with such casual authority was a conductor who'd tried (and failed) correcting her (already correct) tempo during her first year at Juilliard. She kept her face blank, but mentally called strike one for her neighbor.

“I’m sorry. I had no idea it was so late,” Catherine replied, her voice a practiced blend of surprise and apology that had smoothed countless awkward moments with colleagues over the years.

It was a familiar reflex, if also untrue.

She had known exactly what time it was. She’d watched the clock hands crawl past midnight, past one, while her mind refused to quiet. The piano waited in the corner of her second bedroom, now repurposed as a music room, silent and accusing.

And tonight, after her meeting with Simon earlier in the day, she’d run out of excuses not to play. That sharp, familiar voice in her head, the one that always sounded a little too much like her mother, had simply said, That’s enough, Catherine. It’s been a year. Pull yourself together.

“Really?”

Catherine’s attention snapped back to the doorway. “Yes. I don’t usually watch the clock when I play. I must have lost track of time.”

A flicker of disbelief passed across the younger woman’s face, sharp and irritatingly perceptive. Those green eyes behind those unfortunate glasses caught the dim hallway light and held Catherine’s own, steady and unblinking, as if challenging her to admit the lie. And for a ridiculous moment, Catherine actually felt the impulse to justify herself, which was completely absurd. She didn’t explain herself to anyone, least of all a woman whose hair and judgment were apparently engaged in the same losing battle.

“You should. Look at a clock, I mean. The walls between our apartments aren’t as thick as you clearly think they are.”

Catherine’s response came in a quiet so controlled that it bordered on elegant disdain. “Sorry, you’ll have to refresh my memory. I don’t recall seeing any noise restrictions in the building bylaws. Where can I find them?”

"Well, there aren't any on paper. Just like there's no written rule against setting your neighbor's apartment on fire, but most people grasp the concept without legal guidance." She tilted her head, voice composed but scathing. “But I guess you’re not most people.”

And that was strike two.

Catherine smiled with the precise warmth of an ice cube as she said, "How fascinating that our building comes with its own etiquette enforcers. I must have missed that amenity in the brochure."

“Enforcer? No. But I am a doctor who’s due in the ER in a few hours, and I’d rather not kill anyone because you felt like practicing scales at stupid o’clock.”

"And yet here you are, wasting your precious sleep time conducting door-to-door confrontations."

"This isn't a confrontation. This is one neighbor making a reasonable request to another."

“Reasonable.” Catherine tasted the word and found it wanting. "No, Dr. Brennan. A reasonable request would come with civility, perhaps even a ‘please.’ You opened with righteous indignation and insinuations. But I suppose it’s quite the introduction, if nothing else.”

The silence that followed gave Catherine time to study her properly. The calm conviction. The moral glow.

"My work," Catherine said, "doesn't operate on hospital schedules. It doesn't respect shift changes or rotations, or your personal requirements for unconsciousness. Just as you are required to work unsociable hours, so am I. And when inspiration comes, I play."

"Inspiration?" Theodora echoed. "At two in the morning? That's not inspiration, that’s a noise violation."

"That's Frédéric Chopin. Nocturne in C-sharp minor, Op. posth., if you're interested in the specifics."

“Yeah? Well, you’re not channeling him very well. I doubt he made a habit of terrorizing his neighbors,” Theodora said, too tired to blunt the edge.

Terrorizing? She thought Catherine’s playing was terrorizing?

And that made three strikes for the good doctor.

Catherine stepped just past the threshold, close enough that she had to look down at Theodora. “Forgive me,” she said calmly. “I assumed someone entrusted with human lives wouldn’t unravel over a simple nocturne.”

For a beat, Theodora just stared up at her, caught somewhere between disbelief and fury. Catherine watched her and saw the exact moment she realized that no amount of exhaustion or anger was going to move this conversation in favor of her very “reasonable” request.

“Still,” Catherine continued, her voice dropping fractionally, “I do admire your commitment to suffering. Turning a little sleepiness into a moral crusade takes real imagination.”

The color that flooded Theodora’s cheeks was visible even in the hallway's diffused lighting, and Catherine felt a flutter of something that might have been triumph.

A door creaked open down the hall, cutting Theodora off mid-breath. Catherine glanced over to see 14B's door swing wide, revealing a woman in her seventies with a face that had earned every one of its lines. She wore a faded pink robe cinched tight at the waist, her gray hair mostly contained under a silk bonnet except for the wisps that had escaped during sleep. One hand gripped a wooden cane while the other settled on her hip as she took in the hallway standoff with narrowed eyes.

“For the love of God,” she muttered, loud enough to be heard. "It's two in the morning."

"Mary—" Theodora began, but the older woman cut her off with a raised hand.

"Theo, sweetheart, I'm trying to sleep. And you know I love you, but those bags under your eyes are getting so big they're gonna need their own mailbox soon." She tapped her cane once on the carpet. "You need some rest."

Catherine watched Theodora’s face cycle through surprise, indignation, and reluctant amusement in rapid succession.

“Thanks, Mary. I was trying to sleep. But I took a break to explain to our new neighbor that two a.m. piano concerts aren’t exactly neighborly.”

Mary snorted, leaning on her cane. "Neighborly? Theo, you're out here in those ratty pajamas with your left boob near enough waving hello through that hole. You might want to save the etiquette lessons for daylight hours."

"Whose side are you on?" Theodora huffed, tugging at the worn fabric over her chest.

Catherine caught herself watching, one eyebrow lifting of its own accord.

"Yours, honey, always. But it's late. Go to sleep. Whatever this is can wait till morning."

"Fine," Theodora muttered, the word barely audible but clearly meant for Mary to hear.

Then she angled a glance toward Catherine, voice dropping just enough to make it theirs alone. “We’re not done with this conversation, Catherine.” The heat was gone. What lingered was more…mild annoyance, and Catherine found the downgrade almost friendly by comparison.

"I'm sure we’re not, Theodora," Catherine replied.

Theodora looked briefly tempted to commit a crime of passion at the use of her full name, though in this case, passion manifested as pure, homicidal irritation, but one glance at Mary’s steady presence in the doorway seemed to remind her that witnesses complicated things.

Theodora turned and stalked back toward her apartment, her bare feet silent against the plush carpet. Catherine found herself watching the way she moved, noting the tension in her shoulders, the pride she maintained even in retreat.

Mary stayed put, looking Catherine up and down like she was deciding whether to buy her at a market.

"That one," Mary finally said, nodding toward Theodora’s closed door, "works too damn hard. Pulls doubles at the hospital, comes home, passes out for four hours, then does it all over again." She leaned a little heavier on her cane. "I’m sure your piano sounds real pretty, but maybe save it for when the sun's up, hmm?”

“Of course, I’m sorry for the disturbance, Mrs. Stevenson,” Catherine said, keeping her voice low.

“Don’t apologize for the music, honey. Just the timing.” Mary shooed the air with her free hand, as if brushing the apology aside.

Mary's door clicked shut, and Catherine found herself suddenly alone in the hallway, inhaling a trace of something fresh and citrusy that clung to the space where Theodora had stood moments before.

Catherine closed her door slowly, her fingers lingering on the brushed steel handle longer than necessary. The metal was cool beneath her palm, an anchor in a night that had veered far from her usual routine.

In her music room, the Steinway waited. She ran a hand along its smooth, black surface, feeling the cool polish beneath her fingertips. Outside the floor-to-ceiling windows, the East River was just a dark void that would reappear with daylight. For now, the glass only reflected back the piano, her bookshelves, and herself. She sat down on the bench, the leather creaking faintly under her weight as her hands fell into her lap.

She should keep playing. After nearly a year of walking past this room, of finding reasons to be anywhere but here, of waking at three in the morning with music in her hands and nowhere to put it, tonight she had finally sat down. Not because she was ready. She still wasn't sure she was. But because Simon's voice had followed her home and she had run out of ways to outrun it, and the piano had been there, and she had sat down, and her hands had remembered.

But now some sleep-deprived doctor with unfortunate glasses had knocked on her door and broken the spell.

And instead of continuing, Catherine found herself replaying the evening in her mind, sharp and intrusive as a nightmare she hadn’t consented to. Theodora’s wild hair and wilder eyes. That rough-edged, far too honest voice. The way she had filled the doorway as if defiance were an Olympic event, she was fully prepared to win. And Mary’s parting words about letting Theodora sleep lingered in her thoughts.

She didn’t return to playing. But a thin thread of melody escaped her anyway, and she hummed quietly as she gathered her sheet music and a pencil. It sounded brittle and uncertain and alive as fragments of musical notes rose, broke apart, and reshaped themselves as she jotted them down. She could almost hear Theodora’s voice threaded through the melody, equal parts sarcasm and something that felt almost like a challenge.

* * *


The following evening, Catherine sat at her piano until her shoulders ached, playing with renewed inspiration. She only stopped when the telltale scrape of Theodora’s key in the lock down the hall broke her concentration.

Her hand hovered over the keys before she deliberately pressed the G above middle C. It responded with a bloom of sound, honeyed and lingering. It wasn’t music by any reasonable definition. It was, however, a loophole, and Catherine’s lips quirked as she imagined Theodora’s reaction to it. What could she possibly complain about? It was one harmless note.

She struck it again, louder this time. It sounded plaintive, almost childish, a cry for attention rather than music. She knew this even as her fingers continued to slowly dance across the keys, one deliberate note at a time, sliding up the scale then down again, each press a calculated provocation.

When a loud thud came crashing through the wall, Catherine smiled. It sounded suspiciously like something had been thrown. A pillow. A shoe. A surrender.

As she rose from her bench and moved toward her bedroom, she allowed herself the brief satisfaction of knowing that Theodora might believe she had won the silence. But Catherine knew better. Their game had only just begun.

* * *


By morning, light filtered through the blinds as Catherine woke, the single G note from the night before still resonating in her mind with more clarity than any concerto she’d performed in recent memory.

She moved through her morning, selecting a pressed blouse and tailored slacks and retrieving her wool coat, mentally cataloging necessities she needed to get on her grocery run. Milk. Coffee. Those sourdough rolls from the bakery three blocks over. Normal errands for a normal person who certainly didn't deliberately antagonize neighbors at midnight because they had called her performance “terrorizing.”

She pulled open her door and stopped short. There, stuck right over her peephole, was a square of neon green paper. Catherine blinked at it, her hand still on the doorknob.

So this was how Theodora had decided to respond. A sticky note ambush?

The note was aggressively bright, the green bordering on hostile. This was the aesthetic with which she meant to parry? The green felt less like stationery and more like a provocation. A deliberate one. She considered ignoring the note entirely, but that would be a forfeit, and Catherine Matthews did not forfeit.

She plucked it from the door with two fingers and read it once.

Then again.

I’ve stitched eleven people back together so far this week.
One note, one scale, or one “technicality” tonight,
and you will join that extremely exclusive list.
- 14C


For a long moment, Catherine simply stood there in the threshold of her apartment, the quiet humming around her. Then, slowly, her lips curved. Not a smile. Never that. Just a small, precise quirk at the corner of her mouth.

Inside her apartment, Catherine pinned the note to her desk with one manicured finger. From the cherrywood drawer, she withdrew a set of cream stationery, thick, textured, expensive, a silent rebuke to neon green paper.

Her fingers closed around the solid barrel of her Montblanc, its cap releasing with a satisfying click that echoed her decision. The nib touched paper, and words flowed without thought.

Thank you for the kind offer, Theodora.
But I will have to decline.
I have no doubt that your sutures would be crooked.
- 14D


She reread her words once, then again, nodding with satisfaction. She blew gently across the ink, watching it dry before folding the heavy paper with three equal creases and slipping it into an almond-colored envelope. Her pen hovered over the front before inscribing simply:

14C.


Before leaving, Catherine paused at her desk, fingering the sticky note's edge. She slipped it into her copy of Persuasion, right between pages 28 and 29.

She added sticky notes to her mental grocery list. It wasn’t a suitable medium for an argument, but if her neighbor required a reply in kind, so be it.

At the elevator, Catherine pressed the call button, then pivoted on her heel. She approached 14C with measured steps, bending to place her envelope precisely at the center of Theodora's threshold with all the pageantry of a stateswoman delivering her terms of war.


4
(Sticky) Notes of War
Theo


The envelope sat dead center on her doormat, crisp and clean, looking entirely too expensive for what Theo assumed would be either an apology or a very polite “fuck you”.

She'd been awake for sixteen hours, her hair had someone else’s blood in it, and her keys were still dangling from the lock because her hands had apparently forgotten how to complete basic motor tasks.

The envelope could wait.

Except… it couldn’t, because her brain had already registered her apartment number on the front, written in what was unmistakably a pretentious fountain pen. And now she had to read whatever fresh hell her neighbor had composed in response to her (admittedly) over-the-top, sleep-deprived threat.

She grabbed the envelope, stepped inside, and kicked the door shut behind her. The paper was thick enough that she had to slit it open with her hospital ID badge. Impractical? Maybe. But she had never owned a letter opener in all her twenty-eight years, and she refused to let Catherine Matthews make her feel inferior about it now.

Inside, a single sheet of matching stationery bore three lines in the same elegant handwriting.

Thank you for the kind offer, Theodora.

But I will have to decline.

I have no doubt that your sutures would be crooked.

- 14D

Theo read it twice. Then she laughed, a short bark of sound that startled her in the quiet of her apartment. The woman had managed to insult her surgical competence and still maintain perfect grammar. It was impressive, in a deeply, deeply, irritating way.

* * *


The next morning, Theo stopped at Yorkie’s bodega at the end of her street and bought a pack of neon pink sticky notes. Pink was the only option that wasn’t yellow, and yellow felt far too neutral for what she had planned.

That evening, she stood outside 14D with her pen hovering over the blank square of paper.

You have mastered the fundamentals of
playing a goddamn instrument.
I get it. Now stop playing after midnight.
-14C


She pressed it to Catherine's door at eye level, then went inside and waited.

The response appeared the next morning, written on a bright green sticky note.

Building bylaws do not specify quiet hours
for musical instruments (I checked with management).
But I will be mindful.
-14D


Two nights later, the piano stopped at 12:01 a.m.

Theo lay in bed, staring at the ceiling, phone in hand, the time glowing accusatively in the darkness. One minute past midnight. One minute past her original complaint. Catherine had moved her cutoff time, but she'd moved it to the exact moment that rendered Theo's request technically invalid.

The next sticky note went up before Theo left for her shift.

“Mindful” didn’t work last night.
You went beyond midnight.
-14C


Catherine's response was waiting when she got home at eleven p.m.

I appreciate your vigilance.
But to clarify, my practice ended at 12:00.
If you’re hearing music later than that,
it may be an auditory hallucination secondary
to your sleep deprivation.
-14D


Theo pulled the note off her door and studied it in the hallway's dim lighting.

That night, the piano stopped at 12:00 a.m. Exactly.

Theo sat on her couch with a cup of tea she'd forgotten to drink, and listened to the silence that followed the last chord.

* * *


They exchanged notes for four more days after that.

Tuesday’s note was lemon yellow, left on Theo’s mailbox before dawn:

If you are unable to sleep, I recommend the following:
(1) Earplugs, moldable silicone, not the foam kind;
(2) White noise: waves, rain, traffic (walking into it may help);
(3) Moving out.
-14D


On Wednesday, a blue sticky note appeared next to Theo’s keyhole, so precisely centered that she wondered if Catherine used a ruler. It read:

If you must leave retaliatory notes,
please refrain from doing so before six a.m.
You drag your feet loudly, and there are
limits to even my fortitude.
-14D


The reply:

It’s not retaliation if you started it.
-14C
(P.S. I tried earplugs.
They did not block you out.)


She stuck it to Catherine’s door, resisting the urge to add a smiley face, which she knew would annoy her.

And so on, the back-and-forth unfolding in silent, mounting increments. Theo found herself nearly looking forward to the next note, though she would have denied it under oath or torture.

She also noted with absolute disinterest that the piano music had changed. Catherine played shorter pieces, and always in sets of three. It wasn’t the kind of practice that suggested preparing for a recital; there was no build-up, no changing repertoire, just relentless drilling of the same handful of pieces.

On Thursday night, the music stopped at 11:30 p.m and Theo sat on her couch for exactly thirty minutes before going to bed.

* * *


Two weeks Saturday, no piano.

Instead, a pinned note on the stairwell bulletin board:

ATTN: RESIDENTS OF 14C AND 14D


If further “disputes” are to be conducted via sticky notes, please refrain from using the public spaces. The lobby is not a forum. We recommend personal delivery to the responsible party’s door.

- Building Management


A small postscript, in Catherine’s handwriting, sat underneath it:

Tsk, tsk. I expected better of you, Theodora.


That one nearly made Theo smile. Nearly. She caught herself before the expression fully formed and reminded herself that she was still supposed to be annoyed about this whole situation. Except she wasn't. Not really. Annoyed would have been easier to maintain. What she actually felt was something closer to anticipation, which was significantly more inconvenient.

Theo read the last postscript again, then uncorked it so she could add it to her collection, for reasons that were none of anyone’s business.

* * *


Week three of their little tête-à-tête brought weather so cold the windows sweated, then froze the sweat into beads of ice. The soundproofing in the building was a joke. Every creak, every muffled conversation, every shift in the HVAC system was amplified and piped directly into her skull. The only exception was 14D, which had gone silent.

Theo considered what that meant. She knew, from the doorman’s gossip, that Catherine was a pianist of some repute. Well, formerly.

She could have searched what happened on the internet, but that felt wrong somehow. She had no idea what happened to that version of Catherine, but she did know that she now spent her days teaching music to private students. She suspected this required an inhuman tolerance for mediocrity.

The next time the music started, it was just before midnight. Not a nocturne or a waltz, but a simple scale, ascending and descending. Deliberate, slow, approaching unsure. It continued for exactly ten minutes, then stopped.

There was no note in the morning.

And Theo almost missed it.

* * *


The following night, Theo got home at two in the morning after a brutal shift. She’d lost a patient. A few, actually. Her hands still shook when she tried to unlock the door, the keys slipping and clattering against the floor.

She stared at them for a second, then crouched to pick them up, moving deliberately, like she wasn’t entirely convinced her body was still listening.

When she opened her door, she found a lavender sticky note lying on her doormat:

Saw the pile-up on the news.
Hope you’re okay.
The piano will be off tonight.
-14D


It was the first time Catherine had acknowledged Theo’s work, or even her humanity. And the fact that she’d managed to slide it under her door despite its stickiness was seriously impressive to Theo’s tired brain.

She pulled out a pink sticky note from her bag and wrote five words before she could overthink it.

It was rough.

Thank you.

-14C

Theo picked up Catherine’s note and stuck it to the inside of her medicine cabinet, just above her toothbrush. She stared at it for nearly a minute before going to bed.

Catherine's response took longer this time, nearly two days. When it finally appeared, the handwriting looked a little less controlled, as if it had been written quickly.

The Brahms last night was sloppy.
My apologies.
-14D


Theo read the note twice before she understood. Catherine was apologizing for her playing. Not for the volume or the timing, but for the quality. As if Theo would notice. As if Theo cared about the technical execution of whatever piece Catherine had been working through.

Except she had noticed. The music the previous night had sounded different, gentler, less precise. She'd been half-asleep, but some part of her brain had registered the change.

The realization that she was now familiar enough with Catherine's playing to notice variations annoyed her even more than the woman herself. She tried to ignore it while writing her response.

I didn't notice.
I was asleep before you finished.
-14C


She'd meant it as neutral information, but Catherine's reply suggested she'd taken it differently.

Good.
That was the point.
-14D


* * *


The shift happened so gradually that Theo couldn’t say she consciously recognized it. The piano that used to jolt her awake now marked the edges of her evening like punctuation. Catherine played earlier most nights, nine p.m. instead of midnight, sometimes even 7:30 if Theo had mentioned an early shift. The volume had dropped, too, not dramatically, but enough that Theo had to actively listen if she wanted to hear the details.

She hadn't asked for any of it. Catherine had just...adjusted. Quietly. Without announcement or acknowledgment.

Theo sat on her couch one Thursday evening with a medical journal she wasn't reading, listening to something that sounded French and difficult, and realized she'd been doing this for twenty minutes. Just listening. Not working, not studying, not trying to sleep through it. Actually paying attention to the music filtering through the wall.

The recognition came with an uncomfortable awareness that she'd stopped bracing herself for the sound weeks ago. Somewhere between the formal complaints and the spite-practicing updates, the piano had stopped being an intrusion and started being just there. Part of her evening. Part of her routine.

She wasn't sure when she'd allowed that to happen.


5
Passive-Aggressive Diplomacy
Catherine


Catherine stood in front of the mirror and dismissed the first outfit immediately. The second was better. A charcoal pencil skirt, white blouse, French cuffs that never went on without a fight, and never failed to be worth one.

She leaned closer to the mirror, lipstick hovering at her mouth, and drew it across her lower lip with more focus than it really needed.

Stepping back, she stared at her reflection. She looked...good. Put-together. Professional. Not that it had anything to do with the note she planned to leave on Theodora’s door, or the possibility of running into her in the hallway. That certainly wasn’t why she’d changed outfits twice, or spent an extra three minutes on her hair.

The knock interrupted her thoughts: two quick raps followed by a softer one. So, definitely not Theodora.

Catherine opened the door to find Noah, his curls damp with melting snow, keyboard case banging against his knee as he tried to keep his overstuffed tote bag from spilling more sheet music onto her doormat.

"Hi, Miss Matthews," he chirped, voice caught between childhood and whatever came next.

"Noah." She stepped aside. "You’re early. Again."

"Mom always says it’s better to be early than sorry." He shuffled past her. "Plus, she threatens extra math worksheets if I'm late to things."

"Ah, I see. An effective deterrent."

He dropped his belongings with a clatter that made her wince. "Yeah, she's basically a professional torturer."

"We all have our gifts," Catherine replied, the corner of her mouth twitching upward.

She was about to close the door when she caught sight of Theodora in the hallway, heading toward the elevators.

A faded navy sweater and black jeans hung loosely on her frame beneath a hospital fleece that had seen better days. The stethoscope around her neck seemed to drag at her, and Catherine's lips tightened in a flicker of concern she couldn't quite hide.

Theodora froze the moment their eyes met across the hallway. Her eyes flicked up in quick recognition, then lingered as they took in the crisp white collar and the clean line of the pencil skirt. The look lasted a second too long before she seemed to realize it. Her mouth tightened in immediate self-annoyance, and Catherine felt a small, triumphant satisfaction settle under her ribs.

Noah pivoted in the doorway, catching the direction of Catherine’s gaze. "Hi. Do you live in fourteen-C?"

"Uh, yeah," Theodora said, looking from Catherine to her student, "I'm Theo."

Noah stuck out his hand. "I'm Noah Alvarez. Are you the lady who doesn't like Miss Matthews' piano?"

The corner of Theodora’s mouth lifted as she shook his small hand, her eyes flicking toward Catherine with obvious amusement.

Catherine gave a small shrug, the movement so unlike her normal self, it caught even her off guard. “He saw one of your more colorful complaints on my door when he came in for his lesson last week.”

“Oh.” Theodora gave a sheepish smile before turning to Noah. “It’s not that I don’t like it. I just need a solid stretch of sleep before I go to work, and the piano has a bad habit of keeping me up.”

Noah's forehead wrinkled like the idea was absurd. "But Miss Matthews is amazing. She played solo at Carnegie Hall like eleven times."

"Twelve," Catherine corrected.

Theodora rolled her eyes. "And clearly she never lets anyone forget it."

“Consider yourself lucky I don’t charge you admission, Theodora. Front-row seats to my recitals usually cost a small fortune.”

Theodora let out a short laugh, and Catherine could hear the start of a sharper retort in it. Then Theodora glanced at Noah, watching them with bright, expectant interest, and her tone softened almost immediately. “Right. I suppose I should be grateful you don’t play something more obnoxious, like the bagpipes.”

"My uncle plays the tuba!” Noah said. “Last Christmas, he practiced so loud that the water in our fish tank rippled like in Jurassic Park. Mom said he was being obnoxious."

"But I bet he only plays during the day, though, huh?" Theodora said, giving Catherine a pointed look.

Catherine's lips curved into the thinnest of smiles. "If you like, I can compose a schedule and submit it to the HOA for approval."

Theodora braced a shoulder against the doorframe and crossed her arms. “Or you could give me your number so I can text you when I’m on my way home. It will give you a chance to get it out of your system before I arrive.”

"Or," Catherine said, "you could soundproof your bedroom wall so I can work in peace."

"And miss our little exchanges?" A smile tugged briefly at her lips. "Where's the fun in that?"

Noah bounced on his toes, eyes darting between them. "You guys sound like those news people who argue on the morning shows."

Catherine’s spine stiffened. She’d nearly forgotten Noah was standing there, witnessing…whatever this was. It wasn’t her fault; she was a brilliant teacher. Really. But Theodora had a way of knocking her off balance, and Noah’s presence only highlighted how unprofessional she suddenly sounded.

"News anchors," she corrected, not meeting Theodora's eyes.

“News people sounds better, though,” Theodora said. She nodded toward the keyboard case. “So Catherine’s teaching you piano?”

“Yeah.” Noah scuffed his sneaker against the carpet. She’d have to vacuum that later—thank you, Noah. “I’m not anywhere near Miss Matthews’ level, though.”

Whatever mild irritation she'd had dissolved on the spot. Catherine rested a hand on his shoulder. "Noah has remarkable potential."

Noah lit up at the praise. “Miss Matthews says if I practice every day, I’ll be able to play Rachmaninoff in a year. She’s making me do scales in three keys, though.” He made a face. “It’s kind of brutal.”

"She's right about the practice, trust me," Theodora said. "My med school professor made me place five hundred sutures on oranges before I could touch a single patient. I hated every second of it." She looked at Noah directly. "But it was worth it."

Catherine caught the shadow that passed over Theodora's face; it was the same bone-deep weariness she'd confronted in her own reflection countless times after marathon rehearsals left her fingers unable to uncurl.

Noah wedged himself between their silent exchange, struggling with his keyboard case. "Miss Matthews, can I play my piece for Theo before we start?"

Catherine cleared her throat as she checked her watch, "I'm sure Dr. Brennan has a shift to get to."

"Please?" He turned to Theodora. "It's only ninety seconds."

"I can spare ninety seconds," Theodora said, the corner of her mouth lifting. "Just don't practice it outside my door at two a.m., deal?"

“Deal!” He beamed and darted inside toward the music room.

Theodora raised a teasing eyebrow at Catherine. "Well, do I need a formal invitation inside, Miss Matthews?"

Catherine stepped aside with an eyeroll and exaggerated sweep of her arm.

The music room hadn’t changed. It was still immaculate, the Steinway taking up most of the space. But seeing Theodora there made Catherine’s skin prickle, like something had been moved without permission.

Noah hauled his thrifted Casio to the stand by the window and arranged it with the care of a concert grand. Catherine had reminded him more than once that her piano was at his disposal, but sentiment always won out over sense. The Casio had been a birthday gift from his mother, which meant the plastic keyboard was treated like a Stradivarius.

He took a moment to settle himself, fingers hovering over the keys like he was bracing for something, then he straightened and began to play. It was a simple piece, a student’s étude, nothing too challenging, but he played it with a fragile sincerity Catherine rarely heard in her other students.

The notes filled the room, soft at first, then steadier, and somewhere in it, Catherine felt her focus begin to shift. Her attention drifted to her neighbor. Theodora’s face had softened, the familiar glare gone, replaced by something quieter, the look of someone who knew exactly what it meant to master something and exactly what it cost to lose it.

When the final note faded, Theodora's hands came together in quick applause. "That was awesome."

Noah's eyes darted to Catherine, seeking her verdict. She gave a single, measured nod. "It was good."

"But—" Noah's face split into a grin. "You told me never to say 'good' unless it was perfect."

A grin tugged briefly at Catherine’s lips. "I know."

Theodora smiled knowingly at Catherine as she backed toward the door. "I should get going." She gave Noah's keyboard case a light tap with her knuckles. "That was seriously impressive. Keep up the good work and don’t let her wear you out. Between you and me," her eyes flicked to Catherine, then back to Noah as she leaned in, voice dropping to a theatrical whisper, “she’s not as scary as she wants you to think.”

Then, to Catherine, with something like mischief in her eyes: "I’ll talk to you later, Miss Matthews. I've got a fresh pack of neon orange sticky notes waiting at home. I thought the color might complement your warm and fuzzy disposition.

Noah watched her go, and when the front door clicked shut, he looked up at Catherine. “She’s funny. I like her.”

Catherine ran her hands down the front of her skirt, leaving damp fingerprints on the fabric. "I see your judgment remains as undeveloped as your arpeggios," she said, though her mouth betrayed her with a slight curve at the thought of the neon orange that would appear on her door that night. “Since you were fifteen minutes early and played well for Theodora, what would you say to a Pop-Tart before we start the lesson?”

“Do you have strawberry?”

“I think so.”

Catherine knew perfectly well she did. It was the only flavor she had. The box sat on the third shelf of her pantry, purchased a month ago after Noah had mentioned that strawberry Pop-Tarts were his favorite snack when his mother worked late shifts. Catherine never touched them herself; she bought them for him, and they were his and his alone.

* * *


The evening settled in, cold and windless, the city oddly quiet beneath a low ceiling of cloud. Catherine had finished her last lesson at eight and now sat at her desk, staring down a blank neon sticky note with the same level of focus she brought to Hungarian Rhapsody No. 6

The lamp washed the note nearly white, the edges clinging to an ugly green she immediately disliked.

She glanced at the time. 11:46 p.m.

On a normal night, she would have been at the piano, coaxing out the Ravel she had been reconstructing from muscle memory since her hands learned the pattern at twelve. But tonight, her neighbor’s voice from earlier in the day echoed in her mind. Theodora Brennan telling her to text her a playing schedule. The nerve. The presumption. And, most irritating of all, the fact that Catherine could still hear the exact tone she’d used.

Catherine let her pen hover over the bright square. She rehearsed, silently, then wrote:

Congratulations, you have annoyed me into modern communication.
Since you insist on policing my practice hours, here is your hotline. Use sparingly.
- 14D


She considered the effect. Brief, cool, factual. She added her phone number, each digit sharp, as though she were inscribing coordinates on a war map.

She read it once, twice, then stood and drifted through her apartment without a sound. The nightgown and robe were her habitual nighttime uniform, but tonight she felt their silkiness as armor, silly, perhaps, but she was crossing into enemy territory, and she meant to look prepared.

Catherine padded across the hallway carpet, left hand trailing the wall as she counted her steps.

At 14C, she paused. She pressed her palm to the door, feeling the faintest warmth from inside. Theodora was home.

Catherine could have knocked, but the sticky note was the prescribed protocol. She peeled off the backing, then pressed it to the center of the peephole.

She retraced her steps, resisting the urge to look back or knock and dash back to her own apartment, god, what an embarrassing thought.

At her own door, she hesitated, fingers on the handle. Her heart was beating faster than she liked. It was just a note, just another round in the long game, and yet…

She closed the door behind her, stood in the entryway, eyes closed, listening for any sound from down the hall.

She didn’t hear the note being taken. But she knew, when morning came, that it would be gone and she’d have a text message from an unknown number waiting for her.


6
Piano for a Dummy
Theo


Theo attempted to braid her hair while holding her coffee, which, in hindsight, had been an optimistic choice. The elastic band slipped from between her teeth at the exact moment the cup tilted, sending a splash over the rim.

Natalie leaned against the locker room doorway, watching as Theo gave up on the braid entirely and drank half the coffee in one determined gulp.

"Jesus," she said. "You look like something straight out of the morgue."

Theo flicked her hand dismissively, only then noticing the brown stain spreading across her lab coat sleeve.

“So,” Natalie said, stepping fully into the room and leaning against Theo’s locker, “what’s new?”

“She’s taken it to the next level,” Theo muttered.

“Who? Catherine?” Natalie practically sang the name. “She’s still playing?”

“Yep. And apparently that wasn’t enough, so she decided I also needed to be academically humbled too.”

Natalie’s brows lifted. “I’m sorry—what?”

“She challenged me to some stupid music theory quiz app called Keyed In,” Theo said. “Timed rounds. Leaderboards. An insufferable little chime every time you get one wrong and your opponent gets it right.”

“And did you⁠—”

“I didn’t lose,” Theo huffed. “If that’s what you’re about to ask.”

Natalie leaned in, studying the dark circles under Theo's eyes. "Wait, seriously? You actually stayed up half the night because you couldn't let a literal concert pianist beat you at music theory?"

"She started it," Theo muttered into her coffee cup. “And I don’t back down from intellectual bullying.”

Natalie snorted. "Oh, well, when you put it that way…" Her eyes caught on something over Theo's shoulder.

Theo turned to follow her gaze, but from Natalie's expression, she didn't need to look to know what her friend had spotted.

Pinned just above a crooked photo of Theo and Natalie at graduation was a pink-colored sticky note, its edges unnervingly crisp.

Natalie gestured to it, reading aloud. “If you continue slamming your door at five a.m., I will begin incorporating percussion into my practice - 14D.”

She straightened slowly, barely managing to stifle a laugh. “Is she threatening you with rhythm?”

“You’re not taking this seriously.”

Natalie stepped closer, lowering her voice into something conspiratorial. “Oh, I am. You realize what this means, right?”

“What?”

“She’s matching your crazy with her own. You two are in a full-on mating dance.”

Theo spluttered, indignant. "That's ridiculous."

Natalie glanced at the photo, then at the precisely centered note above it. “Then why is her note framed like a shrine?”

Theo opened her mouth, then closed it again. “Okay,” she said finally. “I have to go.”

Natalie blinked. “You’re fleeing?”

"I'm not fleeing," Theo said, her hand moving to her badge. "I want to check on Harry before rounds."

Natalie’s expression softened just a fraction, amusement giving way to something more mindful. “Uh-huh. Well, tell Harry I say hi. And do me a favor, try peace talks before you burn the building down. Or at least pretend, so I don’t have to identify you in a lineup.”

“No promises.”

Natalie laughed, shaking her head as she left the locker room.

Theo reached up and straightened the note by a millimeter before slowly closing her locker door. She crossed the room and stepped back onto the ward with the familiar noise rising to meet her.

Pausing outside Harry’s bay, she reached for the curtain. The rings rattled along the track, briefly cutting through the monitors and the overhead pages.

Harry lay propped against two thin hospital pillows, his body noticeably smaller than it had been just a few weeks ago during his last admission. The fluorescent lights cast harsh shadows across his face, deepening the hollows beneath his cheekbones.

Theo stepped into the bay and moved to the computer cart, pulling up his chart. She skimmed the vitals the nurses had already logged, taking them in more as a pattern than a set of numbers. Blood pressure a little high. Heart rate up. Oxygen holding, but only just.

She reached for the blood pressure cuff on the wall and wrapped it around his arm, the velcro tearing as she secured it.

"Back again so soon," Harry said, his voice carrying that familiar gravelly timbre.

"Looks like it. Thought you might be missing me." Theo pressed the button and watched the cuff inflate.

The machine beeped as it measured, numbers climbing and falling on the small screen. She made a note on her tablet, then moved to check his pulse herself, her fingers finding the threadlike beat at his wrist.

"How's the breathing?" she asked.

"Been better. Been worse."

She reached for her stethoscope, settling the earpieces into place before pressing the diaphragm to his chest. The breath sounds were quieter at the bases. Faint crackles, but there. She shifted to a few different positions, listening carefully, building a clearer picture with each one.

"Deep breath," she instructed.

Harry complied, the effort visible in the way his ribs expanded.

Theo straightened and draped the stethoscope back around her neck. "I’m going to get some labs to check your infection markers."

"Okay, whatever you say."

She pulled what she needed from the cart beside his bed: a tourniquet, alcohol swabs, labeled tubes, and a butterfly needle. The routine steadied her, gave her hands something to focus on while her mind worked through doses and possibilities. She tied the tourniquet around his upper arm, the rubber pulling snug.

“Make a fist for me.”

Harry's hand closed weakly. The veins in the crook of his elbow were faint, years of difficult draws having left them scarred and reluctant. Theo palpated, searching for the best option so she wouldn’t hurt him.

She settled on a small vessel that felt viable, swabbed the area with alcohol that left his skin glistening under the lights.

She found the vein and eased the butterfly in at a shallow angle, feeling the slight give as it slid beneath the skin. A dark thread of blood moved into the tubing. She steadied the needle with one hand and reached for the first tube with the other.

Her hand shook, not much, just enough that the needle shifted and the blood stopped flowing.

"Sorry," she murmured, steadying her wrist against the edge of the bed. She adjusted, and blood flowed again. Purple top, then green, then yellow.

She withdrew the needle, pressed gauze over the site, and bent Harry's arm to hold it in place. He watched her the entire time, his expression neutral but his eyes scanning her in a way that suggested he'd seen the momentary shake.

He didn't comment; instead, he said, "You know how many ships I loaded? Thousands. Literally thousands." He shifted against the pillows, wincing. "Used to know every shipping route from here to Singapore. Could tell you what day the Maersk Carolina would dock just by looking at a calendar."

"That's impressive," Theo said as she increased his oxygen from two liters to three.

"I had a whole jar of cash for Japan," Harry continued. "Big glass thing, used to sit on my kitchen counter. Added to it every month. Figured I'd take Carla when the jar was full to see Tokyo, maybe Kyoto. I had this plan, you know. Work till sixty-five, then travel with the Mrs."

"What happened to the jar?"

"Bills. Then pills. Then more bills for the pills.” Harry shrugged. “The jar's still there. Empty now, but it's still sitting in the kitchen. Carla didn’t do anything with it when she left. Maybe she figured one day I'd fill it again."

He was quiet for a moment, then added, “She picked it out herself, actually. Spent twenty minutes in the thrift store at the end of our block, turning every jar over in her hands until she found that one. Brought it home, put it on the counter, and said, 'Someday we're going to look back and be glad we started.' Just like that. Like it was already decided."

"Tokyo's still there," Theo said. "It’s not going anywhere."

"No," Harry agreed quietly. "It's not."

Theo pulled up his chart on her tablet, pausing over the discharge notes from his last admission, reading the recommendations he hadn't followed. The same list of referrals and programs that would probably go unused again this time.

"You remind me of myself, you know that?" Harry said, interrupting her observations. "Always putting off the good stuff till tomorrow," he continued, watching her with those alert eyes that seemed too sharp for his weakened state. "The trips, the rest, the living part of life. Always gonna do it later, when things settle down."

Theo saved the chart and set the tablet on the computer cart. She moved to the side of his bed and began straightening his blankets, smoothing the thin fabric where it had wrinkled beneath him.

"Tomorrow's a funny thing, though," Harry said, "it keeps showing up, until one day it doesn't. If it never came, you think you’d say it was a life well lived? Not sure I would, well, for a little while there maybe, but not now. But you, you’re so young, Theo."

Her hands stilled on the blanket. She looked at him directly, holding his gaze. She didn't argue. Didn't defend herself or explain that she was building a career, following a path that would eventually lead to some undefined future point where rest and trips and living would be possible. The words formed in her mind but died before reaching her throat.

Instead, she reached for his water cup and repositioned it fractionally closer, making sure that he could reach it without strain.

"I'll check on you in a couple hours," she said, her voice quieter than it had been before.

"Sounds good, doc. Take it easy, okay?"

Theo nodded as her hand moved to his shoulder, resting there briefly. The contact was light, barely more than a touch, but she felt the bone beneath the hospital gown and the frailty that hadn't been there years ago when she'd first met him. Her fingers pressed gently, acknowledging his sentiment without words.

At the curtain, she paused, her hand on the fabric. She watched the monitors for longer than necessary, tracking the peaks and valleys of Harry's heartbeat across the screen.

Until eventually, the sounds of the ER filtered through the curtain: someone calling for assistance in bed three, a phone ringing at the nurses' station, the pneumatic whoosh of the tube system delivering labs. The controlled chaos that defined her existence continued without pause, indifferent to whatever small moment of understanding had passed between her and a dying man in a curtained-off corner.

She found Natalie at the nurses' station, who took one look at her and set down the chart she was reading. "You okay?"

"Yeah, fine," Theo said, the words automatic.

"Bed six needs an abdominal exam. Possible appendicitis."

"I'll take it."

Theo reached for the chart Natalie extended, her hand steadier now, the tremor from earlier completely absent. She scanned the patient information: twenty-three-year-old male, right lower quadrant pain, fever of 101. Classic presentation.

She reached bed six and pulled the curtain aside, her professional mask firmly in place by the time she stepped through, ready to begin again.

* * *


The next morning, Theo woke sprawled across the couch with a book tented over her chest. At some point, she had come out here with tea and the vague intention of reading, but the book now lay open where she’d dozed off halfway down the page.

She stretched, savoring the rare day off, and reached for the now-cold tea when the first piano notes filtered through the wall.

The melody stumbled forward, hesitant and careful, like someone testing thin ice. Not Catherine, then. Catherine's playing had a confidence that filled rooms. This was someone placing each note down like it might break.

Noah must be here for his lesson.

Jesus. When had she started recognizing Catherine’s students by their playing?

Apparently, she’d been paying more attention than she thought. She knew Catherine taught about fifteen kids. Theo had given them all nicknames, just to text Catherine and needle her about her teaching ability.

There was ‘Overachiever Octaves’, who treated every warm-up like an Olympic qualifier; ‘Miss Pedal-to-the-Metal’, who believed subtlety was for the weak; ‘Little Miss Minor Key’, whose gloomy scales made her want to prescribe antidepressants; and, of course, ‘The Phantom Sneezer’, who punctuated every phrase like a brass section with allergies.

It was all fun and games until she ran into one of them in the hallway or lobby, a tiny virtuoso smiling up at her, completely unaware that she’d been silently critiquing their emotional range through drywall.

Still, not all of them grated.

Noah was her favorite. He played like he was afraid the piano might bite back. He was hesitant, sincere, some notes landing a beat late, like he was apologizing to it. Compared to Catherine’s usual army of prodigies, he was wonderfully human.

She found herself moving closer to the shared wall without conscious decision, settling onto the armchair in her bedroom, where she could hear better.

Noah was working through scales, his young fingers finding their way across the keys. She could hear Catherine's voice occasionally, muffled but distinct, offering corrections that sounded less harsh than Theo would have expected.

When Noah moved from scales to an actual piece, Theo recognized it. And the recognition caught her off guard; she'd been listening to classical piano during her commutes for the past few weeks, ever since the sticky note war had escalated into something more consuming than simple noise complaints. She'd told herself it was research, a way to understand what Catherine did, to find ammunition for their ongoing battle, maybe even to finally beat her at Keyed In. But somewhere along the way, without quite noticing, she'd started actually enjoying it.

She tilted her head, listening a little more closely, and the name clicked into place. This was Bach. She was almost certain. Prelude in C Major, unless she was completely wrong, which was entirely possible given her crash course in classical music education came from a random playlist she’d saved.

The lesson continued for another fifty minutes, Noah's playing growing more confident as he progressed. Theo stayed where she was, listening with an attention she couldn't quite explain to herself. There was something intimate about hearing Catherine teach, the way her voice gentled when she praised the boy's improvement, or the patience she displayed when he stumbled over a difficult passage.

When the lesson ended, and Noah's cheerful goodbye gave way to the click of Catherine's door, Theo grabbed her phone and pulled up the text thread with Catherine before the impulse had time to cool.

The previous messages stared back at her, a stream of sparring and playful taunts, a digital ledger of their deliciously strained rivalry.

Her thumb hovered over the keyboard, and after a moment she typed:

Theo


That first piece Noah played was Bach, right? Don't get smug about it. It's just been annoying me that I don't know for sure.




She hit send and immediately regretted every word choice. Don't get smug was too defensive. It's just been annoying me revealed too much. She should have⁠—

Her phone buzzed.

Catherine


I can send you my bank details if you are interested in taking lessons.




I also offer theory classes for those less able to manage the skill of playing.




There it was, Catherine's signature brand of condescension, wrapped in perfect punctuation and devastating finesse.

Theo felt the corner of her mouth lift before she could stop it.

* * *


By three in the afternoon, Theo had reorganized her sock drawer by color, scrolled to the absolute bottom of her Instagram feed (an achievement she didn’t know was possible), and attempted a seven-minute workout she abandoned after four. Possibly two.

She needed to get out before she started talking to the walls. Her stomach growled in agreement. Opening the fridge revealed a half-empty bottle of ketchup, a yogurt with last month’s expiration date, and something wrapped in foil she was afraid to investigate.

She grabbed her wallet and keys, and opened the door to find a DVD case perched on her doormat.

She paused, then bent to pick it up. It was one of those clear plastic cases with faintly yellowed edges, the kind everyone used to have stacked somewhere before streaming took over.

The cover showed a cartoon stick figure hunched over piano keys with question marks floating above its head. "Piano for Dummies," the title read in that chunky black font that screamed early 2000s bargain bin.

Escalating from digital sparring to hand-delivered psychological warfare was exactly Catherine’s style. Theo had to (reluctantly) respect the craft.

She turned it over and read the tagline: Learn the basics of musical genius in just 120 minutes!

Underneath, in black marker, Catherine had underlined perfect for the rhythmically challenged and drawn a big exclamation mark next to it.

The whole thing was so absurd, so precisely targeted, that Theo couldn’t even summon irritation. She brought it inside, groceries forgotten, and set it on her coffee table.

She grabbed her phone, pulled up Catherine’s contact, and typed:

Theo


And what is this exactly?





The response came within seconds:

Catherine


A DVD. For your musical education. It's what I recommend to my students who are in first grade.





Theo


What’s a DVD? Like some kind of software or…?





Three dots appeared, disappeared, then reappeared again. Theo imagined Catherine on the other end, lips pursed, those sharp eyes narrowing just like Theo had seen on the first night they met.

Catherine


You're joking.




Theo snorted and fired back:

Theo


Obviously. I'm 28, not 12.





But I don't own a DVD player. That technology's extinct except in nursing homes and your apartment, apparently [image: old woman]




She added the grandma emoji deliberately, knowing it would irritate Catherine. There was something so incredibly satisfying about using casual text speak with someone who composed her messages like tiny letters.

Catherine's reply was ice-cold:

Catherine


Has anyone ever told you how funny you are, Theodora?




Theo smiled widely. She could hear the disdain dripping from Catherine's words.

Theo


All the time.




Catherine


They're lying.




Theo flopped back against her couch cushions as she typed:

Theo


I’ll go see Mary. I bet she has one lying around. You’re about the same age, right?




She set her phone down and picked up the DVD case again. It was ridiculous, the entire situation. Here she was, on a Sunday afternoon, getting genuinely flustered over a DVD left by her neighbor and a text conversation that consisted mostly of insults…okay, entirely of insults.

Theo tossed the DVD onto the cushion beside her. She needed air, needed motion, needed anything but the restless energy that had her dissecting every word of a text conversation while a borrowed DVD mocked her. The grocery store seemed like the lesser evil.

It wasn’t.

It turned out to be a special circle of hell, overcrowded with weekend shoppers, a picked-over produce section, and a checkout line that aged her visibly.

By the time Theo made it back to her building at five, arms laden with reusable bags that cut into her palms, she was ready to collapse directly onto her couch and not move until her next shift.

She made it to the fourteenth floor and started down the hallway before she registered what was sitting outside her door.

A DVD player. An actual, physical DVD player, the kind that probably hadn't been manufactured in a decade.

It sat on her doormat in its original box, faded but intact, positioned with the same careful deliberation as the DVD had been. On top of it was a neon sticky note:

No need to bother Mary.


She unlocked her door and brought everything inside. The groceries got shoved into the fridge and cabinets without any real organization; milk next to pasta sauce, and cheese in the crisper drawer meant for vegetables. She'd deal with it later. Right now, all her attention was focused on the DVD player sitting on her coffee table next to Piano for Dummies.

Setting it up took longer than it should have. But after some fumbling, the DVD player finally came to life with a nostalgic mechanical whir.

Piano for Dummies loaded with the kind of childish menu screen that confirmed this was definitely from the early 2000s with its garish colors, Comic Sans font, and a MIDI version of a classical piece playing in the background. Theo pressed play on the main feature and waited to see what Catherine had subjected her to.

The video opened with an overly enthusiastic instructor, a middle-aged man with a mustache that had been deeply unfashionable even when this was filmed. He sat at an upright piano in what looked like someone's living room, and his first words were: "So, you want to understand the piano! Congratulations! You've taken the first step on a journey that will enrich your life in ways you can't even imagine."

Theo bit her lip to suppress a snort. It was exactly as cheesy as the cover suggested, complete with graphics that looked like they'd been made in Microsoft Paint.

But as the instructor began explaining basic concepts like the staff, the clefs, and how to count measures, she found herself actually paying attention. It was ridiculous, sure, but it was also kind of informative in a way that made music theory feel easier rather than intimidating.

The instructor moved on to discussing different periods of classical music, playing brief examples from each era. When he got to the Baroque period and demonstrated with Bach's Prelude in C Major, the same piece Noah had been playing that morning, something in Theo stilled. Hearing it explained, understanding the thought behind it, made her appreciate it in a way she hadn't expected.

She thought about Catherine playing, she imagined her fingers moving across the keys with total control, and about the countless hours it took to make something that complex look effortless. She thought, too, about the fact that Catherine had actually gone to the trouble of giving Theo a way into her world.

Her eyes grew heavy somewhere around the discussion of Romantic period composers. The instructor was playing a Mendelssohn nocturne, explaining the use of rubato and expressive dynamics, and Theo felt herself drifting. She should get up and put away the groceries properly, or do a hundred different productive things with what remained of her Sunday.

Instead, she let her head fall back against the couch cushions, the DVD still playing, Catherine’s note still within reach on the coffee table. She slept there, curled up with the remote still in her hand, and dreamed she was taking piano lessons from a certain blond teacher.

* * *


In the days that followed, her shifts blurred together, broken up by stolen hours of sleep between twelve-hour stretches and evenings spent on the couch with Piano for Dummies playing as she tried to tell Baroque from Classical.

By the end of the week, Theo had watched the DVD twice, taken notes like she was studying for boards, and found herself actually enjoying it, which raised several uncomfortable questions about her mental state.

On Wednesday, she'd correctly identified Vivaldi playing in the hospital cafeteria.

Then, on Thursday, she caught herself humming a Mozart melody during rounds, earning a strange look from one of her interns.

By Friday, she'd accepted that classical music had somehow become part of her routine, woven into the fabric of her days in ways she hadn't anticipated.

Now, it was the following Wednesday, another eleven p.m. arrival home after a shift that had been long but mercifully straightforward.

Theo dropped her bag by the door and went straight to the kitchen to pour herself a glass of wine. She hadn’t even reached the couch before the piano started.

But this time, instead of grabbing her phone to text Catherine a suggestion about retiring from piano in favor of something more suited to her personality, like the triangle, Theo paused mid-step and listened.

The piece was aggressive, demanding, full of sharp dissonances and rapid passages that sounded like an argument set to music. She knew this one. She’d learned about it yesterday from the second DVD Catherine had left outside her door, Advanced Classical Listening for the Determined Student, which had made Theo smile so wide her cheeks hurt.

This was Prokofiev, if she had to guess, though she wasn't confident enough to bet money on it.

She settled onto her couch, wine in hand, and grabbed her phone. This had become routine too over the past week, Catherine playing, Theo listening, the nightly text exchange that walked the line between provocation and something that felt almost like friendship… or at least friendship adjacent.

She typed:

Theo


If you're trying to scare me off with Prokofiev, you'll have to try harder.




The piano paused, and Catherine’s reply came within seconds. She must have had her own phone next to her, waiting to see if Theo would engage tonight.

Catherine


Sounds like someone's been watching my DVDs.




Theo took a sip of wine and typed back:

Theo


I have. Soon I'll know enough to expertly critique your playing.




Your left hand was a bit heavy in that last passage, by the way.




Catherine’s response came quickly:

Catherine


My left hand was intentionally heavy, Theodora. It's called artistic interpretation. Something they don't teach in "Piano for Dummies."




Theo grinned and fired back:

Theo


Is "artistic interpretation" what we're calling mistakes now? Good to know.




This time, Catherine's response took longer. She pictured Catherine at her piano bench, phone balanced precariously on the edge of the keys, trying to suppress an eyeroll.

But when the message finally came through, the tone was different, more sincere.

Catherine


I appreciate you watching the DVDs. I'm glad you've been enjoying them.




Theo’s fingers hovered over the screen. The honesty caught her off guard, but it didn’t feel out of place, just… unexpected.

She typed:

Theo


I have, actually. More than I expected to.
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An Unlikely Truce
Catherine


Catherine's phone had buzzed seventeen times that hour. Possibly more. She'd stopped counting somewhere after Simon's fourth voicemail.

The latest text preview glowed accusingly:

Simon


Shall I call your mother? Will that get through to you?




Catherine set the phone on the counter, suppressing an eye roll. The notion that her mother was someone to call when she needed support was, frankly, absurd.

Bernadette Matthews, Bernadette and never Bernie, a distinction she had enforced since approximately 1974, would make none of this better. She would make it significantly and irreversibly worse.

And yet here Simon still was. When Frank had called up from the lobby earlier that evening to say Mr. Wilkins was downstairs, Catherine had brushed him off with the same tone she reserved for people trying to sell extended warranties. It hadn't worked then either.

Her phone lit up again as she pulled on her coat. Catherine glanced at the screen, then left it where it was and walked out. No buzzing in her pocket. No Simon. Nothing to check or answer or explain. It felt like driving a little too fast on an empty road at night and not slowing down. Freeing, and just dangerous enough.

The elevator descended in silence. Catherine watched the floor numbers decrease in their steady progression, aware of her own reflection in the polished doors. Her hair was still pinned, her coat properly buttoned, nothing in her appearance suggesting flight or distress. She looked, as she always did, composed.

The lobby was empty except for Frank, hunched over a sudoku puzzle at his desk. He glanced up as her heels clicked across the marble. "Evening, Miss Matthews."

"Good evening, Frank." She nodded, pulling her coat tighter.

His eyes flicked to the clock on the wall, which read 01:32, but he just gave a small smile and returned to his puzzle. No questions, no judgment. Catherine made a mental note to slip him an extra two hundred at Christmas.

The cold hit her as soon as she stepped outside. The mid-March wind cut down York Avenue, sharp enough to make her eyes water.

Catherine walked north with her hands in her pockets, her breath forming small clouds that dissipated before her next exhale.

The streets weren't empty; this was Manhattan after all, but they were quiet in the way late night allowed, with traffic reduced to occasional taxis and delivery trucks.

She walked three blocks before she even realized where she was headed.

Yorkie's stayed open twenty-four hours, its lights visible from the corner, like a beacon amongst the closed shutters and dark windows. Catherine had been there dozens of times since she’d moved into The Lenox, usually during the day to pick up milk or sticky notes, or occasionally late at night when insomnia made staying in her apartment feel unbearable.

A two-note electronic chime announced her entrance, the sound hanging briefly in the quiet store. Dim fluorescent panels washed everything in that particular yellow-white that belonged exclusively to places open in the early hours. It smelled of pine cleaner and coffee that had been sitting too long, and from the back wall came the low, persistent drone of the refrigeration units, steady enough that Catherine imagined it had become part of the bodega's fabric by now.

She wandered the aisles without much purpose, her gaze drifting over shelves of chips and cookies, canned goods lined up in tidy rows, boxes of pasta and rice. She picked up a can of tomatoes, read the label, then set it back again. There was something calming about the routine of it. Just browsing, passing time, being somewhere without needing to decide anything. It loosened something in her chest that had been tight since Simon’s first missed call.

She was standing in front of the beverage cooler, staring at rows of plastic bottles without really seeing them, when the door chimed again.

Catherine glanced toward the entrance, her body turning before her mind registered who had walked in.

Theodora stood just inside the doorway, dressed in dark jeans and her oversized hospital fleece, her copper hair pulled back in a braid that was coming loose. She looked tired, more than tired, actually. Exhausted.

They saw each other at the same moment, surprise flickering across both their faces.

“Relax,” Theodora said, one corner of her mouth lifting as she walked over. “I’m not here to gloat about my Keyed In win this morning. I was planning on doing that later with a sticky note, but I’m down to my last few, and I’m saving those for something special—like when you finally get evicted.”

Catherine exhaled through her nose. Slowly. “I have some spares. I could loan you a few. But in exchange, I want no gloating, no complaining, no critiquing my playing with your newfound piano expertise, and no more replacing my doormat. ‘Don’t stop be leaving’ is bad enough. Luis actually knocked and asked me where I got it from.”

Theodora snorted. “How generous. But I laughed way too hard when Frank told me he thought he was a big Journey fan until he saw your mat. Now he thinks you’re an obsessive groupie, which has made my year, so I’ll have to decline.”

Catherine rolled her eyes, then looked at her more closely, taking in details she couldn’t pick up through walls or text messages, and the humor faded from her expression.

"Have you eaten yet?" Catherine asked.

Theodora's mouth opened, then closed. She hesitated, which was answer enough.

"When did your shift end?"

"Twelve-thirty, but I hung around for a bit talking to Harry, one of my patients.”

Catherine's lips pressed together briefly. She moved past Theodora toward the hot food counter at the back, her decision made before she'd fully considered it. "There's a table by the window," she said without looking back. "Go get us a seat."

"I can order my own⁠—"

"I know you can." Catherine reached the counter where a tired-looking man in his fifties stood, wiping down surfaces that didn't need wiping. "But I haven't eaten, and you look like you're about to fall over. So go sit."

Theodora didn't argue. Catherine heard her footsteps moving toward the front of the store and the slight squeak of the plastic chair as she sat.

Catherine ordered a chopped cheese, a cheesesteak, and two drinks. The man behind the counter nodded and turned to the grill, which hissed as the meat hit the heat.

He slid her change across the counter. “Give me a couple minutes.”

Catherine thanked him and dropped the bills into the tip jar.

She grabbed two bottles of Sunkist from the fridge, the glass cool in her hands, the orange soda almost too bright under the lights. Carrying them over, she set one down in front of Theodora and slid into the seat across from her.

Theodora glanced at the drink, then back at Catherine, a smile tugging at her mouth. “I would’ve bet good money on filtered sparkling water.”

"What can I say?” Catherine asked as she slid a stack of napkins across the counter, “I contain multitudes."

"Clearly." Theodora twisted the cap off her bottle, the carbonation releasing with a low hiss. She took a sip, then set the bottle down. "So, do you often find yourself in Yorkies at close to two in the morning, or is this a one-off?"

"Occasionally. When I need a distraction, and my piano has been placed off limits."

"Who would do such a thing?” Theodora smirked.

"Someone," Catherine said, "with very poor boundaries and an extremely high opinion of her own authority."

"That sounds like slander."

"It sounds like accuracy."

"Those aren't mutually exclusive."

Catherine looked at her for a moment. "No," she said, and something in her voice had shifted just slightly. "I suppose they're not."

"Order up," the man called from the back.

Catherine rose and collected their food, carrying both wrapped sandwiches back to the counter. The paper was warm in her hands, grease seeping through the wrapping. She set a random one in front of Theodora, then unwrapped the other.

Theodora stared at the chopped cheese for a moment before picking it up. "Thank you, Catherine."

"It's just a sandwich."

"Still."

They ate without speaking, the food disappearing in bites that suggested neither of them had eaten properly in hours.

Catherine's cheesesteak was exactly what she'd expected: greasy, oversized, the bread soaked through with meat juice and melted cheese. For most of her adult life, there had always been someone with an opinion about what she ate. Her mother first, then management, different people with the same voice. The careful portioning, the things that disappeared from her plate without discussion. But this was neither careful nor portioned. It tasted like late nights and bad decisions and the comfort of food that made no pretense toward high-end cuisine. She found she quite liked it.

When Theodora finished half her sandwich, she set it down and took another sip of Sunkist. She glanced at Catherine, then away, then back again, as if gathering herself to speak. She lifted the Sunkist bottle, studying it with exaggerated suspicion. "Seriously, though. I had you pegged as a Perrier woman. Maybe San Pellegrino if you were feeling rebellious." She took another sip, her expression thoughtful. "But this? This is an unexpected choice."

Catherine considered that. “It’s not a choice. It’s a tradition.”

"A tradition?”

"Mhm. My mother allowed me one bottle before recitals. Sugar and carbonation to settle the nerves, she’d say." Catherine's fingers traced the edge of her own bottle, the glass slick with condensation.

Theodora's teasing expression softened into something more attentive. “Are you close with your mom?”

Catherine's fingers stilled on the bottle. "No." She said. "Last year, I made some decisions about my career that she didn't agree with, and we haven't spoken since."

It wasn't entirely true, and Catherine knew it. The honest answer was longer and less presentable, the kind that didn't survive contact with someone new.

Theodora nodded, not pushing. "I used to have a tradition too,” she said, moving on without making a thing of it. "My grandma used to take me for pancakes after my soccer games. Win or lose, it didn't matter. Every Sunday, same booth, same server, same order." She smiled. "God, I haven't had diner pancakes in like fifteen years."

"Why not?"

"She passed a few years back." Theodora smiled, the kind that sat somewhere between fond and sad. "It just wouldn't be the same without her there. She never let me forget the time I scored in my own team's goal and lost us the game. Not once, not ever."

Catherine was about to say she probably would have teased Theodora too, right alongside her grandmother, when her attention drifted instead to the bodega’s entrance, tracking a pair of headlights as they slid past the window and vanished down the street.

"You keep looking at the door," Theodora said.

Catherine's gaze snapped back to her. "Do I?"

"Every car that goes by." Theodora's tone was light, but her eyes were sharp. "Has it got something to do with why you’re here at two in the morning?"

Catherine set her bottle down with a light clink against the counter. "It’s…there’s a man. Simon," she said, the name lingering between them.

"An ex?"

"No, not exactly," Catherine said, her mouth tightening at the corners.

Theodora lifted an eyebrow. “Meaning...”

"He represents me. Professionally." Catherine's gaze drifted toward the window again. "Though there was a brief...a few brief indiscretions. Years ago."

Theodora studied her face. "And now?"

"Now he's just my agent. Nothing more."

"Then why do you keep watching the door like you're expecting trouble? Do I need to be worried?”

“About him?” Catherine’s mouth twitched. “No. Unless you’re planning on confronting him on my behalf.”

“Absolutely not.” Theodora shook her head. “That’s how it starts. I say one thing, he says something smug, and suddenly it’s a crime scene, and my threatening sticky-note collection is entered into evidence.” She laughed, softening it. “I can see the headline now: ‘Exhausted Resident Snaps Over Late-Night Chopin.’ My parents would never forgive me for derailing my career over something as frivolous as murder.”

"The Chopin was Nocturne in C-sharp minor. And it’s worth killing over, I'd argue."

Theodora’s smile faded. Her hand moved across the counter, her pinkie brushing against Catherine’s in a brief tap. “We’ll agree to disagree on that one. But what I meant was, do I need to be worried about you?”

Catherine met her eyes, finding concern there without pity. "No, I'm fine. Really."

"Good." Theodora nodded once, decisive. "But if that changes⁠—"

"You'll be the first to know."

Theodora held her gaze for a moment longer, and Catherine could see her deciding to believe it, which was its own kind of kindness. Then she leaned back against the counter, took a long sip of Sunkist, and set it down with a small click.

"So," she said. "I'm almost done with the third DVD."

“Already?”

“Don’t sound so surprised. I’m a fast learner when properly motivated.”

“And what’s motivating you?” Catherine asked. “The desire to critique me more effectively?”

"Obviously." Theodora's lips curved. "But also, I don't know. It's actually interesting. The way everything connects, how the theory translates to what I hear when you play." She hesitated, then added, "There's this one piece I like that keeps showing up in examples. Clair de Lune."

"Ah, a Debussy fan."

“Yeah,” Theodora said after a moment. “Of all the pieces I’ve heard, it’s my favorite.”

Theodora's eyes were fixed on her own hands, fingers tracing the edge of the sandwich wrapper. When she glanced up and caught Catherine watching, she gave a small shrug, as if to say, It's just a piece of music, not a big deal. But something in the careful way she held herself told Catherine otherwise.

"What did you like about it?" Catherine asked.

“You're going to laugh.”

“Unlikely since you rarely say anything funny. But go on, you may surprise me.”

Theodora laughed softly, then took a breath. “It took me back to summer vacations at my gran’s. We’d watch old black-and-white romances on her VHS player. You know, like Casablanca and Roman Holiday. Clair de Lune felt like those final scenes before the credits roll, where everything pauses just long enough for you to believe it might actually turn out all right.”

Something shifted in Catherine’s chest, small but unmistakable. Most people heard Debussy and thought of water or moonlight. Theodora had gone somewhere else entirely.

“I think that’s lovely,” Catherine said.

Theodora blinked, surprise flickering across her tired face. “That’s it? No correction?”

“No correction.” Catherine considered her for a moment. “Those films work because they’re built that way. The ending feels effortless, but it’s earned. Every scene knows where it’s going.”

She glanced down at Theodora’s hands, then back up. “Debussy does the same thing. He wanted it to sound spontaneous, almost accidental, but the structure is very precise. The part you’re calling whimsical is doing exactly what it’s meant to do.”

Theodora leaned back, absorbing that. “Huh…The DVD definitely didn’t mention that.”

"The DVD covered basics. You found the architecture on your own."

Something moved between them, quiet and electric, and neither of them looked away.

Well, until Theodora's jaw stretched open in a sudden yawn that she tried to smother with her palm before turning away.

"God, sorry, that's not—I swear it's not you," she said, blinking rapidly.

Catherine shook her head. "It’s okay, it's late. You should get some rest."

"Probably,” Theodora said. "But then I'd have to walk home and brush my teeth and change clothes. All of which sounds exhausting."

"The dental hygiene alone," Catherine said. "Hardly worth it."

Theodora laughed, short and genuine, and made no move to stand.

They sat there a moment longer. Then Theodora let out a quiet sigh, her shoulders dropping, and pushed back from the counter. She stood, crumpling wrappers, gathering bottles.

“I should probably get going. Another five minutes and Yorkie will be charging you rent for watching me drool on his counter." She paused. "You heading back too?"

Catherine nodded, and they drifted toward the exit, falling into step without looking at each other.

The cold caught her off guard when they stepped outside, the temperature several degrees lower than when she'd come in. Theodora hunched her shoulders and moved a little closer, her breath fogging the air between them. They lingered on the sidewalk without quite deciding to, feet shuffling against the concrete, neither of them turning toward The Lenox.

After a moment, Theodora tilted her head in the direction of home, the question clear in it, and Catherine answered with a small nod.

The elevator hummed as they rode up to their floor. Catherine leaned against the wall, her shoulders dropping an inch. For the first time in weeks, her thoughts weren't racing ahead of her, tangling into knots she couldn't undo.

"I'll be there again tomorrow," she said, after a moment. "Around the same time. If you're free."

Theodora glanced over and gave Catherine a brief smirk. "Only if you let me pay for the sandwiches and Sunkist this time."

"Fine. Deal."

The doors opened, and they stepped out together, footsteps going quiet on the hallway carpet.

Catherine paused at her door. "Goodnight, Theodora," she said, just above a whisper.

"Night, Catherine."

Just that. No joke, no barb, and yet Catherine felt her cheeks warm. She nodded and turned toward 14D, listening to Theodora's door open and close behind her.

Later, Catherine lay in bed staring at the ceiling. She kept hearing Theodora's voice describing Clair de Lune—"like those final scenes before the credits roll."

Tomorrow they'd be back at Yorkie's. More sandwiches. More Sunkist. More conversation that shouldn't feel this easy.

She should be wary. She should be calculating exit strategies.

Instead, she found herself calculating how many hours remained until tomorrow.


8
A Minor Comfort
Theo


The moment Theo stepped through the door of L'Opaline, the city noise cut out like someone had thrown a switch. She paused, adjusting to the hush that seemed to hang in the air. It wasn’t silence exactly, just the delicate murmur of expensive conversation.

White tablecloths dotted the dining room like islands, each table bristling with forks and knives that caught the light. Amber sconces cast a glow that made everyone look ten years younger and a million dollars richer. Someone had polished every surface until it shone. It was the kind of shine that made Theo think of the hospital's surgical suites after the cleaning crew had been through.

She spotted Dr. Marquez near the back settled into his seat. He was younger than she'd pictured, maybe early fifties, with tan skin and salt-and-pepper hair and one of those faces that probably made nervous residents forget they were nervous.

He stood when he saw her and offered his hand. "Dr. Brennan. So good to finally meet you in person. Thanks for fitting this in. It just seemed silly to ask you to fly out to me when I was going to be here anyway."

“Of course,” she said. “It’s good to meet you in person, Dr. Marquez. Thank you for suggesting dinner."

"Samuel, please." He gestured to the chair across from him as the server materialized to pull it out for her. "And let me say right away, this isn't a formal interview. Just a friendly meal as a courtesy to your parents, where we can discuss some options open to you."

"I appreciate that, thank you," Theo said, though the small voice in the back of her head noted dryly that calling something ‘not a formal interview’ while sitting in a restaurant that charged fifty dollars for an appetizer was, in fact, its own kind of interview.

She settled into her chair, aware of the exact angle of her spine, the placement of her hands, and the expression she was holding on her face. It was the same awareness she brought to presenting on rounds, that hypervigilance about how she was being read, and what her body language communicated.

The server returned with menus and water, and Theo accepted hers with a thanks, scanning the offerings without really processing them. Seared scallops. Atlantic halibut. Something described as "delicate" that probably meant small.

"The tasting menu here is excellent," Samuel said, setting his menu aside. "Though if you'd prefer to order separately, please do."

"The tasting menu sounds perfect."

She watched him signal the server, and heard herself agree to wine pairings.

When the server left, Samuel settled back and folded his hands on the table, his expression open and encouraging. "Your parents speak very highly of you. Your mother made a point of mentioning your strong work ethic."

"She would." Theo kept her tone light, just this side of self-deprecating. "She's the one who taught me most of what I know."

He smiled. "Mm, a family of surgeons. That's quite a legacy."

"It has its moments."

"I imagine it does." He paused as the server returned with wine, going through the ritual of presentation and approval that Theo had witnessed dozens of times at dinners like this one.

When they were alone again, he continued. "Your residency director says you're one of the strongest residents he has in the program. Especially in high-pressure situations."

"Dr. Morrison is very generous."

Samuel let a small laugh pass his lips, "I don't think he is, actually. The Brian I know is rather exacting."

Theo allowed a small smile at that. "I guess he can be."

The first course arrived, tiny squares of raw fish scattered with microgreens that looked more like decoration than food. Theo moved one with her fork while Samuel leaned forward, his voice picking up as he described Boston in early fall, the way the Charles River caught the light at sunset, how you could feel the intellectual energy just walking through the hospital corridors at Johns Hopkins. She found herself nodding, her head bobbing up and down like one of those dashboard toys.

"What about protected research time?" she heard herself ask, though her father had made her memorize that section of the program's website weeks ago. Samuel answered easily, something about generous blocks in the second year, and she tilted her wine glass toward the server for a refill without breaking eye contact.

It was only when Samuel set his napkin beside his plate and excused himself to the bathroom that she noticed the ache in her shoulders. She rolled them back slowly, watching him weave between tables until he disappeared around a corner, and then she let out a long breath and slumped back in her chair like a puppet with loosened strings.

Her phone was in her hand before she'd even decided to reach for it. She pulled up Catherine's contact, her thumb hovering over the screen.

She took a picture of the silverware, six forks lined up like little accusations, and sent it to her.

Theo


Explain why I need this many forks, or I’m leaving.




Her phone buzzed after a minute, then again, and again, demanding attention.

Catherine


They correspond to courses, Theodora.




Do not leave. I want to witness, even secondhand, how spectacularly you misuse at least one of them.




I need to call the restaurant and have someone film whatever you do with the fish fork.




Also, only six? How provincial. Surely a restaurant of that caliber should provide at least eight.




Theo felt her mouth curve, though it was genuine this time. She typed back:

Theo


You're right. I should complain to management. Demand proper cutlery representation.




Catherine's reply appeared almost immediately:

Catherine


I'm sure they'd be delighted to accommodate Dr. Brennan's exacting standards.




Though I suspect the forks are the least of your concerns tonight.




Theo stared at the message, at the way Catherine had read through the joke to the anxiety underneath it. She started to type a response, then deleted it, then started again.

Theo


You're not wrong.




The three dots appeared, disappeared, then appeared again. When Catherine's message came through, it was shorter than the others:

Catherine


You'll be fine. I know you will.




Theo closed her eyes briefly, sitting with the words. When she opened them, Samuel was halfway back through the dining room. She set her phone face down on her lap, sat up, and let her expression settle back into professional interest.

By the time he reached the table, she was ready. The woman who had texted Catherine about forks retreated somewhere deep inside.

Samuel settled back into his chair and picked up the thread of conversation as if the interruption hadn't happened. "As I was saying, the fellowship at Johns Hopkins is structured differently from most programs. We're not just training cardiologists. We're training physicians who can think systemically, and who understand that the heart doesn't exist in isolation."

Theo nodded, her expression attentive. Another course had arrived during his absence, something involving shellfish whose name had escaped her entirely.

"The first year is heavily research-focused," Samuel continued. "You'd be working alongside some of the most innovative minds in cardiac medicine, like Dr. Yates and Dr. Zavala, names I'm sure you're familiar with. The mentorship is intense but incredibly rewarding."

"I've read Dr. Yates's work on ventricular remodeling," Theo said. "The longitudinal study she published last year was remarkable."

"It was. And she's currently recruiting fellows for her next project." He took a sip of wine, his manner conversational but purposeful. "The program is rigorous. I won't pretend otherwise. But it produces a special kind of physician. Someone who can handle complexity, who thrives under pressure, who sees the field not just as mechanics but as art."

Art. Theo turned the word over in her mind, found it sitting uncomfortably next to images of cardiac catheterizations and bypass grafts. She smiled, hoping it looked thoughtful rather than skeptical.

"The clinical exposure is exceptional as well," Samuel said. "Baltimore has a patient population that presents with everything from routine valve disease to the kinds of cases that end up in textbooks. You'd be seeing things most cardiologists don't encounter in a decade of practice."

Theo nodded and reached for her wine, using the gesture to buy herself a few seconds. The glass was heavy crystal, and the wine itself probably cost more than her monthly student loan payment.

"Your parents mentioned you've been considering several programs," Samuel said. "What is it about Johns Hopkins specifically that interests you?"

The question sounded casual, but Theo knew better. It wasn’t about her qualifications. It was about motive. Whether she understood what the program actually offered, and whether that matched what she claimed to want.

She set her wine glass down with care, her fingers resting lightly on the stem. "Hopkins has a reputation for producing physicians who push boundaries," she said. "Who don’t just follow protocols but help write them. That kind of intellectual environment is exactly what I'm looking for in the next stage of my training."

It was a good answer. Polished, substantive, demonstrating she'd done her research. The words came easily because she'd rehearsed variations of them dozens of times, in her apartment, in her head, in conversations with her parents where they'd strategized about how to position her for competitive fellowships.

Samuel nodded, seeming satisfied. "And the work itself? What drew you to cardiology specifically?"

Theo felt her smile arrive right on schedule, warm and genuine-seeming. This was the easy question, the one she'd been prepared to answer since she was old enough to understand what her mom did for a living.

"My mother," she said simply. "I grew up watching her save lives through cardiac surgery. Seeing the impact she had on patients, the way she could take someone facing mortality and give them years they wouldn't have had otherwise. That's powerful medicine."

"It certainly is."

"And I suppose there's something compelling about following in her footsteps. Continuing a legacy." Theo reached for her water glass, her throat suddenly dry despite the wine. "She's built an incredible career. Being able to learn from her example, to build on the foundation she's laid, that feels meaningful."

The words landed as they were meant to, professional and personal in equal measure. She watched Samuel's expression, saw approval there, the recognition of a narrative he'd probably heard variations of many times before. The child of a successful physician choosing to honor that legacy through their own career. It was compelling because it was a story that made sense.

It was also, Theo was increasingly aware, not entirely true.

Her mom had saved lives. That part was accurate. Margaret Brennan was brilliant, genuinely brilliant, the kind of surgeon who did things that bordered on miraculous if you understood anything about the human heart.

But what Theo actually remembered from childhood wasn't the surgeries. It was coming home to an empty house because her mom was in the OR and her dad was out of town. It was the careful distance Margaret kept from her patients, and the slow, creeping realization that her mom saw medicine as a problem to be solved rather than people to be helped.

Theo picked up her fork and cut into whatever was on her plate without really looking at it to distract her from those kinds of thoughts.

Across the restaurant, a pianist sat at a baby grand near the bar, playing something polished and forgettable. She found her gaze drifting toward him, watching his hands move across the keys with skill but no passion.

Catherine would have hated it. She’d be sitting across from Theo right now, eyebrow raised, fingers tapping lightly against her glass every time the tempo slipped. “Did you hear that?” she’d murmur, leaning in just a little too close. “His left hand is completely disconnected from his right.” And Theo would roll her eyes, play at being annoyed, while silently storing away every comment.

She wanted that, she realized. Catherine leaning in close, her breath warm against Theo's ear, her perfume something quiet and expensive that Theo had started to recognize before she'd meant to. Their knees touching under the table like it was nothing, like they did it all the time. The ease of it. The way they would have taken the whole evening apart together in low voices, just the two of them, while the rest of the room carried on around them.

"I'm glad to hear that," Samuel said, pulling Theo’s attention back to him with some effort. "Family legacy in medicine can be complicated, but when it aligns with genuine interest, it tends to produce exceptional physicians."

"I hope so." The response was reflexive, her voice modulated to convey humility without false modesty.

The pianist finished one piece and began another. Gershwin this time, or something trying to sound like Gershwin. The notes tumbled over each other, technically accurate but missing whatever spark Catherine played it with that made the music memorable rather than just correct.

Theo reached for her wine again, and she took a long sip, using the gesture to reset, to give herself a moment to locate the professional mask that had slipped fractionally.

"The application deadline is in September," Samuel said. "I know we’re only at the end of March, but your parents wanted to make sure you had the opportunity to learn about the program early, to ask questions in a more relaxed setting."

Relaxed. Theo felt a laugh build in her throat and swallowed it. There was nothing relaxed about this dinner, about the careful choreography of questions and answers.

But she nodded, her expression conveying gratitude. “Thank you.”

“My pleasure." He smiled. "We're always looking for residents like you. The kind who understand that medicine is as much about discipline as it is about compassion."

The order in which he said those felt significant.

Theo waited until the fourth course had been cleared before excusing herself. The server had just described the next dish, something involving duck that required a paragraph of explanation, when she set her napkin beside her plate and stood.

"Excuse me for a moment," she said.

She navigated through the dining room, aware of the other patrons in her peripheral vision, the restrained murmur of conversation that never quite rose above a certain volume, and pushed through the door at the back.

The bathroom was as considered as the dining room, all marble and ambient lighting, and the kind of hand soap that smelled like it had been imported from a fancy boutique in Europe.

Theo stood before the mirror, taking in her reflection with the clinical assessment she'd use to evaluate a patient.

She looked fine. Better than fine, actually. Her hair had stayed in place, her makeup hadn't smudged, and her expression remained composed. Nothing in her appearance suggested the slow unraveling happening beneath her skin.

Suck it up, she told herself. This is what you're good at.

But the words landed with less conviction than she'd intended.

She pulled out her phone and stared at the screen for a long moment before pulling up Catherine's number. Her thumb hovered over the call button for a moment before she pressed it.

Catherine picked up on the second ring. "Theodora?"

"Hey." Theo kept her voice low, conscious of the bathroom's acoustics. "Sorry, is this a bad time?"

"No. What's wrong?"

“Nothing's wrong. I just—" Theo leaned against the sink. "God, there's this guy playing piano out there, and he's butchering Gershwin. Like, actively murdering it. And somehow that's bothering me more than this whole interview thing."

"Dinner," Catherine corrected. "You said it wasn't a formal interview."

“Right. The dinner that’s definitely not an interview.” Theo heard the edge in her own voice, that dry note she hadn't quite managed to keep out of it. “But the pianist, Catherine… It’s like he learned all the notes and forgot how to put them together.”

There was a small chuckle on the other end of the line. When Catherine spoke again, her tone had shifted to something gentler. "Rhapsody in Blue?"

"I think so. Maybe. I'm still not great at identifying pieces."

"If it's the one I'm thinking of, he's probably rushing the tempo. Gershwin needs room to breathe, especially in the slower sections. Most pianists play it like they're running late for something."

Theo closed her eyes. Catherine would probably be at her piano right now, phone pressed to her ear, wearing that look she got when she was talking about something she actually cared about.

"That's exactly what he's doing. It sounds frantic."

"Because he's not trusting the pauses. The silences in Gershwin are as important as the notes."

“I keep thinking,” Theo said before she could stop herself, “that it would sound better if you were here playing it instead.”

She heard the implication in her own words, the way they hovered uncomfortably close to I wish you were here. The thought sat in her chest, too large and too honest for a bathroom in a restaurant where she was supposed to be impressing a potential fellowship director.

The silence on the other end of the line stretched long enough that Theo wondered if the call had dropped. Then Catherine spoke, her voice quiet. "That's kind of you to say."

"How is it going?" Catherine asked. "The not-interview."

"Fine. Good. I'm saying all the right things." Theo heard the flatness in her own voice and couldn't quite manage to inject more enthusiasm into it for Catherine’s sake. "He seems impressed. My parents will be pleased."

"But you're hiding in the bathroom calling me about bad piano playing."

"I'm not hiding. I'm regrouping."

"Do you need me to come and take over the piano so you can focus?”

“Would you actually?”

Catherine paused as if wondering herself, “If you were seriously asking, I’d seriously consider.”

Theo smiled, “Thank you, but I’ll survive. Actually, I’d better go back out there. The duck course is arriving soon, and apparently it requires three sentences of description, so it must be important."

"Duck is never that important."

"I'll keep that in mind." Theo straightened, "Thanks for picking up."

"Of course,” Catherine paused, then added, "For what it's worth, I think you're probably better at regrouping than you give yourself credit for."

“I guess we'll see."

They said goodbye, and Theo set her phone on the counter, staring at it for a moment before tucking it back into her bag. The conversation had lasted maybe three minutes, but something in her chest felt looser now, less pinched.

She turned back to the mirror, assessing her appearance with renewed focus. The woman staring back at her looked capable, confident, exactly the kind of resident a program like Johns Hopkins would want. Nothing in her appearance suggested she'd just spent three minutes on the phone admitting to her neighbor that she wanted her to be there with her.

Theo picked up her bag and headed for the door, her steps steady, her posture perfect. By the time she reached the dining room, she'd located the version of herself that knew how to sit through these dinners without revealing a single crack.

Samuel was looking at his phone when she returned to the table, but he set it aside immediately when he saw her approaching. He stood again, waited until she was seated before returning to his own chair.

"Everything all right?" he asked.

"Yes, thank you." Theo smiled, reaching for her water glass.

He gestured toward the pianist. "I was just thinking, the music here is lovely, isn't it?"

Theo followed his gaze, watched the pianist's hands move across the keys. She thought about Catherine's words, about trusting the pauses, about the difference between playing notes and making music.

"Sure," she said finally, which was the most diplomatic thing she could manage.

The fifth course arrived, presented with a flourish. Theo watched the server arrange plates, noted the careful spacing, the way nothing ever touched anything else unless it was meant to. The duck, when she finally looked at it, was beautifully prepared and entirely uninteresting.

Samuel took a bite, made an appreciative sound, then set his fork down with deliberate care. Something in the gesture made Theo's shoulders tense.

"May I ask you a personal question?" he said.

Theo's back stiffened. She folded her hands on the table, then moved them to her lap, where her thumb pressed hard against her palm. Her mind raced through possible answers like flashcards: what he wanted to hear, what her parents would want her to say, what might actually be true.

“Sure.”

"Is this fellowship truly the path you want to take?"

The question hung between them, simple and devastating in its directness.

"Yes." The word came immediately, "Absolutely."

She heard the conviction in her own voice and noted with some detachment how easily the lie had arrived.

Samuel didn't respond, and the silence stretched. Theo picked up her wine glass, set it down again without drinking. Her hands felt conspicuous suddenly, too visible, uncertain where to rest. She clasped them around the edge of her seat and felt the tension in her fingers.

"It's a prestigious program," she said, filling the quiet with words that felt increasingly hollow. "The kind of opportunity most residents would⁠—"

"Theo." His voice was gentle, not unkind, but it cut through her deflection. "I'm not asking what most residents would do."

Theo's mind raced through ways to recover the thread of conversation and steer it back toward safe territory.

Instead, she heard herself ask, "Is this on the record?"

Samuel's eyebrows lifted slightly. "I'm sorry?"

"This dinner. This conversation." Theo leaned forward fractionally, her voice dropping despite the privacy of their corner table. "You said it wasn't a formal interview. So just to be clear, nothing I say here can be held against me if I apply? When I apply," she corrected quickly.

Understanding crossed his face, followed by something that might have been sympathy. "This is entirely off the record. The formal interview process happens after applications are submitted and reviewed. If your application is shortlisted, you'd be invited to Baltimore for an official interview day. This," he gestured between them, "is just two physicians having dinner. Nothing more."

The clarification should have been reassuring. Instead, Theo felt something crack in her chest, the careful distance she'd maintained all evening suddenly insufficient to contain what she'd been holding back.

"I'm drawn to psychiatry."

Samuel's expression didn't change. He simply nodded, encouraging her to continue.

"It's the work I find myself thinking about on breaks, or in the quiet moments between shifts. My mind goes back to my psychiatric cases. To the patients who came into the ER in crisis, the ones everyone else wanted to discharge as quickly as possible." She paused, her hands twisting in her lap. "Cardiology is what my parents expect. And I know I could succeed at it if that's the route I go down. It's the logical next step for the daughter of Dr. Margaret Brennan."

"But that's not the same as it being what you want," Samuel said.

"No." The word came out barely above a whisper. "It's not."

Samuel reached for his water glass, took a slow sip, and set it down with care. "You know, my father wanted me to pursue neurology."

Theo looked up, surprised by the shift.

"He was a neurosurgeon," Samuel continued. "Brilliant, stringent, absolutely convinced that anything else was settling. When I told him I wanted to focus on cardiology, he didn't speak to me for five months." A faint smile crossed his face. "He came around eventually, but those months were among the worst of my life."

"What changed his mind?"

"Eventually, our paths crossed professionally. His patient urgently needed a cardio consult, and I was the only doctor available at the time. He saw me at work. Saw that I was good at what I'd chosen, that I was engaged in a way I'd never been during my neurology rotations."

Samuel's expression softened. "He told me later that watching me find my path was more satisfying than if I'd followed his. And I agree, it was the best decision I ever made." He paused, then added, "Second only to marrying my husband and adopting our daughter."

Theo felt her mouth curve upward involuntarily. It was the first genuinely spontaneous expression she'd made in his company all evening.

"How old is your daughter?" she asked.

"Seven. And already convinced she's going to be a veterinarian, much to my husband's dismay. He's allergic to most animals." Samuel's own smile widened. "But we're not discouraging her. We figure she's got time to change her mind, or not. Either way, it needs to be her choice."

The implicit message settled between them, gentle but unmistakable.

They finished dinner in a different register than they'd started it. The conversation shifted to lighter topics, to Baltimore's restaurant scene and the challenges of balancing fellowship training with any semblance of personal life. Theo felt the performance pressure ease, replaced by something closer to actual conversation.

When the check arrived, Samuel waved off her attempt to contribute. "Your parents took care of it," he said. "They were quite insistent."

Of course they were. Theo managed a smile and tried not to think about the interrogation she’d receive later.

They stood, gathered their things, and made their way through the dining room together.

At the entrance, Samuel extended his hand. "Thank you for a lovely evening, Theo."

"Thank you for dinner." Theo shook his hand, "And for the conversation."

“My pleasure.” He held her gaze for a moment, “And for what it's worth, psychiatry needs good physicians like yourself as much as any other specialty. Perhaps more."

The words landed softly, without pressure or judgment.

"I'll bear that in mind," Theo said.

They parted on the sidewalk, Samuel heading toward a waiting car while Theo turned in the direction of the nearest subway entrance.

Back at The Lenox, as Theo was opening her apartment door, her phone buzzed in her pocket. She pulled it out, expecting a text from her parents checking how dinner had gone.

Instead, it was Catherine:

Catherine


How was the fuck?




Theo felt her mouth curve upward as she typed back:

Theo


The fuck? Disappointing. Like the pianist.




Catherine


You know what I meant.




How was the duck?




Theo


Worse. But the company improved.




The three dots appeared immediately, disappeared, and then reappeared again. Then:

Catherine


What happened?




Theo stared at the message for a long moment. She typed back:

Theo


Nothing bad. But I’m too tired to talk about it right now. Raincheck?




Catherine’s response came quickly:

Catherine


Sure.




That was it. No digging for details, no advice she hadn’t asked for. Just acceptance of the line Theo had drawn. The relief was immediate. Her shoulders loosened like someone had finally told them they could stand down.

Theo


Thanks




She typed. Then, after a pause:

For the DVDs too.




And the dinners.




And the calls.




And the general tolerance of my existence.




Catherine's response took longer this time:

Catherine


Your existence is marginally more tolerable than when we first met.




Theo laughed, the sound quiet in her dark bedroom. She set her phone on her nightstand and lay back against her pillows without bothering to change out of her clothes.

The ceiling was barely visible in the darkness, just a flat expanse of shadow above her. She stared at it anyway, her mind replaying the evening without quite processing it.

Then, through the wall that separated 14C from 14D, she heard it. A single careful note. Then another. The opening phrase of Clair de Lune, played so quietly she almost missed it. But it was there, each note placed with careful deliberation as if Catherine were speaking rather than performing.

Theo closed her eyes, not moving, not reaching for her phone to text a response, just listening as the music unfolded through the wall.

There was no performance in it, no showing off or technical display. Just the melody moving through its careful architecture, each phrase building on the last, the whole thing structured with that whimsical design she'd described to Catherine at the bodega.

Catherine played through the entire piece without stopping, without faltering. The melody floated through the wall, filling the darkness of Theo's bedroom with something that felt almost like permission.

Permission to be tired. Permission to be uncertain. Permission to want something different.

The music reached its final resolution, the last notes hanging in the air before fading to silence. Theo waited, eyes still closed, wondering if Catherine would play something else. But the silence held, comfortable and complete, as if Catherine knew that this one piece was enough.


9
What Are Friends For?
Theo


Harry was worse than usual, which was saying something given his baseline had been declining for months. The tremor in his hands was new, or at least newly visible, and the yellowish tinge creeping into the whites of his eyes told her his liver was starting to lose the argument it had been having with the rest of him for years. Thankfully, his vitals were holding, but only barely.

Theo set his chart on the side table and pulled up a stool so she was at his level. She'd learned a long time ago not to stand over people when you were about to say something they didn't want to hear.

"Harry." She kept her voice low. "Please, talk to the social worker."

He tried to smile, but it came out as something closer to a wince.

"Your labs are showing liver damage that's accelerating," she said. "We can't keep patching you up and sending you back out. At some point, that stops being treatment."

His eyes drifted away from hers, toward the curtain, toward anywhere else. "Already told you, Doc. I'm not doing rehab. Tried it three times."

"So we try a fourth." She held her voice steady, even though she could feel the urgency of it pressing against her chest. "Three decades on the waterfront, Harry. You're telling me you can't do thirty days?"

Something moved across his face, defensiveness or shame, probably both, sitting uncomfortably alongside each other.

"I had a reason to stay sober back then."

"You have reasons now." Theo leaned forward a little. "People here ask about you when you go quiet for a few weeks. You know that, right? You matter to us, Harry."

She was watching his face so closely, looking for any sign that something was landing, that she didn't hear Morrison until he was right beside her.

"Dr. Brennan. A word."

Her shoulders went rigid. She’d been under his supervision long enough to know that specific tone.

She squeezed Harry's arm before standing and followed Morrison out to the hallway. He waited until they were clear of the bay before he turned, and the look on his face made her want to take a step back.

"How many times have we talked about appropriate boundaries?"

"I was just⁠—"

"You were getting emotionally involved with a chronic substance abuser who's been through our doors ten times in six months." His voice stayed level throughout, which was somehow worse than if he'd raised it. "I heard you in there. Telling him he matters isn't medicine, Dr. Brennan. That's therapy. And you're not his therapist."

"I was trying to motivate him toward treatment⁠—"

"You were making promises about staff caring when the truth is, half the nurses avoid his charts because they're exhausted from watching him refuse help and come back worse." Morrison crossed his arms. "This is a pattern with you. You find patients who are drowning, and instead of throwing them a proper line, you jump in after them. That doesn't help anyone."

She opened her mouth, about to explain that caring was what made her good at this and that detachment wasn't the same as professionalism, but he wasn't finished.

"Emergency medicine means you treat, you stabilize, you hand them to the next level of care. You don't carry their burdens home. You don't promise to catch them every time they fall." He paused, and something in his face shifted. Not softening exactly, but moving back from the edge of it. "You're a talented resident. Your instincts are good, and your technical skills are solid. But if you can't learn to draw a line, you're going to burn out before you finish your training. I've watched it happen to better doctors than you."

He let that sit for a moment, then said, "Do you understand what I'm telling you?"

She nodded, and he turned and walked away, his footsteps fading down the hallway. Theo stayed where he'd left her, her hands not quite steady at her sides.

Her parents would have handled Harry differently. She knew that without having to think about it, they had that quality, both of them, the ability to discuss a difficult case over dinner without it touching them, to move from one patient to the next without carrying anything between. Clean lines. Her mother called it discipline. Her father never called it anything because it didn't occur to him that it needed a name.

Maybe that was the thing she was missing. Maybe caring this much wasn't a strength so much as a flaw she'd dressed up as one.

"Theo."

She looked up. Natalie stood a few feet away and didn't ask what had happened. She'd clearly seen enough. Instead, she stepped closer, positioning herself between Theo and the rest of the hallway.

"I'm fine."

Natalie gave her a look that made it clear she wasn’t going to dignify that with a response.

“He’s not wrong,” Theo added before Natalie could say it herself. She heard the crack in her own voice and hated it.

"He's half wrong, which with Morrison is actually pretty good." Natalie's hand found her shoulder. "He's brilliant at what he does. He's also been doing it so long he's forgotten that the way he does it isn't the only way."

"But if I'm making promises I can't keep⁠—"

"You didn't promise Harry anything unreasonable. You told him he mattered, which is true. You encouraged him toward treatment, which is appropriate. That's not overstepping, that's just—" she searched for the word, "—being a person. Some patients need that. Harry especially."

Something loosened a little in her chest. She blinked hard. "He said I'm going to burn out."

"You might," Natalie said. "We all do, eventually. The trick is burning out slowly enough that nobody notices until you're already a consultant." She paused. "Or so I've heard."

Theo almost smiled.

She nodded and let herself accept it, even as some quieter part of her kept turning Morrison's words over. Because the thing was, she couldn't fully dismiss it. She was soft, too invested in outcomes she had no control over. She'd known that about herself for a long time. She’d just hoped it was the kind of thing that looked like a flaw up close but a strength from further away.

Standing in this hallway under these lights, she wasn't so sure anymore.

The rest of her shift passed the way bad shifts do. Not slowly, just in pieces. One thing and then the next, her hands doing what they knew how to do while the rest of her stayed somewhere else. She treated, she charted, she made decisions. She was fine. She was professional. She was exactly what Morrison had told her to be, and it felt like wearing a coat that didn't fit.

By the time she clocked out, the exhaustion had settled somewhere deep, the kind that sleep doesn't really touch. She hunched into her jacket and walked toward The Lenox without letting herself think too hard about anything.

The lobby was quiet. She crossed it with her bag tugging at one shoulder, stepped into the elevator, and pressed fourteen. The doors slid shut, sealing her in with her reflection. She looked terrible. That tracked.

When the doors opened, her feet knew where they were going, even if she was still pretending she hadn't decided yet. She stopped outside 14D and stood there for a moment, staring at the numbers on the door.

She nearly talked herself out of it, because what would she even say, I had a bad day? My attending thinks I'm too soft to last in this job? I just want to be near you because, for some reason I can't fully explain, you make everything feel less loud?

She could still go. Her own apartment was three feet away, and she knew how to be alone with something. She'd had plenty of practice. Catherine didn't need to see her like this, so far from the version of herself that had come across in their notes and dinners, the one who was funny and capable and more or less had it together.

But before she could finish the thought, the door opened.

Catherine was in her navy silk robe, hair loose around her shoulders like she'd been sitting somewhere quiet and running her hands through it without thinking. She looked—Theo didn't let herself finish that thought.

Catherine's eyes went wide for just a moment before she collected herself, but Theo caught what was underneath it. Something that looked a lot like recognition.

"I was—" Catherine's eyes moved over her face slowly, taking inventory. "I heard you in the hallway."

Of course she had. The walls were thin enough that Catherine could probably track the shape of her comings and goings without trying. It should have felt strange, being that well-known without realizing it. But, it didn't.

Theo opened her mouth and found she had nothing. All the explanations she'd been half-composing in the elevator had gone somewhere she couldn't reach them. She just stood there in the hallway, in her coat, with her bag still on one shoulder, looking at Catherine's face and feeling something embarrassingly close to relief just at the sight of her.

Catherine stepped back from the door.

"Come on," she said, and that was all.

Theo stepped inside without giving herself time to reconsider.

The apartment was dimmer than usual, just the one lamp on in the living room, and it made everything softer: the edges of the furniture, the shadows, Catherine herself standing a few feet away in her sleepwear with her hair loose and her feet bare against the floor. Theo hadn't seen her look like this before. So…Unguarded. Like she'd been caught in the middle of a quiet evening and hadn't had time to compose herself.

The door clicked shut behind her. Catherine didn't move closer exactly, but she was near enough that Theo could smell her perfume underneath something simpler, soap or whatever she used on her skin at night. She was studying Theo's face with the same quiet focus she brought to everything, like she was reading something.

"You look like you were run over," she said.

It startled a laugh out of Theo, rough and fractionally undone. "By a bus. Then a train. Then another bus." She paused. "There was also a bike."

"How thorough." Catherine's mouth moved toward a smile without quite getting there. "What happened?"

Theo shook her head. She didn't have the words yet, or maybe she had too many of them and couldn't find the beginning. "Long shift. Bad ending." She swallowed. "I just didn't want to be alone."

It came out more plainly than she'd intended. No cushioning around it, nothing to soften the landing. She watched Catherine take it in, watched something move quietly across her face.

"Go sit," Catherine said, with a small nod toward the living room. "I'll make you some tea."

Theo dropped onto the couch and let herself sink into it, her bag sliding to the floor. She closed her eyes and listened to Catherine moving around in the kitchen, the tap, the kettle, a cabinet opening and closing softly, and let it all wash over her.

Her own apartment was fine, perfectly fine, but it never felt like this. Like the air had settled into some kind of equilibrium. It smelled faintly of lemon and something floral she'd started to associate purely with Catherine, and sitting there with her eyes closed, she felt herself become, incrementally, slightly less of a disaster.

Catherine returned with two mugs, then settled onto the couch with her legs tucked beneath her, a posture Theo knew she never allowed herself during the day.

"Chamomile," Catherine said, handing one over.

Theo wrapped both hands around it and took a sip. It was exactly right. She hadn't known what she needed until she had it, which seemed to be a theme with Catherine.

"Thank you," she said.

Catherine nodded, looking at her over the rim of her own mug, and didn't ask anything. They sat in silence for a while, and it was the comfortable kind, the kind that didn't require filling. Theo felt her breathing even out, her shoulders dropping by degrees.

"Do you want to talk about it?"

Theo turned the question over. Part of her wanted to. Morrison, the hallway, the way he'd looked at her when he said she'd burn out. But saying it out loud meant looking at it properly, and she wasn't ready for that yet.

"Not tonight," she said.

"Then we won't."

Just that. No gentle pressure, no asking if she was sure. Theo had expected something more, a follow-up question, the kind of careful coaxing she'd have gotten from Natalie or Mary, both of whom loved her in ways that sometimes made it hard to just sit quietly inside a bad day. But Catherine had accepted it and moved on, or rather didn't move on, just stayed where she was, letting Theo take up whatever space she needed.

After a moment, Catherine began telling stories from her tour. Small things, the kind of anecdotes that didn't require much response, which Theo recognized as its own kind of gift.

She listened, and somewhere between one story and the next she felt herself getting heavier, the cushions pulling her in, the warmth of the mug in her hands, the quiet of the apartment doing what quiet does when you've been running on adrenaline for ten hours. She closed her eyes just for a second.

She wasn't sure how much time had passed. Maybe none. Maybe minutes.

When she surfaced, Catherine was gone from beside her. Theo could hear her down the hall, a faint click, the faint rattle of a pill bottle, then a pause. A moment later, she was in the kitchen, filling a glass at the tap, swallowing something, setting the glass in the sink with barely a sound.

When Catherine came back into the living room and saw Theo’s eyes open, she paused. Just for a second, but Theo noticed. The brief stillness, the way her expression shifted, like someone recalibrating after being caught off guard.

"I thought you were asleep," Catherine said.

Theo made a decision in about half a second. She let her eyes go slow and unfocused, blinked the way you did when you were coming back from somewhere, not when you'd been watching the whole time. It was a small thing. But Catherine had been in her own apartment, doing something ordinary and private, and that was hers to keep.

"I was," she said, forcing her voice to come out slower than usual. "Sorry. Your couch is genuinely dangerous."

Catherine came back to her end of the sofa and tucked her legs up. "That's what happens when you don't let your mother choose your furniture." The corner of her mouth lifted. "Yours are completely impossible to sit on for more than ten minutes."

"I’m aware." Theo nudged Catherine's ankle lightly with her foot. "You were telling me something before I passed out. Something about a conductor you pissed off."

"I made him cry, actually."

"Of course you did."

Theo's eyes started going heavy somewhere around Catherine describing breaking her leg skiing at thirteen, the story drifting in and out of focus like something heard through a closing door. She tried to hold onto the thread of it. She almost managed.

Instead, she heard herself say, “I don’t want to go home.” The confession slipped out low and raw, Theo’s final defense collapsing beneath all she’d been carrying.

Something in Catherine softened, something tender breaking through her usual composure. “Then don’t. Stay.”

"I don't want to⁠—"

"You're not." Catherine stood with decisive grace. "Wait here."

She disappeared into her bedroom and returned moments later with a blanket and pillow, both looking expensive and perfectly pressed. She set the pillow at one end of the couch and shook out the blanket.

"Lie down," Catherine directed.

Theo did, too tired to think about it, and Catherine draped the blanket over her with a quiet sort of care, tucking it around her shoulders, checking her feet were covered. It was such a small thing. It nearly undid Theo completely.

"I know I'm a mess right now," Theo said, looking up at her. "My attending, Morrison, he said—" She stopped. She didn't want to bring him in here, into this room, into this warmth.

Catherine sat on the edge of the coffee table. Close enough that Theo could see her clearly, even in the low light. "I don't care what he said. You're a brilliant doctor, Theodora. Whatever happened today, whatever he said, it doesn't change that fundamental truth."

The conviction in Catherine's voice made Theo's throat tight with unshed tears. She wanted to believe it, wanted to accept Catherine's assessment over Morrison's, but doubt had burrowed too deep to dislodge with simple reassurance. Still, hearing Catherine say it mattered in ways Theo couldn't fully explain.

Catherine rose from the coffee table and reached down to straighten the blanket, her hand moving slowly along Theo's side. It was a small gesture, practical on the surface, but it was unhurried in a way that had nothing to do with straightening fabric, and it lingered just long enough that Theo felt it long after her hand had lifted.

“Sleep,” she said, the word somewhere between command and comfort. “There are clean pajamas folded on the bathroom counter, and a new toothbrush in the drawer beneath the sink. Use whatever you need.”

She paused. “And you know where my room is.”

Theo did. She lay there thinking about that for a moment, turning it over, whether it meant something or whether she was doing that thing where she looked for meaning in things that didn't have any. She wasn't sure, and she was getting less sure by the second, her brain beginning to lose the thread.

The blanket smelled like Catherine, she noticed that somewhere on the way to sleep, and breathed it in without really deciding to, and that was the last thing she was aware of for a while.

* * *


When Theo opened her eyes, the apartment was silent, morning light filtering through Catherine's expensive curtains to paint everything in soft gold. Theo blinked against it, absorbing her surroundings: Catherine's living room, Catherine's couch, Catherine's blanket still wrapped around her shoulders. She pushed herself upright with effort, her neck protesting the movement.

She turned and saw that Catherine had left things on the coffee table for her. A glass of orange juice. A strawberry Pop-Tart on a plate. And a sticky note beside them, the handwriting a little more rushed than usual but still unmistakably hers.

Had an appointment. Help yourself to anything you need.
Come over for dinner tonight?
- Catherine


Theo picked up the note, running her thumb over the handwriting. The sticky note was pure Catherine, all efficiency, no fuss, addressing what needed addressing without emotional excess. It was the breakfast equivalent of a firm handshake.

The Pop-Tart, though, was significant. Knowing Catherine had bought them for Noah, and thought she was worth sharing them with.

And somehow that small thing made her think about when exactly this had happened. The notes on the door becoming texts, texts becoming calls, calls becoming dinners, and somehow that becoming this. Waking up on someone's couch with orange juice and a Pop-Tart waiting like she was expected, like she belonged there. She couldn't find the moment it had shifted. It had just sort of happened, the way things did between friends.

Except friends didn't quite fit right.

She paused with her key still in the lock and let the thought settle just long enough to press in before she eased the door open. Now wasn't the time to think about it. Not while she was high on a Pop-Tart and a crooked neck.

Later, she told herself. After a shower. And after she'd texted Catherine about the skiing story, because she still hadn't heard the end of it, and that felt like important unfinished business.
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A Rehearsed Routine
Catherine


Catherine woke to April rain hammering against her bedroom window, a crick in her neck, and something hard pressing into her cheek.

She blinked, still disoriented, then realized her phone was there beneath her face, the screen fogged from her breath. She peeled it away, checked the time, and lay still for a moment, piecing together when she'd fallen asleep.

Fragments of Theodora's last story came back to her. Something about Mary smuggling cookies past the nurses' station to Harry, then returning with banana bread to negotiate with the security guard who'd caught her. The details had softened at the edges somewhere along the way. They must have both drifted off mid-story.

Catherine stayed there a moment, holding onto what she could remember of it, before finally pushing herself out of bed, tying her robe as she went to make coffee. The rational part of her brain noted that she was functioning perfectly normally. The less rational part had already checked her phone twice before the pot had finished brewing, left it on the counter where she could see it while she showered, and was currently engaged in a quiet argument with itself about whether taking it into the bathroom counted as excessive.

She decided it did not.

The rest of the day passed almost without her noticing, one hour folding into the next, until Catherine found herself in bed that night with Persuasion open on her lap. She had just turned the page when her phone lit up, throwing shadows across Jane Austen’s words. Catherine reached for one of Theodora’s early sticky notes to mark her place, the one that read:

I’ve taken your mail hostage.

It is now collateral in our ongoing noise negotiations.

Expected release window: 2–4 business days, assuming good behavior.

- 14C

For the record, no, Catherine had not stopped playing. And yes, Theodora still hadn’t returned the mail. It was fine, though. Theodora had provided photographic proof of life. The hostages consisted of a Chinese takeout menu and a flyer for double glazing.

Catherine answered on the third ring, pressing the phone to her ear just in time to hear a ragged inhale on the other end.

The phone crackled with a tired "Hey." She paused, then: "Shit, were you sleeping?"

Theodora's voice had that sandpaper quality it always got when she was tired. In the background, a car horn blared, then faded. Catherine glanced at her screen:

10:18 PM

She sat up straighter against her pillows, her fingers tightening around the phone. “No,” Catherine said. “I was just reading. I thought you were off at nine-thirty tonight. What happened?”

There was a pause. Then, “Sixteen-year-old kid. Bad weather. Lost control and ran off the road.”

She exhaled softly. “The steering column went straight through his chest. We cracked him open in the ER. Didn’t even have time to get him upstairs, so we did the thoracotomy right there.”

Another pause. “His parents were screaming about how long it was taking while I had my hands inside his chest, trying to clamp the aorta and get his heart moving again.”

Catherine set the book aside entirely, pulling her knees up and wrapping one arm around them while she held the phone with the other.

"We got him stable eventually. They took him to surgery, and last I heard, he was still alive, but fuck, Catherine, his parents' faces when we finally let them see him." Theodora's voice cracked slightly. "All those tubes and lines, and his mother just…"

"But he's alive," Catherine said. "Because of you."

"Because of a lot of people."

"Perhaps. But you were the person with your hands inside his chest, Theodora. You did that."

The silence stretched, but Catherine could hear Theodora breathing on the other end, evening out. After a moment, she said, "Thanks. I just…I needed to tell someone who wasn't there. You know, someone who wouldn't just brush over it and move on to the next trauma."

"I understand. I'm here," Catherine said, and meant it.

“Yeah,” Theodora said. “I know.”

They stayed talking for several minutes more, until Theodora got home and climbed into her own bed, her breathing gradually losing its edge.

When they finally ended the call, Catherine set her phone back on the nightstand and didn’t pick Jane Austen up again. She lay there in the dark instead, stuck on the image of Theodora’s hands inside someone’s chest, on the strain of keeping another person alive through sheer force of will. It followed her when sleep wouldn’t come, into the morning, and into the quiet spaces between lessons.

After that, the calls became routine. Not planned, exactly, just something that happened, day after day. Theodora’s name lit up her screen at odd hours—after shifts, between patients, once memorably at three in the morning when Catherine answered a FaceTime to off-key singing that only tequila could inspire and Natalie’s slurred voice in the background announcing they were serenading “the hot pianist.” Catherine had cringed the entire performance, but found herself smiling at the ceiling for ten minutes after hanging up.

So when her phone buzzed during Eliza’s lesson the following Tuesday, Catherine barely missed a beat. She glanced at the screen, saw Theodora's name, and felt the corner of her mouth lift involuntarily.

Catherine glanced at the device, then at her student, a focused twelve-year-old whose parents actually made her practice. Thank God. "Keep going through the F major scale. I'll be right back."

She stepped into the hallway with the phone, pressing the answer button. "Hi. I can’t talk, I'm teaching. Is everything okay?"

"Yeah, sorry, I'm on a break. Just one minute?"

Catherine put her ear to the door and heard the girl’s slow progression, "You have exactly sixty seconds. How’s your shift?”

“It’s been… a day. But I don’t want to talk about it until I’m out of here. Distract me. How’s the lesson going?”

“It’s going well. She’s actually willing to put the work in, which makes my job a little easier.”

Theodora's voice dropped to a playful purr. "Is that praise I detect? Are you going soft on me, Miss Matthews? Next, you'll be telling me you don't care about perfect fingering technique...though I've always found a little improvisation more satisfying personally."

Catherine scoffed, but it came out breathy. She pressed her back against the wall, grateful Theodora couldn't see her face warming. She checked her watch, needing something to focus on besides the flutter in her stomach.

"Forty seconds left," she said, pleased that her voice sounded steadier than she felt. "Use them wisely."

"No pressure or anything," Theodora said, the smile audible in her voice. There was a brief pause. "Okay, um. Tell me something nobody else knows about you."

Catherine blinked at the phone. Her lips parted, then closed. She glanced back at the practice room door, buying herself a moment.

"Something nobody knows about me," she echoed, voice low. The only thing that came to mind was the one thing she wasn’t ready to say; it pressed against her throat like a held breath, then sank back down where she kept all dangerous things.

"I'm terrified of birds," she said in its place. "Parakeets, specifically. My grandmother had this bright blue one that would sit on top of her upright and wait. The second I started playing on her piano, it would launch itself at my head. Every time. Like clockwork. I still flinch when I hear wings flapping."

Theodora's laugh burst through the phone, bright and infectious. "Oh, my God. That explains so much about your personality."

"Shut up, Theodora," Catherine said, glancing at her watch. "Ten seconds left." She pressed her lips together, but couldn't quite stop the smile that crept across her face.

"Okay, okay. Dinner tonight? Think you could make that stir-fry dish again if I grab the ingredients? I can’t stop thinking about it."

The invitation settled warm in Catherine's chest, a sensation she was becoming alarmingly accustomed to. “If I must,” she said. “I noticed the instant noodles were sold out at Yorkies this morning, and I refuse to believe York Avenue has collectively lowered its standards. Which just leaves you.”

A laugh crackled through the line. "Guilty," Theodora said, her voice dropping to something softer. "I just—" She paused, and Catherine heard her exhale. "It's stupid…But I just wanted to hear your voice for a minute before diving back in."

The words landed like fingertips against Catherine's sternum, gentle but insistent. She didn't know what to do with them or how to respond to such honesty.

"I'll see you tonight," she managed, keeping her voice steady despite the sudden flutter beneath her ribs.

"Sure thing, catch you later."

Catherine stood in the hallway for a moment after Theodora hung up, phone still warm against her palm. When she returned to the lesson, she corrected her student's pacing twice before realizing she'd given contradictory instructions. The girl looked up, confused, and Catherine cleared her throat, refocusing.

* * *


That night, the knock came at seven-thirty exactly.

Catherine dried her hands, smoothed her sweater for no real reason, and went to the door.

Theodora stood with her hands tucked behind her back, bouncing gently on her toes, wearing dark jeans and a rust-colored Henley that made the copper in her hair look almost unreasonably good. Catherine took this in, found it noted against her will, and stepped back to let her in.

"Theodora."

"Catherine." She moved past her with that restless energy she carried everywhere, then turned with a grin that was, frankly, suspicious. "I have something for you."

"You brought cheese the other night. And dessert last week." Catherine closed the door. "I'm beginning to suspect you think I don't feed you adequately."

"The food is always excellent, as you know." Theodora's grin widened. "This is different. Better, actually. Consider it payback for the dinners."

Catherine's eyebrow rose.

"Fine. Not payback. A gift, then. A thank you." Theodora pulled her hands from behind her back to reveal a cassette tape in a clear plastic case, the label written in Theodora's signature handwriting. "I made you a mixtape."

Catherine stared at the object in Theodora’s hands. An artifact from decades past, the kind of thing that took real effort in a way streaming playlists never did. Every song chosen, put in a deliberate order, timed to fit, and recorded all the way through without mistakes. The gesture felt enormous.

"You made me a mixtape?" Catherine repeated, unable to keep the surprise from her voice.

“I did.” Theodora held it out, then immediately looked unsure. “I know it’s kind of ridiculous in the era of streaming, but there was this guy at the market last weekend who had all the equipment set up, proper decks and everything, and he was making mixtapes for people. I asked if I could try.” She gave a small shrug. “He let me use his setup. I bought the tape and…made this.” She hesitated. “If it’s weird, you don’t have to⁠—”

"It's not weird." Catherine took the tape, holding it like the precious thing it was. She read the label:

For Catherine, from Theodora x


The simplicity of it made her smile. "Thank you."

Theodora's relief was visible, tension dropping from her shoulders. "I put some classical on there, obviously, but also some other stuff I thought you might like."

Catherine turned the tape over in her hands. She’d grown up with cassettes, recording her own practice sessions on them, back when everything felt a little more tangible, before it all went digital and, somehow, less personal. She hadn't expected the nostalgia that came with holding one again.

“Give me a second,” she said, and went down the hall before Theodora could respond.

She knew it was in the closet somewhere. The boombox from her conservatory days, the one she'd never quite been able to throw out despite it being completely obsolete for the better part of two decades.

After a bit of shifting boxes and pushing past coats, she found it.

Standing on a chair, she reached up to the top shelf where it had been shoved out of sight. It was heavier than she remembered as she lifted it down, blowing the dust from the top before turning it over in her hands. The power cord was still wrapped neatly around the base, and when she pressed the eject button, the tape door opened without resistance, which felt like a small, unexpected victory.

She came back to find Theodora at the bookshelf, pretending to browse in a way that didn't really hide the fact that she'd been wondering where Catherine had gone. When she turned and saw what Catherine was holding, her mouth fell open.

"You have a boombox."

"I have a boombox." Catherine set it on the coffee table with more care than the old plastic probably deserved, and plugged it in. The power light glowed red. She felt quietly relieved about that.

"I genuinely thought I'd be giving you the tape as a symbolic gesture and then we'd listen on my phone like normal people."

“Where’s the romance in that?” The words slipped out before Catherine could catch them, and she busied herself with the tape instead, not quite looking at Theodora.

The cassette slid into place with a satisfying click, and her finger hovered over the play button.

She looked at Theodora, who'd moved closer, "Ready?"

"Are you kidding? I'm dying to see if this actually works." Theodora's excitement was contagious in ways Catherine rarely allowed herself to feel.

The tape started with a few seconds of silence, and then music filled her apartment. Tinny compared to her sound system, lacking the depth and clarity of modern speakers, but somehow more alive for its imperfection.

The first thing that came through the speaker was Glenn Gould playing The Goldberg Variations, and something shifted in Catherine's chest, quiet and unbidden. Of course it was Bach. Of course it was Gould. Of all the recordings she could have chosen, she went with the one that leaned into the humanity of it rather than the precision, the breathing and the humming audible underneath the notes. Catherine wasn't sure Theodora even knew that was what she'd chosen, or what it said about her.

She sat down on the couch, and Theodora settled beside her, close enough that Catherine was aware of the warmth of her. Neither of them spoke. The music didn't need anything from them, and they both seemed to understand that.

The tape moved through its pieces at its own pace. Arvo Pärt. Nils Frahm. Then Satie, and some Debussy that she hadn't heard in years and had forgotten she missed. Theodora had put real thought into the order of it, the way one piece led into the next, the mood it built and sustained. It wasn't a random collection. It was something closer to a letter.

But then the ninth track started, and Catherine went very still.

Chopin. Ballade No. 1. She knew it before the first phrase had finished, knew not just the piece but this exact recording, because it was hers. Made a week before the Royal Albert Hall. It was the last thing she'd recorded. Theodora must have found it online somewhere and pulled it without knowing what she was pulling.

The memory came back all at once.

She'd walked into the studio exhausted that day, the kind of tired that had long since stopped feeling worth mentioning, and Simon had pressed a large energy drink into her hand before she'd even taken her coat off. Mango flavored, sickeningly sweet. He'd said they couldn't afford to slow down, not this close to the Hall, and she'd nodded and opened the can and sat down and played.

And now it was playing in her living room while Theodora sat beside her completely unaware, and Catherine could taste the artificial mango on the back of her tongue as clearly as if the can were still in her hand.

She could feel Theodora watching her, probably waiting for a comment on this particular track, but Catherine couldn't speak, couldn't trust her voice not to shake. So she just listened to herself playing, and kept every ounce of it locked behind walls she hoped Theodora couldn't see through.

“That was beautiful,” Theodora said when it finished. “I’m sorry if it’s weird to put a recording of you on there, but I heard it and I just…” She trailed off, shaking her head a little. “The way you play that piece…It’s fucking incredible, honestly.”

Catherine swallowed. “Thank you. The whole tape is lovely.”

Theodora glanced toward the boombox. “Your track’s on the B-side, by the way,” she added, almost like it had just occurred to her. “I didn’t plan it that way. It just ended up there. I think that’s where the best stuff is, though. The things people don’t lead with.”

Catherine didn't respond. She let it sit there, the way you let something sit when you don't yet trust yourself to touch it.

They settled back against the cushions as the next track started, listening to the rest of it, each piece chosen by someone who had been paying closer attention than Catherine had realized. It was wonderful and terrifying in equal measure.

When the tape had run through once, and Catherine had flipped it back to the beginning, they drifted into the kitchen the way they did now, easy and without discussion, Catherine pulling things from the fridge while Theodora cleared space on the counter without being asked. The boombox carried through from the living room at just the right volume, present without being intrusive.

Catherine was glad Theodora had picked stir-fry tonight. Noodles, vegetables, and teriyaki sauce were about all she could manage. She didn't have the concentration for anything more. Not with Theodora in her kitchen and that tape still playing and the Chopin sitting somewhere in her chest where she hadn't quite managed to put it down yet.

"What can I do?" Theodora asked, rolling up her sleeves with enthusiasm that would have been endearing if Catherine hadn't learned to be wary of Theodora's kitchen skills. Very wary.

Catherine assessed the ingredients arranged on her counter, "The vegetables need cutting. Bell pepper, carrots, mushrooms. Quarter-inch pieces and uniform." She pulled out her chef's knife and handed it to Theodora handle-first. "Think you can manage that?"

Theodora accepted the knife with confidence, but Catherine suspected it was misplaced. "How hard can it be?"

"Famous last words, Dr. Brennan," Catherine observed, but she moved to the stove to start heating olive oil, trusting, foolishly, that Theodora could handle basic prep work without supervision.

She was wrong. She was so very wrong.

Catherine heard it before she saw it, the irregular thwack of knife against cutting board, rhythm all flawed, force distributed incorrectly. She glanced over her shoulder to find Theodora hunched over the pepper like she was trying to physically intimidate it into submission, the knife gripped too tightly in her fist, her other hand positioned exactly where it shouldn't be if she wanted to keep all her fingers.

"Theodora." Catherine turned fully, abandoning the stove. "What are you doing?"

"Cutting vegetables?" Theodora looked up, confused by Catherine's tone. "Like you asked?"

"That's not cutting. That's hacking." Catherine moved closer, assessing the damage. The pepper had been reduced to uneven chunks ranging from appropriate size to nearly whole pieces, and Theodora was currently murdering a carrot with similar enthusiasm. "Have you ever actually used a chef's knife before?"

"I work with sharper tools than this every day," Theodora said, "on actual human organs," which would have been more convincing if she weren’t currently mangling a mushroom.

"That’s an entirely different principle." Catherine came to stand beside her, watching Theodora attempt another cut that made her wince. "You're going to hurt yourself. Stop."

Theodora put the knife down. "Fine. Go ahead, I’ll watch.”

"No. I'll teach you. It's not difficult once you understand proper technique."

She moved behind Theodora before her brain could catch up with her body's decision.

Theodora went rigid immediately, and Catherine felt it, the way every muscle tensed like she was bracing for impact.

"Relax," Catherine said quietly into Theodora’s ear, reaching around to reposition the knife in her hand. "You're holding it wrong. See? Grip the handle here with your thumb and forefinger. It gives you more control."

Her hand wrapped around Theodora's wrist, not thinking, just correcting, and the contact sent electricity up Catherine's arm with unexpected intensity. Theodora's skin was warm under her palm, pulse point jumping against Catherine's fingertips in ways that suggested Theodora was as affected by this proximity as Catherine was trying not to be.

"Like this." Catherine guided Theodora's hand, demonstrating the proper rocking motion of the knife through vegetables. "Let the knife do the work. You're not trying to force it through, just guide the blade and let the movement do the cutting."

Theodora said nothing. The sarcasm that usually characterized her responses had evaporated entirely, leaving just shallow breathing.

Theodora was concentrating hard, her shoulders tense with the effort of trying to do it properly, and then she got it right and exhaled, this small satisfied sound, and Catherine felt it more than heard it, the warmth of it, the closeness of her.

She stopped giving instructions for a second.

Just long enough to become aware of how near they were standing, Theodora's back against her chest, Catherine's chin level with her ear, close enough that she could see the curve of her jaw and the small gold hoops she wore and the way a few strands of hair had come loose at the nape of her neck.

She stepped back quickly and went to the sink, turning the faucet on, washing her hands with considerably more focus than was strictly necessary.

"Practice those cuts," she said, and her voice came out almost normal, only slightly breathless in ways she prayed Theodora wouldn't notice. "I need to check the pan."

She returned to the stove with her back to Theodora, focusing on olive oil that didn't need her attention while trying to steady breathing that had gone embarrassingly uneven. Behind her, Theodora continued cutting with improved technique, and neither of them spoke about what had just happened. What had passed between them in that moment of contact, brief as it was.

"How are those cuts coming?" Catherine asked without turning around, giving Theodora privacy to compose herself the same way Catherine was trying to.

"Better, I think."

“Good. Bring them over when you're finished. Everything else is nearly ready."

Catherine drained the noodles, the steam rising to heat her flushed face. Behind her, she could hear Theodora scraping vegetables from the cutting board into the bowl Catherine had provided, the small domestic sounds filling the space between music tracks.

The rhythm of it settled in again after that, knife against board, the low hum of the stove, something almost normal reasserting itself between them.

“How was your teaching week?” Theodora asked as she brought the vegetables over, the question landing lightly, like it had been waiting for a moment that felt safe enough. “Any child prodigies making you question your life choices?”

Catherine smiled despite herself, adding the vegetables to the noodles and beginning to build the sauce. "Actually, yes. Though not in the way you're imagining. I have a seven-year-old student, Oliver, who's technically quite good but has the attention span of a caffeinated squirrel."

She felt Theodora lean against the counter beside her, close enough to watch but not interfering with Catherine's cooking. "What happened?"

"He made it exactly twelve measures into his assigned piece before stopping to inform me with complete seriousness that he'd discovered he could play Für Elise entirely with his elbows." Catherine kept her eyes on the pan, stirring teriyaki into the vegetables. "Then proceeded to demonstrate. For ten minutes. While I sat there wondering what one says to a child who's technically creating music but also absolutely destroying Beethoven."

Theodora laughed, the sound easy and unrestrained, filling the kitchen. Catherine glanced over to find her bent slightly at the counter, one hand braced against it, eyes bright.

“With his elbows,” Theodora managed, still laughing. “Jesus Christ, Catherine. What did you do?”

"I let him finish." Catherine heard the dry amusement in her own voice. "Then I explained that while creative expression is valuable, his parents weren't paying me to teach him experimental percussion techniques. He looked appropriately chastened for approximately thirty seconds before asking if he could try playing with his toes next."

Theodora laughed harder, the sound too big for Catherine's controlled apartment, too honest for the careful space Catherine usually maintained. But Catherine found herself smiling wider, enjoying Theodora's reaction more than she'd expected, pleased that she could produce this response.

The laughter eventually subsided, leaving Theodora wiping tears from her eyes and Catherine turning back to the stove to hide her own pleasure.

They worked in comfortable silence for a few minutes, Catherine finishing the sauce while Theodora set out plates, and then Theodora said, quietly, "I miss that," and the lightness had gone out of her voice.

Catherine glanced over. "Miss what?"

"Laughing like that."

Catherine plated their food and let the silence sit, not rushing to fill it. They took their plates to the table, and Theodora settled into her usual chair with the ease of someone who'd stopped noticing they had a usual chair.

After a few bites, she said, "Nat told me I don't laugh enough. That I need to be careful or the hospital will hollow me out."

"Your friend from med school?" Catherine asked, though she knew the answer.

"Yeah." Something in Theodora's face softened. "I genuinely don't know how I would have gotten through without her. She talked me down from so many ledges. Convinced me I wasn't actually the worst medical student alive when my parents suggested otherwise.” She paused. "She was actually the first person I came out to. And the first one who showed up with wine when I broke up with Sarah, a nurse in the radiology department." She gave a small smile at that.

Something in Theodora's tone made Catherine's chest tighten in ways she couldn't quite identify. The obvious affection, the way Theodora's whole demeanor shifted when talking about Natalie, suggested a depth of connection that Catherine found herself responding to with discomfort she didn't want to examine.

"She sounds important to you," Catherine said, keeping her voice neutral.

"She is. She just gets me, in that way that's hard to explain without sounding like you're twelve." Theodora turned her fork slowly. “I don’t know. It’s rare to find a friendship like that."

Catherine knew it was rare. She also knew, with uncomfortable certainty, that she was cataloguing every word Theodora said about this woman. The warmth in her voice. The ease of it. The way talking about Natalie seemed to cost Theodora nothing, while talking to Catherine—even now, even after months—still sometimes carried the careful quality of someone navigating unmarked terrain.

It was unreasonable to mind. She minded anyway.

"You remind me of her, actually," Theodora added, glancing up.

Catherine felt it before she could name it. Not quite jealousy, or not only that. Something older and less flattering. The quiet sting of being compared to someone else, filed neatly into a category that made her easier to understand.

You remind me of her. As if what Catherine was to her could be explained by resemblance. As if what was happening between them was that simple.

She picked up her wine glass and set it down without drinking. "Did you two ever date?"

She heard how it sounded the second it left her mouth: too direct, too careful in its casualness. Theodora's expression moved through surprise, then something more amused.

"Nat? No. She's very straight. Has terrible taste in men and makes me listen to her analyze their various inadequacies in exhausting detail." She paused. "Why?"

"You spoke about her with a lot of affection." Catherine kept her voice neutral. "I wasn't sure."

Theodora looked at her for a moment, that green-eyed steadiness that Catherine had stopped being able to dismiss as merely observant. "She's like a sister. There's never been anything romantic between us. Not even close. I never wanted there to be."

"Good," Catherine said, and then caught herself. "I mean, that's good. That you have that kind of friendship. Uncomplicated."

The word sat between them, slightly misshapen. Catherine knew they both felt it.

Theodora tilted her head. "Is it?"

"Is it what?"

"Uncomplicated." Her voice was quiet, not quite a challenge. "Friendship."

Catherine looked back at her plate. The noodles had gone cold, and she focused on that fact with more attention than it deserved. The boombox had shifted to something slower in the other room, a radio station playing The Cure’s Just Like Heaven.

"Sometimes," Catherine said finally.

It wasn't an answer. They both knew it. But Theodora didn't push, which was its own kind of answer. She was learning, Catherine realized, when to leave space. When not to reach for a door just because it wasn't locked.

Catherine held onto that for a moment before standing to clear the plates. Theodora followed without being asked, and they moved into the kitchen together, falling into a rhythm without deciding to, Theodora rinsing, Catherine drying, steam rising from the sink between them. Neither of them saying anything.

Then Theodora reached for a glass at the same moment Catherine did, fingers brushing, a spark too brief to name, and Catherine felt it with disproportionate intensity.

"Sorry," Theodora murmured, stepping back to give Catherine space.

“It’s fine.” Catherine kept her voice level, polite, giving nothing away, even as her pulse picked up and the brief contact left warmth blooming across her skin.

Catherine reached for the towel and made the mistake of looking up.

Theodora was watching her, eyes fixed on her in a way that made the air feel different.

"Careful," Catherine said, trying to keep her voice normal. "If you keep looking at me like that, we'll never get through the dishes."

Theodora blinked, color rushing to her face, and the warmth that moved through Catherine had nothing to do with the kitchen. It was a relief, honestly, to know she wasn't the only one, that whatever this was went both ways, even if neither of them was quite ready to say so out loud.

"I wasn't—" Theodora started, then stopped, apparently recognizing that denial would be pointless. "Sorry. I was just thinking."

“Dangerous habit.” Catherine turned away before Theodora could see how much it had landed, moving back to the breakfast bar. She kept her movements measured, her expression composed, as if nothing had shifted at all.

The quiet behind her didn’t last.

The faucet shut off with a groan, and a second later she heard Theodora’s footsteps crossing the room, felt the shift before she saw it, that familiar pull of her presence drawing closer.

Theodora stopped just behind her shoulder. Close enough that Catherine could feel the warmth of her, the same warmth that she'd become embarrassingly attuned to over the past months. Close enough that turning around would have been an answer to a question neither of them had asked yet.

"Catherine."

She'd heard her name in Theodora's mouth hundreds of times now, in every register: exasperated, delighted, sleepy, sharp with laughter. This version was new, quieter, careful in the way of someone choosing a word they couldn't take back, and Catherine stilled.

"Mm." Catherine kept her eyes down, her voice neutral, as though her hands weren't pressing into the marble hard enough to whiten her knuckles.

Theodora moved, not away, but around, slowly, until she was at Catherine's side rather than behind her, and Catherine had no choice but to be aware of her.

The distance between them was nothing. Four inches. Three.

Catherine looked at her. It was a mistake, she knew it the instant she did it, but knowing didn't help because Theodora was looking back with that quiet, certain expression, and Catherine was so tired of being careful. The wanting was enormous and exhausting, and she had been managing it for months with such consideration, and for a long, suspended moment, she stopped.

Theodora's gaze dropped, just briefly, to her lips, just for a fraction of a second, and came back up.

Catherine felt her breath go shallow.

Theodora let out a small breath, like someone easing out of a thought. Then she reached up and tucked a loose strand of hair back from Catherine's face, her fingers grazing her cheek and then staying there, just for a moment, resting light against her jaw. Not quite a hold. Just a stillness, like Theodora had forgotten to move her hand or had decided not to.

Catherine was aware of everything at once: the warmth of Theodora's fingertips, the distance that wasn't between them, the fact that she was standing in her own kitchen at eleven at night willing herself not to turn into the touch.

Theodora's hand dropped. Neither of them moved. The boombox carried on from the other room, indifferent to all of it.

Then Theodora exhaled, quiet and unsteady, and reached for her sweater from the back of the chair. "It's late," she said.

"It is."

But Theodora didn't rush. She stood there a moment longer, looking at Catherine in that way she'd stopped bothering to disguise, and Catherine looked back and let herself, just briefly, not disguise anything either.

They said goodnight the way they always did, easy and familiar, the back and forth that had become its own language between them. But when Theodora stepped into the hallway and turned back, hand resting on the doorframe, the look she gave Catherine before she turned away didn't belong to any of it.
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A Major Unraveling
Catherine


Catherine was three measures into a Liszt nocturne when a series of knocks cut through the apartment. She lifted her hands from the keys and went to the door.

Theodora stood in the hallway through the peephole, hands tucked behind her back, rocking lightly on her heels. The jade sweater Catherine had complimented once without thinking. Her hair pulled back in a way that made Catherine aware of her neck, and the line of her jaw, and the fact that since dinner a few nights ago she hadn't been able to stop thinking about a single one of these things.

Apparently, distance and a Liszt nocturne were doing nothing to change that.

So, she opened the door. "Theodora." Her voice came out slightly rough, and she cleared her throat. "I wasn't expecting you until tonight. Is everything okay?"

Theodora's smile went crooked at one corner, the way it always did when she was genuinely pleased. Catherine's mouth did something similar without her permission.

"Everything's fine. Have you got a sec?"

Catherine opened the door wider and watched Theodora step inside, moving with the easy familiarity they’d developed after months of dividing their time between apartments. Catherine’s place won out when they wanted to cook, mostly because her appliances worked properly. Theodora’s was better for everything else, thanks to the new couch, larger television, and Theodora’s belief that most problems could be solved with a long enough series.

Theodora lingered just inside the doorway for a moment, then brought her hands forward from behind her back. In them were a pair of tickets.

"So," she said, "Saint Ann and the Holy Trinity Church are doing a candlelit piano recital on Friday night. And I was wondering if you'd want to go with me?”

Catherine took the offered tickets automatically, staring at the elegant script that spelled out the venue and date.

"The church has these vaulted ceilings that apparently do something incredible with the reverb. Don’t ask me specifics, but it's supposed to be beautiful. The performer is playing a full program of Beethoven, and I know you like him so…”

"I—" Catherine looked down at the tickets, then back at Theodora's expectant face. "I can't."

"Oh. Yeah, no problem. It’s not—“, Theodora's brow furrowed as she shifted her weight from one foot to the other. "Simon's not giving you trouble, is he? I mean, I know he's been calling non-stop since you shot down his comeback plan." Her fingers made quick air quotes around "comeback," her mouth twisting like she'd found the word as insulting as Catherine had. "He's not threatening to, I don't know, blacklist you from the industry or something?"

Catherine set the tickets down. "No, it’s nothing to do with Simon." She nudged them until they lined up with the edge of the table, not meeting Theodora's eyes. "I just—I don't think it’s a good idea.”

Her thumb brushed over the raised lettering, and suddenly she was at the Royal Albert Hall again, the spotlight burning her skin, five thousand faces blurring as something inside her head began to pound. The pressure behind her eyes. The way her right hand had seized up mid-arpeggio.

Catherine's fingers twitched.

"Catherine." Theodora's voice was gentle, closer than before, though Catherine hadn't heard her move. "Hey, it’s okay.”

Catherine made herself meet Theodora's eyes, bracing for disappointment or the kind of well-meaning insistence that would make this worse. But Theodora's expression held only concern.

"We don't have to go," Theodora said simply, like it was the easiest decision in the world. "I thought you might enjoy it, but if not, that's completely fine. We can do something else instead. Or nothing at all. Whatever you want."

The words landed softly, and Catherine felt her shoulders drop half an inch. She had spent years around people who couldn't accept no as an answer. But that wasn't Theodora.

Catherine stared at the tickets on her entry table. Theodora had accepted it without question, without the careful repositioning she'd learned to expect from people who wanted something from her. No negotiation. No second attempt dressed up as concern.

She picked up the tickets.

"You said it's beautiful? The church?"

"Luis says so." Theodora's lips quirked. "He claims it's the only place that makes him forget his knees are killing him after two hours of praying."

Catherine laughed softly, then heard herself say, "Okay. Let's go." The decision surprised her even as the words left her mouth.

Theodora studied her face, clearly trying to determine if this was genuine agreement or Catherine forcing herself into something she didn’t want to do. "You're sure?"

"I'm sure." Catherine wasn't sure at all, but she forced conviction into her voice anyway. "It's thoughtful. The tickets, the gesture, all of it. And you're right that I do love Beethoven. It would be—" She paused, searching for words that felt honest. "It would be nice to hear his work performed live again."

The smile that broke across Theodora's face was worth whatever anxiety the decision had cost her. It was unguarded and brilliant, transforming her features in ways that made Catherine's breath accelerate. She looked genuinely happy, not just pleased but actually joyful in ways that made Catherine want to keep earning that expression.

* * *


The church rose against the darkening sky, stone glowing amber from lights below. Catherine craned her neck upward, fingers closing around the tickets in her pocket.

Behind her, Theodora was paying their driver, but Catherine couldn't look away from the arched windows burning gold against deepening twilight.

A minute later, a cloud of breath materialized beside her. "Ready?"

Theodora stood there in a dark blazer that broadened her shoulders, her copper hair swept up in a French braid, catching the church lights. Catherine felt her gaze traveling from the fitted black slacks to the crisp white collar, lingering there before she caught herself.

She nodded, suddenly aware of how dry her mouth had become. "Mhm. Let's go."

They’d barely taken a step when a throat cleared behind them.

"Pardon me, but—“ Catherine turned to find an older couple arm-in-arm, both staring at her with widening eyes. "You're Catherine Matthews," the man said, excitement lifting his voice.

Fuck.

"I am," Catherine managed, her professional smile sliding into place instantly. "It's lovely to meet you."

"We saw you at Carnegie Hall three years ago," the woman gushed, clasping Catherine's hand between both of hers. "Your Tchaikovsky was transcendent. We still talk about it."

"We do.” The man nodded eagerly. “Please tell us you’ll be performing this evening?"

"No, not tonight. My friend surprised me with these tickets. I'm just here to enjoy the performance," Catherine said as her shoulder brushed against Theodora's. She found herself leaning imperceptibly closer, wondering when exactly "my friend" had become such an insufficient word for what Theodora meant to her.

"Oh, what a shame." The woman said. "We were so sorry to hear about what happened to you in London.”

Catherine felt her smile freeze in place. Every muscle in her body tensed, preparing for her flight response to kick in. Why hadn’t she prepared herself better? It was naïve, really, to think she could move through the evening unnoticed. Her face had been splashed across classical music publications for decades, and the ‘incident’, as people so delicately called it, had only increased her visibility for all the wrong reasons.

"Thank you," she said, her voice coming out tight and controlled. "You're very kind."

The woman leaned in, close enough that Catherine caught a whiff of peony perfume. "Will you be returning to the stage soon?" she asked, her whisper carrying easily to everyone nearby.

Catherine felt her heart kick against her ribs.

Before she could answer, Theodora stepped forward, her arm wrapping around Catherine’s waist and giving her a gentle squeeze.

"Sorry to cut this short," Theodora said with an apologetic smile that didn't quite reach her eyes, "but they're about to start. We should grab our seats. I’d hate for us all to miss the opening."

The couple looked momentarily disappointed but nodded in understanding. "Oh, of course. We won't keep you. Such a pleasure to meet you and your friend, Miss Matthews."

Catherine nodded, not trusting herself to speak again. She felt Theodora's hand at her back, gentle but firm, guiding her toward the church entrance. The touch anchored her, keeping her from floating away on the tide of panic rising in her chest.

She followed Theodora's lead, moving through the church doors into the vestibule where ushers were handing out programs. The space had filled with bodies, warm and humming with pre-performance conversation.

“Hey,” Theodora said, leaning in close. “We can leave if you want.” She pulled back a little, searching Catherine’s face.

Catherine shook her head. Her spine straightened, but she didn't move away from Theodora's touch. "No," she said, the word barely audible. "I'm okay. Let's just find our seats."

Inside, the church took her breath away. Candles everywhere, hundreds of them, positioned on every surface and ledge, their flames creating pools of amber light that danced across stone walls and vaulted ceilings. The pews had been arranged in a semicircle around a grand piano positioned at the crossing, its black surface reflecting candlelight in ways that made it look less like an instrument and more like a portal to elsewhere.

Catherine's feet carried her forward of their own accord, trailing Theodora down the center aisle. The ancient wood of the pew sighed beneath them as they sat, a small protest that seemed to echo Catherine's own resistance.

Theodora shifted nearer to whisper, "This place is incredible, isn’t it? Have you performed in churches before?"

"Mhm. Several times." Catherine kept her voice level, revealing nothing of how those memories felt now, distant and painful, like looking at photographs of someone she didn’t recognize. "The acoustics in Gothic revival architecture are exceptional for piano. Something about the stone and height creates natural reverb that's difficult to replicate in modern concert halls."

She hated that she felt herself slipping into lecture mode, but technical explanations were easier.

Theodora just nodded, attentive and patient, and in that moment, Catherine had never felt more grateful for another person.

A young man in formal blacks emerged from a side door. He sat at the bench, fiddled with its height, and hovered his hands over the keys. Catherine's eyes narrowed. His wrists were too stiff, his shoulders a touch too high. She caught herself mentally correcting his posture the way she would for Noah or any of her students.

Then the triplets flowed from his fingers, and her own hands twitched in her lap, muscle memory awakening. Fifty thousand hours of practice compressed into this moment of watching someone else's back. Something twisted beneath her ribs—not quite pain, not quite longing, but a hollowness that expanded with each note.

She couldn't look away as she remembered how it felt to sit there instead of here, to be the one making that sound fill a room, to feel thousands of eyes on her and know they were holding their breath because of something she had done.

Her vision blurred. The candlelight fractured into golden stars. She blinked, and something hot slid down her cheek. Then another. She pressed her lips together, tasting salt.

Then, a warm hand covered hers. Theodora's fingers slipped between her own, tentative at first, then settling. Catherine sat perfectly still, afraid to look down and acknowledge what was happening. If she did, the tears might not stop.

Theodora's thumb brushed over her knuckle in a small circle that left a trail of warmth. Catherine closed her eyes, fighting the sudden, ridiculous urge to turn and hide her face in Theodora's neck. She squeezed back instead, returning to the performance with their fingers laced together. Theodora’s warm palm against hers. Her steady pulse at the wrist.

When Catherine finally forced her attention back to the stage, she found herself thinking about what she would say when Theodora asked her opinion of the performance. How could she explain that beauty hurt when it reminded you of everything you'd lost? That watching someone else perform the music you loved felt like mourning?

She sat with the thought, letting it settle as the piece drew toward its end, the final notes dissolving into the church's reverb until Catherine couldn't tell where sound ended and silence began.

The audience exhaled collectively as polite applause filled the space. Catherine joined in automatically even as her mind stayed caught on everything she was feeling. Grief and beauty and longing and something approaching gratitude that Theodora had brought her here and given her this complicated gift of experiencing live music again.

Theodora slid an arm around Catherine’s shoulders and drew her in, her nose brushing just behind Catherine’s ear as she spoke. “We should slip out now.”

Catherine's lips curved into something attempting a smile. "We’ve only heard one piece."

“Yeah, the best one,” Theodora whispered. “Quick, while he’s adjusting the bench. Before two hundred of your fans notice we’re leaving.”

"I'll be fine."

"I know." Theodora's eyes held hers. "But I don’t want you to be just fine."

Catherine studied Theodora's face in the candlelight, those green eyes that saw too much, that seemed to read what Catherine couldn't bring herself to say aloud. It wasn't concern in Theodora's expression, not exactly. It was more like recognition. Like she understood that sometimes survival wasn't the point.

"Okay, let's go," Catherine whispered, surprising herself with the decision.

They moved quietly along the outer aisle, Catherine's hand still in Theodora's, their shoulders brushing as they navigated around other concertgoers who had chosen to stand at the back.

The side door opened with a gentle push, and then they were outside, the night air sharp and clean after the church's incense-tinged warmth.

Catherine inhaled deeply, filling her lungs with the cold, the tears on her face cooling instantly as she did. She hadn't realized how suffocating it had felt inside until she was free of it.

"Thank you," Catherine said as she exhaled slowly.

Theodora shook her head. "I’m sorry, Catherine. I should have⁠—"

Catherine took her hand in her own and squeezed it, stopping her. "You couldn’t have known. I'm sorry I⁠—"

"Please don't," Theodora's voice was gentle but left no room for argument. “So not necessary. Besides, I've already heard the best pianist I know play Beethoven, so the poor kid never really stood a chance.”

Catherine laughed softly, her breath clouding briefly in front of them before vanishing into the cold air. She tilted her face toward the night sky, where stars punctured the darkness above the city glow. "I'm not ready to go back yet," she said. "Would you mind if we walked for a while?"

“I was hoping you’d say that.” A shy, crooked smile tugged at Theodora’s mouth.

They drifted down the block together, Catherine's heel-clicks matching Theodora's footsteps. The church light dimmed behind them as they rounded the corner onto a row of brownstones.

Halfway down the block, Theodora stopped abruptly. "Harry?"

Catherine followed her gaze to where a figure sat hunched on the steps of a townhouse.

Theodora was already moving toward him. "What are you doing out here? The shelter⁠—"

"Full up," Harry's voice was a gravelly rumble. "Got here too late. It happens."

Theodora crouched in front of him, discreetly pressing two fingers to his wrist, her head tipped forward as she counted under her breath. It was so automatic she barely seemed aware of it, and Catherine felt an unexpected swell of feeling at the sight of her. She looked away before the sting behind her eyes could turn into something worse.

"Your pulse is too fast," Theodora said, her tone shifting to something gentler. "And you're warm. Have you been taking the antibiotics?"

Harry's shrug was answer enough.

Catherine caught the look on Theodora's face and stepped in before it could become a lecture. "Mr. Lewis," she said, extending her hand. "I'm Catherine. Theodora's friend. It's so nice to be able to put a face to the name, she's told me so much about you."

Harry looked up, surprise flickering across his weathered features as his gaze moved between Catherine and Theodora. A knowing smile settled there—though what he thought he knew, Catherine had no idea.

“All lies, I swear,” Harry said, grinning as he shook her hand.

“Well, she’s a very complimentary liar then,” Catherine replied.

That earned a laugh from both him and Theodora, but it dissolved quickly when Harry doubled over coughing, each hack rattling deep in his chest. He took a moment to catch his breath, pressing a fist lightly against his sternum.

"Pleasure's mine, Miss Catherine," he said, his voice carrying a warmth that belied his physical condition. "Theo talks about you a lot, too. She plays me your piano pieces on her phone sometimes during my checkups."

Catherine raised an eyebrow at Theodora, who suddenly became very interested in examining Harry's other wrist.

Theodora cleared her throat. "Harry, you need to get inside tonight. Your infection's going to get worse if you stay out here."

"I'll be fine," he said, though the slight wheeze in his breath suggested otherwise. "Got my spot picked out in a church alcove two blocks over. Pastor there knows me. So go on with your date. Don’t keep Miss Catherine waiting."

Catherine caught the slight stiffening in Theodora’s spine at the word date, but she didn’t correct him, and more surprisingly, neither did Catherine.

"Please," Theodora said, digging through her bag. She pulled out a small fold of twenties. "At least get a room for tonight."

Harry reached over and pushed her hand back into her purse. "Jesus, Doc," he muttered, “Someone sees cash like that, you'll both be in trouble. Put it away." His eyes darted to a group of men smoking near the corner.

"Harold Lewis." Theodora's voice softened as she pressed the money into his weathered palm. "I won't enjoy a single second of my evening if I'm picturing you out here freezing."

A self-deprecating smile cracked across his face. “Well, don’t picture it then.”

Catherine made the decision before she'd consciously formed it. She pulled out her phone and stepped a few paces away, hearing Theodora continuing her assessment behind her, that gentle medical voice asking about symptoms, medications, when he'd last eaten.

Three minutes and one brief conversation later, Catherine returned and lowered herself beside Harry on the building's step, angling her body to block him from the wind that cut between the buildings. "Mr. Lewis⁠—"

“Harry," he interrupted with a half-smile. "My friends call me Harry."

Catherine smiled back. “Harry, I know it’s April, but it’s still going to drop below forty-two tonight.”

"Been through worse," he said, waving her off, but his shoulders hunched against a gust of wind that made him cough again.

"I'm sure you have. I hope you don’t mind, I just—well, I booked you a room at the Marriott. It's a few blocks from here, and it's yours through the weekend. I called a car to pick you up. It should be here in a few minutes."

"No, Miss Catherine. I appreciate it, but no. Save your money."

Catherine leaned forward, her voice dropping. "Harry, please. I’m not trying to overstep." She glanced at Theodora, who was watching them both with worried eyes. "Look, she drives me absolutely crazy most of the time, but she’s a brilliant doctor. She knows what she's talking about. If she says you need to get inside tonight, I believe her."

"They won't let me past the lobby," he finally said, voice gruff. "Places like that see someone like me, they call security."

Catherine took his hand in her own and gave it a gentle squeeze. "The manager's Jonathan. He’s a very old family friend. Trust me, he'll make sure nobody gives you any trouble."

Harry's calloused hand covered hers for a moment. Catherine glanced over at Theodora and caught the slight shine in her eyes beneath the streetlamp.

"Please accept," Catherine said for Harry’s ears only. "For her, if nothing else."

That seemed to reach him. Harry glanced at Theodora, whose concern was written across her features, then back to Catherine. "Just for the weekend?"

"Just for the weekend," Catherine confirmed.

The car arrived, headlights illuminating the three of them on the sidewalk. Catherine opened the door, gesturing for Harry to enter. He hesitated, then looked at Theodora.

“Don’t mess it up, Doc,” he muttered.

Theodora’s cheeks flushed, even in the dim light. “I told you⁠—”

“Don’t worry, she won’t,” Catherine said, winking at Theodora. “Thank you, Harry. The driver will wait while you check in to make sure everything’s okay.”

Catherine watched him climb into the car and disappear around the corner.

When she turned back, Theodora ran straight into her, arms coming up around her shoulders with unexpected force, rising onto her tiptoes as she leaned in. The impact knocked the breath from Catherine’s lungs, and she froze for a heartbeat before her arms came up around Theodora’s waist to hold her steady.

Strangers passed with curious glances. Catherine knew they must look like something from a wartime photograph, the desperate reunion, the public intimacy, but with Theodora's hair brushing against her cheek and the warmth of her pressing through layers of clothing, propriety seemed like a distant concern. Very distant.

"Thank you," Theodora whispered, her breath warm against Catherine's neck. The sensation traveled down Catherine's spine like electricity.

Catherine's chin dipped, her cheek coming to rest against Theodora's head. "It was nothing."

"No," Theodora said, holding on tighter. "It was everything."

They stood there locked together, Catherine's defenses crumbling with each passing heartbeat. She closed her eyes, inhaling the subtle scent of Theodora's shampoo, something citrusy and clean that reminded her of early mornings.

When they pulled apart, Catherine's balance faltered, as though the ground beneath her had subtly realigned.

Theodora's voice dropped to a near-whisper, her eyes still holding Catherine's. "What do you say we call the outside world quits and go back to my place? I still have that bottle of red we never opened."

Catherine's head bobbed in a small nod, her body agreeing before her mind had ever considered any other option.
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Measures of Doubt
Catherine


Once they were back at The Lenox, Catherine watched the elevator numbers flicker upward, newly aware of how little space separated her and Theodora.

Her breathing felt louder than it should. They were alone together all the time, but something about the elevator felt different tonight.

At 14C, Theodora unlocked the door and pushed it open, stepping aside to let Catherine in.

Catherine moved past her and reached for the light switch without thinking, the left one, not the right that only lit the hallway, but the one that cast a warm glow over the living area. She slipped off her shoes by the door, kicking them askew, and draped her coat over the back of what was now her chair.

The refrigerator hummed in the kitchen, and Catherine knew without looking that it contained at least two bottles of Sunkist that hadn't been there before they met. She spotted the gray throw blanket on the arm of the sofa—the one Theodora had originally tossed at her with an eye roll when she'd complained about the draft from the window, but which now seemed to wait for her.

Theodora closed the door behind them and moved past Catherine toward the kitchen, her hand going straight to the wine rack on the counter.

"Red or white?" Theodora asked.

"Red, please," Catherine said, moving into the living room while Theodora dealt with the wine. She ran her finger along the spines of the medical textbooks stacked on the coffee table: Harrison's, Robbins, Netter's Atlas, names that had become familiar over the past few months.

In the corner by the window sat the small electric keyboard Theodora had bought after the fourth DVD, angled to catch whatever light came through the blinds. Catherine was still looking at it when she heard the pop of the bottle behind her, then the careful sound of wine being poured.

A moment later, Theodora was at her shoulder, glass extended. Catherine took it, their fingers overlapping briefly in the transfer, the contact registering somewhere deeper than it had any right to. They settled onto the couch close enough that Catherine felt the cushions shift under Theodora's weight, though not quite touching.

As she turned toward Catherine, the movement released several strands of copper hair from her braid. They fell around her face, capturing the warm glow from the lamp beside them.

Catherine found her gaze drawn to those loose strands, to the line of Theodora’s jaw, to the way her fingers curved around her wine glass with the same gentleness she brought to everything she touched.

She forced herself to look away, lowering her eyes to her own glass instead.

Theodora took a sip, then set her glass down on the coffee table with a quiet clink. When she spoke, her voice was quiet, almost tentative in a way Catherine rarely heard from her. "Thank you," she said. "For tonight. For Harry. For all of it."

Catherine shook her head. "You already thanked me."

"I know. But I wanted to say it again. Properly." Theodora's gaze held hers, green eyes serious in the dim light. "What you did for Harry, that wasn't nothing, Catherine. That was—" She paused, searching for words. "That was one of the kindest things I've ever seen."

The praise made Catherine uncomfortable in ways she couldn't articulate. She took another sip of wine, using the gesture to buy time, to push down the complicated feelings rising in her chest.

"He matters to you," Catherine said finally. "So he matters to me."

The words hung between them, and Catherine heard the implication in what she’d said, the admission she hadn't quite intended to make.

Theodora's expression shifted, something unguarded crossing her face before she looked down at her hands. The gesture felt like retreat, like she'd heard what Catherine hadn't meant to say and was giving them both space to pretend otherwise.

The silence held for long enough that Catherine thought it might be easier to let it continue, to finish her wine and return to 14D with everything still safely unspoken. But Theodora was looking at her with that steady gaze, head tilted, eyes focused but soft around the edges, the same way Catherine had seen her listen to Harry.

Catherine looked at her. Then at the keyboard in the corner. Then, back at Theodora's face, and something that had been held very tightly for a very long time loosened, just slightly, just enough.

"I should explain," she heard herself say. "Why I reacted the way I did at the church."

"You don't have to⁠—"

"I know." Catherine's voice was quiet. "But I want to."

Theodora held her gaze for a moment, then nodded.

Catherine looked down at her glass. "The warning signs were there months before anything actually happened. I just ignored them, because there was always another performance, another rehearsal, another interview that couldn't be moved. It kept getting pushed down the list."

“And then I’d booked the Royal Albert Hall. Solo. I was the first classical musician they’d ever put on that stage alone with no orchestra, no vocals, just me and the piano. The tickets were gone within hours, and critics had already called it the performance of the season before I'd played a single note. And my mother—" She gave a small, humorless laugh. “She called to tell me the entire family had bought tickets. She made a point of mentioning exactly how many people would be in that room. Five thousand nine hundred, she said. All expecting me to be perfect."

She paused. Her jaw tightened, just briefly.

“Simon said if it went well, everything would change. Bigger venues. Longer contracts. He started talking about expanding my brand. Features in Vogue. Late-night talk shows where I’d play a toy piano for social media views. He talked about sponsored partnerships. About becoming an ambassador for whatever house was designing my concert blacks. Prada. Valentino. He didn’t care. He just wanted whatever deal gave him the biggest commission.”

Theodora shifted closer and took her hand, folding it gently between both of her own. Catherine threaded their fingers together without thinking about it and held on.

“It was the pressure of that,” she said. “Of being expected to live up to something that hadn’t even happened yet. It was too much, and I was so tired, Theodora," Catherine continued, the admission coming easier now that she'd started. "But there was no time to stop or room to breathe. Simon had everything scheduled back-to-back, and I’d agreed to it all because that’s what you do when you’re successful. You keep saying yes because no stops being an option. I had a publicist, a manager, an agent, a booking director, and a tour manager. Piano technicians, assistants, and people whose entire job was handling my travel, visas, and contracts. Stylists. Accountants. Lawyers. All of them were depending on me to keep going."

“Then, the night of the performance, I remember standing backstage. My hands were shaking, they wouldn't stop shaking, and my vision kept blurring at the edges." She paused, swallowing against the tightness in her throat. "I thought it was just exhaustion. I told myself I'd get through it, then sleep for a week."

"I made it through the first movement. Rachmaninoff. Piano Concerto Number Two. I could play it in my sleep, had played it in my sleep, practically. The muscle memory was so deep I didn't have to think." Her voice dropped lower. "That should have been a warning, too. I stopped thinking, and my body took over. I felt like I wasn’t quite in control anymore."

Her fingers had begun to tremble in Theodora’s grasp. Small movements, barely visible, but she felt them like tremors through her entire body.

"Halfway through the second movement, something changed. It's hard to describe. Like, suddenly I was watching myself. I could see my hands on the keys, could hear the music continuing, but I couldn't feel the connection anymore.”

She paused, her throat working up and down. Theodora's presence beside her felt solid, anchoring, but Catherine couldn't look at her. Not yet. Not while she was saying this.

"The next part is fragmented. I remember the piano keys getting closer to my face. The sound of my body hitting the bench. People yelling, though I couldn't tell if it was in the audience or in my head. Then there were hands on me, moving me, voices talking over each other using words I couldn't understand."

"When I woke up, I was in a hospital bed surrounded by lights and people I didn't know." Catherine's voice had gone quieter, barely above a whisper. "My mother was there. Simon, too. They were so disappointed in me…”

She stopped, the words running out, her breathing uneven despite her best efforts. “The doctors were talking about things I couldn't follow, but I knew, even then, that something fundamental in me had broken."

She finally turned to look at Theodora, meeting her eyes in the dim light. She’d braced herself for questions, for the gentle probing about diagnosis and medication that doctors couldn't seem to help themselves from doing, but Theodora didn't ask questions.

"Thank you for telling me." Theodora's voice was so quiet and careful that Catherine almost couldn't bear it. "I'm so sorry about tonight. If I'd known, I never would have suggested it."

"Don't be." Catherine looked at their joined hands. "I'm not sorry we went. It was hard, but I think I needed it." She paused. "And I'm glad you were there."

They sat in silence for a moment, hands still joined between them on the couch. Catherine felt the quiet settle into her like something physical, the particular lightness of having put something heavy down, of having said the thing and survived the saying of it.

Her gaze drifted to the keyboard in the corner, the way it always did when she didn't know what else to do with herself. It was the kind of beginner's model that would have made her students wince, but Theodora had shown it to her with such unguarded excitement that Catherine had privately resolved never to say a word about it.

She stood without quite deciding to, her body moving toward it before her mind caught up.

Behind her, she felt Theodora shift on the couch, her attention following but making no move to interrupt.

Catherine lowered herself onto the small bench, her posture automatically correcting itself even though no one was watching to judge. Her fingers hovered above the keys without touching them, suspended in the space between intention and action.

"May I?" she asked, her voice quiet in the apartment's stillness.

"You never have to ask," Theodora said, just as softly.

Catherine let her fingers settle on the keys, feeling the plastic smooth and cool beneath her skin. It wasn’t the ivory she was accustomed to; it didn’t have the responsive action of a proper piano, but any instrument could be coaxed into making sound if you knew how to ask.

She pressed down gently, finding middle C, letting the single note resonate through the small speaker before her right hand found the opening phrase of something she'd played years ago, Satie. The melody came out hesitant, each note arriving a half-beat late as if her fingers had forgotten how to trust themselves, and she stopped after four bars and started again, Schumann this time, Träumerei, learned at thirteen and usually effortless, but her fingers stumbled over the transitions, and the phrasing came out unfinished.

She stopped again.

It wasn't a performance. It wasn't even really practice. It was something else entirely, something more raw. She was playing the way she used to play as a child, before technique and interpretation and audience expectations had layered themselves over the simple act of making sound.

Her hands moved to a different position, finding the opening of Clair de Lune without planning to. She made it through the first phrase this time, the melody emerging more clearly, but her fingers faltered on the transition, and she stopped, letting the incomplete phrase hang in the air.

She tried again, skipping past the part where she'd stumbled, finding a later section that felt easier. The notes came out slowly, tentatively, like she was testing each one before committing to the next. The whole thing sounded nothing like the polished version she'd performed a hundred times before.

But it was hers. That was the difference. Playing alone in Theodora's apartment with no one to impress and no reputation to uphold, the music became something personal again. Something that belonged to her rather than to audiences and students and critics and the careful image she'd spent decades constructing.

The couch creaked softly as Theodora stood. Catherine heard her footsteps crossing the hardwood floor, quiet and deliberate. She didn't turn, didn't move, just sat waiting while Theodora approached.

The bench was small, barely wide enough for one person, definitely not designed for two. But Theodora sat anyway, settling beside Catherine with careful attention to the limited space, her body warm along Catherine's side from shoulder to hip to thigh.

"You know,” Theodora said, “I think that might be my favorite thing you’ve ever played,"

Catherine shook her head. "It was a mess."

"It was honest."

The word landed between them, simple and true. Catherine turned her head and found Theodora looking at her, their faces close enough that she could see the flecks of darker green in Theodora's irises.

Catherine felt her pulse accelerate, felt warmth spreading through her chest that had nothing to do with wine or confession or the simple comfort of being understood. This was something she'd been carefully not acknowledging for months now, pretending their late-night conversations and shared meals and comfortable silences were just friendship when they'd stopped being just that a long time ago.

Theodora moved first, slowly, with the kind of deliberateness that left room to stop, her eyes finding Catherine's as she leaned in.

Catherine could feel the warmth of her breath, see the slight catch in her expression. She lifted her hands slowly, settling them against Theodora's face, cradling her jaw, holding them both exactly where they were.

"Theodora," she whispered against her lips.

Theodora's eyes searched hers. The confusion moved across her face and then settled into something quieter, something that looked uncomfortably like regret.

She didn't try to close the distance. She just stayed, with Catherine's hands still holding her face, and the almost between them suspended in the air.

"Have I just ruined everything?" Theodora asked, almost to herself.

"No." Catherine's voice came out unsteady. "No. Of course not." Her thumbs moved against Theodora's cheeks in a silent apology. "We can just forget about it."

"I don't want to," Theodora said. "I don't want to pretend this didn't happen or that what's between us isn't real when it already feels like we're halfway there."

Catherine felt her hands trembling against Theodora's face. She lowered them slowly, deliberately, letting them drop to her lap where they twisted together. The loss of contact pulled at her chest immediately like a physical thing begging her to put them back.

"I—I don't know how to explain."

Theodora leaned back, giving them both space but staying close enough that their knees still touched. "Try, please."

Catherine looked down at her hands, at the fingers that had just been playing piano, that had traced Theodora's face with more tenderness than she'd allowed herself to feel in...years? Ever?

"I’m going to ruin this," she said quietly. "And I'll end up hurting you.”

“You don’t know that—" Theodora started, but Catherine shook her head.

"I do. Because I can't give you more than this. And—" Her voice caught, betraying the control she'd been maintaining. "It’s not enough, Theodora.”

The confession hung between them, honest in ways Catherine rarely allowed herself to be. She watched Theodora process it, saw the emotions flickering across her face too quickly to identify individually.

Catherine held her gaze, willing her to understand what she couldn't quite articulate. "What we have right now, it’s—it's the most important thing I have. I don’t think you understand how much I need you. Starting something more would mean I risk losing you and⁠—"

“And I’m not worth the risk? Got it.” Theodora stood slowly and walked to the window, the bench giving a small, unsteady shift beneath her.

"That's not—" Catherine took a steadying breath. "Will you look at me, please?"

When Theodora turned, Catherine's voice caught. "Look, I—" She pressed her fingertips against the piano keys without making a sound. "I just told you I need you. Do you have any idea how—" She shook her head, fingers lifting from the keys. "I’ve never said that. To anyone."

The silence stretched, painful in ways the earlier silences hadn't been. Catherine watched Theodora wrap her arms around herself, and God did she want to be the one holding her instead. But that was precisely the problem.

"I hear you. But right now, I—I just need some space," Theodora said, her voice quiet.

The words landed like physical blows. Catherine felt them in her chest, in her throat, in the sudden burning behind her eyes.

"Theodora—"

"I'm not trying to punish you, I swear, I’m not," Theodora continued, her gaze steady despite the emotion Catherine could hear beneath her words. "But I can't keep spending time with you and pretending that what I feel is only friendship. So I need some time to get over it, okay?"

Catherine nodded slowly, not trusting her voice to stay controlled if she tried to speak. She stood, her legs less steady than they should have been, and moved toward where her coat lay draped over the chair.

Theodora didn't try to stop her or offer platitudes about checking in later or any of the comfortable lies people told to soften moments like these. She just stood by the window, watching Catherine gather her things.

Catherine reached for her coat, fumbling with the sleeve as she tried to slide her arm in. She crouched for her shoes, taking three tries to work the heel of her right foot in properly. A loose strand of hair fell across her face; she tucked it back with shaking fingers.

When she finally stood, Theodora had drifted closer, arms still wrapped around herself as if holding something in.

"Just give me some time, okay? We'll be fine. We have to be because I—" Theodora stopped, her smile trembling at the edges as she bit her bottom lip. "I need you too."

Catherine nodded once, sharp and quick, and slipped out before the pressure behind her eyes could become anything more.

Her breath held like a fist in her chest until her own door clicked shut behind her.

The apartment was exactly as she'd left it. The same rooms, the same quiet, the same piano behind its closed door. Catherine stood in the entryway and felt the sameness of it like a rebuke.

She sat down on the couch without taking her coat off.

The evening turned itself over in her mind, the keyboard, Theodora's hands around hers, the way she had moved and the way Catherine had stopped her, and Theodora's face after, careful and composed in the way of someone putting themselves back together quickly so the other person won't see it happen. Catherine had done that to her.

She pressed the heels of her hands against her eyes.

She had been so careful, for so long, and she had no idea anymore whether careful had been the right thing or just the easiest one.
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Opening Night
Theo


May had gotten off to a rough start.

It had been a week since Theo had properly seen Catherine. The hallway encounters didn't count, the ones where Catherine would slow almost imperceptibly, like she was waiting for something, some signal that it was okay to stop and talk, and Theo would give her nothing because she couldn't yet, because she was still one wrong word away from crying in a corridor, and she had some dignity left, just about.

Asking for space had seemed like the right call at the time. Mature, even. The kind of decision a person made when they were handling things well.

But she wasn’t handling things well.

Her apartment had never felt so empty. Some nights she'd find herself in the kitchen, mug halfway to her lips, head tilted toward the wall she shared with Catherine, listening for footsteps, the shower, the thud of a cabinet closing. Anything. The silence was starting to get to her. Somehow, it was worse than Catherine's middle-of-the-night Chopin marathons had ever been.

It was on one of those quiet Fridays that the lights cut out. Theo was brushing her teeth when it happened, one second visible in the mirror, the next in total darkness, toothbrush still in her mouth and minty foam sliding toward her lip.

"Shit," she mumbled around the toothpaste, then bent to spit blindly into what she hoped was the sink.

Her hand fumbled for the faucet, smacking against the cold porcelain twice before finding the handle. At least the water still worked. She cupped her hand beneath the stream, rinsed and wiped her mouth with the back of her wrist.

She edged out of the bathroom with one hand trailing the wall and made her way to the bedroom, where enough moonlight came through the blinds to turn the furniture into shapes. Her phone was on the nightstand, and she grabbed it, squinting as the screen flared to life.

She waited for it to connect. Then waited some more. It didn’t. The Wi-Fi icon hovered on searching, the loading wheel spinning as if her phone were as confused by the outage as she was.

Theo opened her browser anyway and watched the loading icon spin, willing her unreliable 5G signal to cooperate. When the page finally appeared, it offered only a bland reassurance about ongoing assessments and power disruptions. God forbid there be anything useful.

She was still staring at it when her phone started ringing, the sudden volume making her flinch.

Theo watched Catherine’s name light up the screen. She let it ring once. Twice. Her thumb hovering over the answer button. For a moment, she considered letting it ring out—but this was Catherine, and that was never really an option.

“Hi, Theodora,” Catherine's voice came through the speaker, hesitant and achingly familiar.

“Hi.”

"I know you asked for space, and I promise I’m not trying to pressure you, but...” There was a pause, and Theo could almost picture her gesturing helplessly in the darkness. "My entire apartment is dark. Do you have a flashlight I could borrow, please?"

“Um, maybe. Hang on." Theo wedged the phone between her ear and shoulder and felt her way cautiously into the kitchen, one hand skimming the counter until she reached the drawers.

She worked through them by touch, the third one turning up a flashlight, small and weak but probably functional. Hopefully.

"You're telling me the woman who alphabetizes her spice rack doesn't have a working flashlight?"

The line went quiet for a moment. "I did—I do," Catherine said finally. "But the batteries died."

"What about candles?"

Catherine let out a frustrated sigh. "I've got candles scattered all over the place. But my electric lighter died, and I can't exactly charge it right now."

"Your phone light?"

"I’m on 2%, and I don’t know how long this blackout is going to last."

Theo leaned against her kitchen counter. "The great Catherine Matthews, defeated by basic emergency preparedness."

"I excel at many things, Theodora. But power grid failures weren't on the curriculum at Juilliard."

Theo shook her head, unable to stop the small smile that kept trying to surface.

"How do you not have a pack of backup matches?"

"I'm not in the habit of setting things on fire."

"Ha-ha. So you're just sitting in the dark with a near-dead phone, no flashlight, and candles you can't light. Very prepared."

"I have wine," Catherine offered. "Does that count for preparedness?"

“Only if you’re planning to black out through the blackout.”

“Not the worst strategy I’ve considered tonight, but at my age, drinking alone is a habit I’d rather not take up.”

Theo felt that small familiar twinge behind her sternum, the one that showed up whenever Catherine said something like that, casual and self-deprecating, like she hadn't quite noticed she'd said it.

Theo pushed off the counter as she swept the weak flashlight beam across the floor. "What about your Kindle? That has a pretty bright backlight.”

"Well,” Catherine cleared her throat. “I was in the middle of this book. One of those slow-burn friends-to-lovers romances where you spend the whole time waiting for them to just...you know."

"Oh?" Theo's feet stopped moving.

"I got to the part where they’re finally about to get together, but one of them panics and runs." She let out a small laugh that didn't sound like a laugh at all. “It frustrated me so much that I threw it out my window, and it didn’t survive the fourteen-story drop.”

Theo stood there, parsing what Catherine was offering—an apology, maybe. Or maybe it was just Catherine's way of acknowledging that the silence between them had taken its toll on her, too. Either way, the metaphor ached.

“Did you really throw it out your window?”

Catherine huffed almost to herself on the other end of the line. “Of course not. I didn’t want to accidentally murder a pedestrian. But I did throw it at my bedroom wall, and that cracked the power button. I assume that wasn’t the emotional response the author was aiming for, but it felt appropriate.”

Something caught in Theo's throat—not quite a laugh, not quite a sigh—as Catherine's words settled between them.

"Find your way to your front door," Theo said instead of addressing what Catherine had just revealed. "I’m bringing over a lighter."

"Theodora—"

Theo hung up before Catherine could finish. She pocketed her lighter, crossed to her door, and pulled it open, stepping into the hallway’s darkness. Emergency lighting had at least cast a weak green glow from the stairwell, even if it was barely enough to see by.

Theo's first stop was 14B. She knocked lightly, then let herself in without waiting for an answer. Luis sat on the sofa next to Mary, the glow of a battery-powered lantern casting long shadows across their faces as he handed her a blanket and a deck of playing cards.

"So, we’re all in the dark, huh?" Theo said.

Luis glanced up with a lazy smile and raised his hand in greeting. "Hey, Theo. Yeah, power's out on the whole block. We're making the best of it, though. Got twenty bucks riding on whether they'll restore power before midnight, and Mary’s going to teach me how to count cards."

Mary cradled a steaming mug between her palms, her eyes twinkling with mischief in the dim light. “I appreciate you stopping by, sweetheart, but I’m fine. Your pianist is the one who needs checking on.”

"She isn't—" Theo's face warmed. "Just call if you need anything, alright?"

Mary dismissed her with an elegant flick of her wrist, the gesture of a woman who had weathered far worse than power outages and romantic complications.

Back in the hallway, Theo let her fingers trail along the wall as she approached 14D, her pulse quickening with each step. At Catherine's door, she paused only briefly before raising her hand to knock.

Catherine opened the door in silhouette, the emergency lighting from the stairwell casting just enough glow to make out her features. She'd changed into the plush pants and oversized sweater that Theo had come to associate with their evenings in, with the version of Catherine that existed only in private hours. Her hair was down in loose waves around her shoulders, which Theo had once thought was rare. She knew better now.

"Hi," Catherine said, stepping back to allow Theo in.

Theo crossed the threshold and stopped just inside the door, unwilling to risk walking into something expensive. “I can’t see anything.”

"Neither can I." Catherine's voice floated from somewhere to Theo's left. "I've been sitting in one place since the lights went out."

The admission drew a small laugh from Theo. She fumbled for the lighter in her pocket, then pulled it out and reached for one of the votive candles on Catherine’s entryway table.

The plastic wheel scraped under her thumb as she tried to generate a spark, but nothing happened. She tried again, putting more force behind the motion, and managed a brief flame that guttered out before she could bring it near the candle's wick.

"Come on," Theo muttered, thumb working the wheel again with growing frustration.

She felt rather than saw Catherine move closer. "What's wrong?"

"Lighter's being difficult." Theo tried again, this time generating nothing but impotent clicks. "Or I'm being incompetent. Could be either."

Catherine's hand appeared in the darkness, pale fingers wrapping around her own. "Let me try?"

Theo handed over the lighter with poorly concealed irritation at her own failure to perform this basic task. She heard the distinctive flick of wheel against flint, then light bloomed between them as flame caught and held steady.

Catherine's face appeared in the warm glow, her expression concentrated as she brought the lighter toward the candle still clutched in Theo's other hand. The wick caught immediately, and Catherine released the lighter's trigger, letting the small flame of the candle become their only illumination.

"Show off," Theo muttered, but the word carried no real bite.

Catherine's mouth curved subtly, not quite a smile but close enough that Theo felt warmth bloom in her cheeks.

"It's not difficult if you don't panic."

"I wasn't panicking. I was applying appropriate force."

"Mm. That's what we're calling it?"

Theo opened her mouth to deliver some cutting response, something that would re-establish the banter that felt safer than acknowledging how good it felt to be standing this close to Catherine again. But Catherine had turned on her heel, moving through her apartment with the candle held before her like she was navigating a cave system. Theo followed, using the small light as her guide, watching Catherine's shadow stretch long against the walls.

They worked in silence, lighting candles and positioning them throughout the living room. Catherine seemed to have a specific vision: votives on the coffee table, tea lights on the bookshelf, a larger pillar candle on the side table by the couch. Each flame added incremental brightness, transforming the space from oppressive darkness into something warmer.

"I think that's enough," Catherine said finally, surveying their work. "Unless you want to turn my apartment into a fire hazard."

Theo gestured at the dozen flames scattered across various surfaces. "This is already a fire hazard. Your insurance company would have opinions."

"Good thing they're not invited," Catherine said over her shoulder as she disappeared into the kitchen.

Theo stayed where she was, listening to the sounds drifting through, the soft clink of glass, the pour of liquid, and a cabinet opening and closing. A moment later, Catherine reappeared with two wine glasses filled with what was, knowing her, an expensive red.

She held one out to Theo, and when their fingers met in the exchange it felt like something deliberate, both of them silently testing where the edges were after a week of distance.

Theo settled into the corner of the couch she’d occupied during their dinners, the familiar cushions giving just slightly, shaped by how often she’d curled there. Catherine sat beside her, not at the couch's far end as Theo had half-expected, but close, near enough that Theo could smell her perfume mixing with the candles' beeswax scent. Close enough that when Catherine shifted, adjusting her position, their knees brushed.

Theo could see the tension Catherine carried in her shoulders, the way her fingers gripped the wine glass with more force than necessary. Whatever confidence the phone call banter had provided seemed to have faded now that they sat in the same physical space.

"How have you been?" Catherine asked.

Theo took another sip of wine before responding, using the movement to buy herself time. "Okay. Busy. You know how it is."

"I don't, actually." Catherine turned her head to look at Theo directly, candlelight catching in her blue eyes. "But I'd like to. If you're willing to tell me."

The unexpected directness caught Theo off guard. She'd prepared herself for surface-level conversation, the kind that had started things between them all those months ago. But Catherine seemed determined to skip past comfortable deflection straight into territory that required actual honesty.

Theo exhaled. "Oh, you know. Morrison's still on my case about efficiency metrics, wants me to ‘treat 'em and street 'em’ like it's a factory line. My parents text every day about Hopkins since the fellowship deadline's coming up." She paused, and her voice softened. "Harry's doing better, though. He finally agreed to see the social worker after fighting me on it for months. I have no idea what changed his mind, but it feels like something."

She turned her wine glass slowly in her hands, and when she spoke again, the lightness had gone out of her voice. "But honestly, I've spent most of the week wondering whether I've managed to ruin the best relationship in my life." A short, humorless laugh escaped her. "So, that’s not been great."

Catherine's chest rose sharply as she sucked in a breath, "Theodora⁠—"

"But what about you?" Theo interrupted, not ready yet to hear whatever Catherine was about to say. "How have you been?"

“Fine. Teaching. Playing." She paused, and something in the quiet of it made Theo look at her properly. "Simon showed up Tuesday night. He'd been at a showcase. He was drunk, and Frank was on break, so..." She stopped, her finger tracing the seam of the couch cushion absently. "He started yelling about how I was ungrateful, how I'd thrown away everything he'd built. Called me an old has-been who'd fucked it all up." She said it evenly, like she was recounting someone else's evening. "He was loud enough that Luis and Mary both came running out like the building was on fire."

Something sharp pulled tight in Theo’s chest. “I’m sorry,” she said, quieter than she meant to. “I should’ve been there.”

"You were at work." Catherine gave a small shrug, like it was nothing, and Theo felt the regret tug at her anyway. “It was fine. Luis very politely suggested Simon leave before something regrettable happened, while Mary somehow made her cane look like a credible threat. He begrudgingly left."

“That’s not fine,” Theo said. “You should have called me.”

“I didn’t know if you would answer. Not after our last conversation.” Catherine hesitated. “And I wouldn’t have blamed you if you didn’t.”

Theo felt that sink low in her chest. “I would've come," she said. "You know that, right?" She glanced up, meeting Catherine's eyes. "Whatever happened between us that doesn't change the fact that I'd be there if you needed me. And I’m sorry if I ever made you doubt that."

Catherine looked down at her hands, twisting her rings. "You know I almost called you. So many times. I'd sit there with my phone, or I'd stand at my door thinking about knocking. I even stood outside your door on Wednesday night. Just...stood there. Like an idiot." A small, self-deprecating smile flickered across her face. “I—" Her voice caught. "I was trying to give you the space you asked for. But God, Theodora, I've missed you."

Not ‘I missed having dinner with you’, or ‘I missed our conversations’, but ‘I missed you’, direct and uncomplicated in ways Catherine rarely allowed herself to be.

Catherine's gaze remained fixed on Theo, her profile sharp in the flickering light. "I'm sorry," she said quietly. "I want you to know I regret everything about how I handled that night."

"What do you mean? What do you regret exactly?"

Catherine's jaw tightened, the tendon beneath her pale skin jumping like a plucked string. "I wish I hadn't stopped you when you leaned in."

"Why did you then?"

“Since London, I've been so careful about what I let people see. And with you—" She exhaled sharply. "Christ, Theodora, it terrifies me. You terrify me. But this week without you was worse than that feeling.”

Theo reached across the space between them hesitantly. But Catherine's hand met hers halfway, their fingers threading together like they'd done this a hundred times before.

"And you're not just saying that because you're afraid of losing me as a friend?" Theo asked quietly.

Catherine's thumb traced small circles against her palm. "No, I’m not. I spent last week trying to convince myself I'd made the right choice, and I couldn't.”

Theo reached up with her free hand, hesitating briefly before brushing a strand of hair behind Catherine's ear. The silky texture slipped through her fingers, and she let her hand linger, cupping Catherine's cheek gently. Catherine leaned into the touch, her eyes fluttering closed for a moment.

"So, what do you want, Catherine?" Theo asked, her thumb tracing the curve of Catherine's cheekbone.

Catherine's eyes opened, their blue startling in the dim light. "You," she said. "Just you."

The word hung between them, honest and unadorned. Theo felt it settle in her chest, spreading warmth outward until she was certain Catherine must be able to feel the heat radiating from her skin.

"Then have me," Theo whispered.

Catherine's mouth curved into a smile that transformed her entire face, genuine pleasure mixed with relief and something almost mischievous. Then she leaned in, closing the remaining distance with a slowness that made Theo acutely aware of every single inch of it.

The first contact of their lips was gentle, almost tentative, a brush that felt like a question, like Catherine checking one final time that this was wanted.

Theo answered by sliding her hand around to cup the back of Catherine's neck, fingers threading into her hair, deepening the kiss with a grip that left no room for doubt. Catherine made a small sound against her mouth, something between a sigh and surrender, and the careful restraint dissolved entirely.

Her lips parted, and Theo felt the slide of Catherine's tongue against hers.

The kiss became urgent and consuming in ways that made Theo forget about the power outage and the week of silence and everything except the taste of Catherine's mouth and the press of her body. She pulled Catherine more firmly against her, and Catherine made another sound, less restrained this time, carrying clear need, before shifting her position entirely.

Before Theo could register what was happening, Catherine was on top of her, straddling her lap, her knees sinking into the couch cushions on either side of her thighs. The position drew them flush together, and Theo’s hands instinctively gripped Catherine’s hips as the couch creaked beneath their movements.

Catherine threaded her fingers through Theo’s hair, guiding her head to the perfect angle, and Theo drowned in the rush of it, taste, heat, touch, and the full press of Catherine’s body as she rolled her hips down against hers.

Instinct took over as Theo’s hands moved across Catherine’s back, feeling the shift of muscle beneath the sweater, the curve of her spine, the way she arched into her when Theo’s touch found the places that made her shiver.

Catherine's mouth moved from Theo's lips to her jaw, trailing kisses along the line of bone before finding the pulse point in her neck and pressing there with lips and teeth that made Theo gasp loudly.

Then Catherine pulled back. Not far, just enough to create space between their mouths. She looked at Theo with pupils blown wide and lips flushed from kissing, her breathing unsteady and her expression carrying determination Theo hadn't expected.

Then she was moving, slipping out of Theo’s lap and onto her feet before Theo could process the shift.

Theo started to speak, to ask what was wrong, but Catherine had turned away, moving through the candlelit room, leaning down to blow them out. One flame extinguished, then another, then three more in rapid succession.

Catherine left only one candle burning, the pillar on the side table, its flame steady and bright enough to provide illumination. She grabbed it carefully, protecting the flame with her cupped hand, then turned back to where Theo still sat on the couch, needy and hoping and trying not to let either show too obviously.

Catherine extended her free hand toward Theo, palm up, fingers slightly curled in invitation. "Come with me."

The words weren't a question or a command but something between, an offering wrapped in certainty that suggested Catherine knew exactly what she wanted and was done pretending otherwise.

Theo stood on legs that weren't entirely steady, her hand reaching for Catherine's without conscious thought. Their fingers interlaced, and Catherine's grip was firm and warm and absolutely certain.

She tugged gently, pulling Theo toward the hallway that led to the rest of the apartment, the candle in her other hand creating a small bubble of light that moved with them through the darkness.

They didn't speak. They didn't need to. The invitation was clear in Catherine's eyes, in the way she held Theo's hand, in the direction they were walking.

Catherine's bedroom was shadowed, the candle flame wavering as she set it on the nightstand before steadying into a low, amber glow. Theo was aware of the room in a way she hadn't expected, the quiet of it; this was Catherine's most private territory, the place she retreated to when the world became too much, and she was inviting Theo into it.

Catherine turned to her and pressed her lips to the curve of Theo's neck, lingering there long enough that Theo felt the warmth of her breath against her skin before her fingers found the hem of her shirt. She didn't lift it. Just let her hand rest there, warm against Theo's hip, her thumb moving in a slow arc across the strip of bare skin, back and forth, like she had all the time in the world and intended to use it. Then she drew back just enough to look at her, her lips parting, catching the lower one between her teeth in a silent question.

Theo's answer was immediate. "Yes.

Catherine lifted the shirt over her head and let it fall. The cool air prickled across Theo's skin, and Catherine looked at her in the candlelight, taking her time with it, the want in her expression so open and unguarded that Theo's hands were trembling before Catherine had even touched her.

"Can I?" Theo asked, her voice deeper than usual.

Catherine's mouth curved as she nodded. Theo reached for her sweater, pulling it off in one fluid motion. Underneath, Catherine wore a deep navy bra, and in the candlelight her skin looked like something painted. Theo's breath came quicker at the sight, at the elegant line of Catherine's collarbones, the generous curve of her breasts, the flat plane of her stomach that disappeared into the waistband of her pants.

Theo moved closer, her hands finding Catherine's waist with a touch that felt reverent despite the urgency building between them.

She pressed her mouth to Catherine's shoulder and traced a path across her skin, tasting the faint trace of her perfume, and when she reached her neck, Catherine's head tipped back, and her fingers tightened in Theo's hair.

Theo's hands found the waistband of Catherine's pants and pushed them down, taking everything with them. Catherine stepped free and immediately reached for Theo, fingers working quickly, needing the last distance gone.

When it was, they both went still for just a second, bare skin and candlelight, taking each other in.

Then Catherine kissed her and kept kissing her, her hands at Theo’s waist, steering her back toward the bed without breaking contact until Theo felt the mattress behind her knees and went down. Catherine followed without a moment between them, covering her body with her own in a way that felt both protective and possessive.

The feeling was overwhelming in the best way, every point of contact burning itself into her awareness, their breasts pressed together, stomachs flush, Catherine's weight against her exactly where she needed it.

They kissed again, deeper, and Theo felt Catherine's composure come apart piece by piece with each touch, each sound pulled from her, something rawer and more desperate rising underneath it.

Her kisses moved from Theo's lips to her jaw, down her throat, and when her mouth found the place where neck met shoulder, she paused, just for a second, and Theo knew what she was asking.

“Do it,” Theo breathed.

Catherine bit down, hard enough to bruise, and Theo's back arched off the mattress, her hands reaching to grab Catherine's ass and drag her down fully against her. Catherine made a sound low in her throat and rocked her hips in response.

Then Catherine pulled back, and the look on her face was wilder than Theo had ever seen her, something hungry and possessive as her eyes moved over the mark she'd left like she was already thinking about where else to put one.

She pressed her lips to Theo's collarbone and kissed her way down her chest, and when she found her breast, she took the nipple into her mouth and sucked like she had all night to do exactly this, moaning against her skin in a way that went straight to Theo's clit and made her gasp.

Her nails raked down Catherine's neck without thinking, which only seemed to encourage her to suck harder, and Theo ground against her thigh, chasing the friction, too wet and too far gone to care how desperate she looked.

"Catherine," Theo managed, the name coming out fractured.

Catherine released her nipple and looked up at her, lips swollen, chest heaving, desire written all over her face alongside something that made it infinitely worse, the look of someone who knew exactly what they were doing and intended to keep doing it.

She didn't speak, she just held Theo's gaze as her hand traveled down her stomach, and when her fingers combed through the patch of curls at the apex of her thighs, Theo's breath left her entirely.

Catherine's fingers found how wet she was, and her expression shifted into something that looked almost like reverence, her lips parting as she felt the full extent of what she'd done to her.

Catherine moved up her body until they were eye level, and she held herself there for a moment before leaning in and dragging her tongue slowly across Theo's lower lip.

"Tell me what you like, darling," she said, her voice low and rough. "Show me how to make you come for me."

Theo took her hand and pressed it exactly where she needed it, holding her gaze the whole time. Catherine followed without hesitation, her eyes darkening as she watched Theo's face.

"You're so wet for me,” she whispered, her breath hot against Theo's ear.

Those elegant fingers slid through slick heat, and Theo stopped trying to contain the sounds she was making. When her hips bucked up to meet her, Catherine pressed her down with her other hand, firm and deliberate. "That's it," she said, low against her ear. "Let me hear how good it feels."

"Fuck, yes, just like that,” Theo gasped as Catherine's fingers circled the edge of her clit. "Right there.”

Catherine shifted, moving lower on the bed until her breath was hot against Theo's inner thigh. "Do you have any idea what you do to me, Theodora?" she murmured, almost to herself, looking up the length of Theo's body with hungry eyes.

Theo thought distantly that this was the side of her nobody else got. This hunger, this attention, all of it undone and entirely for her.

Then Catherine lowered her head, and when her tongue circled Theo’s clit, she stopped thinking entirely.

She arched off the bed, a cry tearing from her throat as Catherine's tongue found her most sensitive spot. The wet heat was overwhelming, perfect, Catherine's hands firm on her thighs, spreading her wider.

"Fuck, Catherine," Theo breathed, one hand flying to tangle in Catherine's hair. The silky strands slipped through her fingers as Catherine worked against her relentlessly. "Your tongue feels fucking incredible.”

Catherine hummed against her, the vibration sending another wave of pleasure through Theo's body. Her tongue traced patterns that seemed to know every place that made Theo shake. When she sucked gently on Theo's clit, Theo felt her thighs begin to tremble.

The candlelight caught in Catherine's hair, turning it to liquid gold as she moved between Theo's legs. The sight of her there, eyes closed, lips and tongue working with such focus, pushed Theo closer to the edge.

Then Catherine's fingers traced slowly up her inner thigh and stopped, and Catherine looked up at her, holding her gaze, her lips glistening in the candlelight, waiting.

Theo's hips rolled upward encouragingly. “Yes, please, fuck me," she breathed, her voice breaking on the last word as she reached down to guide Catherine's hand. “I need you inside me, now. Please Ca⁠—”

Before Theo could finish, Catherine pushed two fingers inside her, curling them forward as her mouth returned to Theo's clit, and the combined sensation hit Theo all at once, her hips bucking against Catherine's face, her body chasing more pressure, more friction, more everything.

“Harder—fuck, yes, just like that." Her hands twisted in the sheets, knuckles white with tension as pleasure built with each thrust. "Don't stop," she gasped, feeling the tension building low in her belly.

Catherine's fingers moved faster, deeper, finding a spot inside her that made stars burst behind her eyelids. "Right there, fuck, right there⁠—"

She was aware of sounds emerging from her own throat, gasps and pleas, and Catherine's name repeated like a prayer, but she couldn't control them.

The pressure built and built until Theo couldn't bear it anymore, until she was strung so tight she couldn't breathe, couldn't think, could only feel.

Catherine curled her fingers just so and pressed her tongue flat against Theo's clit, and Theo felt herself teeter on the edge of it, her whole body pulled taut, suspended there for one long unbearable second while Catherine held her exactly where she was, not letting her fall yet, just keeping her there, trembling, until Theo was making sounds she had no control over and her thighs were shaking and she couldn't hold on any longer.

Then Catherine pressed harder, and Theo shattered. She came with Catherine's name on her lips, her body pulsing around Catherine's fingers until she couldn't tell where one sensation ended and the next began, and for a suspended moment, there was nothing else, just Catherine against her, inside her, with her, her whole world reduced to that.

Then, gradually, the waves receded. Catherine's touch gentled with them, easing her through the aftershocks, and Theo felt herself come back into her body by degrees.

Catherine moved up her body, pressing her lips to her stomach, between her breasts, along her collarbone. When she reached Theo's ear, she paused, and said nothing for a moment, just stayed there, her breath warm against her skin.

"Darling," she said finally, quietly, like the word was enough. Like it was everything.

Theo cupped Catherine’s face and kissed her slowly, tasting herself on Catherine's mouth and finding it intimate. Catherine kissed back with matching tenderness, her free hand cupping Theo's lower back with a touch that felt almost unbearably gentle.

When they finally broke apart, Theo pressed their foreheads together, breathing the same air.

"Can I stay?" she asked.

Catherine's grip on her back tightened, and Theo wasn’t even sure if she realized she’d done it. "As if I’d let you go anywhere else."

It felt like a vow, and Theo's heart was still hammering when she kissed her again, feeling Catherine's arousal in the restless shift of her hips, the way she pressed herself against Theo's thigh with barely controlled need.

Theo pulled back just enough to look at her, and then, without a word, rolled them over so that Catherine was beneath her, hair spilling across the pillow in pale waves.

The candlelight caught the flush spreading across Catherine's chest, the rapid rise and fall of her breathing, the way her pupils had nearly swallowed the blue of her eyes.

Theo began her own exploration, learning through touch and sound what made Catherine gasp, what made her arch, what dissolved the last of her careful control into something rawer and more real.

And Catherine let her, she’d surrendered in ways that felt like trust, like the giving of something precious that had been painstakingly guarded, well, until now.
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Day One/One Day
Catherine


Catherine woke slowly, consciousness returning in layers like light filtering through water.

The first thing she felt was warmth. The press of blankets against her bare skin, the residual heat where Theodora's body had pressed against hers through the night, that slow flush that lingered in her chest and spread outward to her fingertips.

With the warmth came an unfamiliar ease. Her muscles felt loose in ways they hadn’t for years, the usual morning tension that lived between her shoulder blades dissolved entirely, leaving behind only the pleasant ache of having been thoroughly, carefully taken apart.

She drew in a slow breath and felt it travel all the way down to her diaphragm. The air carried the faint scent of an extinguished candle, mixed with something warmer, more intimate. Theodora's perfume, or maybe just the scent of her skin, had imprinted itself on Catherine's sheets so deeply that it made her want to burrow deeper into the bedding and never emerge. Though no one needed to know that.

From somewhere beyond the bedroom came Theodora's singing, off-key and wandering through a 90s pop ballad, though Catherine couldn't be sure which one. Catherine heard the refrigerator door seal pop, the clatter of a pan on the stove, and the quiet curse when something splashed. She closed her eyes, letting the domesticity wash over her. It felt like finding a puzzle piece that had been missing so long she'd convinced herself the picture was complete without it.

The sound drew a smile from her before she was fully aware of it, her mouth curving against the pillow. It felt unfamiliar there, too open, too unguarded, but she let it stay. Right up until the sharp crack of breaking glass snapped her upright, Theodora's voice following close behind in a creative string of profanity that would have made the longshoreman in Harry proud.

Catherine rose and grabbed her robe from the chair beside the bed, shoving her arms through the sleeves with less grace than usual. The silk settled against her bare skin as she tied the belt quickly and headed for the bedroom door.

She emerged into the hallway to find Theodora standing in front of her open hall closet, illuminated by the morning light filtering through the living room windows. In one hand, she held Catherine's vacuum cleaner, its cord trailing across the floor. In the other—Catherine's stomach dropped—Theodora held her keyboard. The Yamaha she often used to teach when she didn’t want younger students abusing her Steinway.

Theodora turned at the sound of Catherine's approach, and her expression was something Catherine had never seen before, a mix of indignation, amazement, and the type of outrage that came from discovering you'd been played.

Her copper hair was pulled into a messy bun, and she was still wearing one of Catherine's pajama t-shirts that fell to mid-thigh. She looked simultaneously adorable and genuinely furious. And dammit, why didn’t Catherine own a Polaroid camera?

Theodora lifted the keyboard, as if the evidence spoke for itself. “You've had a keyboard this whole time!” Her voice pitched higher with each word, the instrument wobbling in her grip. “You could have played with headphones this whole time! What the actual fuck, Catherine?!”

Heat flooded her face immediately with the burning flush of embarrassment that traveled from her chest up her throat to her cheeks. She opened her mouth to respond, but only a strangled sound emerged.

"I…" Catherine tried again, her hands twisting in the silk belt of her robe. "It's going to sound pathetic."

"Okay…" Theodora set the vacuum down with deliberate care but kept hold of the keyboard, brandishing it like the smoking gun in a criminal trial.

Catherine felt the nervous laughter building in her chest again, inappropriate but unstoppable. It bubbled up despite her efforts to maintain composure, emerging as a sound that was half-nervous giggle, half-groan of mortification. She pressed one hand against her mouth, trying to contain it, but it leaked through her fingers anyway.

"The first night you came to complain—" The words came out muffled against her palm. She stopped, took a breath, tried again. "It was the first time I'd played a piano outside teaching since, well, since The Royal Albert Hall. I had a meeting with Simon earlier that day, and it spurred me on to…anyway, playing that night was a big deal for me."

Theodora's expression shifted slightly, understanding joining the indignation. "Okay, but that doesn't explain why you kept⁠—"

"And then after that," Catherine interrupted, the words coming faster now, tumbling over each other in her rush to confess, "I kept on playing it because I liked talking to you. Even if it was just to argue with you about the noise."

The silence that followed felt enormous. Catherine watched recognition dawn across Theodora's face, her eyes widening, mouth falling open, the keyboard drooping in her grip as the full implication registered. She stared at Catherine as if seeing her for the first time, like recalibrating every interaction they'd had through this new lens.

"You—" Theodora started, then stopped. "You tortured me with sleepless nights because you liked talking to me?"

"Yes?" Catherine's voice came out small, uncertain, the flush in her cheeks burning hotter. "Though torturing is an absolute exaggeration. I always stopped before midnight. Anyway, it seemed...I don't know, easier than just knocking on your door. Less presumptuous. And you were so angry that first night, I thought if I could just give you a reason to keep coming back⁠—"

Theodora's shock transformed with startling suddenness. Her mouth curved upward, lips twitching with suppressed amusement, and then she was laughing. Not polite amusement but genuine laughter that shook her shoulders and made the keyboard wobble dangerously in her grip. She set it down against the wall with one hand while the other pressed against her stomach, doubled over with mirth that seemed to feed on itself.

"Oh my god," Theodora gasped between laughs. "Oh my god, Catherine. You—" More laughter cut off whatever she'd been trying to say. "I nearly murdered you!"

"You did not," Catherine protested, but she was laughing too now, the absurdity of the situation finally breaking through her embarrassment.

"I did!" Theodora straightened enough to look at Catherine, her eyes bright. "And all because you were too what? Too proper to just ask me to dinner?"

"I wasn't ready for dinner." Catherine's laughter subsided enough to speak, though giggles still threatened at the edges of her words. "I was barely ready for hallway confrontations. You have to understand, I don't—I didn't—people don't usually just knock on my door and demand things."

"So you made me demand things repeatedly by playing piano at midnight."

"It was a strategy."

"It was insane." But Theodora was smiling now, the indignation completely dissolved into affectionate amusement. She crossed the hallway in two quick strides, closing the distance between them, and Catherine felt her breath catch as Theodora's hands undid her robe tie and held her waist underneath the silk.

"I'm sorry?" Catherine offered, though the apology sounded more like a question.

"No, you're not." Theodora's fingers tightened, pulling Catherine closer so she was flush against her. "You're completely unrepentant."

"Maybe a little bit." Catherine's hands came up to rest on Theodora's shoulders, feeling the warmth of her skin through the thin t-shirt. "But it worked, didn't it? You kept coming back."

"Because I was plotting your death." But Theodora was leaning in now, her mouth curved in a smile that suggested any remaining anger was purely theatrical. "You could have just pretended you needed sugar or something. There was no need to punish me with classical music."

Catherine’s lips twitched, the corners of her eyes softening. “Seeing as you’re taking this so well,” she said, “I should probably admit something else...”

“Oh God, what?”

“I have two perfectly good flashlights under my kitchen sink, right next to a box of matches and a pack of spare batteries. And my phone had about seventy percent battery when the lights went out...Oh! But my Kindle really did break after I threw it.”

Theodora laughed and kissed her, cutting off the hole-digging before it got any deeper, and the kiss tasted like laughter and forgiveness and the intimacy that came from being caught at your worst, but it not mattering in the slightest.

Catherine melted into it, her hands sliding from Theodora's shoulders to cup her face, tilting her head up to deepen the contact.

Theodora made a small sound of pleasure against her mouth, and Catherine felt the last of her embarrassment dissolve into warmth that had nothing to do with being caught and everything to do with being known.

When they finally broke apart, Theodora’s forehead rested against Catherine’s. “You’re terrible,” she whispered, but there was a smile in her voice.

“I know.” Catherine smiled against Theo’s mouth, then kissed her again, light as breath. “And yet you keep coming back.”

Theodora grinned into a kiss, then tugged her gently toward the bedroom with fingers wrapped around her wrist. Catherine followed willingly, as they crossed the threshold back into morning light and rumpled sheets.

The broken glass in the kitchen could wait, the vacuum could remain abandoned in the hallway, none of it mattered compared to this, to the press of Theodora's mouth against hers and the promise in her touch.

They fell into bed with unhurried movements as they found each other again. Catherine’s robe disappeared as Theodora’s hands pushed it from her shoulders.

The morning light was less forgiving than candlelight had been, revealing every detail of their bodies without shadow or mystery, but Catherine found she didn’t mind. Her body was a decade older than Theodora’s, a fact that had once felt like a ledger of small betrayals; yet with the younger woman looking at her like this, she couldn’t bring herself to care. Theodora's gaze traveled across her skin with a hunger that had nothing hurried in it, taking its time as though every year written there was something worth knowing.

Theodora kissed her way down Catherine's body with patience, lingering at her jaw, her throat, the hollow between her breasts. Catherine's breathing grew shallow as Theodora's mouth traveled lower, across her ribs and stomach, to the soft curls at the apex of her thighs.

Then Theodora settled between Catherine's legs with clear intention, her hands pressing Catherine's thighs wider, and Catherine felt herself open completely to the intimacy of being tasted in full daylight.

The first touch of Theodora's tongue made Catherine's hips lift off the mattress. But Theodora's hands pressed them back down with gentle firmness, holding her in place while her mouth licked and kissed and sucked Catherine’s entire center over and over.

Theodora's name fell from her mouth with a desperation that felt almost embarrassing in its intensity. But Catherine surrendered to it; she let Theodora take her apart with patient thoroughness that suggested they had all the time in the world.

Her body responded with building pleasure that felt different from the urgent release of the night before; this was deeper, more overwhelming pleasure that rolled through her in waves rather than crashing all at once.

When she came, it was with Theodora's name broken across her lips and tears leaking from the corners of her eyes from the intensity of being thoroughly, completely cherished.

Theodora pressed a kiss to her stomach before sliding up beside her. She brushed a thumb across Catherine's damp cheek and pulled her close, tucking Catherine's head under her chin.

Catherine's breathing steadied as they lay tangled together, skin cooling in the morning air. Theodora's leg settled across her hips, her hand finding the small of Catherine's back as though it belonged there. Catherine stared at the cluster of freckles on Theodora's shoulder, counting them and then counting them again, just to be sure. The light was soft, and the room was quiet, and she felt, for the first time in years, like she didn't need to be anywhere else. Like her body was entirely her own, and entirely at rest.

For a while, neither of them spoke. Catherine felt the slow, steady rise and fall of Theodora’s breathing against her and thought how strange it was to feel this safe.

It was Theodora who broke the quiet. She shifted, propping herself up on one elbow, and looked down at Catherine with an expression that was trying very hard to be serious. "I believe I was making you breakfast," she said, brushing damp hair back from Catherine's forehead, "before you distracted me."

Catherine laughed and rolled over to straddle Theo's hips, fully intending to make a joke about her abysmal kitchen skills, but the room tilted instead, the words slipping away as dizziness washed over her.

“Hey,” Theodora said softly, sitting up and wrapping her arms around her. “You okay?”

Catherine blinked, then waved it off. “Mhm. Just a head rush. Moved too fast.”

Theo studied her for a beat, then leaned in to kiss her, brief and reassuring.

Theodora slipped out from under her and stood, pulling on Catherine's shirt that had been thrown to the floor. She picked up Catherine's robe and held it open for her to put on. "Come on," she said. "Food will help. I'll make you something that's at least edible."

Catherine took Theodora's hand and followed her toward the kitchen, pausing for a moment when the room tilted. She blinked hard, forced a smile, and tightened her grip on Theodora's fingers.

As they padded toward the kitchen, she mentally flipped through the drawer where Theodora had started storing takeout menus. The bagel place on 8th opened at nine. They delivered quickly, and their eggs, unlike Theodora's, were actually edible.

* * *


The afternoon found them in Catherine's music room, sunlight streaming through windows to illuminate the black piano's glossy surface. Catherine sat on the bench with her usual perfect posture while Theodora perched beside her with considerably less grace, crowding close enough that their thighs pressed together from hip to knee.

"Okay," Catherine said, positioning Theodora's hands over the keys with a gentle adjustment of her wrists. "Canon In D is probably the simplest intermediate piece in existence."

"That's not encouraging." Theodora stared at the keys like they might bite her. "What if I can't manage this?"

“Then I’ll know you’re truly hopeless.” Catherine’s tone was dry but affectionate. “Okay, right hand first—just the top notes. D, A, B, F-sharp. You alternate like this.”

She demonstrated, her fingers flowing across the keys with ease, the notes rising and falling like water.

Theodora watched, chin tucked down, eyes tracking every movement. Then her head tilted.

"Wait a second," she said, the corner of her mouth lifting. "This is that wedding song, isn't it? The one people walk down the aisle to?"

Catherine's fingers stuttered on the keys. Her eyes darted away as warmth crept up her neck.

Fuck. Of all the pieces she could have chosen. It wasn’t even a conscious choice. No, it really wasn’t.

"It's—yes. Pachelbel's Canon. It’s common at weddings."

Theodora's smile widened, teeth showing. "Smooth, Matthews. Real smooth."

Catherine let out a laugh that came out higher than intended, shaking her head. She glanced back at Theodora, something reckless fluttering in her chest. She decided to play her at her own game. "So?"

Theodora's eyebrows pulled together. "So what?"

"Your answer? To my proposal? I thought I was being romantic."

Theodora froze, her face going pale beneath her red cheeks.

Catherine held the moment just long enough before dissolving into laughter, shoulders shaking as she bent over the keys.

Theodora blew out a breath, shoving Catherine's shoulder. "You're the worst person I've ever met."

“You started it,” Catherine said cheerfully. “Now. Try again.”

Theodora “played,” if it could be called that.

Catherine winced, unable to suppress the reaction. "That was...creative."

"I'm doing exactly what you showed me!" Theodora's indignation was undermined by the laughter in her voice.

"You're doing something." Catherine shifted closer, her shoulder pressing against Theodora's. "Here, let me help."

She placed her hands over Theodora's, her palms covering the backs of Theodora's hands, fingers aligning over fingers. The position brought them even closer, Catherine's chest against Theodora's shoulder, their faces inches apart, Catherine's breath warm against Theodora's cheek.

“Now,” Catherine murmured, applying gentle pressure to guide Theodora’s fingers to the correct keys. “D, A, B, F-sharp. Nice and steady—feel the pattern?”

Together, their hands moved across the keys, producing the familiar progression with actual accuracy this time. Catherine controlled the motion entirely, Theodora’s fingers passive beneath hers, but the contact felt intimate in ways that had nothing to do with instruction.

She guided Theodora through the right-hand pattern a few more times, then shifted to the left, repeating in a patient, grounding rhythm beneath the melody.

"This is humiliating," Theodora muttered, but she was smiling. "I can perform emergency thoracotomies, but I can't play a simple song on the piano."

"Different skill sets." Catherine's lips curved against Theodora's neck. "Besides, I doubt I could perform surgery. We all have our limitations."

Catherine released Theodora's hands, letting her attempt the pattern alone. The result was better, still imperfect, rhythm uncertain, but recognizable as the intended melody. Theodora's face lit with triumph, and Catherine felt warmth bloom in her chest at the genuine pleasure in Theodora's expression.

"I did it!" Theodora's hands lifted from the keys to gesture enthusiastically. "I actually played something that sounded like music!"

"Barely." But Catherine was smiling, leaning in to rest her cheek on Theodora’s shoulder. "You're still terrible."

"I'm improving rapidly under excellent instruction."

“Flattery will only get you so far.”

Theodora smiled, then tilted her head towards the keys. “Will you play me something? Something that you love?”

Catherine's fingers froze against the ivory. She held perfectly still, as if Theodora had asked something far more intimate than a simple performance. Then she inhaled, raising her head, and faced the keys again.

She began to play Ludovico Einaudi’s Experience. The opening was restrained, almost hesitant, a single thread of melody that gradually built into something fuller, sweeping, and alive.

Theodora listened in silence, watching the shift in Catherine’s expression, the way focus gave way to feeling, the way the music seemed to pull something unguarded from her.

When the final note faded, Catherine stayed there for a moment, her hands still poised above the keys.

“It reminds me of you,” she said quietly.

Theodora blinked. “Me?”

Catherine glanced over. "It starts controlled. Careful. But underneath it's restless, emotional, breathtaking. There's a pulse running through the whole thing that refuses to quit, no matter how tired it gets." She paused. "It's beautiful because it keeps moving even when it hurts to." She looked at Theo. "That's you, Theodora."

Theodora found herself without words, so she leaned forward and pressed her lips to Catherine's in a gentle kiss that lingered.

"I've been wondering something," Theodora said, head tilting. "Literally everyone else calls me Theo. Why do you always use my full name?"

"Initially, it was to irritate you," Catherine said, as a small smile touched her lips

Theodora pinched Catherine's side, eliciting a small yelp.

"Stop," Catherine laughed. "I wasn't finished." Her expression softened. "It began that way. But now it's for the same reason you started writing me those sticky notes, I suppose."

“And what reason was that?” Theodora asked, drawing Catherine onto her lap. The piano bench creaked softly as she wrapped her arms around Catherine’s waist.

Catherine's gaze lifted to meet hers, something vulnerable flickering in her eyes. “Because it was something that was just ours. When you wrote those notes, your words were only for me. And when I say your name—" she paused, her fingertips tracing the line of Theodora's jaw, "—I'm speaking a language no one else shares with you. It’s a version of you that's only mine."

* * *


Later, they migrated to the living room, where the light had shifted to afternoon gold. Catherine retrieved an old DVD from her collection, a black-and-white romance from the forties, the kind she could recite from memory and still find herself watching to the end.

They arranged themselves on the couch. Theodora stretched along the cushions with Catherine tucked against her front, one arm wrapped around her waist, their legs tangled together beneath the throw blanket Catherine kept draped over the arm.

The position was comfortable immediately, like their bodies already knew how to fit together, and Catherine settled back against Theodora's chest with contentment that felt almost dangerous in its completeness.

The film's opening credits rolled across the television screen, strings swelling with romantic grandeur. Catherine felt Theodora's chin rest on top of her head, her breathing slow and even, her hand splayed across Catherine's stomach, fingers slightly curled, like she was holding something she didn't want to put down.

On screen, the leads met in artfully composed shots, their chemistry immediate and tragic in the way only old Hollywood could achieve.

But Catherine found herself watching Theodora more than the film. She could see her reflection in the darkened television during scene transitions, the way Theodora's mouth curved when familiar dialogue played, how her eyes tracked across the screen with affection for a story she clearly knew by heart. When the grandmother character appeared, Theodora's grip on Catherine tightened, and Catherine heard her breathing change in ways that suggested emotion held deliberately in check.

The musical score shifted to an achingly beautiful passage, strings and piano interweaving in ways that made Catherine's chest burn with the kind of longing only certain music could produce.

Without conscious thought, her fingers began to move against Theodora's forearm. Not playing exactly, but echoing the piano line from the score. Catherine felt the music resonate through her body the way it always had, with that quality of perfect composition that made her want to find a piano and play until her hands quivered. But with Theodora’s warmth surrounding her and the comfortable sense of being held, the yearning felt less sharp than usual.

They watched the rest of the film in comfortable silence, occasionally commenting on the more exaggerated moments or laughing at dialogue that hadn't aged well. Theodora's fingers traced absent patterns on Catherine's stomach, and Catherine let her own hand rest over Theodora's, their breathing synchronized, bodies relaxed against each other.

When the credits finally rolled, neither of them moved to turn off the television. They remained tangled together on the couch while the afternoon faded toward evening, golden light shifting to amber then gray. Catherine's fingers twitched occasionally against Theodora's arm when she heard beautiful passages in the film's score, but the movements were gentler now, less urgent. Just acknowledgment of what she'd been and what she'd lost, softened by the reality of what she'd found instead.

* * *


As evening settled over the apartment, Catherine cooked dinner while Theodora set out to make brownies with the determination of someone who had watched one too many episodes of the British baking show Catherine recommended.

They worked together with easy coordination, the boombox played faintly from the counter, an easy soft rock station that Theodora had tuned to, and Catherine found she didn't mind the intrusion of noise into her usually silent kitchen.

Catherine positioned herself at the cutting board with her chef's knife, blade catching the fading light as she began working through the vegetables.

Beside her, Theodora worked on the brownies with chaotic enthusiasm. She'd found Catherine's apron, pristine white with delicate embroidery, and put it on over her borrowed clothes, though it did little to protect her from the flour that dusted her cheeks and forearms. She measured out ingredients with the careful attention of someone following a recipe for the first time, occasionally dipping her finger into the batter and sneaking tastes when she thought Catherine wasn't watching.

"You're going to get salmonella," Catherine observed, not looking up from her cutting.

"Worth it." Theodora licked chocolate from her finger with obvious satisfaction. "Besides, I'm a doctor. I'll know the symptoms."

"That's not how medicine works."

"Close enough.”

Theodora turned to check something on the counter when a song she apparently loved came on, her voice joining the chorus with the same off-key enthusiasm she'd displayed that morning. Catherine smiled, letting the sound fill spaces that had been silent for too long.

But then she reached for the olive oil and felt the kitchen tilt slightly around her. Not dramatically, just a subtle shift in perspective that made her grip the counter's edge. The dizziness passed quickly, her vision clearing after a few seconds, but it left behind awareness of exactly how unsteady she felt.

"You okay?" Theodora asked, pausing mid-stir to study Catherine's face.

"Yes." The word came out clipped, defensive. Catherine softened it with a smile that felt stiff on her face. "Sorry, it’s just been a long day, you’ve worn me out."

A wonderful day, she didn't add. The best day she could remember in years.

Theodora returned to her brownies, apparently satisfied with the explanation, and Catherine felt guilt join the panic in her chest. Not just for lying, but for what she'd realized in that moment of dizziness.

Last night, the blackout, the candles, the desperate need to finally cross the distance between them, she'd gone straight to bed with Theodora. She’d let herself be pulled into the bedroom and intimacy and the consuming distraction of being wanted. And she'd completely forgotten to take her medication.

The recognition hit with cold clarity. More than a year of rigid routine, the same dosage every night, never missed, never delayed, and she'd skipped it entirely because Theodora had been kissing her and nothing else had seemed to matter.

Catherine set the knife down and turned toward Theodora with manufactured casualness. "I need to use the bathroom. Can you watch the vegetables? Don't let them burn."

"I'll try my best."

Catherine walked from the kitchen with steps that suggested complete normalcy. She made it to her bedroom, closed the door behind her, and only then let the façade drop.

Her hands shook as she quickly crossed to the en-suite bathroom, pulling open the medicine cabinet with more force than intended. The orange prescription bottle of lamotrigine sat exactly where it always did, right side of the top shelf, label facing backwards.

She grabbed it and twisted the cap open, fingers fumbling slightly with the childproof mechanism. One 500mg pill fell into her palm, small and white, utterly innocuous in appearance. She stared at it for a moment, trying to calculate. She'd missed last night's dose entirely. And she hadn’t taken her one for this evening. That meant almost thirty-six hours without medication, longer than she'd gone since the initial diagnosis.

Her neurologist’s cautions lingered in her mind, a quiet reminder that skipping doses came with consequences she couldn’t afford.

One pill. That's what she was supposed to take. But one pill would only bring her back to regular dosing; it wouldn't account for what she'd missed. The logic felt sound even as a small voice in the back of her mind suggested this was exactly the kind of decision-making that led to problems. But she was already here, already compromised, already at risk. Two pills would compensate, would bring her levels back up faster, would make up for the lapse.

Catherine shook a second pill into her palm before she could talk herself out of it. She swallowed them down with water from the bathroom sink, the bitterness coating her tongue before it vanished. Then she replaced the bottle, closed the cabinet, and stared at her reflection in the mirror.

She looked pale. But she straightened her shoulders, lifted her chin, forced her expression into something resembling normalcy. This was fine. She'd taken her medication and compensated for the missed dose. Tomorrow she'd take her pill as soon as she woke up. She would be more careful going forward. Everything was under control. Everything was fine.

When she returned to the kitchen, Theodora had moved from brownies to watching the vegetables with intense concentration. She glanced up at Catherine's entrance, her expression brightening in ways that made Catherine want to kiss that smile over and over.

"I didn't burn them," Theodora announced with pride. "Though I may have over-stirred."

"That's not really possible with vegetables."

"Then I did it correctly through sheer luck."

The radio had shifted to a different song, something slower, with an acoustic guitar and a woman's voice singing about love and loss and the ache of wanting someone you couldn't have. Inappropriate for their current situation, given that Catherine currently had exactly what she wanted standing in her kitchen with flour on her face and chocolate batter smeared on her lip.

Catherine crossed to her and wrapped her arms around her waist from behind, pressing her cheek against Theodora's shoulder blade. Theodora made a small sound of surprise, then relaxed back into the embrace, one hand coming up to cover Catherine's where they rested against her stomach.

"You okay?" Theodora said softly.

"Yes, darling." Catherine closed her eyes and breathed in the scent of Theodora's borrowed shampoo, the chocolate from the brownies, the vegetables cooking on the stove. "I just want to hold you for a minute."

"Well, hold away,” Catherine could hear the smile in Theodora’s words. “I'm not going anywhere."

The promise settled into Catherine's chest, and she held Theodora tighter, anchoring herself to this moment, sunset light and cheesy radio music and the smell of dinner they'd cooked together. Held onto it with both hands and all her strength, determined not to let fear or medication or her own damaged body steal what they'd finally begun to build.


15
Off Tempo
Theo


Theo squinted as sunlight hit her face. Her limbs felt pleasantly heavy, and her mind unusually quiet. It was like her body had finally collected on all those IOUs from months of four-hour nights.

For a moment, she didn't know where she was. She couldn’t place the ceiling above her or the silky sheets twisted around her legs. Then she caught the scent of Chanel Coco Mademoiselle and everything clicked into place.

Catherine’s bedroom. She was in Catherine’s bed. She still couldn’t quite believe it.

She rolled over, arm reaching automatically, finding only rumpled warmth where Catherine should be.

Theo sat up, rubbing her eyes, and caught the domestic symphony drifting from elsewhere in the apartment: running water, the gentle collision of a mug being set down, bare feet padding across hardwood.

The clock on Catherine's nightstand read nine forty-seven. Theo blinked at it, certain it must be wrong, but the angle of light through the windows confirmed it. She'd slept nearly ten hours. When was the last time that had happened? Before residency, probably. No, definitely.

She tugged on yesterday’s borrowed shirt and padded into the kitchen. Catherine was at the coffee counter, back to the doorway, hair twisted into a loose knot at her nape, soft gray pants and a matching sweater draped over her in a way that looked expensive even from behind.

Theo watched for a moment, then slid her arms around Catherine's waist, having to rise on her toes to rest her chin on Catherine's shoulder. Catherine jumped, then laughed under her breath, her body softening as she leaned back against Theo's chest.

“Mm, good morning.”

“Good morning,” Theo murmured against Catherine’s sweater. “I’m sorry. I can’t believe I slept so long.”

“Don’t apologize. I’m glad.” Catherine’s hands came up to rest over Theo’s. “I checked on you twice.”

The admission sent a warmth through Theo, and she tightened her hold, breathing in the faint scent of Catherine’s skin through the fabric and feeling the gentle rise and fall of her breathing.

They stood like that while the coffee finished brewing, steam rising to fog the window above the sink.

"I was thinking," Theo said, "Maybe we could go out for breakfast this morning? I don’t feel like a repeat of yesterday’s failure."

Catherine's teasing scoff was quiet but genuine. "Failure is a strong word."

"Fine, we didn’t fail, we got...sidetracked."

Catherine turned in her arms, her laugh lines deepening the faint shadows beneath her eyes. Then she leaned in and kissed her, as if she wasn’t in any hurry to let her go, and Theo lost the thread of the conversation entirely.

"Mhm, very sidetracked," she hummed against Theo's mouth.

When she pulled back, she tucked a strand of hair behind Theo's ear. "That cafe near Yorkies might still be serving breakfast. Frank swears by their coffee."

"Sold," Theo said against Catherine's lips. "But I need to borrow more clothes. I live too far away to get my own."

Catherine pulled back, mouth quirking. "I think I can find something that fits."

Catherine retrieved clothing from her closet while Theo washed her face in the bathroom, noting with amusement that even Catherine's soap smelled expensive. The sweater Catherine offered was cashmere in deep green, softer than anything Theo owned, and it hung a little long on her frame in ways that felt comforting rather than ill-fitting.

Theo watched Catherine get ready in the mirror's reflection, the careful way in which she applied minimal makeup, the nuanced movements as she changed from loungewear into jeans and a cream turtleneck. Everything Catherine did carried that quality of measured attention, like she was conducting an orchestra where every gesture mattered.

"You're staring, darling," Catherine said without looking away from the mirror.

"Can you blame me?"

Catherine’s reflection smiled, and Theo felt her stomach flip. She came to stand behind her at the vanity, slipping her fingers beneath Catherine’s chin and lifting her face for a gentle kiss, her hand warm against her cheek. Afterward, she lingered, tracing a line of kisses along the curve of Catherine’s neck below her ear.

"We should go," Catherine said, but she tilted her head to give Theo better access, "before I lose motivation to leave this apartment."

"Would that be so terrible?"

"We'd starve," Catherine said, but her voice carried warmth beneath the practicality.

Out in the hallway, Catherine fixed Theo’s borrowed scarf, tugging it higher against the April breeze. Theo caught her wrist and kissed her knuckles, watching the color rise in her cheeks.

A quiet ding announced the elevator, and Catherine’s fingers slipped into Theo’s as they stepped inside. They stayed there, intertwined all the way down to the lobby, through the automatic doors, and out onto the sidewalk, where morning light cut between the buildings as they walked.

The café buzzed with Sunday morning life. Near the entrance, an older man had his newspaper spread across the counter, while two women in matching Lululemon laughed over something on a phone screen. A family with kids had pushed tables together, the parents nursing coffees while their children attacked paper placemats with crayons.

They slid into a back booth with cracked red vinyl seats. The tabletop between them had seen better days: coffee rings, knife scratches, decades of elbows.

"Coffee?" A server appeared, her pot tilting toward empty mugs before they answered.

Theo cupped her hands around the ceramic, soaking in the warmth. Catherine poured cream into hers, stirring slowly.

They talked easily at first, conversation drifting through topics that asked nothing of them: the couple arguing three tables over, the very serious pancakes-versus-waffles debate, the faded photographs on the café’s walls showing what the neighborhood had looked like decades earlier, Theo’s confession that she’d once tried to make croissants from scratch and produced what could only be described as bread crimes. Catherine listened more than she spoke, but her attention was steady, her mouth curving at Theo’s stories, her occasional comments carrying her usual dry humor.

But then Theo noticed Catherine's gaze drift toward the window, her focus sliding away mid-conversation. It was just a subtle shift where her eyes stopped tracking Theo's face and found something else to rest on.

Theo paused, waiting to see if Catherine would return on her own, and after a few seconds she did, blinking as if reorienting herself.

"Sorry," Catherine said. "What were you saying?"

Theo took a sip of coffee. "Just that Nat's dying to meet you properly. She's been hounding me about it since—well, even before this weekend. I don’t know how many more of her questions I can handle."

"Oh?" Catherine raised an eyebrow. "What's she asking?"

“You know. Where did you grow up? Are you a Knicks fan? Do you have a favorite movie? Ever been arrested?” Theo shrugged. “The usual interrogation.”

Catherine tilted her head, one eyebrow arching delicately. "Let's see...Yes. No. No. Connecticut." Her lips curved into a hint of mischief. "But I'll let Nat figure out which answer goes with which question."

Theo hid her smile behind her coffee mug, heat rising in her chest as she fought the impulse to lean across the table and kiss that smirk right off Catherine's beautiful face.

Catherine laughed softly, her eyes crinkling at the corners. “Seriously, though, Liv’s the same way. She called twice last night while you were in the shower. Left a voicemail saying she wanted to talk to ‘the cute doctor.’ I texted her back and told her she’d have to wait her turn.”

Before Theo could respond, the server appeared beside the table, pen poised to take their order. Theo ordered eggs and toast, easy and filling. Catherine asked for fruit and yogurt. By the time the server walked away, the warmth had thinned, and Catherine’s gaze had drifted toward the family a few tables over, her expression distant.

Theo followed her line of sight, then looked back at her. “You okay?” she asked, leaning forward.

Catherine's gaze snapped back, and this time Theo caught the delay more clearly, the half-second where Catherine seemed to process the question before responding.

Catherine's eyes refocused. "Yes, sorry. Just tired." Her smile followed a moment later. "This weekend has been a lot."

Theo's face fell. "Like in a bad way?" she whispered, leaning forward. "Was it—Was I too much?"

Catherine's hand shot across the table to grab Theo's. “No. Not at all." Her fingers were cool against Theo's palm. "Sorry, that came out wrong. I just—" She squeezed once. "I'm not twenty-eight anymore. It takes me longer to bounce back."

“I don't remember you having any trouble keeping up," Theo said as her shoulders loosened at the warmth in Catherine's eyes.

Catherine's thumb traced slow circles over Theo's knuckles. "So our age gap doesn't bother you?"

"No. Not even a little." The words came instantly, without thought. "Does it bother you?"

Catherine hesitated. "Not the years exactly." Her gaze stayed steady on Theo's face. "But I wonder if you'll wake up one day and realize you're with someone who's in a completely different place than you are."

Theo's hand went still under Catherine's. "Different place?" She tried to keep her voice casual, but something tightened in her chest.

"You're just starting out," Catherine said. "Your whole career’s ahead of you. Whether that be at Johns Hopkins, or elsewhere." She pulled back slightly, wrapping both hands around her mug. "I've already had my rise and fall."

"Catherine." Theo leaned forward, trying to catch Catherine's eyes again. "You're not some chapter I'm going to finish and move on from."

Catherine smiled, but it didn't reach her eyes. "That's a lovely sentiment. And I’m not asking for any kind of commitment, I⁠—"

"It's not a sentiment. It's—" Theo broke off as the server appeared with the coffeepot.

When they were alone again, Catherine gave her a small, strained smile that didn’t fool anyone. "I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to lower the mood. I tend to get introspective when I'm tired. Start overthinking everything."

"It’s okay. I want you to talk to me about what you’re feeling. And look, we don't have to stay," Theo said. Her voice dropped lower, meant only for Catherine across the small table. "We can go home if you want. Climb back into bed and have a nap."

Catherine's expression shifted, something that might have been relief crossing her face before she nodded. But then she hesitated. "Actually," she said, and Theo heard the care in her voice, the gentle tone that suggested she was trying not to hurt her feelings, "I think I should go alone. If I actually want to get some restful sleep."

The words landed awkwardly between them. Theo felt them settle in her chest, registering as rejection even though Catherine's tone carried nothing but practicality. Her shoulders stiffened automatically, a physical response she couldn't quite control, and she reached for her own coffee to give her hands something to do.

"Sure," Theo said, forcing her voice into something approaching casual. "No problem. I have a shift soon anyway."

It wasn’t a lie exactly, though ‘soon’ may have been a stretch. Her shift started at three. But Catherine nodded as if accepting the explanation, and Theo felt the small distance that had opened between them widen incrementally.

She wanted to ask if she'd said or done something wrong, if Catherine was regretting this weekend, if asking for space meant something larger than simple tiredness. But those questions felt too vulnerable and too intense to voice in a crowded café over breakfast, so she swallowed them and smiled instead.

Catherine slid out of the booth with movements that looked more careful than they had walking to the café. She pulled her wallet from her coat pocket and extracted a twenty, setting it on the table between them.

Then she leaned across the space separating them and pressed a kiss to Theo's lips. The kiss was soft and sincere, carrying affection that contradicted the awkwardness of moments before. Theo felt herself relax into it instinctively, her hand coming up to touch Catherine's face, thumb brushing her cheekbone.

"Bye, darling,” Catherine said.

Theo smiled, not trusting herself to speak without letting the hurt still lodged somewhere inside her slip out. She didn’t want to leave things like this, on a conversation about age gaps and diverging life paths. It felt wrong.

She watched Catherine move between the tables with the same grace she carried everywhere, and had the sudden, irrational urge to call her back. To ask her to stay.

But Catherine was already pushing through the café door, stepping onto the sidewalk where morning light caught in her pale hair.

Theo tracked her movement through the fogged window, watching as Catherine paused just outside. For a moment, she stood there. Her shoulders rounded forward, the grace dissolving into something that looked almost fragile. She lifted one hand to her temple, pressing there briefly, then continued down the sidewalk and disappeared from view.

Theo sat alone in the booth with cooling coffee and Catherine's twenty-dollar bill, aware of the noise around her but feeling separate from it.

The warmth of their kiss still lingered on her lips, but beneath it ran a thin thread of unease she couldn't quite name or dismiss. She told herself it was nothing, just Catherine being tired and wanting space to rest properly. She told herself she was being paranoid, reading too much into ordinary behavior because the newness of their relationship made everything feel heavy with meaning.

But the image of Catherine's changed posture stayed with her, the way she'd seemed to shrink once she thought herself unobserved, and Theo found herself gripping her coffee cup harder than necessary while trying to convince herself that everything was fine. Absolutely and completely fine.

* * *


The ER had found its early-evening rhythm, that Sunday lull when most people were home, and the accidents hadn’t started stacking up into the chaos to come.

Theo stood at the nurses' station with a tablet in hand, her fingers flying across the screen as she updated charts.

Around her, the department maintained its constant motion. Monitors beeped in steady patterns from bay curtains that shifted with passing staff. The overhead PA system crackled occasionally with announcements about incoming ambulances or requests for specific doctors. A nurse wheeled a patient past on a gurney, their conversation low and reassuring, while another checked vitals at a nearby computer.

Natalie appeared beside her, dropping a patient chart onto the counter with a thud that meant she'd just dealt with someone frustrating. "Guy in ten is demanding to see an attending because, and I quote, “I don’t want some intern fresh off the boat.”

“Did you tell him you are the attending?” Theo asked without looking up from her screen, “And that, despite your parents emigrating from Guangzhou, you were born here, or were you saving that for later?”

"Oh, no, I told him. With great pleasure." Natalie leaned against the counter, scrolling through her work emails with her free hand. "He's now requesting a different attending. I told him that’s no problem and he's welcome to wait six hours for the next shift rotation."

Theo smiled despite the tension still coiled in her chest. This was normal, this was routine, this was the kind of everyday absurdity that pushed the morning's unease to the back of her mind.

"Did he at least—" she started, but Natalie’s eyes suddenly shifted over her shoulder, widening with a look Theo had seen a thousand times in other people and never once imagined turning toward her.

Through the sliding doors came paramedics moving fast, a gurney between them, and for a moment, Theo’s mind refused to assemble the image into anything coherent. There was only an oxygen mask, the flash of pale hair against the pillow, the cream turtleneck she had watched Catherine pull over her head that morning as she stood half-dressed in the bathroom doorway, asking if it looked too academic for breakfast.

Behind them, Luis. His face the color of chalk.

He spotted her across the entrance, and his voice cut straight through the noise. "Theo!"

The world seemed to pause there, balanced on the edge of a single suspended second, and then her body moved before the thought could fully form, carrying her across the space between the nurses' station and the gurney with long strides that devoured the distance.

Hobbs was already there, hands moving through the initial assessment with the dominance of someone claiming territory.

"I've got her," he said without looking up.

"No." Theo stepped in beside him. "I've got it."

Hobbs glanced up then, irritation forming. "Brennan, I literally just⁠—"

"She’s mine, Hobbs." The words came out with an edge that made two nearby nurses look up.

Hobbs’s hands stilled. He studied her face for a moment, something in his expression shifting as comprehension landed, and then he stepped aside without another word.

"Put her here," Theo heard herself say, the voice that emerged calm and authoritative in a way that felt almost surreal, as if it belonged to the version of her that had managed every other crisis of her professional life without hesitation.

Her hands guided Catherine’s body from the paramedics’ stretcher onto the gurney, and the clinical part of her mind noted things automatically, the way it always did: the slack, unnatural weight of someone completely unresponsive, the way Catherine’s limbs fell where gravity took them, the terrible absence of any instinctive resistance.

Catherine's eyes were closed, lashes dark against pale skin, and her breathing was irregular, shallow then deep in a pattern that made Theo’s stomach drop.

Theo's hands moved to Catherine's neck, fingers finding her pulse point. Fast. Too fast. The rhythm thready and uneven beneath Theo's fingertips.

"Catherine," Theo said, voice low and urgent, leaning close enough that her breath stirred pale hair. "Catherine, can you hear me?"

No response. Catherine's face remained slack, no flicker of recognition, no indication she registered sound or touch.

Theo swallowed. The thought of causing her pain dragged bile up the back of her throat, but she needed Catherine back. She needed her awake and okay. She drove her knuckles into Catherine’s sternum. Hard. Hard enough to bruise.

Catherine jerked, a small, wounded sound catching in her throat.

Relief broke through Theo so fast it was almost dizzying.

“Localizes to pain,” she called to her colleagues, already moving onto the next step.

Checking airway, tilting Catherine's head to ensure proper positioning. Assessing breathing, watching the rise and fall of her chest, and noting the irregularity. Circulation confirmed through pulse check. The ABCs of emergency care, so automatic she could perform them unconscious, became the only thing keeping her functional.

Leads were going on. A cuff tightened around Catherine’s arm when her body jerked suddenly, muscles contracting in the unmistakable pattern of seizure activity. Her back arched off the gurney, jaw clenched tight, hands curling into rigid fists.

Theo moved immediately to stabilize her, one hand on Catherine's shoulder to keep her from rolling off the gurney, the other reaching for the bed's side rails. Someone was already swinging the oxygen toward them.

“Suction ready.”

Theo prayed they wouldn’t need it. She counted the seconds under her breath.

"I need lorazepam," Theo called out, not looking away from Catherine. "Five milligrams IV, now."

A nurse appeared at her elbow with the medication drawn, and Theo registered gratitude somewhere beneath the terror.

“I’ve got it,” Theo said, taking the syringe.

She found the IV port in Catherine's arm, pushed the medication with steady pressure, and watched Catherine's body for a response. The seizing continued for seconds that stretched into small eternities before gradually subsiding, muscles relaxing incrementally until Catherine lay still again.

"Catherine," Theo tried again, desperate for any sign of consciousness. "Please, squeeze my hand if you can hear me."

Nothing. Catherine's hand remained limp in Theo's grip, warm but unresponsive.

"Dr. Brennan."

The voice cut through Theo's focus with the authority that made residents straighten instinctively. But not her. Not now.

She looked up to find Dr. Morrison striding toward them, his posture rigid with the professional disapproval he wore like a second skin.

His gaze moved from Theo to Catherine and back again, taking in their proximity, the way Theo's hands hadn't left Catherine's body.

"Do you know this patient?" Dr. Morrison demanded, stopping beside the gurney with arms crossed over his chest.

Theo didn't respond immediately. Her attention remained on Catherine, monitoring her breathing, watching for any change in her stillness that might signal another seizure.

She adjusted the oxygen mask someone had placed over Catherine's face, checking the seal, ensuring proper flow.

"Dr. Brennan." Dr. Morrison's voice sharpened, taking on the edge that made medical students flinch. "I asked you a question."

"Yes." The word came out, barely audible over the ER's ambient noise.

"Then you know you can't treat her." Dr. Morrison moved closer, his presence imposing in ways designed to remind Theo of hierarchy. "Step back. Now."

Theo's hands tightened on the gurney's rail, knuckles whitening with the force of her grip. Every instinct screamed against leaving Catherine, against letting someone else take over when she was the one who cared whether she lived or died.

"Theo," a different voice said, gentle where Morrison's had been harsh.

Natalie appeared beside her, one hand settling on Theo's shoulder with pressure that communicated both support and instruction. Her expression carried understanding that Morrison's lacked, recognition of what it cost to step away from someone who mattered.

She moved between Theo and the gurney with careful positioning that physically displaced Theo while somehow making it feel less like dismissal.

"I'll take care of her," Natalie said quietly, her eyes meeting Theo's with unwavering certainty. "I promise."

Theo nodded, not trusting her voice. Her hands released the gurney slowly, fingers uncurling with reluctance that felt physical.

She took one step back, then another, watching as Natalie moved into the space she'd occupied, hands assessing Catherine with the same clinical efficiency Theo had been employing moments before.

"Let's get her to bay one," Natalie directed the surrounding nurses. "I want a full neurological workup, CT scan, blood work, including tox screen. Dr. Brennan, does the patient have any history of seizures?"

Theo felt like she was about to cry when she had to admit, “I don’t know.”

The gurney rolled away, Catherine's pale face disappearing behind curtains that swished closed with terrible finality.

Theo stood frozen in the space they'd left behind, her hands still raised as if she might reach for Catherine across the distance.

She was aware of Dr. Morrison's continued presence, of his disapproval radiating like heat, of other staff moving around them with the understanding of people who'd seen emotional complications before and knew better than to stare.

Dr. Morrison stepped closer, voice pitched low enough that only she could hear. "My office. Now."

Theo met his gaze directly, her shoulders straightening beneath her scrubs. "I’m going to bay one."

"You are aware of hospital policy regarding personal relationships with patients." The muscle in his jaw flickered.

"I'm aware I can't treat her." Theo's voice remained level despite the pressure building behind her sternum. "But I can wait while Dr. Huang does."

Morrison's jaw tightened. "You have patients of your own. And you still have four hours left on your shift."

"I'll hand over my patients." Theo kept her voice even. "I know there'll be consequences. Write me up, dock my pay, call the residency director. I'll deal with it. But unless we get hit with a mass casualty, I'm going to go be with Catherine."

Morrison's nostrils flared as he exhaled. He glanced toward Catherine's bay, then back at Theo. Without another word, he turned and stalked toward his office, white coat snapping behind him.

Theo's hands were still gloved, blue nitrile stretched tight across her knuckles, and she realized she'd been clenching her fists hard enough that her palms ached.

She forced her fingers to relax, to straighten, to hang at her sides with the appearance of composure even though her entire body felt like it might fly apart.

Luis remained beside her, his breathing harsh. "Is she going to be okay? I didn't know what else to do."

"You did good getting her here,” Theo said, her voice sounding distant to her own ears.

But she didn't know if Catherine would be okay. Didn't know what had caused the seizure, didn't know if it was breakthrough activity from a known condition or something new and catastrophic. She didn't know if Catherine had been hiding a diagnosis from her or if this was as terrifying and unexpected for Catherine as it was for Theo.

All she knew was that Catherine was behind that curtain, surrounded by medical professionals, being treated for a condition Theo hadn't known existed. And Theo was standing in the middle of her department, feeling more helpless than she'd ever felt in her life.
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Curtain Call
Catherine


Catherine woke to whiteness. Not to Theodora’s warm smile or the pale ivory of her expensive linens, but the aggressive, sterile white of institutional paint applied in thick layers over decades.

The ceiling tiles above her were perforated with thousands of tiny holes, and she stared at them without comprehension while her mind assembled itself back into something resembling consciousness.

Her body felt distant, like something she inhabited but didn't quite control. Her left arm was heavy; when she tried to move it, an IV tugged, tape tight against her skin. Her mouth was dry, her tongue thick, and a dull ache pressed steadily at her head, impossible to ignore.

She became aware of the hospital gown next. Cotton. Thin. Someone had—the thought arrived and then skidded sideways before she could finish it. She tried again. Someone had undressed her. Yes. That was the thing she was trying to think.

She turned her head slowly, muscles protesting, looking for clues until her eyes found Theodora. She was asleep in a chair pulled close to the bed, folded forward in a position that would strain her neck later. Her scrubs were wrinkled, her copper hair slipping loose across her face, softening her features. One hand rested atop Catherine’s, fingers still curled around hers, as if she had drifted off without meaning to let go.

Catherine looked at their joined hands, and the sight cut through the remaining haze with a clarity that surprised her. Theodora had stayed with her. That knowledge settled heavily and uncomfortably in her chest, bringing with it a rush of feelings. Gratitude flooded through her first. Then came love, unwelcome and overwhelming, the kind that made Catherine's chest thump with its intensity.

God. She was so in love with this woman.

She withdrew her hand slowly, extracting her fingers from Theodora's grip with movements designed not to wake her. She told herself it was so Theodora could sleep. But even as she thought it, she knew it wasn't entirely true. There was something else underneath it, something she recognized with the weariness of long practice, the quiet instinct to take back whatever she'd given before it could be taken from her.

She thought about the night Theodora had stayed on her couch after her shift, the pill in her hand at the kitchen sink, Theodora's face when she'd walked back into the lounge and let Catherine believe she hadn't seen. She could have said something then. She'd thought about it. But Theodora had changed the subject, and Catherine had let her, and the moment had passed the way those moments always did when she allowed them to. There would be a better time. A right time. Her terms, her timing, her choice.

And now here they were, and her terms hadn't counted for anything.

Theodora's hand lay where Catherine had left it. She watched her sleep for a moment, then, with nothing else to do and nowhere else to look, turned her attention to taking stock of herself. Her hair felt wrong, falling loose around her face when it should have been pinned back, and she lifted her hands to correct this before remembering she had no pins, no elastic, nothing to impose order on the disorder her body had created.

She settled for tucking it behind her ears instead, both sides, finger-combing through tangles that suggested time had passed while she'd been unconscious.

But the movement woke Theodora.

Her eyes opened slowly, unfocused for a heartbeat before they found Catherine's face. Relief flooded her expression immediately, so complete and unguarded that Catherine had to look away before the thump in her chest became a full-on cardio event.

“Hey,” Theodora said. She sat up straighter in the chair, one hand reaching toward Catherine before stopping halfway, as if only then realizing she was no longer holding it. “How are you feeling?”

"Disoriented," she said, because that much was true and required no elaboration.

Theodora watched Catherine, her gaze moving over her face before dropping to where her hands rested against the hospital sheet. “That makes sense,” she said. “You had a seizure. Luis found you.”

"What did he say happened?" Catherine asked, keeping her voice level.

"You were seizing in the hallway outside your apartment," Theodora said. "I think you may have been coming back from your mail box? You had a stack of letters next to you when he found you." She paused, and Catherine heard the careful selection of words, the editing that happened before speaking. "He called an ambulance, and you were brought into the ER around four hours ago.”

Four hours. She turned the number over. It didn't attach to anything. No feeling, no image. Just the number, sitting somewhere outside her, waiting for her to claim it. She let it go. It would mean something later.

"Where are my clothes? I'd like to get dressed."

Theodora leaned forward in the chair, closing some of the distance between them, and Catherine felt herself shift back against the pillows by an inch she hoped wasn't visible. It was. She could tell by the way Theodora's expression flickered before settling back into careful neutrality.

Theodora looked down at her hands. "I took them to the dry cleaners next door."

Catherine's stomach clenched. "I see."

"I have a spare set of clothes in my locker. I can grab them if⁠—"

"No. I don't want your spare set of locker clothes." The words came out sharp—sharper than Theodora deserved—but Catherine didn’t know how to pull them back once they were loose.

Catherine drew in a slow breath, biting the inside of her cheek. The urge to cry felt ridiculous, childish. She wouldn’t. Not again. And certainly not in front of her.

Theodora cleared her throat. "Nat—Dr. Huang ran a full workup. Everything was normal except your lamotrigine levels were elevated. That's likely what triggered the seizure. She wants to keep you for observation, but there's no sign of further complications."

Catherine gave a small, measured nod, then turned toward the window, toward the slice of city nightlife beyond the half-closed blinds, anywhere but Theodora.

After a moment, Theodora spoke, her voice barely more than breath. "I should have noticed at the café. The aura. You were seizing right in front of me, and I missed it. I'm so sorry."

As raw and exposed as Catherine felt, she couldn't bear Theodora blaming herself. "You don’t need to apologize. You didn't know I have epilepsy."

"Still. Is that why you left so quickly?" Theodora asked.

Catherine nodded, her hair brushing against the hospital pillow. "That tirade about our age gap, about how you'd eventually leave me..."

"Sudden intense feeling of fear or joy," Theodora murmured, recognition dawning. "A common aura symptom."

"I couldn't stop myself from saying any of it." Catherine's voice tightened.

Theodora ducked her head to catch her eyes, her face so open with hurt. "I understand why you wouldn't tell everyone. But I wasn't just anyone to you, Catherine, was I? At least, I didn't think I was. Why didn't you tell me?"

Catherine gave a small shrug like a child being scolded, "I knew the conversation needed to happen at some point if we were going to—" She stopped, unable to finish the sentence. "But I wanted to tell you myself. In my own way. I never wanted you to see it." The words felt like confession and accusation simultaneously.

"I know that must feel⁠—"

“You don’t know,” Catherine said, the interruption louder than she meant it to be. She closed her eyes briefly, forcing a slow breath, then made herself look at Theodora. “I’m sorry. I’m not—” She faltered, searching. “I’m not upset with you. That’s not it at all. It’s just…this isn’t how I wanted you to find out.”

"Catherine, if anything⁠—"

"Don't, Theodora. Please." Catherine's voice came out strained, the careful control slipping. "Don't tell me it brings us closer or that it makes you care about me more."

Theodora sat back in her chair, her expression controlled in ways that suggested she was working to contain her own reaction.

“I know this is frightening,” Theodora said carefully. “But the post-ictal confusion should clear over the next few hours. We can adjust your lamotrigine and make sure your levels stay therapeutic, and⁠—”

"Stop. Just stop." The words broke out of her, raw and untempered. "I don't want your medical recommendations." Her voice had gone tired, almost pleading. "What happened today wasn't frightening. It was humiliating. Do you understand that? Do you get the difference?"

She stopped, struggling for words that would make Theodora understand. "I don't want you to look at me like I'm something that needs monitoring. That's not— " She stopped. Started again. "I wanted to give you a different version of this. Of me." She pressed her fingers against the sheet, steadying herself. "I can't look at you without knowing you saw me at my worst. And I know that's not— " The sentence went somewhere she hadn't meant it to. She swallowed. "I didn't want to be the patient. I wanted to be your equal."

The word hung between them, and Catherine watched understanding dawn across Theodora's features, "You think what happened today makes us unequal?"

"It makes me feel unequal. Whether that's rational or not. I mean, Christ, Theodora, I’m a decade older than you, I'm supposed to be the stable one, the mature one. Instead, I'm lying here with tubes in my arm, all the while knowing that you saw me lose complete control of my body. I—" Her jaw clenched as she swallowed against rising bile. "I wasn’t dignified in any way. And I can't bear knowing you'll always have that image of me.”

“I can’t unsee that, Catherine, no matter how much you want me to.”

“I know. And I’m not blaming you⁠—”

"Aren't you?" Theodora's question emerged quietly, without accusation, just tired recognition of subtext Catherine hadn't meant to reveal.

Catherine opened her mouth to deny it, then closed it again. She didn't blame Theodora for the seizure, of course she didn't, but she blamed her for being there to witness it, for caring enough that it mattered, for prying open feelings Catherine would rather have kept contained.

"I don't know," she admitted finally, the words costing more than she'd expected. "I just—I can't do this right now."

Theodora nodded slowly. She looked down at her hands, then back at Catherine, and something in her expression had shuttered. The earnest concern from earlier had been replaced by something more guarded, more self-protective in ways Catherine recognized because she employed the same defenses herself.

"Which part?" Theodora asked. "Are you asking me to leave the room, or are you asking me to leave you?"

The question was direct and quiet, carrying no anger despite how much it must have cost to voice.

“I’m sorry,” Catherine choked out. She met Theodora’s gaze, willing her to understand even as the words hurt more to say than to hear. “I wish—” She broke off, tears slipping down her face despite her effort to contain them. “I wish we’d had more time before everything went wrong.”

Theodora wiped at the tear running down her own cheek. “So you’re ending it.”

Catherine bit her lip hard, trying to steady her voice. She looked at Theodora and immediately wished she hadn't because Theodora's expression was so open and so tired and so ready to absorb whatever Catherine was about to do to her.

“Yes. I think it's for the best.”

Theodora was quiet for a long moment. When she spoke again, her voice carried a weariness that matched Catherine's own. "You're embarrassed and scared that I'll eventually leave, so you're leaving first. Is that about right?"

She wanted to deny it, wanted to explain. But the explanation was somewhere she couldn't reach right now, and maybe Theodora was right anyway. Maybe that was all it was. And Theodora deserved the world, but Catherine could start with giving her honesty, “Yes.”

Theodora's eyes lingered on Catherine's face for a moment longer. Then she rose from the chair, her movements slow as she reached for her fleece. "Okay," she said.

Just that. One word carrying acknowledgment without agreement, acceptance without understanding. Catherine felt the finality in it, the small death of whatever they'd been building before four missing hours had changed everything.

"Okay?"

"I'm not going to argue with you. What’s the point?" She looked down at her fleece, then back up at Catherine with fresh tears on her cheeks. "I could stand here all night telling you that what happened doesn't change how I feel about you. But that's not the issue, is it? The seizure happened to you. How you process that is your territory, not mine. I can respect boundaries even when I don't agree with them."

Her quiet dignity made Catherine's throat constrict. It would be easier if Theodora raged, hurled accusations, slammed the door on her way out. But this calm acceptance was unbearable. Not that she had expected anything else from her. It was one of the reasons she loved her after all.

"I'm sorry," Catherine said again, because the words felt necessary even if they were inadequate. "I wish I were—" She stopped, unable to finish the sentence. Wish she were what? Braver? Less damaged? Capable of accepting intimacy and vulnerability simultaneously? All of it felt true, and none of it changed the reality.

Theodora's voice dropped to a whisper. "I wish we'd had more time, too.”

Catherine's eyes burned as Theodora crossed to the bed. Her palm found Catherine's cheek, thumb brushing away her tears. She bent down, her lips brushing Catherine's forehead with such gentleness that Catherine almost broke.

Their foreheads touched, and Catherine could feel Theodora's breath against her skin as she whispered, "Take care of yourself, Catherine." She paused, her voice catching. "And call Liv. Don’t deal with this alone, okay?"

Catherine nodded, not trusting her voice to respond.

Then she watched Theodora turn away, watched her step fully into the hallway without looking back.

The door swung closed on its own, inch by inch, the low hiss of its pneumatic arm stretching time like a held note. When it finally clicked shut, Catherine's face crumpled.

The tears came slowly at first, just a few escaping from beneath closed eyelids to track down her cheeks and soak into the thin hospital gown.

But then something broke loose in her chest, something she'd been holding back since the moment she'd woken and seen Theodora sleeping beside her bed, and the crying became complete.

Her shoulders shook, her breathing fractured between muffled cries, her whole body curling inward under the enormity of what she’d ruined.

The chair where Theodora had kept vigil stood abandoned next to her bed, and Catherine couldn't stop staring at it, couldn't stop imagining Theodora sitting there for hours while Catherine was unconscious, waiting with the patience of someone who cared deeply.

She let herself feel it then, the reality of what she’d just done. Not the seizure or the humiliation that had brought her here, those would come later; they’d require processing she wasn't ready for yet. But the immediate loss of Theodora, the deliberate severing of something that had barely begun but had already mattered more than Catherine had let herself acknowledge.

Later, the nurse who came to check her vitals pretended not to notice her red-rimmed eyes, for which Catherine was pathetically grateful.

She answered the woman's questions with clipped responses, accepted the small paper cup of medication without comment, and signed the discharge paperwork with a sloppy scrawl.

Her neurologist would be contacted. Follow-up appointments would be scheduled. Yes, she understood the risks. Yes, she’d fill her prescription. Yes, she had someone to take her home.

That last one was a lie, but Catherine had become adept at appearing completely fine when she was anything but.
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Honey and One Sugar
Catherine


Three days after leaving the hospital, Catherine's apartment was immaculate. Not the ordinary cleanliness of a woman who kept a tidy home, but the kind that happened when there was nothing left to do with your hands.

The cushions were aligned to a degree that suggested a ruler had been involved. The kitchen surfaces held no stray crumbs, no unpaid letters, no evidence of anyone actually living there. In the music room, the fallboard was shut, and the door was closed. It had been closed since she came home.

She was at the kitchen table with a crossword she hadn’t been doing when the intercom buzzed.

"Miss Matthews." Frank's voice carried its usual measured courtesy, with an additional note underneath it that she recognized as professional distress. "I do apologize for disturbing you. There's a Mrs. Olivia Fieldman here for you. I explained you weren't receiving visitors, but she⁠—"

There was a brief scuffle. The distinct sound of Frank's professional dignity losing a close fight. Then a different voice.

"Catherine." Liv's voice. Entirely unapologetic. "I have been on a plane for eight hours. I haven’t slept. My thong has been cutting into me since I was halfway over the Atlantic, and I did not come all this way to be turned away by a very polite doorman, however lovely Frank is." She paused. "Frank, you are lovely. Catherine, let me up."

Liv had a voice that hadn't changed in thirty years: low, amused, and entirely immune to circumstance. Catherine could picture her at the front desk with one hand extended for the receiver, Frank having surrendered it with the polite helplessness of a man who had met his match.

Catherine pressed the heel of her hand to her forehead and braced herself. "Liv. You could have called."

"I did call. Several times, if you remember. You dumped me into your voicemail and texted me that you were fine."

"I am fine."

"Then say that to my face."

There was a beat of silence from downstairs, presumably Liv returning the phone.

Catherine looked at the crossword. Then at the closed music room door. Then at the ceiling, briefly.

"Frank," she said.

"Ma'am?"

"Send her up."

* * *


Catherine used the four minutes it took for the lift to arrive to make the apartment look less like a mausoleum. She moved a book from the shelf to the coffee table and opened it to a random page. Filled the kettle. Stood in the kitchen doorway surveying the sitting room with the eye of someone who knew it would be examined. At the last second, she put a mug in the sink alongside a plate and a fork, then stood back, then added a second fork, then removed it, then stood there holding it, wondering what a person who had been eating normally would have done with a fork.

She was still standing there contemplating when Liv knocked.

The woman who appeared in the doorway was more or less the same as she always had been, shorter than Catherine remembered every time, dark-eyed, gray threaded through her curly black hair in ways that suited her, a camel coat and a scarf tied and retied, and a weekend bag that hit the floor the moment she saw Catherine's face.

Liv stepped through the door and hugged her before Catherine had finished deciding how to arrange her face. One hand at the back of her head, the other around her shoulders, the grip of someone who had known her long enough not to ask first. Catherine stood stiff for a moment. Then something in her shoulders dropped an inch.

“All right," Liv said, stepping back and holding her by both arms. She looked at Catherine's face in the direct way she'd had since their first year at the conservatory, the way that had always made Catherine feel simultaneously assessed and accepted.

Then her gaze moved past Catherine into the apartment. The aligned cushions. The gleaming surfaces. The closed music room door.

She said nothing about any of it and instead walked past Catherine and towards the kitchen.

“Show me where you keep the tea," Liv said.

In the kitchen, Catherine boiled the kettle and reached for the cups. She opened the cabinet and stopped, just for a moment. Theodora's mug was where it always was—the one she had presented to Catherine with great ceremony approximately two months after they'd met. What would happen if a piano fell on you? You would B-flat printed on the side in bold letters that suggested the designer had never encountered a font they didn't like. Catherine hadn’t laughed at the time. Theodora had laughed brightly enough for both of them, and then, somehow, the mug had never left.

She reached past it for another and set it on the counter.

She made Liv's tea with honey and one sugar. She hadn't needed to ask since the winter term of 1982, when their housemistress had made it that way for Liv after having her tonsils taken out, and Catherine had taken over the duty and never stopped.

Liv was sitting at the kitchen island when Catherine set the cup in front of her. She wrapped both hands around it and looked down at it for a moment. When she looked up, something in her expression had given up on being composed.

"Do you have any idea," she said, "how worried I've been."

It wasn't quite a question.

"I'm sorry," Catherine said.

"The hospital rang me. Then you didn't answer, and I got one text telling me you were fine." Liv looked up. "What's the point of being your emergency contact if you go silent the moment there's an emergency?"

"I didn't want you to worry unnecessarily."

"I was already worried. That ship had sailed." Liv set her mug down. "Talk to me."

Catherine picked up her own tea. "I had a seizure. Breakthrough activity, they called it, which sounds worse than it is. The neurologist has adjusted my dosage, and I have a follow-up on Friday. The prognosis is straightforward⁠—“

"Catherine."

“—And the practice is on the Upper East Side, which is convenient. I'm not restricted from traveling or driving, so daily life is largely⁠—"

"Catherine." The single word carried thirty years of knowing exactly what she was doing.

Catherine took a sip of tea.

Liv let her. They sat like that for a moment, the kind of silence that didn't need filling. Then she asked, "Has your mother come to see you?”

"No."

“Does she know you were in the hospital?”

“Mhm.”

Liv watched her. Drank her tea. Said nothing, because she knew better.

"When do I get to meet Theo?" she asked, after a moment, her tone shifting to something gentler. "I've been practicing my 'if you hurt my best friend' speech the entire flight here."

Catherine looked at the table. "She isn't here."

Liv waited with a raised eyebrow as if to say, ‘duh, but when will she be?’

"We aren't—" Catherine stopped and exhaled slowly. "I ended things."

“What? Why?”

"It was the right decision."

Liv looked at her for a moment. “For who?”

“Both of us.”

Liv's thumb found her wedding band, spinning it once. Catherine recognized this as Liv deciding not to say the first thing that had come to her.

"Tell me what happened," she said.

So Catherine told her. Not the version she’d been composing for three days, the one that was orderly and made her sound like someone who had made a considered decision.

She told her the other version, the one where she had woken in a hospital gown with Theodora asleep in the chair beside the bed and felt something move through her chest, and then spent the next twenty minutes taking apart the best thing that had happened to her.

She told it without looking up, her voice level in the way it got when she was holding something carefully.

When she finished, Liv was quiet for a moment.

"Do you think she'd want to hear from you?" she asked.

"That isn't the point."

"What is the point?"

"That I made a decision that was difficult but the right one, and I'd rather not spend your entire visit examining it."

Liv looked at her. Then she reached across and covered Catherine's hand with her own, briefly. “Fine,” she said. “Then we won’t.” She sat back. "We'll watch Ferris Bueller and Dirty Dancing back to back, and I don't want to hear a single word about it."

Catherine looked at her. "I hated Dirty Dancing."

Liv pointed at her. “Liar. You cried."

"I did not."

"You absolutely did. Spring break first year of college. You thought I was asleep."

"Don’t you have a return flight booked?”

“Nope. I have a flexible ticket and a very understanding husband."

The corner of Catherine's mouth moved despite everything. "I suppose you can stay in my guest room for a few days,” she said.

"Good." Liv stood and picked up her glass. "Now. Order me something to eat. You're buying."

* * *


They ate at the kitchen table, too many containers between them. Liv talked about the flight, the film she'd watched twice and cried at both times, the man in the middle seat who had fallen asleep on her shoulder before they reached cruising altitude. Catherine listened and ate more than she had in three days without noticing.

They had moved to the couch with their wine when Catherine heard it. Footsteps in the hallway, the rhythm she had stopped consciously registering months ago. It had become part of the building's vocabulary, as familiar as the elevator chime or her lock engaging.

She went still.

The footsteps slowed outside 14D, just briefly, then continued to the elevator bay.

Catherine realized she had stopped mid-sentence. She didn't remember what she'd been saying.

"Sorry," Catherine said. "I⁠—"

But Liv was on her feet before Catherine could finish, moving quickly toward the front door with a purpose that made Catherine's stomach drop.

"Liv—" She was off the couch before she'd decided to move, crossing the room and grabbing Liv around the waist from behind. "Don't you dare⁠—"

"I'm not⁠—"

"I mean it, if you open that door⁠—"

"Catherine, I'm not⁠—"

They wrestled with complete disregard for dignity back toward the couch, Liv trying to turn and Catherine not letting her, until they went down onto the cushions in a graceless heap, breathless, Catherine's wine miraculously unspilled.

There was a beat of silence. Then Liv started laughing.

"I was going to look through the peephole, you idiot," she managed.

Catherine stared at her. "What?"

"The peephole." Liv was laughing properly now, the kind that made her eyes water. "I just wanted to see what she looked like. There was no need for you to go all Hulk Hogan on me.”

Catherine opened her mouth. Closed it. Something released in her, sudden and involuntary, and then she was laughing too, the kind that arrived without warning and couldn't be managed, both of them on the couch with their wine listing at dangerous angles.

"You absolute—" Catherine couldn't finish the sentence.

"In my defense," Liv said, wiping her eyes, "you've been describing this woman for months, and I've never actually seen her. I was going to be very discreet about it."

Catherine put her face in her hands. The laughter kept coming, undignified and helpless, and she let it, because it had been three days and she had no defenses left for it.

When it finally settled, they sat side by side catching their breath, the apartment quiet around them.

"She has copper hair," Catherine said, after a moment. "And green eyes that change shade when she's excited. And a tiny scar just above her right eyebrow that she's never mentioned." She paused. "I never asked. I just noticed it. I always assumed it was from when she had chicken pox as a child. I kept meaning to ask her…”

Liv was still beside her. "She sounds beautiful," she said, and then picked up her wine and said nothing else.

From Liv, who had never kept an opinion to herself in thirty years, the silence said everything.

Catherine looked toward the elevator bay. She didn't answer. But she didn't disagree.

Later, when Catherine came back from the kitchen with their refilled wine, there was a folded piece of notepad paper on the cushion where Liv had been sitting.:

Dr. Florence Hardin

212-363-0819

Trust me, call her xx

She could hear Liv in the bathroom, running the tap. Catherine looked at the paper for a moment, then folded it once and put it in her desk drawer.

Out of sight. Not quite out of mind.
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Down by the Water
Theo


Theo tilted her tablet toward the intern, tapping at the screen where potassium levels contradicted everything else they were seeing. The kid crowded her space, nodding too vigorously, his questions tumbling out before she could finish a single explanation.

She’d worked seven days straight, her life narrowed to the clean boundaries of twelve-hour shifts. It was a tad illegal. Technically discouraged. But the department was short-staffed, and Dr. Morrison made a show of reminding her about rest while continuing to schedule her anyway. Which was fine. It suited them both. It was better to keep moving than to stop. Better to diagnose strangers than to sit in her empty apartment remembering Catherine’s lips against hers, or the feel of her smile in the crook of her neck, the quiet finality in her voice when she’d said, I wish things were different.

"But what about the sodium?" The intern's question pulled her back. Theo inhaled, ready to explain.

"Theo!" Natalie's voice cut across the department with an urgency that made everyone's head turn.

The sliding doors burst open. A gurney came through fast, pushed by two paramedics moving with synchronized speed, and Theo's heart stammered in her chest. For one terrible moment, she was certain it would be Catherine. Pale hair spread across a pillow, blue eyes closed, body still and wrong in ways Theo wouldn't survive seeing again

But the figure on the gurney had sparse gray hair, dark skin, and a familiar duffel bag resting at his feet.

Harry. No, no, no.

Theo's training overrode everything else. She was moving before conscious thought caught up, crossing the floor in three quick strides, her hands reaching for gloves from the wall dispenser as she went.

Harry's skin carried a bluish tinge that made her stomach drop. His chest heaved with each breath, muscles straining visibly beneath his worn shirt, the kind of respiratory distress that meant minutes mattered. His lips were cyanotic, fingernails dark, and when Theo leaned close, she heard the wet rattle of fluid in his lungs.

"Resus one," she called out. "I need oxygen and IV access."

The gurney rolled into the bay. Staff materialized around them quickly. A nurse cut away Harry's shirt with trauma shears while another positioned the oxygen mask over his face.

Theo moved to Harry's side, her hands finding his wrist to check his pulse. Thready and fast, racing under her fingertips with arrhythmia that suggested his heart was failing along with his lungs.

"Sats are at seventy-eight," someone reported from the monitor.

Too low. Dangerously low. Theo's hands moved across Harry's chest, feeling for abnormalities, finding nothing but the rapid rise and fall of respiratory distress. His eyes remained closed, no response when she called his name, no reaction to the sternal rub.

“High-flow oxygen,” Theo said. “All the way up.”

A nurse moved in quickly, adjusting the mask. Theo watched the monitor, waiting for the numbers to climb. They didn’t.

“Still dropping,” Natalie said from Harry’s other side.

Theo hadn’t seen her arrive. She was just there, steady and close, tracking the same data, the same lack of response.

Theo nodded, moving to the next intervention. "We need to intubate. Get me a seven-five tube and prepare for RSI."

Equipment appeared on the tray beside her. Theo positioned herself at the head of the bed, tilting Harry's head back to open his airway.

The laryngoscope felt familiar in her hand, cold metal catching the bay's bright lighting as she inserted the blade and visualized his vocal cords.

The endotracheal tube followed, sliding through with resistance that suggested swelling, and Theo secured it with quick movements she'd performed countless times.

"Tube's in," she confirmed, stepping back to let respiratory therapy connect the ventilator.

The machine took over breathing for him, its rhythmic whoosh filling the bay with mechanical sound. But Harry's oxygen saturation continued dropping, the monitor's numbers descending in steady increments.

"Sats at seventy-two," the nurse monitoring vitals reported.

"Give me an ABG," Theo said.

A blood sample was drawn from Harry's arterial line. Theo watched the monitors while they waited for results, tracking the numbers that told Harry's story in clinical language. Heart rate climbing, blood pressure dropping, oxygen levels refusing to stabilize despite mechanical ventilation.

The blood gas results came back worse than expected. Severe acidosis, carbon dioxide retention, and oxygen levels indicated his lungs were failing to perform even basic gas exchange.

"He's in respiratory failure," Natalie said. Not a question, just acknowledgment of what the numbers showed.

Theo's jaw tightened. "Start him on vasopressors. Norepinephrine drip, titrate to maintain MAP above sixty-five."

More medications entered Harry's system through the IV lines that now ran from both arms. Theo moved through interventions, adjusting ventilator settings, ordering a chest x-ray, and considering every possible cause and treatment for his rapid decline.

But Harry's body wasn't responding. His heart rate continued climbing, breaching one-forty, one-fifty, the monitor's alarm shrieking with each new threshold crossed. His blood pressure dropped despite the vasopressors, falling toward numbers that couldn't sustain life.

"V-fib," someone called out.

Theo's eyes snapped to the monitor. The regular rhythm had dissolved into chaotic waves, Harry's heart quivering uselessly instead of pumping.

She grabbed the defibrillator paddles, charging them while a nurse applied gel and lowered the bed.

"Clear," Theo said, pressing the paddles against Harry's chest.

His body jerked with the shock's force. The monitor showed continued fibrillation.

"Charge two hundred. Clear."

Another shock. Another failure to convert. Theo set the paddles aside and positioned her hands on Harry's sternum, lacing her fingers together and beginning chest compressions with force that made his ribs flex beneath her palms.

Thirty compressions later, her shoulders were burning with the effort.

Natalie took over breathing, squeezing the bag valve mask in coordination with Theo's compressions. Around them, staff moved, drawing up epinephrine, preparing additional shocks, documenting everything in real time.

"Epi's in," a nurse reported.

Theo continued compressions, counting under her breath, maintaining the rhythm that might restart Harry's heart. Two minutes passed. Another round of epinephrine. Another shock was delivered with no change in the chaotic rhythm on screen.

Sweat gathered at her temples beneath the overhead lights. Some distant part of her mind registered the damage she was likely doing to his ribs, but that was a problem for later, for the living. Right now, her only focus was on making Harry one of them.

"Theo," Natalie said.

Theo didn't stop. Another round of compressions, another squeeze of the bag, another injection of medication into a body that wasn't responding.

"Dr. Brennan," Natalie repeated, firmer this time.

"Not yet." Theo's voice came out harsh, breathless from exertion.

"He's gone, Theo."

The words hung in the air between compressions. Theo's hands stilled mid-push, hovering over Harry's sternum while her brain processed what Natalie had said.

She looked at the monitor, at the flat line that had replaced the chaotic rhythm, at the absence of electrical activity that meant there was nothing left to restart.

"Time of death, fourteen-thirty-two," Natalie said.

The bay fell silent except for the click of machines being turned off. The ventilator's whoosh ceased. The monitor's alarm was silenced. Staff stepped back from the bed, their roles complete.

But Theo froze. Her gloved hands remained above Harry's chest, fingers laced together, shoulders curved forward in the posture of resuscitation.

She could see his face now without equipment obscuring it, could see the recently shaved gray stubble on his jaw and the deep lines around his closed eyes and the stillness that meant he'd never open them again.

Her arms lowered slowly, her hands falling to her sides as she climbed off the bed. She looked at Harry’s body, at the sheet being drawn up over his chest, and felt nothing beyond the distant awareness that she should be feeling something.

Natalie’s hand settled at her elbow, both firm and gentle, guiding her away. Theo let herself be moved. She couldn’t think of a reason not to.

They walked past occupied bays where other patients existed in various states of crisis and recovery. The ER continued around them with indifferent momentum, unaffected by one death among many. Natalie stopped outside an empty consultation room and opened the door.

She waited until Theo stepped inside, then said softly, “I’m so sorry, Theo. Do you want me to stay with you for a bit?”

Theo swallowed. Her voice came out rough, barely there. “No. We can’t be two doctors down.”

Natalie held her gaze for a moment, then nodded. “Alright.” Her voice stayed calm, steady. “Take as long as you need. Come back if you’re able. If not, page me, and I’ll find you cover.”

Theo managed a wordless nod and watched Natalie leave. Then she sank into one of the chairs.

She stared at the poster directly ahead, showing the chain of survival for cardiac arrest, each link illustrated with clear graphics and concise text, and felt the information slide across her awareness without sticking.

Fifteen minutes passed. Maybe more. Time felt unreliable, measured only by the continued hum of lights and the distant sounds of the ER beyond the closed door.

Eventually, she stood, and before she quite knew how, she was back at the nurses’ station.

The documentation waited on her tablet. Date, time, patient name, interventions performed, outcome. Theo's fingers moved across the screen, filling in fields and checking boxes and typing notes.

She signed the forms electronically. Her signature appeared as a cursive scrawl across the bottom of each page, proof that she'd been there, that she'd tried, and that ultimately, it hadn't mattered.

She found herself walking toward the ambulance bay, where the paramedics who'd brought Harry in were loading supplies after another drop-off. She recognized the pair, the older guy with salt-and-pepper hair who'd been cracking jokes earlier, and the serious woman who'd given such a thorough handoff report. They were shoving packaged gauze into compartments of their jump bags.

"Hey," Theo said, her throat dry as she approached them. "You brought in Harold Lewis earlier, right? Where’d you pick him up?"

The older paramedic checked his tablet, scrolling through their call log. "The Marriott on Adams Street. Call from the manager came around twelve-fifty. He was pretty upset when we wheeled the guy out."

The Marriott? That wasn’t right. Catherine had said he’d only be there for a weekend. Not two weeks.

Theo cleared her throat. "The manager, did you get his name?"

"Jonathan," the paramedic said, then glanced at his partner. "Right?"

She nodded without looking up from her inventory checklist. "Yeah. Jonathan."

"Thanks," Theo said, already turning away.

She moved toward the staff corridor that led away from the main ER floor. She found an alcove near the supply closets, quiet except for the distant rumble of the hospital's mechanical systems, and pulled out her phone.

The hotel's number came up easily in a search. Theo dialed, listening to it ring three times before someone answered with practiced hospitality.

"Marriott Adams Street, how may I direct your call?"

"I’d like to talk to the manager, Jonathan, please," Theo said.

"May I ask who's calling?"

"Dr. Brennan from New York-Presbyterian. It's regarding Harold Lewis."

A pause, then hold music that was meant to be soothing but only made Theo's jaw tighten. Classical. Beethoven. Because the universe clearly fucking hated her.

The music cut off abruptly.

"Hello, Dr. Brennan." His voice carried the warmth of someone who'd worked in hospitality long enough to make genuine connections seem effortless. "Is Harry alright?"

Theo's throat tightened. Harry had no next of kin to inform in his medical file. She’d need to make a personal call to Carla, but for now, she needed to make sure his personal items were safe.

She pressed her back against the alcove's wall, feeling the cool surface through her scrubs. "No. He passed away this afternoon. I was his doctor." She paused, the next words requiring more effort than they should. "I was also his friend, and I’ll need to come and collect his things."

Silence on the other end, the kind that felt heavy with shock being processed. Then Jonathan's voice returned, quieter now, stripped of professional polish. "I'm sorry. He was a kind man. I should have checked on him sooner. I knew something was wrong when he didn't come down for breakfast."

"Nothing you did could have prevented his death," Theo said, the words automatic, the kind of reassurance she'd given to countless families.

"Thank you for telling me personally." Jonathan's voice wavered slightly. "I know Catherine will want to know. Should I wait before reaching out to her, or..."

Theo's mind stuttered over the name, trying to understand why Jonathan would mention Catherine in connection with Harry's death. "Catherine Matthews?"

"Yes." Jonathan sounded surprised by the question. "She was also a friend of his. She's been coming by every day this past week for dinner. I’m sure she’ll want to know that she doesn’t need to come this evening."

The information landed wrong, like words in a language Theo almost understood but couldn't quite translate.

Catherine visited him. Catherine sat with him for dinner. Catherine, who had pulled back from everyone after the diagnosis, who rationed her time with people like it cost something, who had pushed Theo away because being seen felt unbearable. And that same Catherine had been spending hours every day with Harry. Harry, an aging addict with nowhere else to go.

Theo didn't know what to do with that yet.

"Dr. Brennan? Are you still there?"

Theo realized she hadn't responded, "Yes," she managed. "I'm here."

"I just want to make sure I handle this right," Jonathan continued. "Should I call Catherine, or would you prefer to tell her yourself?"

"No, you can tell her," Theo said. The words felt thick in her throat, difficult to push out. She swallowed and tried again. "And please pass along my condolences to her as well."

"Of course." Jonathan's tone gentled further. "And my condolences to you, too, Dr. Brennan."

They exchanged a few more words, practical details about when Harry's belongings could be collected. Theo answered on autopilot, her mind elsewhere.

When the call ended, Theo stayed where she was in the alcove, her phone still in her hand, staring at the blank wall in front of her.

She pushed away from the wall. Her shift continued for three more hours, and patients needed attention.

* * *


Theo reached The Lenox at eleven-thirty, weighed down by Harry’s few personal belongings and the exhaustion that came from living in the aftermath of someone’s death.

When her apartment door came into view, she saw something on it: a square of lavender paper that hadn’t been there that morning.

Theo slowed, her keys hanging useless from her fingers as she drew close enough to recognize the neat, controlled loops of handwriting she knew better than anyone else’s.

I'm so sorry about Harry.
I know words are insufficient, but you
mattered to him, so, so much, Theodora.


There was no signature. Not that it was needed. Theo read the note twice, then carefully peeled it from the door and folded it into her pocket.

She unlocked her door, expecting the quiet that had settled into it over the past week, but when the door swung open, Mary was sitting on her couch.

She looked completely comfortable, settled into the corner cushion with her cane propped against the armrest, wearing a plum-colored cardigan over a floral house dress.

She looked up when Theo entered, her expression carrying a mix of sympathy and practicality that made her impossible to argue with.

“Hey,” Theo's voice came out confused, still standing in the doorway. "What are you doing here?"

"Catherine knocked on my door about an hour ago," Mary said. "Told me you'd be home late. Said you'd need someone when you got here."

She shifted, making room on the couch beside her in wordless invitation. "Not sure why she couldn’t set aside whatever foolishness is going on between you and come herself, but here we are.”

"I'm fine," Theo said, the lie so familiar it required no thought at all.

Mary's expression didn't change. She just looked at Theo with steady eyes. "I'm sure you are," she said, but her tone made clear she thought nothing of the sort. "Come sit with me anyway."

Theo's legs carried her forward before her mind caught up. She crossed the apartment, dropped her keys on the counter, and lowered herself onto the couch beside Mary.

The cushions gave beneath her, familiar and soft, and she found herself sinking into them with relief so deep she almost sighed.

"I heard about Harry," Mary said, reaching out to pat Theo's arm. "I'm sorry. Losing someone is hard, no matter how prepared you think you are."

The kindness in her voice cracked something in Theo's composure, some barrier she'd been maintaining since the moment Natalie had called time of death.

"He was supposed to get better," Theo heard herself say. "He always got better."

"I know," Mary said, and her arm came around Theo's shoulders, pulling her closer. "Come here, sweetheart."

Theo let herself be pulled. She leaned into Mary's side, feeling the solid warmth of her body, the cushioned fabric of her cardigan against her cheek. Mary's other hand came up to stroke Theo's hair with the same gentle repetition she'd probably used on her own children decades ago, and something in Theo broke completely.

The first sob surprised her with its force. It tore from her throat involuntarily, a sound she couldn't control or contain, and once it started, she couldn't stop it. Her shoulders shook, her breathing fractured into gasps, and tears she'd been holding back for days finally broke free.

She cried for Harry, for the man who told terrible jokes, who called her doc, who never quite stayed clean long enough to build the life he wanted. She cried for all the times she’d saved him before and the one time she couldn’t.

She cried for Catherine, who had sat with him every day, offering companionship and dignity. And for the way Catherine had thought to send Mary tonight, despite everything.

"That's it," Mary murmured, barely audible beneath Theo's crying. "Let it out. I've got you."

Theo cried until her throat was raw and her eyes burned, and exhaustion finally overtook even grief's momentum.

She remained curled against Mary's side, breathing in shuddering gasps, her hands fisted in Mary's cardigan, gripping the fabric like it was the only thing keeping her anchored.

Eventually, the sobs faded to hiccups, then to silence, leaving only Theo’s unsteady breathing as the worst of the grief loosened its grip on her chest.

"You're going to be alright," Mary said gently. "Not tonight, maybe not for a while. But eventually you will be."

Theo nodded against Mary's shoulder, not trusting her voice yet, and closed her eyes, focusing on the warmth beside her, on grief acknowledged and tears shed and the comfort of not having to face it alone.
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Stalemate
Theo


Theo’s ears rang. Not sharply, just a low hum that made everything feel a little off, like she’d just broken the surface after being underwater too long.

The restaurant sounds reached her a beat late. Silverware hitting plates after she’d seen the movement. Her mother’s voice blurring halfway through a sentence. She blinked and looked down at her untouched risotto, then back up to find both her parents watching her like they’d asked something important.

“Sorry,” Theo said. “Can you say that again?”

Her mother’s face lit up, mistaking the question for delighted surprise, apparently unaware that Theo had mentally checked out the second the conversation started.

"I was just saying that your father and I spoke with Samuel earlier this week. Dr. Marquez," her mother clarified, as if Theo might have forgotten who he was. "Nothing official, of course, but he wanted us to know that when you apply for the fellowship, it's practically guaranteed that you’ll get a place."

Theo nodded, her fingers slipping to the edge of the table, her bitten nail scratching lightly at the wood beneath the tablecloth.

“Isn’t that wonderful?” her mother continued. “A cardiology specialty with Samuel's mentorship is going to build on everything you've already accomplished."

"Your mother’s right," her father added without looking up from his steak. "Samuel doesn't make offers like this lightly. "

"I know," Theo said, because some response seemed required.

Her mother's smile widened, encouraged by what she interpreted as agreement. "We were so relieved when he called. It's good to have something settled, isn’t it?" She paused, reaching for her wine glass. "You must be relieved too."

Theo's gaze fixed on her mother's hand as it curved around the stem of the wine glass. The familiar ritual—lift, sip, set down—played out in slow motion. Each movement practiced and elegant.

"Theo?" Her mother's smile faltered, the corners of her mouth pinching inward. Something flickered behind her eyes, concern, yes, but also irritation. "You are pleased about this, aren't you?"

"Sure," Theo said.

The answer landed wrong. She saw it in the way her mother's shoulders straightened, in the glance exchanged between her parents that carried entire conversations Theo wasn't meant to hear.

"You don't sound pleased," her mother said. "Has something changed? Have you been considering other programs?"

"No."

"Then what is it?" Her mother said impatiently. "This is what you've been working toward."

Theo's fingers stilled against the table edge. "Have I?"

Her father looked up from his plate, his eyes sharp with attention that felt more like judgment than interest. "Is there something you'd like to say?"

The question hung in the air between the three of them. She opened her mouth, closed it, tried again, then finally managed, “No.”

Her mother leaned back, her expression shifting through several iterations before settling into something that looked almost knowing. "You’ve met someone."

The statement, not a question, surprised Theo enough that she laughed, the sound emerging harsh and unexpected in the restaurant's subdued atmosphere.

"That's what this is about?" Her mother's voice lowered, taking on the patronizing tone she used with difficult patients. "Honey, surely she’d understand that your career has to come first. Especially now, when you're just establishing yourself."

“No. It has nothing to do with—” Theo stopped, the denial collapsing in her throat. “I’m not seeing anyone. I was. But I’m not now.”

“Oh. Well, good, then there’s no problem,” her mother said, brightening, actually fucking beaming, at the idea that her daughter had just gone through a breakup and was now unattached.

Theo stared at her. Years of dinners just like this one, and that was the sentence that did it.

“But you know what?” Theo shook her head and looked at her mother. “She would have understood. She would have encouraged me, actually. She was wonderful like that.” Her voice caught, surprising her. “And she made me really fucking happy.”

“Theo.” Her father’s voice carried that familiar edge that had made medical students straighten their spines for three decades. “Language.”

“She mattered to me,” Theo said, ignoring him. “She matters.”

Her mother’s expression shifted to the look she got when she realized she needed to recalculate. She reached across the table, fingers extending toward Theo's hand before stopping halfway, hovering in the space between them. "I'm sure she's a lovely person. But grief makes us act in ways we wouldn't normally act."

"What?"

“Going through a breakup is hard enough, but that on top of losing a patient…” Her mother’s voice stayed gentle, the kind of sympathy that sounded rehearsed enough to make Theo want to scream. "Losing someone you'd been treating for a long time is always difficult, especially when you're as compassionate as you are. It's natural to seek comfort, to make connections that feel meaningful in the moment. But when you've had time to process⁠—"

"His name was Harry," Theo interrupted. "And you haven't heard a single thing I've said, have you?"

Her father set down his knife and fork slowly, aligning them parallel across his plate. "We've heard everything. You met someone. It didn't work out. You're upset. But that doesn't change the fact that Samuel is offering you an exceptional opportunity."

"That's not—" Theo pressed her palms flat against the table, feeling the smooth cloth beneath them, anchoring herself to something solid. "In all these dinners, all these years, neither of you has ever once asked about my life beyond medicine. Not once."

Her mother's hand withdrew, returning to her own side of the table. "Don’t be so dramatic, Theo. That's not true. We've always been interested in⁠—"

"In my clinical rotations. My board scores. My residency match. What attending I'm working under and which fellowships I should be considering." She stopped. The words had been sitting in her chest for years, and now they were just coming, and she couldn't make herself careful about it. "But you've never asked what I do when I'm not at the hospital. Whether I'm happy. Whether any of this is actually what I want."

"Of course it's what you want." Her father's tone suggested the question was absurd. "You've been preparing for this since you were a child. Everything you've done has been building toward⁠—"

"Toward what you wanted," Theo said. "What both of you wanted. What the Brennan legacy demands."

The silence that followed felt different from earlier ones. Her mother's expression had shifted from concern to something harder, more brittle. Her father's jaw clenched with the tension that preceded purposefully controlled anger.

"We have invested everything in your education," her father said, each word arriving with barely contained restraint. "Your mother and I have made countless sacrifices to ensure you had every advantage, every opportunity. And now, when you're on the verge of achieving something remarkable, you want to throw it away because of—what? A girl? A patient you liked who died?"

Theo pushed back from the table, the chair scraping against the polished floor with a sound that made nearby diners look up. "I'm not applying for Samuel's fellowship. Or any of the others you've arranged without asking if I wanted them."

Her mother's composure cracked slightly, voice rising just enough to carry. "Then what exactly do you plan to do?"

"I don't know yet." Theo stood, her hands falling to her sides. "But when I decide, I'll do it myself."

"Theo, sit down." Her father’s command carried the expectation of obedience. "You're being unreasonable."

"Maybe." Theo reached for her coat draped over the chair back, pulling it on with movements that felt steadier than they had any right to be. "But I'm done performing for you both."

She turned toward the restaurant exit, aware of her parents calling after her. Her mother's voice had sharpened with something between anger and panic, and her father's words about selfishness and gratitude and everything they'd sacrificed followed.

Back home, Theo knocked on Mary's door with knuckles that trembled in ways she hadn't felt since her first solo intubation. Her heart was still racing from the restaurant, from walking twelve blocks without registering direction, from the adrenaline that came from burning bridges you'd been standing on your entire life. She lifted her hand to knock again, but the door opened before her fist could connect.

Mary stood in the doorway wearing a bright teal cardigan over her pajamas, her silver hair catching the hall light. She took in Theo's appearance without comment, then stepped back to make room. "You’d better come in."

Mary's place was smaller than Catherine's by half, but it held more in the space it had. It was cluttered with decades of collected treasures that spoke to a life fully lived rather than meticulously curated. Framed photographs covered every available surface, children and grandchildren in various stages of growth, and there, on the bookshelf near the window, was one of Theo from last summer when Mary had insisted on taking her picture during one of their visits.

Mary moved through the space, heading straight for the small kitchen visible through an arched doorway. "Take a seat," she commanded, gesturing toward the couch with her free hand. "And don't even think about arguing with me."

Theo obeyed, and the couch practically swallowed her. She felt some of the tension drain from her shoulders as she set her bag on the floor and leaned back, closing her eyes for just a moment while Mary clattered around in the kitchen.

When she opened them again, Mary was standing in front of her holding a ceramic mug that read "World's Best Mom" in faded letters. Steam rose from the tea inside, carrying the scent of chamomile and honey. Theo took it with both hands, grateful for the warmth against her palms, and Mary settled into her armchair with her own mug and a satisfied expression.

"Now," Mary said, arranging herself with her cane propped against the chair's arm. "What happened?"

"Dinner with my parents. I told them I wasn't taking the fellowship they'd arranged."

Mary's eyebrows rose. "The one in Baltimore?"

"That's the one."

"And they took that well, I imagine."

The dry delivery made Theo's mouth twitch despite everything. "About as well as you'd expect."

Mary nodded and sipped her tea as she waited for more.

When Theo didn't continue, she set her mug on the side table and leaned forward, hands folded in her lap. "What do you want, Theo?"

"Catherine." The word emerged raw and true, and Theo felt her eyes burn with tears she refused to let fall.

Mary's expression softened further, something that might have been sadness crossing her features. "I know, baby. But beyond that. Beyond Catherine. What do you want from life?"

The question sat between them longer than Theo intended. She drank her tea and tried to find words for something she'd been circling around for months without naming directly.

"I want to help people," she said finally. "But not like this. Not in ways that make me feel like I'm losing something I can't get back."

“What do you mean?” Mary asked.

“At the hospital. With the protocols and the metrics and the attending physicians who measure dedication by how many hours you can work without sleeping. With patients who come through the ER and disappear before you can do anything that actually matters." She stopped, realized she was talking too fast, and forced herself to slow down. "Harry mattered. Taking care of him mattered. But the hospital couldn't give him what he actually needed, and I couldn't do it alone, and he died anyway."

Mary listened without interrupting, without trying to reframe what Theo was saying into something more palatable. She just sat with her hands folded and let Theo's words fill the space.

"Catherine paid for a hotel room," Theo continued. "Did you know that? I spoke to the manager when I collected Harry’s things. She paid for his meals every day. Sat with him every dinner time. Gave him dignity when he had nowhere else to go. And I was so busy maintaining my residency that I didn't even know.” Her throat tightened again. "That's not why I went into medicine. To be too busy saving people in the ER that I can't help them stay alive once they leave."

Mary nodded once. “Hang on,” she said. “I was going to give this to you sooner, but I figured you needed to have your little come-to-Jesus moment first.”

She rose from the chair and crossed to a small desk tucked in the corner near the window, pulling open a drawer and retrieving a notepad and pen. She wrote something in careful script, tore off the page, and returned to hand it to Theo.

Theo took the paper and read the name written there:

Josiah Stevens.

Below it, a phone number with a 212 area code.

"That's my son," Mary said, settling back into her chair. "My youngest. He helps run an organization called The Eastside Mission. Most people just call it The Mission."

Theo looked up from the paper. “What is it?”

"It’s a nonprofit. They support unhoused and vulnerable New Yorkers. Recovery programs, counseling, long-term care. The kind of help that doesn't disappear after discharge." Mary picked up her tea again. "They have a clinic, outreach teams, partnerships with hospitals for people transitioning out of acute care. It's not emergency medicine, but it's still medicine. Just practiced differently."

Theo turned the paper in her fingers, feeling its slight texture, reading the name and number again. "Why are you giving me this?"

"Because Josiah coordinates their medical services. It’s not his specialty, and he’s been praying The Mission would find someone to take it off his plate." Mary's tone stayed practical. "If you're looking for a place to start figuring out what you actually want, he might be able to help."

* * *


Theo carried the last box out of 14C with both arms wrapped around the thick cardboard. It wasn't heavy, just awkward, packed with books she'd barely opened during her residency and a few framed photographs she hadn't found wall space for.

Her keys hung from one finger, the apartment key already removed from the ring and left on the kitchen counter for the building manager to collect.

The door clicked shut behind her, the locks sliding into place for the last time. The apartment was empty now, returned to the neutral state it had been when she'd moved in years ago, before night shifts and Catherine’s piano and everything that had come with that.

A month had passed since dinner with her parents. A month since Mary had handed her Josiah's number on a piece of paper that Theo had carried in her pocket for three days before finally calling. The conversation had been brief, professional, Josiah asking about her background and experience while Theo explained her situation with careful honesty. She'd expected judgment or at least skepticism; a resident walking away from a hospital position didn't usually signal reliability. But Josiah had just listened, asked questions about her availability and whether she was comfortable with community outreach, and told her to come by The Mission the following week.

The position was Clinical Care Coordinator. Mostly, that meant making sure people didn’t fall through the cracks. Some clients needed immediate care. Some were in recovery programs and needed monitoring. Others had just left the hospital and couldn’t be trusted to manage follow-up appointments alone. The work kept her close to medicine without swallowing her whole, which was more than she could say for the ER.

She'd given her notice at the hospital the day after accepting The Mission's offer. Dr. Morrison had taken the news with predictable disapproval, his expression suggesting she was making a mistake she'd regret within days.

She didn't think so.

Theo shifted the box against her hip and walked down the hallway toward the elevator, the building quiet in the way it only got on weekday afternoons.

She passed 14B and considered stopping to say goodbye properly, but Mary had insisted on making Theo dinner the night before and had sent her home with enough leftovers to last a week. Another goodbye felt unnecessary.

She stopped outside 14D and set the box down on the hallway carpet. Her bag hung from one shoulder, and she dug through it until she found the pack of sticky notes she'd carried since her first exchange with Catherine. The marker was nearly dead, but it had enough ink left for one more message.

Theo pressed the note against the wall, writing in letters that came out lighter than she'd intended:

Thank you for the music, Catherine.
- 14C


She stared at the words for a moment, considering whether they said too much or not enough. But the note was already written, and rewriting it would only make it worse.

Theo peeled the note from the wall and pressed it against Catherine's door at eye level, smoothing the adhesive edge with her thumb to make sure it stuck. The yellow paper looked bright against the dark wood, impossible to miss when Catherine eventually emerged.

She stepped back, picked up the box, and continued down the hallway toward the elevator.

She pressed the button for the ground floor and watched the doors slide closed, catching one final glimpse of the fourteenth floor hallway before it disappeared behind polished steel.

Outside, the June heat hit her before she'd even cleared the door. A moving truck idled at the curb, her furniture loaded and waiting. Luis stood beside it with the keys in hand.

"You really didn't have to do this," Theo said.

He shrugged. "That's what neighbors do."

She didn't point out that after today, they wouldn't be neighbors anymore. Neither did he.

"That the last of it?" he asked, taking the box from her arms.

"That's it.”

Luis loaded the box into the truck bed with the others, secured it with a bungee cord, and closed the gate with a metallic clang. "You ready?"

Theo looked back at The Lenox one final time, at the building that had housed her exhaustion and loneliness and the brief, bright period when Catherine had been part of her life.

She turned back to Luis. "Yeah," she said. "I'm ready."


Part Three
Coda
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Four Months Later

* * *


Catherine's apartment had always been quiet. She'd chosen it for exactly that reason. While others hunted for natural light or a park view, she'd searched listings for words like "serene" and "idyllic," and in 14D she'd found exactly that.

It had suited her perfectly once. But lately the silence had grown unchecked, developing teeth that gnawed at her composure. It followed her from room to room like something alive. When she sat at her piano, it settled behind her shoulders. When she tried to sleep, it pressed against the walls, waiting like the proverbial wolf at her bedroom door.

It was worst in the mornings. The quiet felt sharper then, almost brittle. Catherine’s eyes opened at six-thirty without an alarm, a habit her body refused to surrender. She'd drift from bed to bathroom, and turn the faucet handle to the precise middle position. The routine followed its usual sequence: cleanser, toner, serum, moisturizer, each product applied with movements she no longer thought about. Her reflection stared back at her: dark blond roots betraying her at the hairline like tiny saboteurs, bloodshot blue eyes that she'd fix with drops before her first student arrived, and fine lines that had long since shifted from elegance to what passed for “character” around her mouth.

Not bad for thirty-nine, she thought automatically. Well, forty, as of today, which was not an improvement on the calculation. She tilted her chin up and immediately regretted it. The underside of her jaw wasn't anyone's friend these days.

She scrutinized a moment longer than necessary before turning to her medicine cabinet. She drew in a breath and pulled the door open, the same way she did every morning.

The little yellow square was still taped to the inside, one corner beginning to curl after four months. The ink had smudged where she'd run her thumb over it those first few weeks, tracing the words like they might vanish if she didn't keep touching them.

Thank you for the music, Catherine.

— 14C

Liv had seen it on her visit last month. Had looked at it for a long moment without saying anything, which for Liv meant she had plenty to say and was choosing not to. The choice hadn't lasted. 'Jesus, Catherine,' she'd said finally. 'It's like you've built yourself a little shrine to regret.'

Catherine had ignored the comment, unable to explain how the note had become both a wound and a bandage. Every morning, she stood in front of it, shoulders squared like a penitent, letting the familiar ache bloom beneath her ribs. It hurt, yes. But there was something almost comforting about the routine of it, in knowing exactly how much it would hurt and doing it anyway.

Theodora would have had something to say about that. Something witty about Freud and the talking cure, delivered with that arch of her brow.

But Theodora wasn't there.

She reached past the note for her medication bottle, twisting the cap with ease. One pill, 500mg of lamotrigine, small and white and unremarkable, fell into her palm.

She'd switched to mornings on her neurologist's advice after the hospital. Evenings left too many variables, too many ways for a routine to slip. Mornings were safer, more controlled; the pill taken before the day had a chance to get in the way.

She filled a glass with water, swallowed it, and returned the bottle to its spot.

Forty years old, and the morning looked exactly the same as thirty-nine.

* * *


By six forty-five, the apartment had grown too quiet even for her. She pulled on her sweater and headed down the hall to Mary's fifteen minutes early. Mary would notice the time. Of course she would. But Catherine had absolutely no intention of explaining why.

She slowed as she passed 14C. The apartment had new tenants now, some finance couple who came and went at the same time every day. No more keys dropping at three in the morning. No more shower running when Catherine was trying to sleep. No more laughter filtering through the wall that she'd once complained about but secretly listened for.

She kept walking and knocked on Mary's door, the same as she had most Thursday nights for the past four months.

It had started that first week after Theodora left. An unexpected knock, Mary's face in her doorway, no preamble beyond "Got stew on the stove." Catherine's feet had carried her down the hall before she'd decided to move. That night, Mary had stirred the pot without looking up and said, "Theo made me swear I'd keep an eye on you. Said she couldn't stand thinking of you all alone." Catherine had gone home afterwards and sobbed until she couldn't make another sound.

That had been the beginning of their Thursday nights.

These days, Mary opened the door before Catherine could even knock. She wore a deep turquoise cardigan over slacks, her silver hair catching the warm light of the apartment. "Come in, come in," she said, stepping back. "It's freezing in that hallway."

Catherine stepped inside, her shoulders dropping as Mary's apartment wrapped around her.

"Dinner's ready," Mary said, gesturing toward the living room. "Sit yourself down while I plate up.”

"Can I help with anything?" Catherine asked, slipping off her shoes.

Mary snorted and flicked her dish towel. "What you could do is stop standing there, letting all my heat out."

Catherine smiled as she settled into her usual spot on the couch. A mug of tea waited on the coffee table for her, steam still rising from its surface, and she wrapped both hands around the ceramic.

"Saw Luis today," Mary called from the kitchen. "He asked if you were doing alright. Said he hasn't seen you around much."

Catherine hummed, lifting her tea to her lips.

"He worries," Mary added.

“I know,” Catherine said. She really did need to stop by and see him. It had been too long since the last time.

The words settled between them, leaving the kitchen quiet except for the low hum of the stove. Catherine could hear Mary moving around in there, the dim clink of a spoon against ceramic, followed by a brief pause.

Then, as if deciding it couldn't be avoided, Mary said lightly, "I saw Theo at the weekend."

Catherine's hands tightened around her mug. "Oh?"

"Mm, she came over for dinner at Josiah's. Girl was so happy to see me, she nearly tackled me with that hug of hers." Mary appeared in the doorway, wiping her hands on a dish towel.

"Was she—is she okay?"

"Yeah, she's good."

Catherine took another sip of tea, using the motion to compose herself. "I'm glad."

Mary studied her for a moment, then returned to the kitchen. The sound of vegetables being transferred to a serving dish carried into the living room, along with Mary's continued commentary. "She asked about you, you know. Wanted to know if you were doing alright."

The information settled awkwardly in Catherine's chest, creating a sensation she couldn't quite pin down. Happiness that Theodora still cared enough to ask, alongside something sharper that might have been regret or longing or, more likely, both.

"What did you tell her?" Catherine asked, proud of how level her voice sounded.

"That you were teaching your students, keeping yourself busy." Mary emerged from the kitchen carrying two plates, setting one in front of Catherine on the coffee table. "Was that wrong?"

Catherine looked down at the chicken and roasted vegetables, steam rising in delicate wisps. "No."

"She got a promotion," Mary said as she took her seat, her tone deliberately casual. "Three weeks ago. They made her Assistant Director of Medical Services."

Catherine's fork paused halfway to her mouth. She set it down. "That's really wonderful."

"Means longer hours, more responsibility. But she seems excited about it."

Catherine nodded, her throat too tight for words. She knew all about The Eastside Mission. She’d lasted nearly a week after Theodora left before finally looking it up, then spent far too long staring at Theodora’s staff photo until her laptop died.

"I’m happy for her," Catherine said, meaning it.

Mary made a small sound that might have been agreement. She took a bite of chicken and chewed thoughtfully. "Josiah said he’s going to ask her to organize their annual gala. He says it's a big deal for them, like the Met, but with less Vogue and more virtue." She paused. "He says she's good at it. Really good. Natural at building trust with people who don't trust easily. She's got this way of just being present without pushing, you know?"

Catherine did. She'd experienced it firsthand. The way Theodora could sit in silence without making it uncomfortable and could offer help without making it feel like judgment. That quality of attention that made you feel seen rather than observed.

"She's going to do extraordinary things," Catherine said, and heard her voice catch slightly on the last word despite her efforts at control.

Mary was quiet for a moment, her expression softening. "You're allowed to miss her, you know."

Catherine looked down at her plate, at the food she'd been pushing around more than eating. "I'm proud of her and what she's doing," She stopped, swallowed.

"But," Mary prompted gently.

Catherine shook her head. "No but. Just... I'm glad. That's all."

It wasn't all, and they both knew it. The pride was real, and the gladness was real, and the regret that pressed against her ribs was real too, all of it existing simultaneously in ways Catherine couldn't untangle even if she'd wanted to.

Mary gave her a look that said she wasn't fooling anyone, then set her fork down.

"Baby, listen to me for a second." Her voice was gentle but direct. "I'm gonna say something you're not gonna like, but I'm too old to dance around it… You need to talk to someone. Losing control of your body, losing someone you care about, carrying all of that alone?" She shook her head. "That's too much for one person, Catherine. And we both know you're not fine."

"I am fine."

Mary just looked at her.

"I am," Catherine said, with slightly less conviction. "It happened months ago. I've dealt with it and moved on. I'm fine, and I'm happy for Theodora."

The words sat heavily between them. Mary let them... For all of five seconds.

"You can't keep avoiding everything that scares you," she said finally. "Josiah got me seeing a therapist after my Robert died.” She reached across and covered Catherine's hand with her own. "You know what I learned? Fear gets smaller when you stop feeding it."

Catherine's eyes burned as Mary's hand remained on hers, steady and warm.

Mary squeezed her hand. "You're human, baby. Bodies fail sometimes. Brains misfire. We make mistakes. That doesn't make you less worthy of love, it makes you like everyone else who's ever lived." She paused. "Did you not hear me say she still asks about you? A lot, actually. I don't know everything that went on between you two, but I know you were friends long before any of it. And losing a friend is its own kind of grief. Just as hard as losing a partner. Harder, maybe, when they're the same person."

Catherine didn't answer. But she stayed for another hour.

When Mary finally hugged her at the door, it was the fierce, quick kind that had become familiar over months of these dinners. Catherine walked the short distance back to her own apartment, unlocked the door, and stepped inside.

The click of it closing echoed in the emptiness.

Catherine moved through her evening routine. By the time she reached the bathroom, she was bone tired. Not sleepy. Just worn through in the way of days that required more than they gave.

She cranked the faucet handle, the pipes groaning before hot water gushed out. Steam billowed up, clouding the mirror until her reflection blurred into a ghost. She yanked open the cabinet, and as she reached for her cleanser, her elbow knocked something loose.

The note.

It detached and plummeted. Time fractured. The yellow square hung suspended for a heartbeat, then another, before slapping against the water's surface.

Catherine's breath stopped in her throat as she watched it happen—that terrible, stretched moment between witnessing catastrophe and feeling it slam into you.

She grabbed for it. Her fingers stinging as she dove into the hot water, but she knew, even as she reached, that she was too late. The ink had already started to go, the words pulling apart, bleeding outward, the T in Thank smearing first and then the rest of it, and the signature, which she'd looked at probably a hundred times, was just a shape with nothing behind it.

"No," she said, and then, because saying it once hadn't helped: "No, no, no, fuck!"

She lifted it as carefully as she could, but the paper was mushy and heavy, and it tore anyway, a piece slipping back into the water and sinking to the bottom. She stood there with what remained, the ink completely gone, and nothing left to read.

And then her heart did that thing.

She pressed her hand to her chest, fingers splayed. Her first thought was heart attack, but there were no shooting pains. Her second was seizure, so she stood very still, running through the checklist her neurologist had given her, waiting for something that didn't come. No aura. No absence. Just her heart hammering against her ribs, her breath coming in shallow, and her hands gripping the edge of the basin.

Okay. So, a panic attack that just felt a lot like she was dying.

She hadn't had one since she'd woken up in a hospital bed after the Royal Albert Hall, lights too bright, the slow, terrible understanding of what had happened settling over her. That had made sense. She'd lost everything that night. Of course, her body had come apart. But she'd put herself back together since then. She'd been okay.

And now here she was, coming undone in her bathroom on a Thursday night over a sticky note.

She had others. That was the absurd part. Dozens of them, folded between the pages of her copy of Persuasion. But this one. This specific square of yellow paper, this handwriting, this goodbye—it was gone. And her body apparently hadn't received the message that the scale of her reaction made absolutely no sense.

“Thursday,” she said out loud to the mirror. Something Liv had told her before her first performance. Say something true, something concrete, something that anchors you. “It’s Thursday. I’m in my bathroom.” Her voice sounded off, like she was hearing it through something solid. Her heart wasn’t slowing.

Her hands had gone that buzzy, far-away feeling, and she grabbed the counter because she needed something solid under her palms. She was upright. She was conscious. She told herself this. You are standing in your bathroom, and you are okay. She didn't entirely believe it, but she'd learned that sometimes you had to say things before they were true and wait for your body to catch up.

She lowered herself onto the toilet seat because she couldn't be certain her legs would hold her.

The floor looked fractionally off-level, so she pressed her palms flat against her thighs, focused on the feel of them, the solidity of her own legs underneath, and tried to breathe slowly enough to count. She lost it somewhere around four. Started over. Lost count. Started over again.

Her heart went hard, then softer, then hard again.

She sat there. She didn't know how long.

By the time she returned to herself, the sink was still running. She'd forgotten about the sink. She reached over and turned it off.

The note, well, what was left of it, still clung to the porcelain, pale and blank. No ink, no handwriting, no evidence of what had been there. She looked at it for a moment, then looked away.

She picked up her phone from the counter, holding it for a minute before unlocking it. The screen was bright in the dim bathroom as she squinted against the browser.

She knew what she needed to type. She'd known for a while, if she was honest with herself. She just hadn't been ready. Maybe there was no such thing as ready. Maybe it just had to be a bad enough night.

The name Liv had written down came back to her without effort. She supposed it had been there all along.

She typed slowly, like she was giving herself time to change her mind.

Florence Hardin Manhattan Therapist

She glanced at the yellow clumps of sticky note in the basin, then back at the screen. Then she pressed search.
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Catherine had been sitting on the bench opposite the brownstone for ten minutes. Six of which she'd spent seriously considering leaving. Maybe seven.

She’d gotten there early. At the time, she told herself it was about being prepared, controlling the first impression, seeing the space before anyone could see her in it. But sitting here now, she could admit that wasn’t quite true. It was just avoidance with better posture.

The building was respectable enough. Sun-warmed stone, black iron railings, window boxes with fall flowers that someone actually remembered to water. Dr. Hardin's practice was on the second floor, marked by nothing more than a small brass sign catching the afternoon light.

Catherine looked at it for a long moment. Then she thought about her bathroom. About the sticky note dissolving in the basin. About Mary's hand over hers and the way she'd said ‘she still asks’ like it was something Catherine was allowed to hold onto.

She stood up before she had time to think and crossed the street.

At the door, she caught her reflection in the glass. Hair up into a neat chignon, lavender blouse, gray slacks, slightly heavier makeup than usual covering the circles under her eyes. She looked composed. Controlled. Exactly like someone who didn't need therapy.

It was almost a convincing performance.

Inside was quiet. Just her footsteps on the carpet as she followed the signs up to the second floor and a single door with a plaque.

Dr. Florence Hardin, Ph.D.

Licensed Clinical Psychologist

Her hand closed around the doorknob, and she stood there for a moment, the urge to turn around and go home rising with more force than she'd expected. But she'd gotten this far. She'd researched the woman, made the call, and sat on the bench outside for ten minutes, working up the nerve. She had good insurance for this, after all. Plus, Liv would ask how it went. And if she left now, she'd have to walk back past that damn bench.

She was still trying to convince herself when the door opened.

The woman on the other side looked to be in her late sixties. Tall, dark skin, silver-threaded locs pulled back from her face. Simple black slacks, an orange sweater, and small gold earrings. The overall effect was someone who had put careful thought into how to be warm and professional at the same time without overdoing either. Catherine recognized that as its own kind of skill. She respected it.

“Miss Matthews?” Dr. Hardin’s voice carried an easy calm. “I’m Dr. Hardin. Or, Florence, if you prefer. Please, come in.”

Well. There went her chance to escape.

Catherine stepped inside and took the room in without meaning to. Pale oak floors, mid-century chairs. No family photos, no framed credentials. Just a few geometric sculptures and some ceramic bowls that looked handmade and precious. The desk sat beneath a bay window, the afternoon light coming through bright and still, and beside it a wall of books with color-coded spines that reminded her of Theodora's bookcase, the one that mixed medical textbooks with sapphic romance novels Catherine had teased her about and then secretly downloaded herself.

The thought faded as she turned her attention back to the office. There was no curated comfort here, no obvious attempt to put her at ease, and Catherine appreciated that.

"Sit wherever you like," Florence said, settling into the chair closest to the window and crossing her ankles.

Catherine chose the chair with the better view of the books. She sat with her knees together, hands folded in her lap, and met Florence's gaze directly. She wanted to establish, from the beginning, that she was here by choice. That she was capable and clear-eyed and simply being thorough. That she was not, in any meaningful sense, someone who needed to be here. Could a single look convey all of that? She wasn't sure, but she was giving it her best attempt.

Florence met her gaze evenly, and from the faint lift of her chin, Catherine guessed the effort hadn’t worked.

"Before we start," Florence said, "would you prefer Catherine or Miss Matthews?"

"Catherine is fine."

“Wonderful. Is there anything you'd like to ask me before we begin? About how I work, or the process?"

Catherine shook her head, though what she actually wanted was a structure. An agenda. Ideally, a syllabus. The open-endedness of the room, of the question, of the whole situation made her want to reach for something to organize. But saying that would tell Florence more than she was ready to give away in the first thirty seconds.

"Alright." Florence gave her a small, disarming smile. "I should mention that everything you tell me in this room stays in this room. The only exception would be if I had serious concerns about your safety, or someone else's."

Catherine nodded. It was the sort of thing therapists said in films, usually just before the protagonist had their breakthrough and wept attractively into a throw pillow. She doubted the reality would be quite so cinematic.

"You can tell me as much or as little as you like," Florence continued. "But the more we talk, the more I can help." She looked at Catherine directly. "And I do want to help you."

Florence hadn't moved, hadn't leaned forward or softened her voice into something coaxing. She'd said it plainly, and somehow that was worse. Catherine had come prepared to manage surface-level questions about sleep and medication and how she was “really doing”. She hadn’t come prepared for someone who appeared to have already seen through that entirely.

"Okay," Catherine said as she straightened in her chair. "Understood."

Florence let the silence sit for a moment, her gaze settling on Catherine with a kind of patient attention.

Catherine waited for a question or some kind of opening she could work with. When it didn't come, she filled it herself. "My best friend recommended therapy. And my neighbor agreed with her. So here I am."

"I see. You're not convinced this will be useful."

"No," Catherine said. "But I'm open to being proved wrong."

A faint smile at the corner of Florence's mouth. "That's a good place to start."

For the next ten minutes, Catherine talked about her medical history. The diagnosis, the medication, the routines she'd built around managing her condition. She described the seizure in London the way she might describe it to a neurologist, precise and sequential, draining it of anything that might be mistaken for feeling. Safe ground. Manageable territory.

Florence listened without writing anything down, without nodding or interjecting or doing any of the things Catherine had expected. She just listened, and somehow that was enough to pull out more than Catherine had planned to give. Details she hadn't meant to offer. She was annoyed at herself even as she kept going.

When she finally ran out of things to say, she waited for the response. But Florence let the silence stand.

Catherine crossed her legs. Uncrossed them. "Is there something you're waiting for me to say?" She finally asked.

“I’m listening,” Florence replied. “It’s rare to get such a comprehensive self-report in the first session. You clearly came prepared. Though I suppose preparation is its own form of control. And control makes a great deal of sense when you've been through something that took it away from you."

Catherine recognized the move. A gentle reframe, an open door, the kind of thing you said when you wanted someone to feel seen without feeling pushed. She wondered idly which of the color-coded books it had come from.

“Would you say your condition is under control?” Florence asked.

"It’s managed," Catherine said. "I haven't had an episode in just over five months. I keep to a strict routine, I've reduced stress where I can, and I take my medication at the same time every morning."

Florence nodded once. "Do you live alone?"

"Yes."

"And work, what does that look like at the moment?"

"I teach private piano lessons from my apartment."

"And do you enjoy it?"

"Yes," Catherine said, and heard how quickly it came out. How rehearsed.

The word hung there, thin and insufficient. Florence tilted her head, as if examining it.

"You've described your routines," she said. "Your methods of managing things day to day. But you haven't said anything about why you left performing.”

Catherine blinked. She'd been talking for fifteen minutes and apparently said nothing at all. Was she really this bad at therapy? "Isn't it obvious?"

“I’d like to hear it in your words.”

She had lots of versions of this explanation. She'd developed them methodically since the incident, the way you develop scar tissue, each one calibrated for its audience.

For former colleagues: “I’ve decided to focus on pedagogy."

For Simon, simply: "A well-earned break."

And for the fans who had seen the video or read the coverage and asked anyway, wanting to hear her say it out loud: "I'm preparing to record another album. Live performances aren't a priority right now."

Each one was true enough to pass. But none of them were anywhere near the thing itself. The closest she'd ever come to that was the night of the Church recital, when she'd told Theodora that after that performance, she knew something had broken inside her.

For Florence, she chose the plainest version. The one that was just facts.

"My last performance ended with a generalized tonic-clonic seizure in front of just over five thousand people. Some people filmed it, and by the next morning, it was everywhere. I was in the hospital, and people were making gifs out of it, memes, the whole machinery of public humiliation moving very efficiently while I was on a drip." She kept her voice level, the way she always did with this part. "I decided I didn't want to be seen that way again. So I chose to stop before it could happen a second time."

There. She’d said it. Clean and contained. She waited for Florence to nod, say something about resilience or bravery, and move on.

Instead, she said, "That sounds like an incredibly difficult thing to navigate while you're coming to terms with a diagnosis."

Nobody had said that before. Not like that. Catherine felt the heat rise up her neck, and then, unexpectedly, the stupid threat of tears. She blinked until it passed.

Florence waited, "We can slow down if you need to."

Catherine shook her head.

"Okay. Take your time."

Catherine inhaled once, deeply, then met Florence's gaze. There. Composed.

"You've described how the public responded," Florence continued. "How the internet responded." She paused. "But what about the people closer to you? Your most recent seizure, five months ago, was it? Was the response different that time?"

Catherine looked at the bookshelf.

"In some respects," she said finally. "Thankfully, it hadn't made it to social media this time. And there was someone I'd become—" she chose the word carefully, "—close to. Romantically. She didn't know about the epilepsy. She happened to be working a shift in the emergency department when I was brought in. She was the doctor who stabilized me." She paused, deciding how much to say. "She sat beside my bed for hours while I was unconscious. And then I ended things with her the moment I woke up."

"What did she say when you ended things?" Florence asked.

"She said she could respect my decision even if she didn't agree with it." Catherine's throat tightened slightly at the memory. "Which was so characteristically Theodora."

Florence nodded slowly. "So you ended the relationship because she'd witnessed you being unwell?"

"I ended it because I couldn't look at her without knowing she had that image of me. And I couldn't bear the thought of her looking at me and seeing it too." She paused. "It made me feel less than." Less than what, she couldn't quite say. Or rather, there were too many answers. Less than worthy of Theodora. Less than worthy of being hers. Less than whole.

"I assume you would have told her about the epilepsy at some point?”

Catherine nodded.

“What would that have looked like? What would you have said?"

Catherine opened her mouth and found she didn't have an answer. She'd never actually thought that far ahead. She'd imagined the conversation in the abstract, the right moment, the right framing, but she'd never imagined the actual words.

"I don't know," she said slowly. "When I woke up, she asked why I hadn't told her. She was hurt." Catherine looked down briefly. "She said she hadn't thought she was just anyone to me. And she was right. She wasn't."

"But you still didn't tell her?”

"No."

"Why not?"

Catherine was quiet for a moment. "Because with her I could still be who I was before." The words came out more honestly than she'd intended. "The version of myself I actually liked." A brief, flat laugh that didn't quite land. "I'm aware of how that sounds."

"Which is?"

"Selfish. Manipulative." She said it without inflection, the way you say something you've turned over so many times it's lost its edges.

"Do you think that's what you are?"

Catherine considered it properly, maybe for the first time. "I can be."

"So can everyone else," Florence said.

Catherine looked at her. That wasn't the response she'd been expecting, but she suspected that was exactly the point.

"At the time, it felt like self-preservation," Catherine said, and was mildly surprised to find she meant it. “I think I spent months building something with her very deliberately while simultaneously maintaining a perfectly good exit. I kept my epilepsy to myself. I kept certain things at arm's length. I made sure there was always just enough distance that if something happened, I could frame it as not having been that serious." She paused. "But then, it turned out it was serious, and I didn't have anywhere to put that. So I ended it instead."

Florence nodded gently, "You said the seizure created an imbalance. Is equality something you require in order to feel safe with someone?”

Catherine opened her mouth and closed it again.

"I think," she said, "that I've spent most of my adult life being very good at things. Professionally. Socially. I know how to be composed, I know how to be impressive, I know how to walk into a room and command it." She paused. "And I had worked very hard for Theodora to see me that way. Not falsely. I wasn't performing something I wasn't with her. But I was…curating, perhaps. Showing her the version of myself I felt most confident in."

"And the seizure took that away?"

"Yes." She heard something shift in her own voice, something she hadn't intended. "I have never, ever, wanted anyone's pity. And I woke up in that hospital bed knowing she'd seen me entirely—" She stopped. "Undignified is the word I keep coming back to. I know it's not the right word for a medical event. I know that intellectually. But it's the only word that fits."

"Who taught you that illness was undignified?" Florence asked.

Catherine felt her response arrive before she'd had time to prepare for it, before she could arrange her face into something neutral.

Her mother's voice. Beauty fades, Catherine, but prestige remains.

"That's a longer conversation," she said.

"We have time."

Catherine looked at her hands in her lap. The hands that had been shaking twenty minutes ago and were steadier now, though not entirely still.

"My mother," she said, and left a small gap after it, the way you leave a gap after a word that contains a lot of other words. "She had very firm ideas about what it meant to be a Matthews. What it meant to be a woman in the profession I was in. Weakness was not something she had much patience for. Vulnerability, least of all." She paused. "She started screening my calls after the Royal Albert Hall, to create distance from the coverage…I've never said that out loud before," Catherine said, more to herself than to Florence.

"I've told people closest to me about the skit SNL did. About the memes. Those things I can say with a kind of dark humor that makes them easier to carry." She paused. "But I've never actually said that my mother decided I was a liability. Even when Theodora asked about her, I just said we weren't close." She looked at the window. "Which is technically accurate. But really, I couldn't be honest, because who would want to be involved with a woman whose own mother couldn't be bothered."

Catherine blinked twice, and this time didn't entirely manage to stop the tears, just managed to keep them to one, which tracked silently down one cheek before she pressed her fingertips against it.

"I'm sorry," she said automatically.

"Don't be," Florence said as she handed a tissue box to her.

Catherine sat with that for a moment. "I think I have quite a lot of work to do," she said finally.

She'd expected to feel worse for saying it out loud. Instead, there was just exhaustion. The kind that comes from holding something tightly for a very long time and finally, in a room she hadn't been in before today, in front of a woman she'd met less than an hour ago, setting it down.

She was still here. Catherine Matthews, sitting in a mid-century armchair with her hands in her lap and tears she hadn't entirely managed to stop. The world had not, as it turned out, ended.

Who knew.

Florence reached for her diary. "I have Mondays at midday free for the foreseeable future."

Catherine thought of the bench outside, of the seven minutes she'd spent considering leaving. She thought of Theodora's chair still warm when she'd woken up in the hospital. The note dissolving in the sink.

“Monday at midday works," she said.
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B-Side
Catherine


Dust tickled Catherine’s nose as she stood in what would become her main teaching room.

From the next space over came the steady rhythm of Luis at work, the tap of his clipboard against his palm, numbers muttered around the pen between his teeth, the scrape of his boots as he paced out measurements. After a moment, she let the sounds fade into the background, and she took a few steps forward.

The floorboards creaked under her, old wood complaining a little too loudly in the quiet of the empty room. The walls were dingy, the off-white turning yellow at the corners where someone had clearly painted years ago and decided that was good enough. Late afternoon sun slanted through the west-facing windows, with the kind of light this stretch of West Street always got, warm and still.

She walked to the wall and pressed her palm against it. She kept doing this, touching doorknobs, running her fingers along window frames, laying her hand flat on the kitchen counter in what would become the waiting area. Solid surfaces that didn't give way. A room that stayed put.

"Soundproofing runs the full perimeter," Luis said, appearing in the doorway with his pen moving. "My guys can start Monday, which puts you at mid-January for the full build-out." He looked up. "You want them to start Monday?"

"Please."

"Good." More pen movement. "Floor in the second room needs replacing. I'll get you a separate line item by the end of the week. Everything else is cosmetic: paint, fixtures, and a new lock on the street door." He made a note. "When's the Steinway moving in?"

Catherine's lip quirked. They'd had this conversation last week, but he was clearly three steps ahead in his head, working through things too quickly to keep track of what he'd already asked.

"When the floors are done."

He looked up. "Shit, I already asked you that, didn't I?"

"Last Tuesday," Catherine said. "At the closing."

"Right." He at least had the grace to look sheepish. "Let's hope I lay hardwood better than I remember conversations."

"That’s exactly what I was thinking," she said, smiling so he would know she was joking. Well, partly.

The corner of his mouth moved. He wrote something down. "And you still don't want any directories or advertisements outside?"

"No. Word of mouth only," She paused. "For now"

Luis looked up at her over the clipboard with the expression he'd been wearing since she'd first floated this idea over tea in Mary's kitchen five weeks ago. She'd come home from her second therapy session feeling inspired and excited, two things she hadn't felt in a long time, and had apparently walked through Mary's door looking different enough that Luis had put down his coffee and paid attention before she'd said a word.

He'd questioned her exactly once, sitting on Mary's couch with his coffee going cold, and when she'd answered, he'd nodded, set his mug down, and asked when she wanted to start looking at spaces.

"Alright," he said, making a show of writing something down, though she was fairly certain he had just circled a number to look busy. A moment later, he retreated to the adjoining room, his boots picking up their measured pacing once more.

Catherine let out a quiet breath and turned her thoughts to the students already lined up. Not the children she'd been teaching in her apartment, the curated roster of Upper East Side prodigies whose parents wanted the name Catherine Matthews on a résumé before their child turned ten. Those families she had methodically let go of over the past month, each conversation more satisfying than the last. What she wanted were students like Noah.

Noah, who had finally convinced her to share half his Pop-Tart. Noah, who had gotten emotional the first time he played through a full piece without stopping and then immediately asked if he could play it again. Children who came to the piano because something in them needed it, not because someone had decided it looked good on a college application.

She'd told him about the studio last week and watched his face rearrange itself from polite interest into something much more alive.

She'd promised him he could come next week with her and Luis and write his name on the plasterboard before it got painted over. “To cement your place here”, she'd told him, which he'd taken extremely seriously and immediately announced he was going to practice his signature.

She was still thinking about his face when Luis reappeared and said, "I'm going to call my sign guy. Just wanted to check, you're sure on the name? B-Side Studios."

"Yes, I'm sure."

He glanced up. "Where'd that come from?"

"A mixtape."

He looked at her for a moment. "Listen, I'm going to ask only because Mary's going to ask me, and then she'll get annoyed at me if I don’t ask you." He paused. "Any significance to a certain short doctor?"

Catherine gave him a small smile. "Call her that to her face and see how short she is."

"I did once." He had the expression of a man recounting a cautionary tale. "She hid a package of mine in the stairwell for three days. Said she had “no idea how it got there.”

Catherine laughed, surprised by it. And then the laugh caught on something else because the image had arrived without warning, Theodora standing outside her door, the mail she’d held hostage tucked under one arm, the expression she wore when she was pretending to be innocent of something she was entirely guilty of. The memory was sharp enough to sting and warm enough that she didn't want to set it down.

"Just tell Mary it's a music term," she said.

Luis looked at her the way he sometimes did, taking something in and deciding to leave it alone, which she had always found one of his better qualities.

"Right," he said, and capped his pen. "I gotta get going, need to be in Newark in an hour." He picked up his bag. "You free this weekend? Some friends from my cooking class are watching the Yankees at Riley's on East 66th. I'll warn you now, the wine list is not what you're used to."

"How bad?"

"They have a red and a white."

"Luis."

"Good company though." He shrugged, unapologetic. "And they do a decent burger."

Catherine considered it for a moment, then relented. “I’ll come for one drink before the game.”

He nodded like that was exactly what he'd expected her to say, clapped her shoulder once, and headed out, clipboard tucked under his arm. Luis through and through.

After the door clicked shut, Catherine found herself lingering in the empty room. The five-year lease was in her coat pocket, signed and folded. She pressed her palm flat against it, feeling the slight resistance of the paper.

Hers. Quietly, entirely, hers.

She turned off the lights and walked downstairs.

On the sidewalk, the early December air bit at her face, the wind off the river carrying that New York cold that ignored whatever coat you thought was suitable. Catherine pulled it tighter around herself and raised a hand for a cab. Thankfully, one pulled over almost immediately.

She got in, gave the driver her address, and decided to take the cab as a sign that the universe was on her side today.

Her phone buzzed.

She glanced at the screen.

Simon Wilkins.

The universe, it turned out, had a complicated relationship with follow-through.

She'd been letting his calls stack up for months, the voicemails accumulating with the persistence of a man who believed that volume was the same thing as leverage. But the lease was in her pocket, and the studio had a name, and she was, for the first time in longer than she could remember, feeling brave.

"Simon."

"Catherine." The relief in his voice curdled almost immediately. "Do you have any idea how long I've been trying to reach you? Months, Catherine. Calls, emails, I even showed up at The Lenox, but the doorman turned me away."

"I wonder why. Since your last unexpected visit ended so well."

He exhaled through his nose, the sound of a man recalibrating. "Listen, I need you in tomorrow. Ten o'clock. The board has been on my back for weeks; they're pushing me to drop you, and I've been holding them off, but I can't keep doing that if you won't even pick up the phone."

She heard the lie in it, the slight over-explanation that Simon had never quite learned to smooth out. He'd always been better at charm than he was at deception.

When she stayed silent, his voice shifted, dropping into something lower. More intimate. The version that had worked on her once, a long time ago, when she'd been younger and less able to identify the difference between flattery and calculation. "Come on, Cat. I know you, and I know you want to get back out there. You miss it. Let me help you do that. We get you back on stage, back where you belong, and everything goes back to how it was. You and me, the way we used to be. That's what you actually want, isn't it?"

She looked out the window. A woman was walking a dog that had stopped and refused to move, sitting down on the pavement with the absolute conviction of a creature that had made its decision.

She understood the feeling.

She could placate Simon. Reassure him. Tell him she just needed more time.

But honestly, fuck that. And fuck him.

"You called my seizure a PR problem," she said. "In the hospital in London. I was in bed, terrified, and you were on the phone in the corner talking about damage limitation like I was an inconvenient liability."

"I was doing my job⁠—"

"Without a single shred of humanity or decency." Catherine let that sit for a moment. "I stayed with you, with Ardent, after that because I think part of me was trying to hold onto my career as it was. You were the last tie I had to that life. But I'm done." When she spoke again, her voice was very calm and very final. "I'm buying out the remaining two years on my contract. My lawyer will contact yours this week. Don't contact me directly again. If you do, my lawyer will handle it, and you really won't enjoy that conversation."

"Catherine—"

"Goodbye, Simon."

She ended the call.

The cab moved through the traffic, and she sat with the phone in her hand and let the silence settle. Decades of her life. The concerts, the contracts, the reviews, the rooms full of people who wanted something from her. Simon's voice in her ear before every performance, telling her what was at stake. All of it, done. She had expected it to feel like an amputation. Instead, it felt like taking a full breath after holding it too long.

She put her phone away and let her gaze drift to the window.

Traffic idled at a red light. Late afternoon sun flashed against windshields and shopfront glass. Her eyes moved without purpose, tracing brick, glass, street signs⁠—

—and settled on a lamppost directly across from the cab.

A white flyer had been stapled at eye level. She read the first line once. Then again.

The light was still red, and she was out of the car before the driver had finished his sentence, crossing the bike lane without looking and stopping in front of the lamppost with her heart in her throat.

The Eastside Mission Annual Gala
Celebrating 150 Years of Community.
We're looking for volunteers to help make this year's event our most special yet.


She read the date and time for the meeting. Saturday. Eleven in the morning.

And then, below that, in smaller text:

For more information, contact: Dr. Theo Brennan.


Followed by a phone number she knew by heart.

Catherine uncorked the flyer, staring at it in her hands.

She thought about putting it back. Her hand actually went up, fingers extended toward the lamppost, and then it didn't. Instead, she folded the flyer in half, then in half again, and slid it into the inside pocket of her coat, beside the lease.

She went back to the car. The driver was mumbling something she couldn’t decipher.

Catherine took out her phone and opened her calendar. She typed in the address and the time, set a reminder, and locked the screen.

Florence was going to have thoughts about this. Florence always had thoughts, delivered in that considered way that made them impossible to dismiss and mildly infuriating to receive. She would say something about the lamppost, about the hand that went up and then didn't put the flyer back, about what that said about the difference between what Catherine told herself she wanted and what she actually wanted. And Catherine would sit in the armchair and feel the discomfort of being accurately read by someone she'd known for six weeks.

She found, to her mild surprise, that she didn’t mind unpacking it.

The car moved uptown through the traffic, stop and start, the city doing its slow accordion. She kept her hand resting over the inside pocket of her coat, feeling the folded leaflet and the folded lease together, the two most important things that had happened today.

She'd built something this afternoon. And then, on the way out, the city had left her something on a lamppost.

The universe, she thought, has a very poor sense of boundaries.

She was smiling when she thought it, and she turned her face toward the window where no one could see.
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(Another) Unlikely Truce
Theo


Theo's office was small enough that she could touch both walls if she stretched her arms out, which she'd done exactly once on her first day to see if it was true and had immediately reported back to Natalie, who had said that was either charming or concerning and she hadn't decided which.

It faced the building's interior courtyard, which meant it got good light in the mornings and a kind of afternoon quiet that she'd come to rely on.

Someone had painted the walls a warm peach at some point in the building's history, though faded now, it was still the kind of color that made the room feel like it was on your side.

The whiteboard above her desk was covered in the accumulated logic of three concurrent projects: the gala timeline (a living nightmare), intake restructuring (problem central), and the new outreach pilot she was building with the street medicine team (please, she thought, just let this one work). She liked looking at it anyway. Liked the density of it, the sense of things in motion.

Her desk held a coffee mug that said World's Okayest Doctor, a gift from Natalie that she'd laughed at for longer than was strictly dignified, and a framed photograph that Mary had pressed into her hands at dinner two months ago with the instruction not to argue about it. Lucy had taken it at The Mission’s annual fall BBQ, the one that spilled out of the building into the backyard and filled the space with staff, volunteers, the people they helped, and their families, plus anyone else who needed somewhere to be on a Saturday afternoon. Theo stood in the middle of it, hair loose, laughing at something just out of frame. She looked like someone who was exactly where they were supposed to be. She was starting to feel that way, too.

That was the thing about working at The Mission that she hadn’t quite anticipated—not just that the work was good, but that she was good at it. Good in ways that felt earned rather than performed, that didn't require her to leave something of herself at the door. Josiah had told her, in his characteristically matter-of-fact way, that she had a gift for building trust with people who had every reason not to extend it. She'd gone home and sat with that for a long time. Had let herself feel proud of it, which was something she was practicing.

She exhaled slowly and reached for her phone, more out of habit than need.

10:33

Fuck.

The volunteer meeting was in the main hall on the ground floor, which meant Theo had to walk through the entire building to get there, and she arrived, as usual, having collected three separate conversations along the way.

Marcus from intake had a question about the new client forms. Diane from the recovery program wanted to confirm catering numbers for the gala. And Sandra, the woman who ran the Friday afternoon support group, had stopped her in the corridor to say, with the coiled intensity of someone who had been waiting, that the new scheduling software was, and she wanted Theo to know this, an absolute nightmare.

By the time Theo made it to the hall at 10:46, Josiah was at the front setting up chairs, sleeves rolled to the elbow, looking like a man who'd been there since six and was only mildly resentful about it.

"You're late," he said, without looking up.

“By one minute.”

"You're the one who scheduled an eleven o'clock meeting."

"I scheduled an eleven o'clock meeting, yes." Theo took the stack of chairs from him and started unfolding them. "I didn't schedule Marcus, or Diane, or —"

"Sandra?"

"Sandra.”

"She hates the new software, you know.”

"Everyone hates the new software."

"You bought the new software."

"The old software was from 2007, Josiah."

He handed her another chair. “And that’s why Sandra liked it.”

Theo took it from him, trying her best to stifle a grin.

Around them, the hall was beginning to settle into the softer rhythm of a Saturday morning. People filtered in by twos and threes, drifting instinctively toward the refreshments table at the back when they spotted the coffee.

"We’ve got good numbers for this," Josiah said, glancing down at his clipboard. "You’ve done the welcome remarks before?"

Theo stepped up beside him at the front of the hall. "Mhm. Twice."

"Good. Keep it under ten minutes, otherwise they get restless." He made a note. "And don't do the thing where you list every single program we run. Just focus on the gala."

"I know how to run a volunteer meeting."

"You also told me you knew how to use the new scheduling software."

Theo pointed at him. "That is genuinely not fair."

He laughed, and she shook her head and went to get the information packets from the table by the door.

Behind her, the room was beginning to fill. Chairs scraped against the floor as people chose their seats. Some glanced around with the tentative energy of those who had committed to doing something good with their Saturday without being entirely certain what it would require of them.

Theo had come to love that atmosphere. There was something quietly hopeful in it. In people showing up before they had any real reason to.

She was saying something to Josiah about the running order when the door opened again.

She didn't look up immediately. She was halfway through a sentence, hands moving as she spoke, riding the familiar rhythm of it. She finished the thought, or at least she thought she did, but somewhere in the middle of it, she glanced toward the door, and the second half simply ceased to exist.

Because there, framed in the doorway like some deeply unhelpful festive apparition, was Catherine. The angel of Christmas past. Impeccable. Uninvited. Entirely real.

Seven months. And there she was. Pale hair, dark coat, one hand resting on the door frame.

She was looking directly at Theo with an expression that was almost composed and not quite, the way a piece of music hovers before its final chord, suspended in the moment before it resolves.

And then she smiled. Small, slightly uncertain, lifting one hand in a wave, and Theo's brain did something she could only describe as stopping. Not dramatically. Not visibly, she hoped. Just a brief, total cessation of whatever had been running a moment ago, replaced by a single fact: Catherine was here.

She had thought she'd made a kind of peace with never seeing her again. Not a complete peace, she wasn't going to lie to herself about that, but a functional one. The kind you build out of new routines and meaningful work and the slow, purposeful reconstruction of a life that belonged entirely to you. She had thought about Catherine the way you think about a place you loved and left. With a tenderness that didn't require any resolution.

She understood now that she'd been wrong about that. Because seeing her was like seeing your first love across a room. The recognition that goes all the way down before your brain has caught up. The wound reopening, clean and sudden, and not caring, not even a little, because she was there. Pain be damned.

Beside her, Josiah had gone quiet. She was aware of him turning his head, taking in whatever was on her face right now, and then looking toward the door, and then back at her again. She felt rather than saw the small, knowing smile that crossed his face.

"I'll finish setting up," he said, and moved away with the tact of a man whose mother had trained him well.

Catherine stepped fully into the room, navigating around the rows of chairs with the composure she brought to every space she entered.

She stopped in front of Theo, and for a moment they just looked at each other.

Then, they both opened their mouths at the same moment.

"Hi —"

"Hi —"

They stopped. Catherine laughed first, a short, genuine sound, and Theo felt it land in her chest the way it always had.

"Hi," Theo said again, properly this time.

"Hi," Catherine said.

Up close, she looked different. Theo's brain searched for the word and landed on brighter, which wasn't quite right but was close.

"You look good," Catherine said, her voice softer than Theo had remembered. "Out of scrubs, I mean."

Catherine's eyes widened, her pale skin pinking as she realized the unintended implication. "I meant—not that I've seen you without—I mean, I have obviously, but—" She pressed her lips together, composure cracking at the edges. "I had an entire speech prepared, and somehow that's the sentence that came out."

Theo looked at her for a moment. "Wow."

Catherine closed her eyes briefly. “Please, don’t.”

"No, I mean it genuinely," Theo said, a wide smile breaking through before she'd finished the sentence. "I had myself fully prepared to be the one who made this weird. I had a whole plan for how I was going to recover from it and everything. And then you just—" she gestured vaguely at the situation "—went ahead and did it for me."

"Yes, thank you, I was there," Catherine said. The pink hadn't quite left her cheeks. After a moment, the corner of her mouth lifted. "But the day is young. I'm sure you'll catch up."

Theo shook her head, still smiling. "What are you doing here?"

"I'm here to volunteer."

Theo raised an eyebrow. "Really? Did Mary send you?"

"No." Catherine shook her head, smiling. "You wouldn't believe me if I told you."

Theo looked at her for a moment, at the smile, at the slight color in her cheeks, at the hands buried in her coat pockets, which Theo had learned meant she was more nervous than she was letting on.

Josiah cleared his throat beside them with the apologetic expression of a man who was very aware of what he was interrupting and very sorry about the timing of it.

Theo glanced at him, then back at Catherine. "Sorry, I have to—" She gestured at the room, the people, the general situation of being responsible for a meeting that was due to start in two minutes.

"Will you stay?" Theo said. "Afterwards." She kept her voice level. Casual. The voice of someone extending a perfectly reasonable invitation and not, categorically not, someone whose entire nervous system had just rearranged itself around a single appearance. "We could get coffee. Catch up."

Catherine looked at her for a moment, something unguarded in her expression. "Yes," she said simply. "I was actually going to ask you the same thing."

* * *


They went to the place on Delancey that Theo liked, the one with the good espresso and the mismatched chairs and the complete absence of any aesthetic concept that somehow resulted in a room you wanted to stay in.

Catherine looked around when they walked in with the expression she reserved for spaces that surprised her, which Theo had always found disproportionately charming.

And fuck. She was already doing it. Already cataloguing things. Already slipping back into the attentiveness that time had apparently done nothing to erode.

They ordered. The coffee came. For a moment, neither of them said anything, and Theo became aware of the strange doubling of it—how familiar this was, sitting across a small table from Catherine with coffee between them, and how completely different, the months of silence sitting alongside them like a third person neither of them had introduced.

"So," Theo said.

"So," Catherine echoed.

Theo laughed despite herself, and Catherine's mouth curved, and something in the room loosened by a fraction.

They found their way into conversation carefully, the way you find your way into cold water. Theo talked about The Mission first because it was easiest, solid ground, something she knew how to speak about with confidence. She focused on the gala, what it meant to the organization, the challenges of getting donors and VIPs in the same room for one night, and making it feel like a celebration rather than a transaction. Catherine listened the way she always had, fully present, not performing interest but actually inside it.

"You love it," Catherine said, when Theo paused.

It wasn't a question. Theo looked at her. "Yeah," she said. "I do."

Something moved through Catherine’s expression, too fast to catch cleanly, but Theo felt it. Something that looked like it might have been relief, or gladness, or the feeling you have when something you hoped for turns out to be true.

Then Catherine started telling her about the studio, and Theo listened. West 28th Street. Five-year lease. Flooring and fixtures going in next week. A small roster at first, just piano to start, though the way she said it made it clear she was already thinking past that.

"What are you calling it?" Theo asked.

Catherine lifted her coffee cup and took a sip that was longer than necessary. "I haven't decided yet."

Theo looked at her.

Catherine, who folded her socks and arrived everywhere fifteen minutes early and had once spent thirty minutes explaining why there was a correct way to load a dishwasher, hadn't decided on a name for a studio she was opening in twelve weeks?

"Right," Theo said, in a tone that conveyed she didn't believe that for a second.

Catherine continued as though she hadn't noticed. She talked about the students she was letting go, the Upper East Side families, the résumé builders, and the ones she was keeping, and the ones she was looking for.

"The space itself is wonderful," she said. "Although when Luis was clearing out the bathroom cabinet, he found something that led me to form certain theories about its previous occupants."

Theo looked up, puzzled. "What kind of something?"

Catherine took a very composed sip of her coffee. "The battery-operated variety. With accessories."

Theo spluttered into her mug.

"Luis was very stoic about it," Catherine added. "Which has either elevated or permanently altered my opinion of him, I haven't decided which." She paused. "I've decided the space used to be a sex shop. It feels like the most dignified explanation available. Better than the alternative."

"Which is?”

"That someone just really loved that bathroom."

Theo laughed, properly, the kind that came from somewhere real, and when she looked up, Catherine was watching her, and Theo caught the watching and felt it land somewhere it had no business landing—a very final goodbye in a hospital room.

The laughter faded. The café moved around them. Theo turned her coffee cup once in her hands, not drinking from it, and when she looked up, Catherine was still watching her with that expression she'd never quite learned to be unaffected by.

They talked about Mary, which produced a combination of eye-rolling and involuntary smiling that Mary reliably provoked in anyone who loved her.

Theo told her about the evening she'd decided, with complete confidence, that Natalie and Josiah would be perfect together. She'd organized what she'd billed as a casual group outing that was transparently a setup, which had migrated, as these things do, to an arcade bar on the Lower East Side and ended with Natalie stitching up Josiah's lip after a skee ball incident that neither of them would fully explain. Both of them had refused to speak to Theo for four days.

Catherine told her about Liv visiting. And how Liv had spent the entire first afternoon insisting that Americans had no concept of a queue, a position she maintained with some conviction right up until she walked into oncoming pedestrian traffic on Fifth Avenue three times in one block because she kept looking the wrong way. Catherine had stopped correcting her after the second time on the grounds that natural selection should be allowed to run its course.

By that time, the third round of coffee was long finished, but neither of them had moved.

Theo was trying to think of something ordinary to say when Catherine set her cup down and looked at her hands for a moment, then looked up.

"In other news," she said. "I've been seeing a therapist. About London, and everything after."

It wasn’t an announcement. That wasn’t Catherine’s style. It was just something true, set down quietly between them.

Theo nodded slowly. "How’s that going?"

"Well." The corner of Catherine's mouth moved. "Infuriating, occasionally. But it’s been useful."

The understatement of it was so completely Catherine that Theo felt a pang of recognition in her chest. She didn't say anything. There wasn't anything to say, not here, not yet, not with everything that still sat between them unaddressed. But she looked at Catherine, at the steadiness in her face, at the slight vulnerability underneath it that Catherine was allowing her to see, and felt with a clarity that surprised her that she was glad. Simply and completely glad that they were sitting here and that Catherine had walked through that door this morning.

"Good," Theo said softly. "I'm really happy it’s been infuriatingly useful."

Catherine nodded once, and something in her shoulders settled.

There it was. The natural end of it. The polite pause where one of them could reach for their coat, say it was good to see you, and return to the version of life they'd constructed in the other's absence.

Theo considered allowing that to happen. She gave it approximately two seconds.

"Completely unrelated," she said instead, "and you are absolutely allowed to say no. But rather than calling donors and picking up decorations with the other volunteers, I could use someone to help coordinate the gala itself. Someone with experience managing people and logistics and mild chaos."

Catherine looked at her. "Are you asking me to be your assistant?"

"I'm asking you to be Chief of Volunteers."

"That is not a real title."

"The audacity," Theo said, hand to chest. "It absolutely is. I just invented it."

“You're asking me to be your assistant."

"I'm asking you to help shape what could be The Mission's most significant fundraising event in a hundred and fifty years."

"Theodora."

"Catherine."

They held each other's gaze, neither blinking, both apparently prepared to let the rest of the room dissolve around them.

"Fine," Catherine said eventually. "But I want it on record that you are not allowed to boss me around."

"Noted," Theo said. "I'll send you the planning documents tonight."

"Of course you will," Catherine said, and she was already smiling as she stood.

"Can you come over on Thursday? I'll have the office to myself," Theo said, and then heard herself say it and felt the color climb her face before she had any hope of stopping it.

She tried again.

"I meant so we won't be interrupted."

No. Wait. That was worse.

"I just meant we can get on with it—" She put her own hand over her mouth, which only made Catherine's expression shift into something deeply, unhelpfully delighted.

"Catherine."

"I'm not saying anything."

"You're saying everything."

"Theodora." Catherine pressed her lips together in a way that suggested considerable internal effort. "Would you like to try all of that again?"

Theo took a breath. "Catherine. Are you free to come to my office on Thursday afternoon for gala planning purposes?”

"Yes," Catherine said. "I am."

"Thank you."

"You're welcome."

Catherine's composure lasted approximately three more seconds before the laughter broke through. "I told you that you'd catch up.”

Theo laughed and held the door open as they stepped out onto the sidewalk together.

"I'd argue I outdid myself," Theo said. "So. See you Thursday?"

Catherine turned and pulled her collar up against the winter air, smiling. "Thursday," she confirmed.

They said goodbye with the slight formality of two people being careful about what their bodies might do without permission. Theo watched Catherine turn and walk down Delancey, coat pulled close, pale hair catching what remained of the afternoon light, and stayed watching until she'd turned the corner and was gone.

She stood there a moment longer, hands in her pockets, aware of her own breathing.

The wound was open again. She could feel it, raw and familiar, exactly where it had always been since Catherine had moved into The Lenox.

She didn't mind.

She turned and walked back toward The Mission, and thought about nothing, and thought about Catherine the entire time, and those two things were not, she had learned, mutually exclusive.
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A Rehearsed Routine
Theo


The gala was three weeks out, the first week of January circled in red on every calendar Theo owned, and she had more or less claimed the third-floor meeting room as her personal command center.

Twelve chairs were shoved against the wall, the massive folding table colonized entirely. She needed space to work in peace without Josiah sticking his head in every hour with suggestions about balloon arrangements. No, she didn't want one. Yes, she was sure. And if he mentioned the balloon arch one more time, she was going to seat him next to Sandra at the gala and consider the matter closed.

By Thursday, the table looked like the aftermath of a bureaucratic explosion. Seating charts at one end, three folders of donor correspondence stacked nearby in increasingly frantic handwriting, a venue map so heavily marked up she'd forgotten what half the colors meant. Catering confirmations overlapping with equipment lists overlapping with three versions of the program. A coffee mug at each end, establishing territorial rights.

She'd arrived at seven-thirty, telling herself it was just to get ahead. That the gala wouldn't plan itself. That she preferred quiet mornings. All of which was true. None of which was the whole truth.

She heard her heels before she saw her. That click on the corridor floor, slow and steady, the kind of footsteps that belonged to someone who had never needed to rush to feel in control of a room. Theo had approximately four seconds to decide what to do with her face.

"Good morning," Catherine said from the doorway.

Theo looked up and smiled helplessly, before she'd even registered doing it. So much for playing it cool.

"Hey. Come in, if you can find somewhere to sit."

She heard Catherine set her bag down, the dull thud of leather against wood. A silence followed, the kind Theo had learned to recognize as Catherine looking at something and forming an opinion about it. She kept her eyes on her papers and braced for commentary on the coffee rings on the table, the three empty takeout containers, or the general chaos of it all.

None came.

Instead, Catherine walked to the far end of the table, pulled out a chair, and sat down.

"Where do you need me?" Catherine asked.

Well. That was new.

Theo had a perfectly good response ready for the comment that hadn't arrived. She set it down, slightly wrong-footed, and slid the seating chart across the table instead. Apparently, Catherine Matthews had decided today was the day to be gracious about mess, and Theo wasn't going to question it.

"We have a hundred and fifty confirmed attendees. Donors, VIPs, a handful of city officials we're hoping to convert into long-term supporters." She tapped the floor plan. "But the seating is a nightmare. Everyone needs to feel like they've been personally placed, not just assigned a chair, which sounds straightforward until you factor in that half this room has strong feelings about the other half and absolutely none of them have mentioned it on their RSVP." She paused. "There's also one specific situation that is actively ruining my week.”

Catherine pulled the chart toward her and uncapped a pen. “Which one?”

“Table seven. They’ve been feuding since 2019, but nobody actually knows why.”

Catherine scanned the page. "Ah. The Durhams and the Crawfords. Timeshare litigation. Big Hamptons property. Something to do with a leap year weekend."

Theo stared at her. "You’re kidding. How do you know that?"

"Samantha Durham's cousin is best friends with my hairdresser’s sister." Catherine was already making notes. "I know a lot of things about these kinds of people. I can handle the seating."

"I was going to ease you in with something simpler first."

Catherine looked up, and the smile she gave her was genuinely reassuring in a way Theo was grateful for. "No need. Let me take this off your plate."

There was something in the way she said it, easy and certain, like it was never in question. Theo sat back. "Okay."

"Good." Catherine returned to the chart. "What else?"

So Theo told her. And then there was more, and she told her that too. Somewhere around the third item on the list, she realized they were just working. The two of them. The way they always had.

It took her a second to recognize the feeling—the rhythm of it, the easy back and forth, the shape of something familiar settling into place. Like pulling on a jacket she’d forgotten she owned and finding it still fit.

That was the part she hadn’t anticipated. The ease.

Theo found herself watching her despite her best efforts not to. The way Catherine’s pen hovered before committing to a change. The faint crease between her brows when she concentrated. The way she tucked her hair behind her right ear, but never the left.

She’d forgotten she knew that. Or tried to, which turned out not to be the same thing at all.

And then there was the familiar curve where Catherine’s neck met her shoulder.

Theo looked back down at her papers. Some memories should have the decency to blur around the edges. Even just a little. Hers, apparently, had other plans.

By eleven a.m., the seating chart was resolved. The timeshare feud of 2019 had been neutralized by the strategic placement of a large balloon centerpiece between the two families, which would act as a physical barrier significant enough to prevent eye contact without being obvious enough to cause a scene. It was, Theo had to admit, the correct solution. It was also going to require her to walk into Josiah's office and tell him he was getting his goddamn balloon arrangement, and she was going to have to do it without making eye contact, because if she saw his face when she said it, she was going to lose the will to live.

She pushed the seating chart aside and moved on before the thought could take hold.

"While we're ticking things off," she said, "I handled the performers' hotel this morning. Confirmed rooms, late checkout, the works." She turned her laptop toward Catherine and queued up a clip. "We’ve got this jazz quartet out of Harlem. They take requests from the room and arrange them on the spot. Josiah saw them last spring and hasn't stopped talking about it since." She hit play. "Have a look."

Catherine leaned in to watch, close enough that Theo was aware of the shift in air between them. The music filled the room, easy, with a quiet swing, the kind of sound that moved around you rather than at you.

When it ended, Catherine didn’t speak. She kept her eyes on the darkened screen for a moment, as if the last note were still hanging there.

Then she reached over and pressed play again.

Theo watched her listen a second time, the stillness that settled over her when music had her full attention.

When the clip ended again, Catherine sat back slowly. "They're the perfect choice," she said. "You open with them and no one will need convincing to stay." She paused. "That kind of warmth isn't something you can manufacture. You found something real."

Theo held her gaze for a second, something loosening in her chest. She closed the laptop before the feeling could settle too deeply.

By midday, the coffee machine down the hall began to feel less optional. They stood in the small kitchen at the end of the corridor while it whirred and hissed, the building around them still in that strange daytime hush before the evening rush began.

Theo was halfway through mentally recalculating the audio equipment list when Catherine spoke.

“Where is it?” she asked.

"Hmm?"

“The venue. I assumed it would be here, in the main hall, but the floor plan—" She nodded back toward the meeting room. "That's not this building."

Theo poured her coffee. She was aware, with a specificity she resented, of the warmth moving up the back of her neck.

"It's not here, no," she said.

Catherine leaned against the counter and waited, eyebrow lifted in a way that made clear she had all the time in the world.

Theo considered her options. There weren't any.

“It’s at Saint Ann and the Holy Trinity Church,” she said.

Catherine was watching her with an expression she wasn't quite managing to compose. Her fingers tightened around her coffee cup. Just enough to notice. Her gaze dropped, then lifted again, steady but not untouched.

“Oh,” she said, and it wasn’t neutral, no matter how much she’d tried to make it.

Theo felt it too, that quick, shared rush of memory. The height of the arches. Beethoven in the dark. Holding hands in the pew. Harry on the sidewalk afterward.

“It’s not the obvious pick,” Theo said, after a moment. “But it makes sense. Harry's the reason I'm here. The reason I do this work." She wrapped both hands around her mug. "It just holds something special for me. The whole night felt significant, even then. Even now—" She stopped.

She didn't say the rest of it. That she'd scrolled past the listing three times before clicking on it. That she’d left the tab open for a week, turning it over, asking herself whether she was choosing it for the right reasons or whether it was something else. That in the end, she'd booked it because the evening had mattered. Because Harry had deserved to be remembered somewhere beautiful, somewhere with good acoustics and high ceilings and light that fell the right way. Because sitting in that pew beside Catherine had mattered too.

"Can I ask you something?" Theo said.

Catherine looked up from her coffee and nodded slowly, like she was stalling to give herself time to formulate any number of responses.

"Why did you keep seeing Harry? At the Marriott. Jonathan said you were having dinner with him until he died."

Catherine was quiet for a moment. Not evasive, just careful, the way she was when she was deciding how much of the truth to give and in what order.

"He told Jonathan he wanted to check out. He said he'd been there two weeks and didn't want to take advantage." She turned her cup slowly in her hands. "I went down to talk him out of it. He was stubborn about it, so I suggested dinner, just to discuss some options. And then." She paused. “Well, you knew him. He was funny and charming and completely impossible to spend an hour with and not want to see again."

"Yeah,” Theo said softly. “He was all of those things."

"There was another reason." She said it to her coffee first, then looked up. "After the hospital, when we weren't talking, he was—" She stopped and tried again. "He talked about you, the way people talk about someone who matters to them." Her voice was even, but something underneath it wasn't quite. "I kept going back because it was the closest thing I could have."

Theo sat with that for a moment, with what Catherine had just given her, and didn't say anything because there wasn't anything adequate to say. Instead, she decided to give something back. "He was clean when he died," she said. "Blood alcohol zero. No substances. Which for Harry was…” She shook her head. "I think a large part of that was down to you."

Catherine set her mug aside. "No. It was you. He told me he was afraid that if he failed again, he'd let you down. That you were the reason he was trying." She looked at Theo directly. "I just told him what I knew to be true. That all you ever wanted was for him to get better. Hearing it from someone outside of everything, I think it helped it land differently."

Theo looked at her, at the steadiness in her face and the vulnerability she was letting show underneath it, "Thank you," she said. "For being with him at the end, and for telling me that."

Catherine nodded once, looked back down at her coffee, and they stood for a moment against the counter, Harry present between them in the quiet way he sometimes was, not as grief anymore but as something gentler. As someone who had mattered, and still did.

Eventually, they went back to the meeting room. Theo went back to the audio equipment list. She made it through approximately four line items before she became aware that the warmth at the back of her neck hadn’t gone anywhere. That was the thing she was discovering about today, about Catherine sitting four feet away with her pale blue notebook and her specific correct opinions and the expression she'd been wearing since the kitchen that she hadn't quite managed to hide. The warmth had nowhere to go. It just stayed.

So they worked. Catherine had insights about the canapés that were, infuriatingly, correct, and Theo updated the brief without giving her the satisfaction of saying so. They went through the lighting spec, the timeline broken into fifteen-minute segments, and the volunteer assignments for the night itself. Catherine made notes in that small, controlled handwriting Theo knew too well. Theo watched the curve of each letter for a beat too long before returning to her screen.

The rhythm between them had come back so easily that Theo kept almost forgetting why it had been gone. And then she would remember, and it would settle back into her chest, and she would keep working. The remembering was manageable. It had teeth. It kept her honest. What was harder was the forgetting. She had caught herself twice already, about to say something the way she used to, casually, without first checking whether it was allowed yet.

She reached for the remaining stack of papers while she still had the sense to. Work was safer.

Theo slid the pages across the table. “Program running order,” she said. “I can’t decide. Tell me which one.”

Catherine looked at all three. "What's the difference?"

“Version one opens with remarks, then the performance, then dinner. Version two swaps the remarks and the performance. Version three opens with the performance, moves straight into dinner, and cuts my remarks entirely.”

“Version three,” Catherine said, without hesitation.

Theo looked up. She waited for the smile, the reveal that she was joking.

Nothing.

“I spent two weeks on those remarks.”

“Save them for next year.” Catherine slid version three in front of her and stacked the others neatly aside. “Open with the music. Set the tone before anyone’s said a word. People will still be arriving, still half in their coats, carrying whatever kind of day they just had. Give them something beautiful first.” She glanced up. “Lead with the thing that doesn’t ask anything of them except to listen.”

Theo stared at version three. Then at the other two. “Hm.”

"The remarks will keep," Catherine said.

"That's assuming they don't fire me for fucking this whole thing up."

“Theodora,” Catherine said, calm and certain, “when have you ever fucked anything up?”

Theo let out a laugh that died halfway through.

Once. Seven months ago.

The memory surfaced uninvited. She knew they were both thinking the same thing.

Catherine was quiet for a beat too long. And then Theo heard it. The small sound of Catherine's notebook closing. She'd been half-expecting it all morning, she realized. The way you half-expect a storm when the air has been a certain way all day.

"I should have said this at the coffee place last week. But, I owe you an apology," Catherine said. "I've been working on myself for the past few months." She paused, swallowed. "Working on understanding why I do the things I do. And one of the things I've had to sit with—that I've had to be honest about—is how unfair I was to you. I fucked us up, Theodora."

Theo didn't say anything. She wasn't sure she trusted her voice yet. She'd thought about this moment so many times since Catherine had appeared at that volunteer meeting, not planned for it, not expected it, but thought about it in the vague, aching way you think about things you're not sure will ever arrive. She'd imagined having things to say. Things she'd been carrying around for months that would finally have somewhere to go. But sitting here now, watching Catherine look at her with such a pained expression, all of them had dissolved.

"I didn't tell you about the epilepsy," Catherine continued, "because with you, I could still be who I was before the Royal Albert Hall. The one who hadn't lost control in front of five thousand people and been turned into a gif." She said it flatly, without self-pity. "You didn't know about any of that, and so with you, I could just be myself, not the cautionary tale. But I was selfish with that. I kept it from you because I needed it, not because it was fair to you."

Theo inhaled slowly. "I just—I didn’t understand how you could end things the way you did, after everything.”

"I was embarrassed." The words came out simply, without embellishment. "And I took that embarrassment, and I dressed it up as concern for you, as protecting the balance of the relationship, as being pragmatic. But underneath all of it, I was just—I was ashamed of what you'd seen. And instead of dealing with that, I projected it onto us. I decided you would eventually see me differently, would eventually leave, and I ended it before you had the chance." She met Theo's eyes. "I made a decision about your feelings on your behalf. About what you could handle. About what you would eventually feel when you looked at me. I decided all of that without asking you, because it was easier than being afraid of the answer." She paused. "But you deserved better than that from me. You deserved to be asked."

Theo felt the words land one by one. She'd expected to feel anger, or relief, or vindication. What she actually felt was quieter and more complicated than any of those things. It was something closer to grief, not for what had happened but for how unnecessary it had been. How much had been lost to fear that could have been plainly, honestly said.

"It did hurt," Theo said. "Not the reaction to me seeing you having a seizure, I understood that. I understood being frightened and overwhelmed and not knowing how to let someone in. But walking out of that hospital and back to The Lenox that night." She paused. "You made me feel like being close to you was conditional on you being in control of the impression you made. And the moment that slipped, I wasn't allowed in anymore."

Catherine's jaw tightened. She nodded, once. She didn't try to soften it. "I know."

They looked at each other across the table, covered in seating charts and running orders, and the logistical architecture of an evening designed to celebrate a hundred and fifty years of people showing up for each other.

A moment passed. Then another.

“I know I have no right to ask, but I’d like to know.” Catherine hesitated, just a fraction. “Are you—Have you dated anyone since?"

Her voice stayed steady. Steadier than Theo suspected hers would have been, if their positions were reversed.

The honest answer and the easy answer were not the same, and Theo had promised herself, somewhere around the time she'd stopped dreading her mother's calls, that she was done choosing easy.

“For a little while,” Theo said. “A month, maybe.”

She heard how calm she sounded and almost resented it.

“Her name’s Lucy. She started working with Nat at the hospital.” Theo kept her eyes on Catherine’s, made herself keep them there. “It didn’t become anything serious. It just…ran its course.”

Catherine didn’t react at first. Or rather, she did, but it was subtle enough that anyone else might have missed it. Her spine went a little straighter. Her mouth pressed thin before she caught it. A pause, barely there, but there nevertheless. Then her eyes closed. Just for a moment.

“Oh,” she said.

And Theo felt it land between them.

It wasn’t outrage. It wasn’t even jealousy. It was something like regret. As if Catherine had known, in theory, that time had passed. That other people existed. But hearing it spoken aloud made it solid in a way she hadn’t prepared for. Like the abstract had just become very, very specific.

"After the hospital," Theo said, because she'd started and she needed to finish, “I felt pushed away. Discarded isn't the right word, but something in that direction. And I needed—" She paused. "I needed someone to want to be close to me. To not change their mind about wanting me too. It wasn't about replacing what we had. I couldn’t. I didn’t want to. It was just about not disappearing into myself entirely." She looked down at her hands, then back up. "Lucy was kind. And it was what it was."

Catherine nodded. Her voice was careful and genuine in equal measure when she said, "I'm glad you weren't alone."

It cost her something to say it. Theo could see that clearly, the slight effort, the conscious choice to mean it rather than just speak it. And the fact that she'd made that choice, that she'd said it anyway and meant it, landed somewhere in Theo's chest and stayed there.

"Catherine," Theo said.

"Mm."

"Thank you," She waited until Catherine was looking at her directly. “For the apology.”

"I just needed you to know that I understand what I did, and I’m sorry for it. And that I'm different from what I was." She paused. "Well, I'm trying to be."

Theo nodded slowly. "I believe you."

The simplicity of it seemed to catch Catherine off guard. She blinked, something shifting in her face, relief, maybe, or the feeling of having braced for impact and found the ground gentler than expected.

Theo reached across the table. Not far, just enough to cover Catherine's hand with hers.

Catherine looked down at their hands. Then up at Theo. She didn't say anything. She didn't need to. She simply ran her thumb over Theo’s knuckles.

Theo withdrew her hand and pulled the running order back toward her. "Okay, so, version three," she said. "We open with the band. I'll confirm with them tomorrow."

"Good," Catherine said, her voice unsteady in a way she was clearly choosing not to address.

They worked through the rest of the afternoon without mentioning any of it again, and the room stayed small and full of paper, and outside The Mission went about its Thursday, and that was enough.

By five o'clock, the table had been reduced to three neat stacks and a to-do list that was, for the first time, actually manageable. Theo closed her laptop. Catherine capped her pen and slid her notebook into her bag.

Theo looked at the table. Then at Catherine. "Are you free tomorrow?"

Catherine looked up, and for just a second her expression was completely unguarded. "I am. Luis is handling renovations at the studio, so he doesn't need me. And I only have therapy and Noah on Mondays, so I can come in every day if that helps."

Theo looked at her. "Every day?"

"Is that a problem?"

"No," Theo said. "No, it's really not."

Catherine held her gaze for a moment, something pleased at the edges of her expression. "Good. Then I'll see you tomorrow."

"Cool." The word was out before Theo could stop it. She heard it land and immediately wanted to slide directly under the conference table and wait there until Catherine had left the building, possibly the state.

Catherine's mouth curved. "Cool," she echoed, entirely at ease with it, and picked up her bag.

She waited until Catherine had gone before she allowed herself to sink back in her chair and stare at the ceiling for a considerably longer time than was strictly professional.

It had been a long day. Hard in all the ways that mattered and good in all the same ones.
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The Night We Met
Catherine


Catherine walked along the hallway to Mary's apartment, her hand trailing along the paneling she'd touched dozens of times. Mary's door stood slightly ajar, waiting for her, warm light spilling into the hallway along with the rich scent of something braised with onions and herbs. Catherine knocked twice before pushing the door open, already smiling—and froze.

Her expression rearranged itself quickly, but not quickly enough.

Theodora sat on Mary's floral sofa, a glass of wine balanced on her knee, her copper hair catching the lamplight. She wore jeans and a baby blue sweater, her Converse kicked off by the door in a gesture so familiar that Catherine felt it somewhere behind her sternum. Theodora's head turned at the sound of the door, her green eyes widening with the same shock Catherine felt flooding her system.

"Catherine!" Mary emerged from the kitchen with a dish towel over her shoulder, her expression a masterclass in manufactured surprise. "Oh, good, you're here. Come in, come in. Don't just stand there."

Catherine looked at Mary, and Mary, to her credit, looked back at her, entirely unbothered.

"Mary," Catherine said.

"I made pot roast," Mary said. "Sit down."

Catherine held her gaze for a second longer, as if weighing the likelihood of winning this particular battle. Then she sat.

Theodora caught her eye from the sofa with a small smile that said she'd arrived to find exactly the same setup and had also, apparently, decided that arguing with Mary Stevenson was not a battle worth having. Catherine pressed her lips together. Theodora pressed hers together. Something passed between them, not quite amusement, but adjacent to it.

"Wine?" Mary said, appearing with a glass.

"Please," Catherine and Theodora said at the same moment.

Mary smiled, looking very much like someone who had arranged exactly this outcome and was not remotely sorry about it. She pointed at the bottle on the bar and went back to the kitchen.

They both looked at the bottle. Then at each other.

Theodora laughed and said, "We've been played."

Catherine picked up the bottle with a small smile. “Thoroughly,” she said, passing it to Theodora. “You pour.”

Dinner was, as it always was at Mary's, better than it had any right to be. They ate at Mary's small table with its crocheted placemats and the candle that Mary lit for every meal, regardless of occasion.

The conversation found its footing slowly at first, the three of them navigating around things, and then somewhere between the second glass of wine and Mary's commentary on the new residents in 12C who had apparently been receiving suspiciously unmarked deliveries at all hours, it loosened.

Theodora told them about a client who had arrived at The Mission that week with a tortoise in a tote bag, matter-of-fact, as if this were not the opening of a story that required significant elaboration. It required significant elaboration. Catherine found herself laughing at a table for the first time in longer than she wanted to tally, the kind of laugh that arrived without warning and didn't apologize for itself.

The laughter faded in increments. Mary topped up the wine and let the quiet settle before she spoke.

"How are your parents?" she asked Theodora.

Theodora's expression shifted, not dramatically, just a slight tightening around her eyes. She turned her wine glass once in between her fingers. "My mom called last week. It was maybe four minutes. She asked how work was going, and I said fine, and she said good, and we ran out of things after that." She paused. "My dad still isn't talking to me."

Mary’s face held sympathy and a barely restrained desire to set something on fire, all at once.

Catherine was quieter about it. She said nothing, just set her wine glass down and looked at Theodora in a way that made it clear she had formed a very firm opinion about Patrick Brennan and intended to keep it entirely to herself.

"It's fine," Theodora said. "I think I needed to stop performing for them before I could figure out what I actually wanted."

Catherine looked down at her plate. She didn't say anything. She didn't need to.

Mary let the moment settle, then stood and began collecting plates with the brisk efficiency of someone who had made up her mind.

"They'll come around," she said, moving between the table and the kitchen. "Or they won't. Either way, you won't have built your life around waiting for them." She set the plates down and reappeared in the doorway. "Catherine. Didn't you mention something about gala paperwork?"

Catherine looked at her. "I—yes. It's in my apartment."

"Well, go and get it." Mary was halfway to the kitchen. "Theodora can go with you."

"I can just bring it⁠—"

"Nonsense. Dinner's over, and I've got my show starting in five minutes." Mary appeared in the doorway with both their coats already draped over her arm. “Go on, both of you."

Theodora stood, accepted her coat, and caught Catherine's eye again with the same look from earlier, the one that lived somewhere between helplessness and the recognition that Mary Stevenson was a force that moved through the world in one direction, and it was easier to go with her.

"Thank you for dinner, Mary," Theodora said.

"You're welcome, sweetheart." Mary hugged her with the fierce brevity that was her signature, then turned to Catherine and held her gaze for just a moment longer than necessary. Subtle, Mary was not. "You too."

Catherine stepped in to hug her. “You’re a menace,” she whispered against her ear.

Mary patted her cheek as she pulled back. “I know, baby. Goodnight.”

They walked the short distance to 14D side by side, close enough that their arms brushed in the narrow hallway. Catherine unlocked the door and pushed it open, reaching for the light.

The apartment rose up around them, the piano in the second room, the bookshelves, the lounge where she and Theodora had once sat while something between them tipped, wordlessly and irreversibly, in one direction.

She stepped aside to let Theodora in.

Theodora stayed in the doorway, leaning against the frame with her hands in her pockets, looking at Catherine with an expression that was almost innocent. "Well. Do I need a formal invitation inside, Miss Matthews?"

Catherine laughed, the sound catching her off guard. She reached out and took Theodora by the arm and pulled her in. They ended up toe to toe in the small hallway, closer than strictly necessary, both still laughing, and for a moment it was easy, just completely and entirely easy, and Catherine let herself stand in it. Like no time had passed at all.

Then the laughter settled, and they were still standing close. Neither of them moved. The apartment was quiet, and Theo's eyes were on hers.

It would be easy. That was the thing. It would be so easy to close the small distance between them, and she knew, with a certainty that was almost frightening, that Theodora would let her. But easy wasn't the same as right, and she had learned, slowly and at some cost, the difference between the two.

Christ, Florence would be proud.

"I'll just…" Catherine took a step back, crossed to the desk by the window, and picked up the manila folder.

Theodora had followed her in and stood close at her shoulder, not looking at the folder at all but at the book beside it.

She lifted it gently, turning it over once in her hands. It was Catherine’s copy of Persuasion.

"You're still reading this?" she asked, her voice low and threaded with that familiar note of teasing.

"I've read it twelve times," Catherine said. "It doesn't require active reading anymore."

Theodora flipped it open, thumbing through the pages with absent curiosity.

“Wait—” Catherine reached for it, but she was a second too late.

A lime-green sticky note fluttered free, catching the lamplight as it drifted toward the carpet. Theodora caught it midair. Her eyes moved across the cramped handwriting.

Stop practicing at midnight or I'm calling the police
— 14C


Catherine exhaled through her nose, “That was the third one,” she said. “You stuck it with a thud that I assumed was you kicking my door.”

Theodora flipped to another page, and a pink note peeked from the crease. She slid it free, smirking.

Does Chopin know you're butchering him like this?

— 14C

"That one stung," Catherine said. "I practiced twice as long the next day just to spite you."

Theodora turned another page. Orange this time.

Do you accept bribes? How much for one silent night?

— 14C

Catherine's mouth curved. "You left that one with a dollar bill taped underneath. I returned it under your door with interest."

Theodora chuckled gently, "I used it to buy earplugs."

"That you then taped to my door with a note that said ‘False advertising — 14C’.” Catherine smiled at her. "I laughed so hard, I nearly framed it."

Catherine reached out and touched the edge of another note still clinging to a page. "This was the first one you didn't sign." She read it quietly. "You hit a wrong note somewhere in the middle. I couldn't tell you where, but my ears flinched, so you might want to work on that." She looked up. "That was the moment I realized you were actually listening."

She turned the pages, and the notes revealed themselves between chapters, pressed flat against Austen's prose like dried flowers. Lime green, hot pink, electric yellow, pale blue, from when they'd run out of the garish ones. Dozens of them. Noise complaints and composer opinions and dinner plans and film recommendations and small, unremarkable observations about unremarkable days.

"Catherine." Theodora looked up from the book. "Why did you keep them all?"

Catherine was quiet for a moment. There were several versions of this answer: the deflecting one, the practical one, and the one dressed up as sentiment. She chose the true one.

"They were the best thing about my day for a long time," she said.

Theodora's throat moved. "They were?"

"Mhm. And then it became our text conversations. Then our calls. And then the dinners. And then it became —" She stopped. "Well. You know what it became."

Theodora set the book down carefully on the desk, the way you set something down when you want to be sure it's safe. Her fingers rested against the cover for a moment.

"I still listen to your recordings most nights,” she said, not looking at Catherine. “There's one from Vienna, maybe five years ago. The audio isn't great, but you can hear the audience during the quiet parts holding their breath."

Catherine remembered that performance. The Musikverein's golden hall, the silence before she'd touched the first key. She'd been at the height of something then, though she hadn't known it well enough to be grateful.

"Did you ever watch the Royal Albert Hall performance?" The question was out before she'd meant to ask it.

Theodora's expression shifted. She looked toward the music room, then back. "I did. After the hospital. But not out of spite or anything like that. I just thought if I watched it, I could come back and honestly tell you that it hadn't changed anything."

"But it did," Catherine said. "And that's why you didn't come back."

"No," Theodora said as she took a step closer. "It didn't change anything. That's the truth." She paused. "I didn't come back because I realized that telling you wouldn't mean anything. You weren't ready to hear it. You weren't ready to move past what happened in London…I think I understood that, even then."

Catherine was quiet for a moment, her eyes dropping to the book on the desk. Then she said, "I should tell you something. I named the studio. I had a name when you asked me in the coffee shop, I just didn’t tell you.”

"I know you did."

Catherine's head came up. "You knew? Why didn’t you say anything?”

“I figured you'd tell me when you were ready." Theodora’s mouth curved. "So, go on. What is it?"

"B-Side.”

Theodora was quiet for a moment. Then a smile moved across her face, "Where the best stuff always is." She shook her head. "I can't believe you remember that."

"I remember everything about that night," Catherine said. "I wasn't sure I was ready to tell you what it meant when you asked. And then I wasn't sure you'd want to know." She paused. "Tonight felt like the right time. I didn't want you to leave without knowing."

Theodora looked at her for a long moment. "It's a perfect name," she said.

The room was still around them. Catherine looked at the book on the desk. At the pale blue cover, worn at the corners.

"There's one note I don't have," Catherine said. "The one you left on my door the morning you moved out."

Theodora covered Catherine’s hand with her own, resting it lightly on the book.

"I came home from a check-up, and you'd gone, just like that." She stopped and took a breath. "I stood in the hallway for a long time before I could go inside."

"Catherine—"

"But I did keep it," she said. "I promise. I had it inside my medicine cabinet for months. I looked at it every morning." She could feel the pressure building behind her eyes and didn't try to stop it. "And then one night it fell into my sink and got wet and it—it dissolved. Just came apart in my hands." Her voice was steady until it wasn't. "And I had a panic attack on the bathroom floor. Over a piece of paper."

The tears came then, not the crashing waves they used to be but something gentler, something she'd learned to let through rather than manage.

"Hey." Theodora's voice was soft. Her arms came around Catherine, slow and close, her hand moving to the back of her neck to hold her. Catherine's chin found its place against Theodora's temple, and she held on.

"It was just a piece of paper. Why did you have a panic attack over it?" Theodora asked quietly, her arms still around her.

"Because I'd lost the last piece I had of you," Catherine said.

Theodora tightened her grip, and Catherine felt the careful way she did it, like she understood the weight of what she was holding. The press of her lips to Catherine's jaw was tender and wordless and said everything that didn't need saying, and Catherine closed her eyes and let it.

She didn't know how long they stood there. Long enough for the crying to finish the way it did now—cleanly, without the old shame that used to follow it. She stepped back and said, "I've missed you. So much."

Theodora looked at her with an expression that was open all the way down. "Me too," she said.

Neither of them moved. Then Catherine's eyes dropped to the book on the desk, her hand settling against the cover without quite meaning to, and that was the thing that broke the stillness. Theodora exhaled, something releasing in her shoulders, and reached for her coat from the arm of the chair. The shift was gentle, unhurried, the natural end of an evening that had already given everything it had to give. Catherine walked her to the door.

Theodora paused with one hand on the frame, half turned, and looked back across the length of the apartment.

"For the record?"

Catherine looked at her.

"I kept your notes, too. Every single infuriatingly wonderful one." She smiled. "Goodnight, Catherine."

"Goodnight, Theodora."

The door closed, and Catherine stood in the quiet of 14D for a moment. Not with the ache she'd carried for seven months. Nor the careful numbness she'd constructed around it. But something lighter than both, something without a name yet, and that was fine. It didn't need one.

One thing she knew for sure, though, was that Mary Stevenson was, without question, the most effective person she had ever met in her entire life.


26
As It Was
Theo


The florist confirmation had been the white whale of the entire operation. Four weeks, two vendor changes, one very uncomfortable phone call in which Theo had been put on hold for forty minutes and had eaten an entire bag of pretzels out of stress, and now here it was, finally, sitting in the cell like it had never been a problem at all.

She typed CONFIRMED! with unnecessary emphasis and permitted herself one brief, entirely unprofessional noise of triumph.

"That's it," she said. "That is genuinely, actually, finally it."

Catherine looked up from the place cards she'd been writing out in her careful hand. "Everything?"

"Every single item. Green across the board." Theo turned the laptop around so Catherine could see the spreadsheet, all those rows, all those cells, every one of them resolved. "We're done. Everything is set for Saturday."

Catherine looked at it for a long moment. Then she bent to the bag at her feet and produced a bottle of Dom Pérignon, setting it on the desk between them with a grin that was entirely too pleased with itself.

Theo stared at the bottle.

Of course. If anyone was going to produce a three-thousand-dollar bottle of champagne on a Tuesday afternoon like it was office stationery, it would be Catherine Matthews.

Meanwhile, Catherine had begun surveying the office with the composure she adopted when she was about to say something impolite and was choosing, with effort, not to. Her gaze moved over the stacks of donor files, the motivational poster Josiah had put up as a joke that Theo had somehow never taken down, the two dead plants on the windowsill she kept meaning to replace with fake ones, and the general atmosphere of productive chaos Theo had long since stopped noticing.

“Please tell me you have champagne glasses,” Catherine said.

“I have mugs.”

Catherine looked at her.

“They’re clean,” Theo added.

“That wasn’t my concern.”

Theo pulled open the desk drawer and produced the two mugs she'd had in there since approximately her first week: her World's Okayest Doctor one, and a plain blue one with a chip in the handle that had been there when she arrived and almost certainly belonged to someone who'd left the organization years ago.

She set them on the desk. Catherine looked at them for a moment with an expression of gentle, resigned acceptance, and then unwrapped the foil from the bottle, eased the cork out with a quiet, controlled pop, and poured. She handed Theo the chipped blue mug. She took the World's Okayest Doctor for herself without comment.

"To a job well done," Catherine said, lifting it.

"To a job well done." Theo echoed, clinking hers against it.

The champagne was exceptional, which made the mugs genuinely funny, and Theo caught Catherine's eyes over the rim, and they were both smiling before they'd even swallowed.

It tasted like relief. Like months of logistics and donor calls and seating charts and the florist, God, the florist, finally being over.

Theo leaned back in her chair and let herself feel the satisfaction of something finished, something that had required a great deal from both of them, sitting resolved on her laptop screen.

"We actually did it," Theo said.

"No, you did it. I came in at the eleventh hour, a month before, and helped you tie up the loose ends.”

Theo huffed out a small laugh. “Yeah, no. We both know that’s not true. I had a moment in week three where I genuinely wasn't sure we’d finish everything in time."

“Week three was difficult,” Catherine agreed, with the diplomatic understatement of someone who had been sitting in this office the afternoon a donor threatened to withdraw five figures because his name appeared below someone he considered socially inferior on the program. “But we managed.”

"We did," Theo agreed, smiling.

They finished the champagne in their mismatched mugs while the evening settled around them, the light going amber through the window, the building quieting as staff filtered out. They talked about the gala, about what they were looking forward to and what they weren't. They laughed about the seating chart that had required three separate revisions before Theo finally sat Sandra next to Arthur Levinson, whose voice carried across rooms like a foghorn, while Catherine rebuilt the rest of the table around the damage.

At some point, Theo stopped tracking the conversation as a conversation and just let it be what it was. Two people in an office at the end of a long day with a bottle of good champagne and nowhere else to be.

She looked at Catherine across the desk. The green spreadsheet still open on the laptop. The closed notebooks. The bottle between them catching the last of the amber light.

And something in her chest let go. Not dramatically. Not all at once. Just quietly, the way tension releases when you've been holding something for so long, you'd stopped noticing the effort of it. She hadn't forgiven Catherine in a single moment; she understood that now. It had been happening in increments, across coffee shops and meeting rooms and dinner tables, and she hadn't noticed until just now, sitting here, that it was already done.

When she looked up, Catherine was watching her with that careful smile, the one that meant she wasn't sure yet whether she was allowed to be happy.

Theo realized she was smiling and decided to answer for her. "You realize it's been exactly a year tomorrow," she said, tilting her head.

Catherine took a second, then laughed softly. "Since the noise complaint?"

"Since you decided two in the morning was a perfectly reasonable time to give a private recital." Theo leaned forward. "Strong opening, for the record."

"I thought so," Catherine said, completely without shame. "I'm very glad you banged on my door, Theodora."

Theo held her gaze. “Yeah. Me too.”

Catherine held her gaze, her composure just beginning to slip at the edges. "I wanted to ask you something.”

Her posture was straight, the way it always was, but something underneath it was slightly less certain than usual.

“Okay.”

"The gala." She said it evenly, but her fingers had stilled on the mug. "I'll be there regardless, obviously. I'm on the donor list, I've been part of the planning, I care about The Mission." She paused. "But I wondered if you would consider coming as my date?”

Theo's brain began to assemble something thoughtful and measured in response and then simply didn't, because the answer was there before the thought had finished forming, obvious and immediate and not requiring the analysis she'd been preparing to give it.

"Yes," she said.

Catherine blinked. She'd clearly been prepared for more of a conversation. "Just like that?"

"Just like that."

“I just—I want to be clear about what I mean,” Catherine said, like someone who had thought carefully about what she wanted to say and meant to get it right. “I'm not asking to walk back into things as they were. I know I have more work to do, and I'm not asking you to trust me before I've earned it. But I am asking you to be my date. To walk in with me. To be there with me." Her eyes were steady on Theo's face. "In a romantic sense."

"I know what you meant," Theo said. "It’s still a yes."

Something moved across Catherine’s face, quiet and genuine, the kind of expression that wasn’t performed for anyone.

“Good,” Catherine said, though she couldn’t quite stop the smile that found its way onto her face.

Theo felt one pulling at her own. “Good.”

A while later, once the champagne was finished and the light through Theo's office window had set, they gathered their coats, and Theo locked up behind them.

They walked out together through the corridor, past the empty reception desk and the noticeboard with its outdated flyers, and out through the front doors into the cold.

The air carried the edge of a January evening in New York, sharp enough to make you aware of your face and grateful for your coat. The block was quiet, The Mission offices dark behind them, the nearest streetlight pooling pale light onto the pavement.

Catherine’s cab was two minutes away, the small car icon moving steadily through the grid on her phone.

They lingered there, talking about Saturday, about when Catherine would pick Theo up, the conversation settling into something easy.

And because Theo’s filter had clearly taken the evening off after half a bottle of champagne, she said, “Hang on. Is the gala going to be our first date?”

Catherine tilted her head. "That depends."

"On what?"

"On whether you're counting the recital. The dinners at Yorkies. The night of the blackout." She paused. "Because if you are, the gala is considerably further down the list than second."

Theo considered this. "Those weren't dates. Even if I wanted them to be, you didn't know that. So they don't count."

"I see. Well, I want to do this properly," Catherine said. The lightness in her voice had shifted into something more careful, more honest. "I want to take you somewhere and arrive with a romantic gesture and spend the whole evening embarrassingly aware of you across a table. I want it to count." She met Theo's eyes. "So as far as I'm concerned, the gala is our first. And I intend to make it worth the wait."

Theo's face was doing something she had absolutely no control over.

Catherine looked at her for a moment, taking it in, like she had nowhere else to be. Then she leaned in and kissed her cheek. Slow and deliberate, her lips warm against Theo's skin, her hand coming up to rest at Theo's jaw with a lightness that was somehow worse than pressure. She didn't pull back immediately. Just stayed there for a breath, close enough that Theo could feel the warmth of her, the faint scent of her, and then she did pull back, but only barely, her face still near enough that Theo was acutely aware of the distance she'd left between them, which was not very much distance at all.

Theo looked at her. Catherine looked back. The cab was still two minutes away.

Theo stepped forward and kissed her cheek. Slowly. Then the other. She wasn't sure why it felt important to take her time, only that it did.

Catherine's breath caught, just slightly. Her eyes closed for a moment, and when they opened, something in them again had shifted, darker and steadier, and she looked at Theo the way you looked at something you had decided you were going to have.

Catherine leaned in again. Kissed Theo’s left cheek, her mouth just barely parted—close enough to the corner of Theo's lips that it was almost something else entirely. Then her right, the same deliberate placement, the same almost. Then she pulled back only far enough to make the distance between them a deliberate thing, a held thing, her gaze dropping once to Theo's mouth before returning to her eyes, and Theo's heart was doing something that had completely abandoned any pretense of dignity.

Then Catherine brushed her nose slowly against Theo's, just once, and kissed it.

She stepped back, a smile settling into place, satisfied and entirely unapologetic.

Behind Theo, the cab pulled up to the curb. Catherine leaned in one last time, her lips brushing Theo's ear.

“See you Saturday," she said softly.

Then she was gone, the door closing behind her, the taxi pulling smoothly out into traffic until it disappeared.

Theo stood on the pavement for a moment, aware she had just been outmaneuvered by a kiss on the nose. And she was, she decided, absolutely and completely fine with that.


27
Every Note
Catherine


Catherine always arrived early. She liked to walk into a room before anyone else, settle into a chair, cross her legs, and breathe. Just five, ten minutes to gather herself before the others filed in.

But tonight, an hour before she needed to leave, she was dressed and pacing. She paused at the window, fingers drumming against the sill as she watched pedestrians below.

The glass reflected her faintly back at herself. Midnight blue silk skimmed her figure in a way that left very little to the imagination and everything to it at the same time, the fabric moving with her as she shifted her weight, her heels adding the kind of height that changed how a room felt when you walked into it. She raised her fingers to her throat, tracing the edge of the diamond choker where it sat cool against her skin, and thought about the precise moment Theodora would see her. The way those green eyes would move over her, taking in the silk and the diamonds and the heels, and then, because Theodora had never quite mastered the art of not showing exactly what she was thinking, the way they would move over her again.

A flutter rose in her chest, not the sharp, glass-edged thrill of opening night applause, but something softer that had been there since she'd lingered in bed that morning, smiling at the ceiling.

She glanced at her watch, still fifty-five minutes.

Catherine Matthews, who had built her life on perfect timing, grabbed her purse and left anyway.

She arrived at Theodora's door at seven on the dot, which required twenty minutes of walking very slowly around the block in heels, but that was nobody's business but hers.

She knocked and waited, her hand dropping back to her side, her heart racing.

Then the door opened.

Catherine had seen Theodora in many iterations by now. She'd seen her in scrubs at the hospital, in the soft, worn clothes she wore during their movie evenings, in the blazer and Converse she'd worn to the recital. But she had never seen her like this.

The dress was emerald and floor-length, and the neckline did something to Catherine that she felt in the pulse at her wrist and her throat and, if she was being honest with herself, which Florence had been encouraging her to be, considerably further south than either. Her copper hair was up, loosely, a few strands falling at her jaw in a way that was either carefully considered or entirely accidental, and Catherine couldn't tell which, which was somehow worse. Small gold earrings caught the hallway light. She smelled faintly of something warm and familiar that Catherine couldn't name and didn't try to.

She looked...

"You're staring," Theodora said, one eyebrow raised, lips curving into a smile that knew exactly what it was doing.

"I'm appreciating," Catherine said. "There's a distinction."

Theodora's eyes moved over her in turn, lingering at her admittedly exposed cleavage before meeting her gaze again. "You look," she started, and then stopped, and started again. "That dress is very unfair."

"Good," Catherine said. "That was the intention."

Theodora laughed, and the tension of the moment broke open into something warmer. She stepped back to get her coat from the hook by the door, and Catherine leaned against the doorframe and watched her shrug into it with the unselfconscious ease of someone who had no idea how she looked doing ordinary things, which was, Catherine had decided some time ago, one of the more attractive things about her.

"Ready?" Theodora said.

Catherine straightened and offered her hand, palm up. Theodora looked at it for a moment and then took it, stepping out into the hallway. Catherine let her eyes move over her slowly, taking her time about it, and Theodora let her.

"Beautiful doesn't quite cover it," Catherine said. "But it's the best I have."

Theodora's cheeks colored almost imperceptibly, but Catherine noticed.

"Thank you."

Still holding hands, they made their way down the quiet hallway and out through the building’s front doors.

The car was waiting at the curb. Not a car, precisely. A car implied something modest and functional. What was waiting was a black limousine, long and polished and entirely unnecessary, with a driver standing beside it in a dark suit who opened the door when he saw them coming.

Theodora stopped walking, and Catherine went on for another step or two before realizing she was no longer beside her. She turned back to find Theodora standing on the pavement, staring at the vehicle with something close to awe.

“Catherine,” she said.

“I know. It’s excessive.”

“It’s a limousine.”

“Yes.”

"It's a limousine for two people going fifteen blocks."

“Twelve blocks, actually.” Catherine stepped back toward her. “Theodora, you’ve spent the last three months planning an event for more than a hundred people while working full time at a job that already asks far too much of you. You haven’t slept properly in weeks. You’ve eaten more meals at your desk than I’m comfortable thinking about.” She paused. “Tonight is yours. You deserve to arrive like it is. And I wanted to be the one to make that happen.”

Theodora glanced at the limousine, then back at Catherine. She drew in a breath, and something in her expression shifted. Not composure exactly. Something softer than that. The acceptance of someone allowing themselves to be looked after. Catherine knew that didn’t come easily to her, which made it matter more.

“You—thank you,” Theodora said quietly.

Catherine smiled, slipped her hand into Theodora’s, and led her to the waiting door.

The interior was warm and quiet, the city sliding past the tinted windows in long streaks of light. A bottle of champagne rested in a cooler between the seats, which Catherine had arranged because it felt appropriate and also because she remembered Theodora mentioning once, almost as an aside, that being chauffeured somewhere while drinking champagne in the back of a car was on her mental list of small, cinematic life experiences.

The glasses were actual glasses rather than plastic, which had required a very long conversation with the hire company, but had seemed worth it. At least it wasn’t mugs.

Theodora accepted one and looked at it for a moment, "Champagne in a car," she said.

"In a limousine," Catherine corrected.

"In a limousine." Theodora looked at her sideways. "You remembered that."

"I remember most things you say," Catherine said. "You'd be surprised."

Theodora reached across and took Catherine’s hand, their fingers interlacing as she held it. Her thumb brushed once across Catherine’s knuckles, a small gesture that sent a line of goosebumps up her arm.

They didn’t let go for the rest of the journey.

* * *


Light poured from the venue in every direction, washing the stone façade white and sending pale columns up into the dark sky.

On the front steps, caught in a warmer gold glow, guests moved inside in an unhurried stream, the sheen of satin and wool merging into something effortless, polished shoes finding their quiet rhythm on the stone.

As the limousine pulled to the curb, Catherine saw the photographers. A cluster of them along the barricade, cameras raised to capture the VIPs.

As the driver opened the door, Catherine stepped out into the cool January air and immediately heard the sharp click and flash of cameras beginning.

Theodora stepped out just behind her, and before Catherine had quite adjusted to the light, Theodora’s hands were at her waist, turning her gently, guiding her out of the direct line of the flashes as she shifted half a step in front of her, close enough to block the worst of it. It happened quickly, almost without thought, the kind of smooth, instinctive movement that made it clear she had been paying attention to where the cameras were.

Catherine blinked once at the sudden reorientation, momentarily confused, and then she understood.

Theodora thought the flashes might trigger a seizure.

If Catherine wasn’t already in love, she would have been able to point to that exact second as the moment she fell.

She leaned in close, her lips finding the warm skin just below Theodora's ear, and said: "I don't have photosensitive epilepsy. The flashes are fine."

She felt Theodora exhale against her neck, the slight release of tension in her body, the breath going out of her. She stepped back half a step, and when Catherine looked at her, she saw the faint flush of something like embarrassment on her face.

"Sorry," Theodora said. "I just⁠—"

"Don't apologize," Catherine said. And then, because she couldn’t help herself: "It was the kindest thing anyone has done for me in a very long time."

Catherine took her hand and turned back toward the photographers. "Come on. I want a photograph of us together. I didn't take enough before, and I intend to rectify that."

Theodora smiled at that, something real and unguarded, and let Catherine pull her toward the red carpet.

On the steps, Catherine turned them both to face the cameras and slid her arm around Theodora's shoulders, drawing her in close. Theodora's arm came around her waist in response, warm and sure, settling there with a naturalness that made her want to stay exactly where she was indefinitely.

The photographers called Catherine’s name over and over. The flashes went. And then Theodora leaned in, her lips close to Catherine's ear, and said, "I hope you know I'm going to be the envy of every person in that room tonight. Having you as my date."

Catherine felt the warmth of her breath, the brush of her nose just behind her ear, and every hair on her body rose at once. She kept her eyes on the cameras and let the smile come, slow and bright.

"The feeling is entirely mutual," she said, her voice low enough for Theodora alone. "And with you looking the way you do, I have absolutely no intention of leaving your side.”

She felt Theodora's arm tighten fractionally at her waist. Then, close enough to her ear that she felt it more than heard it: "Good. Don't."

The flashes kept coming as Catherine turned toward Theodora and smiled. The photographs would be good. She could feel it.

Inside, the church had been transformed in ways that made Catherine's breath falter. She'd been part of the planning, had seen the vendor lists and the lighting diagrams and the seating charts, and still the reality of it was something else. Candles everywhere, hundreds of them, on every surface the venue allowed. The pews were rearranged to create space, flowers on every pillar, the instruments on the raised altar platform at the far end catching the light in a way that made them look like they belonged there.

Josiah materialized at Theodora's shoulder almost immediately. "The band's been delayed," he said, low and easy, catching Catherine's eye briefly over Theodora's shoulder in a way that communicated rather more than the words did. "Some kind of traffic accident." He gestured upward, to where a jazz playlist was moving softly through the speakers, warm and unobtrusive, filling the room. "But it’s fine. Everyone’s just assumed the entertainment starts later."

Theodora looked at him, then at the ceiling, then back. "How delayed?"

"Don't worry, Theo. They'll be here," Josiah said. "Now, go and enjoy this for a minute. You've earned it. Both of you."

He slipped back into the crowd, and Theodora watched him go, jaw tightening in the way it did when she was running calculations she didn't want to share out loud.

Catherine stepped closer and took her hand. "Look at this room," she said.

Theodora looked. Catherine watched her do it, watched the calculation slow and something else take its place, something like relief.

"Theodora," Catherine said.

"I know," Theodora said. Her voice was slightly thick. "Don't."

"I'm not going to say anything."

"Good."

Catherine leaned in close. "You did this."

"Catherine."

"Okay, okay, I’m done."

They moved through the space together, accepting champagne from a passing tray, falling into the rhythm of a formal event, the greetings and introductions, and the small conversations that happened at gatherings like this.

Catherine knew several of the donors; she’d worked alongside some of them in her previous life, in previous chapters of herself, and she moved through the room with the ease of someone who had been doing this since she was a child, accepting compliments and deflecting them and turning the attention always back toward The Mission, toward Theodora and what she'd built here.

Theodora was remarkable to watch in this environment. She had a way with people that Catherine had noticed before in smaller settings, but that here, scaled up, was something to see. She remembered names. She knew what mattered to people. She could move from a conversation about a donor's grandchildren to a detailed discussion of The Mission's outreach program to a joke that made a room of strangers laugh in the space of four minutes, and through all of it, there was something genuine underneath, something that wasn’t a performance but actual care, and people felt it and responded to it.

Catherine stood beside her at the bar, half watching the room and half watching Theodora work it. "You're good at this," she said, during a brief pause between conversations.

"Don't sound so surprised," Theodora said.

"I'm not surprised. I'm admiring."

"Well, admire away," Theodora said with a small sideways smirk.

Catherine was about to respond when she saw Josiah approaching through the crowd. She saw the expression on his face before he'd reached them, the careful neutrality of someone carrying bad news and trying not to show it in a room full of people they can't afford to alarm.

"Theo." He appeared at Theodora's elbow, leaning in close. "Sorry to interrupt. Can I have a quick word?"

Theodora looked at his face, and whatever she saw there made her straighten. "What is it?"

Josiah glanced around the room once, quickly. "The band," he said discreetly. "The ‘bad traffic’ turned out to be an incident on the Manhattan Bridge. NYPD has closed it completely, with no timeline for reopening. They're stuck in Brooklyn, and there's no way around it, not on a Saturday night." He paused. "I've spent the last thirty minutes trying to find alternatives, but every act worth having is booked."

Catherine watched Theodora absorb this. Watched the color change in her face, the smile that had been there a moment ago disappearing, like a light being turned down.

"Josiah," Theodora said, and her voice was very controlled. "Without a performance, we can't build to the appeal. The numbers won't⁠—"

"I know," he said.

"Could we delay it? If we push it back an hour, maybe we can find⁠—"

"There's no one, Theo. I've called everyone."

Catherine watched Theodora's jaw tighten. She was doing the thing she did when she was trying very hard not to cry, the thing Catherine had watched her do after bad shifts and difficult days, the holding together that cost her enormously and showed only in the very set of her shoulders and the slight, too-controlled quality of her breathing.

"Thank you, Josiah," Catherine said. "Leave it with us. We'll handle it."

Josiah looked at her with the expression of someone who would like to believe that and is not quite there yet. "The program starts in forty minutes."

"I know. Go and get yourself a drink. I'll find you in a little while.”

He held her gaze for a moment, then nodded and moved away.

Catherine's hand found Theodora's arm, and she steered her gently toward the secluded alcove she'd clocked earlier off the hallway, a pair of small couches tucked behind an elaborate arrangement of white roses.

She sat Theodora down and sat beside her, close enough that their knees touched.

"Breathe," Catherine said.

"I am.”

“No, you're holding your breath and hoping I won't notice."

Theodora exhaled. A real, reluctant one.

"Again," Catherine said.

"I don't need to do breathing exercises, I need to fix⁠—"

"Again, Theodora."

Theodora looked at her, and something in Catherine's expression must have conveyed that this was not negotiable, because she breathed in slowly, and out, and then again, and Catherine watched the slight change settle through her, the shoulders dropping a fraction, the jaw unclenching by degrees.

"The goal tonight," Theodora said, "was three hundred thousand. We'd planned the whole evening around the music building the room to the right emotional place for the appeal. Without it, we're looking at maybe half that. Maybe less." She stopped. "The residential program. We were going to expand it in April. If we don't hit the number, we can't. And there are people on the waitlist who—" She stopped again. "There are people who need those beds, Catherine."

Catherine looked at her. At the way she talked about the people on the waitlist as if they were people she knew, which, Catherine supposed, they probably were.

She cupped Theodora's face in both hands, turning her so they were looking at each other directly, and ran her thumbs over her cheeks. Theodora's eyes were bright, not with tears exactly, with the strain of keeping it together in a room full of people she could not fall apart in front of.

"What do you need from me right now?" Catherine asked calmly.

Theodora laughed, a short, unhappy sound. "A miracle, probably." She paused, and then, with a look of embarrassment, said: "I know it's an obscene amount of money, and I'm sorry I'm even asking, but could The Mission borrow—maybe if we could charter a helicopter to get them here in⁠—"

Catherine shook her head slowly, and Theodora's face fell.

"Not because of the money," Catherine said quickly. "Money is not the issue. If a helicopter would work, I would pay for it without a second thought, and you would never have to mention it again. But if the NYPD closed the bridge, it’s most definitely closed the airspace over it too."

Theodora nodded once and looked down at her hands.

The noise of the event continued around them in the distance, the clink of glasses, someone laughing too loudly near the bar, oblivious to the two women trying to figure out a crisis.

But the reality was, Catherine wasn’t panicking. She already knew what she was going to do. She had known it, she realized, the moment she'd watched Theodora's face change when Josiah told her the news. There had been no deliberation, no weighing of options. The answer had been there, obvious and complete, waiting for her to look directly at it.

She was terrified.

"Do you trust me?" Catherine said.

Theodora looked up, clearly surprised by the question. She opened her mouth, then closed it again, and Catherine watched the thought move across her face. It wasn’t the quick, automatic response the question usually produced, but something slower, more considered, as if she were actually asking herself, right there in the alcove, what the answer was.

Then Theodora said, "Yes."

Just that. And Catherine heard in it not just the answer to the question but something larger, something the word was carrying that it could barely hold.

"Then leave this with me," Catherine said. "I have contacts in the industry. Some strings I can pull." She held Theodora's gaze. "I promise you the room will have music tonight. I promise you will meet your goal. And I promise that everything you've built here will be exactly what you wanted it to be."

Theodora looked at her for a long moment. "Catherine⁠—"

"I know what I'm asking you to do," Catherine said. "I know what it costs you to let someone else take the wheel." She paused. “But I'm asking anyway."

Theodora reached up and covered Catherine's hands with her own, where they still rested against her face, and held them there.

"Okay," she said.

Catherine leaned forward and pressed her lips to Theodora's cheek, and felt her exhale again, slower this time.

Then she stood and turned. Josiah was waiting at the edge of the hallway, watching them with the expression of a man who had run out of solutions and was hoping someone else had found one.

"It's handled," she said as she stopped next to him. "Don't postpone anything. Keep the schedule exactly as it is."

He looked at her. "The band⁠—"

"Won't be necessary." She glanced back once at Theodora, who was still sitting in the alcove, watching her. "Can you take her to get a drink, please? Make sure she eats some of those expensive canapés floating around, and tell her I'll see her in half an hour."

Josiah studied her face for a moment, and whatever he found there seemed to satisfy him.

"Consider it done," he said.

Catherine nodded and slipped away from the main room, moving past the edge of the crowd toward the quieter side corridors.

She found what she was looking for: a sacristy turned makeshift green room, small and spare, with a mirror, a chair, and a table. It was the kind of space that appeared at every venue she’d ever played, so familiar she could have walked into it blind.

The noise of the room dropped to almost nothing as she closed the door behind her. She stood for a moment in the quiet and looked at herself in the mirror. More than two and a half years, she'd spent convincing herself she was done with this. That the Royal Albert Hall had taken something from her she wasn't getting back. That the woman who used to walk onto stages and make rooms go silent was someone she used to be.

Well. Apparently not.

She had called her piano technician the week Theodora confirmed the venue, the same man who had tuned her instruments for fifteen years, and asked him to arrange a loan alongside the other instruments being delivered for the evening. The Bösendorfer had arrived Thursday morning. She had been there to sign for it, overseen the setup herself, and played it briefly in the empty church while the light came through the windows at the wrong angle for anything except honesty. At the time, she hadn’t examined why.

She exhaled slowly, then reached for the table beside her. There was a pen. A piece of paper. Catherine sat down and began to write a setlist.

She knew hundreds of pieces by heart. Complicated ones, technically brutal ones, things that had taken decades to get right. But most of them didn't matter tonight. Tonight, she needed pieces that meant something. Pieces that had a history.

Chopin first. The Nocturne in C-sharp minor. She would open with that one. She owed it that.

Then Debussy. Clair de Lune, because Theodora had once told her it made her feel hopeful, and tonight of all nights, the room needed hope.

After that, something familiar. Something warm, that makes people smile. Pachelbel's Canon in D, because once she had asked Theodora to marry her as a joke and Theodora had laughed, and Catherine had felt lighter than she could remember feeling in years. She had tucked that feeling away without examining it too closely. She understood now what it had meant.

And then, for the appeal, for the moment when The Mission would ask one hundred and fifty people to give generously, something that would make them feel it. Something that would make the room do what rooms do when music gets inside them, when the walls between people soften, and the ordinary armor of a formal event falls away, and people find themselves moved before they've decided to be.

She knew what that piece was. She wrote it down at the bottom of the list.

Then she set the pen down and let the page sit between her hands for a moment, considering it. The fear was still there. It had always been there, and she'd stopped waiting for it to leave. But underneath it was something steadier. Something that had been building for a year, maybe longer, maybe since an evening in a church in Brooklyn when a woman she hadn't yet let herself love had reached across a dark pew and taken her hand.

She picked up the setlist. Smoothed her dress. And went back into the noise.

* * *


Silence fell across the room as soon as she sat down at the Bösendorfer.

This hadn’t been in the program. There was no announcement, no introduction. Just Catherine Matthews walking to the piano with a single sheet of paper in her hand and sitting down with the calm assurance of someone who had spent her entire life sitting at pianos.

Which, of course, she had.

She adjusted the bench once, lightly, and set the paper on the stand. Then she looked out at the room.

She found Theodora almost immediately, standing near Josiah at the edge of the crowd, surprise and concern written plainly across her face. Catherine felt a small flicker of affection at the sight of it. The worry was, if she was honest, a little endearing.

She held Theodora’s gaze for a second. Then she lowered her hands to the keys and began.

The first note rang out, and she waited, the way she always had, for the fear to catch up with her hands. It didn't. What came instead was the simple, physical fact of the piano doing what it was supposed to do, sound moving through wood and wire and out into a room full of people holding their breath. She had forgotten, somehow, that it still worked. That she still worked.

The Chopin moved through her, and she let it. She stopped trying to manage it and just let it happen, phrase by phrase, the way she'd learned when she was nine years old before she'd had anything to prove to anyone. Her hands knew this. They had always known this.

When the Nocturne ended, she transitioned straight into the Debussy without pause. Clair de Lune in the candlelight of a Gothic church, Theodora's favorite piece, in the church where they had first sat together and held hands.

She played it the way she always played it, attending to every phrase, shaping each one with the precision that was not coldness but its opposite, the kind of care that looks like control from the outside and feels like love from within.

She played for forty-five minutes. The room didn't move. She could feel its attention, the held-breath quality of it, and she played into that attention and let it sustain her the way it always had, the old contract between performer and listener, each making the other possible.

She had missed this. Not the performance, exactly, not the lights or the room or the fact of being watched. She had missed this specific thing, the conversation between her hands and the instrument and the people listening, the feeling of being useful in the most precise way she knew how to be.

For the climax, she played the Einaudi. Experience. Despite what she’d told Theodora, the piece wasn't only about her, though it was that too. It held something of Catherine’s own story as well. Controlled and restless at the same time. Always moving forward, even when the movement itself seemed to ache. She had spent more than two years not moving forward, and now, here she was.

By the time the final phrase faded, three people in the front row were crying. She could see them from the piano.

She stood. She bowed. And the applause came up like a wave.

And then she looked for Theodora and found her immediately, because she always found her, and what she saw on Theodora's face wasn’t surprise, not relief, not gratitude, though all of those were there, but something alongside them that was larger and quieter and that Catherine recognized because she was feeling it too.

The applause followed her into the hallway, and Catherine stood against the cold stone wall with her eyes closed, her chest heaving, her hands trembling with the sharpness of adrenaline. She pressed one hand to her sternum, feeling her heart going at an absurd rate, and laughed, a short, disbelieving sound that echoed off the stone. Her other hand came up to her forehead. She felt giddy, almost dizzy with it, the relief and the happiness, and something that took her a moment to name because she hadn't felt it in so long. Pride. She was proud of herself.

She stood there until she could breathe properly, then straightened, smoothed her hair, and went back in.

The next hour was a blur of hands finding hers, faces she half recognized, voices layering over each other in phrases that arrived and dissolved before she could hold onto them. She smiled and said thank you and meant it, dimly, in the part of her that was still operating on automatic, while the rest of her remained at the piano, in the last note, in the moment she'd looked up and found Theodora's face across the candlelit room.

Josiah found her near the bar, his expression a mix of relief and disbelief she'd seen on people who'd been told something was handled and then watched it actually be handled.

"The donations," he said, without preamble. "Catherine, we've exceeded the record. Not just tonight's target. The all-time record for the gala. By a significant margin."

Catherine smiled, "Good. And the residential program⁠—"

"Fully funded. Twice over." He shook his head, still processing it. "Whatever you need, whenever you need it. It’s yours. The Mission owes you big time."

She thanked him and moved on and didn't stop moving until she found the side door half-hidden behind the floral arrangement, the one the venue manager had pointed out almost as an afterthought during the tour, and slipped through it and up the narrow stairs and out into the cold air.

She saw Theodora before Theodora saw her.

She was at the far railing with her back turned, a wine glass in one hand, the other resting on the stone on the balcony. The breeze had loosened a few strands of her copper hair, and the dress, from this angle, showed the delicate curve of her spine and the smooth skin above it.

Catherine had seen her like this before. She'd caught her through windows and doorways and across rooms, the quality of Theodora alone, the professional competence set aside, and underneath it something that was just a person, uncertain and searching, the same as everyone else. It had undone her every time without her admitting it was doing so.

She stepped forward, and Theodora must have sensed her because she turned, and when their eyes met, they both smiled. Catherine joined her at the railing, their shoulders touching.

"Josiah told me about the donations," Catherine said.

"He told me too." Theo’s voice had something in it that wasn't quite steady. "The residential program, the outreach work, the waitlist. All of it. Funded."

"I’m glad," Catherine said.

Theodora turned to look at her. "You knew you were going to do that, didn't you. The moment you left to make your calls. You knew."

"Mhm."

Theodora made a sound that was halfway between a laugh and something else. "You went up on that stage," she said. "For the donors. For The Mission⁠—"

"For you," Catherine said. "There is no one else who could have gotten me up there." She turned to look at Theodora properly. "It was always going to be you or no one."

Theodora's eyes were bright. She set her wine glass down on the stone ledge and took a second, like she needed it, before her fingers found Catherine's and interlinked them. "It was perfect. You were perfect."

Catherine looked down at their hands. At the way they fit together, which she had noticed the first time in this same church and had been noticing ever since.

The wind moved through the balcony and caught a strand of Theodora's hair and pulled it across her face. Catherine reached up before she'd decided to and brushed it back, her fingers resting a moment against her cheek.

"I've been afraid for such a long time, about so many things," Catherine said quietly. "Tonight I was still afraid. I was afraid the whole time, sitting at that piano. But the fear wasn't bigger than what I needed to say to you. And that was new."

"What did you need to say?" she asked, though from her face Catherine thought she already knew.

"That I love you," Catherine said. "I've loved you since that first night in your kitchen when you tried to measure flour without levelling the cup. I loved you when you threw a pillow at my wall. I loved you in the hospital even while I was pushing you away from me." Her voice caught on the last part, and she let it. "And I've loved you every day since. Even when it hurt to."

Theodora’s breath came out unsteadily. She stepped forward and drew Catherine in, her arm settling around her waist. Catherine went, and they stood pressed together in the cold, the city below them, the music drifting faintly from inside. It felt less like something beginning and more like something finally arriving after a very long time.

"I love you too," Theodora said against her lips.

Catherine held on. She felt Theodora's heart against her own, slightly fast, not quite matching, two different rhythms finding each other.

Then Theodora kissed her. Not the hesitant first kiss Catherine had imagined, but something hungrier, a claiming. Catherine's breath caught as Theodora's fingers slid into her hair at the nape of her neck, cradling the back of her head. Catherine pressed closer, her body responding with a heat that coursed through her veins, making her dizzy with want.

When they finally separated, Theodora's pupils were dark and wide, her chest rising and falling rapidly. Her lipstick was smudged beyond repair, and Catherine felt a primal satisfaction at the sight of it.

“I think," Theodora said, her voice low and breathy, "that we've done more than enough work tonight. Let's get out of here."

"The donors—" Catherine said.

"Have exceeded all records and will be perfectly well looked after by Josiah, who has been waiting his entire career to run this room." Theodora took her hand. "I've spent four months planning this event. I think I'm entitled to leave with the person responsible for all of it."

"I only played the piano."

"You saved the evening, funded The Mission, broke a fundraising record, and managed to make half the room cry." Theodora raised her eyebrows. "You played a little more than the piano."

Catherine looked at her. At the copper hair and the emerald dress and the brightness in her face that had been there since the balcony door had opened and they had both known what was coming.

"Where would we go?" Catherine said.

Theodora smiled. "My place is closer."

Catherine took Theodora's hand, and they went inside, back through the warm noise of the evening, and Catherine didn't look back at the piano or the donors or the candlelit room she'd stood in and played herself open for the first time in nearly two years. She looked at Theodora's hand in hers, and they walked out into the night together, and that was enough.

That was, after everything, more than enough.


28
What Remains
Theo


Light drifted through the blinds in thin bars, easing the room into the kind of Sunday morning with no real agenda. Theo had been lying here for a while, long enough to have watched the light move incrementally across the wall, and she hadn’t wanted to move.

Catherine was asleep against her side, one hand resting open on Theo's stomach, her breathing slow and even, her hair falling across the pillow in a way the night had rearranged for her.

Theo's fingers traced idle patterns against Catherine's bare back, feeling smooth skin and the small architecture of her spine, and something in her chest felt at ease.

Beneath her hand, Catherine stirred, the slow, reluctant shift of someone who knew they were waking up and wasn't quite ready to let go of sleep yet. Theo felt the moment it took hold, the slight tension that moved through Catherine's body before she registered where she was, and then the release of it, the conscious choice to relax, which Theo had come to understand was something Catherine had to make deliberately in a way that most people didn't.

When she looked up, her eyes were still soft with sleep, blue and unfocused, the careful composure she wore during the day nowhere in sight. Theo had only seen this Catherine a handful of times, the one who appeared before she had time to arrange herself for the day.

“Morning,” Catherine mumbled against her shoulder.

The word came out low and rough with sleep, and Theo felt a small, helpless smile pull at her mouth. It was unfair, really. Her first, completely unfiltered thought was that Catherine was cute.

She reconsidered that immediately and decided it was probably best that observation never be shared with Catherine Matthews, who would almost certainly respond to being called cute with swift and decisive retaliation.

“Morning,” Theo said back, shifting against the pillows so she could see her better.

Catherine blinked slowly. "Have you been awake long?"

"Not really, just watching you sleep."

Catherine's fingertips drifted from Theo's stomach to her sternum, pausing at the hollow of her throat where Theo's pulse jumped beneath the touch.

"Staring at an unconscious woman? How very serial killer of you," Catherine said, but the corners of her mouth twitched upward.

Theo couldn't contain her grin. "You're still here, aren't you?"

The sight of Catherine's answering smile, not her usual careful one, but something beaming and real, made Theo want to burrow in and hold her tighter.

"How are you feeling this morning?" Theo said.

Catherine turned her head to look at her. "Wonderful." She said. "And you?"

"Wonderful," Theo said. "Really wonderful."

They looked at each other in the morning light, and there was something between them that didn’t require words. Theo let it sit for a second before something else pushed in around the edges.

“Are you really okay?” she asked.

Catherine shifted up onto her elbow, looking down at Theo. “I can see the gears turning in your head. You can relax. Last night isn’t something I’ll be needing to recover from.”

Theo opened her mouth to respond, but Catherine got there first.

"I went up on that stage because I wanted to," Catherine said. "Not because I felt pressured, not because I felt I owed it to you or to the evening. I wanted to play, and I wanted it to be for you, and it was." She paused. "So you can stop carrying that."

Theo exhaled. She hadn’t quite realized she’d been holding it all morning, lying there watching the light move slowly across the room while Catherine slept against her, waiting for the moment she could be sure Catherine was actually okay with what had happened.

Now that Catherine had said it out loud, Theo could feel exactly where the tension had been sitting, tight across her shoulders. That quiet sense of a debt she hadn’t yet figured out how to repay.

"Okay," Theo said.

"Okay?" Catherine looked at her. "Just like that?"

"You told me to put it down. I'm putting it down. I trust you."

Something moved across Catherine's face, quiet and warm. "That's new for me," she said. "Someone saying that and me actually believing them."

"It's new for me too," Theo said. "Saying it and meaning it."

Theo reached up and tucked a strand of Catherine's hair back from her face, a gesture so small and so natural that she'd done it before she registered doing it. Catherine's eyes closed briefly at the touch and then opened again, still on Theo's face.

"I love you," Theo whispered into the space between them.

It wasn’t a response to anything, and it wasn’t building toward anything either. The balcony had been a declaration, a release, the culmination of everything the night had been building toward. This was quieter, smaller, and in some ways it felt like more, because there was no music now, no occasion, just the two of them and the morning light coming through the blinds.

“I know,” Catherine said. Then, more quietly, “I love you too.”

Theo kissed her before the words had quite finished settling between them. At first, it was soft, like she was still absorbing what Catherine had said.

Then, Catherine’s hand slid up into Theo’s hair, drawing her closer.

Theo’s lips moved against Catherine’s as their mouths parted, the kiss deepening, tongues gliding together as their breath mingled. They drew closer by instinct, bodies fitting together until they were pressed tight in a shared ache.

When they finally pulled back, Theo’s eyes met Catherine’s. One of her hands drifted down Catherine’s side, fingertips tracing the gentle curve of her waist before sliding over the swell of her hip. She shifted, coaxing Catherine’s thigh to part and nestle between her own legs, the slick heat between them pulsing where they pressed together.

Theo's teeth grazed Catherine's collarbone, drawing a sharp intake of breath from both of them. "I've thought about this," she murmured, her voice dropping to a register that vibrated against Catherine's skin. "Lying awake at night, my hand between my legs, remembering how you tasted that weekend." She dragged her tongue along the hollow of Catherine's throat. "How you trembled when I touched you."

Catherine, usually composed, arched into her, her back bowing as a moan caught between her lips. "Show me. Show me everything you thought about," she whispered, rolling her hips to gather friction along Theo's firm thigh. A shiver coursed through her as Theo answered with a deep, throaty groan, grinding upward in perfect sync.

They began slowly, their mouths brushing in teasing flicks of tongue, hands roaming over heated skin, sliding along shoulders, tracing the dip of spines, exploring every quiver and curve.

Theo leaned down, her breath warm against Catherine's skin as she captured one of her nipples between her lips and tongue. She circled the sensitive bud in slow, teasing spirals, then bit gently, eliciting a sharp, breathless gasp that rolled from Catherine's throat like a cry.

"Before the blackout, I used to lie awake listening to you play," Theo murmured against her skin, voice ragged, "and wonder if you'd sound like this." She lifted her head just enough to meet Catherine's eyes. "You're better."

Every soft nibble, every languid swirl of her tongue only drove Catherine further, and soon their hips were grinding together in a rhythm that needed no instruction.

Catherine dug her fingers into the small of Theo's back, anchoring her as they moved together, slow, desperate, urgent.

“There,” Catherine breathed, voice quiet yet fierce, pressing Theo closer. “Right there, Theodora. Please. Please.”

"I've got you," Theo said, low and certain. "I've got you. Come with me."

Catherine’s body shuddered as she ground upward again, her whole body pulled taut.

With one final, urgent wave of movement, they came together, lips parting in a shared cry. For a long moment afterward, they clung to each other, hearts pounding and breaths mingling.

After a minute, Theo collapsed onto Catherine's chest, sweaty skin pressed warm against warm. Their fingertips traced lazy patterns over heated flesh. Theo brushed a stray lock from Catherine's forehead and pressed a gentle kiss to her temple.

They stayed like that until the light through the blinds had shifted, and the city outside had gotten on with its Sunday, and at some point one of them said something about a shower and the other agreed, and eventually they untangled themselves.

Catherine wore one of Theo's button-downs, a pale blue Oxford that fell just below her hip, and came to stand at the coffee maker while Theo settled onto a kitchen stool and watched her. Her hair was still damp from the shower, falling darker than usual past her shoulders, and she'd forgone makeup entirely, and she looked, Theo thought, like someone who had finally stopped performing for a room and just existed in it. Like herself, but unedited. Like something Theo intended to spend a considerable amount of time looking at.

"You're staring, again," Catherine said, without turning around.

“I know,” Theo said. She caught her by the hips and drew her between her knees. Catherine came easily, settling back against her chest, and Theo pressed her face briefly against her shoulder and breathed in.

They stayed like that until the coffee was ready. Catherine poured two mugs, handed one back over her shoulder, and then said, "One second,” and disappeared into the hallway.

She came back with her purse, set it on the counter, and unzipped a small interior pocket, pulling out a small pill container.

Theo watched her over the rim of her mug. "Came prepared, did you?"

Catherine's mouth curved. "I started carrying a spare with me after the hospital as a precaution." She paused, the curve widening just slightly. "Though I'll admit I was also hopeful."

Theo glanced at the small white tablet before Catherine swallowed it—lamotrigine, she recognized the markings without having to think about it.

"Hopeful," Theo repeated, grinning.

"Don't look so pleased with yourself."

"I'm not. I'm just—" Theo set her mug down. "Really glad you were."

Catherine picked up her coffee and turned back to the window, which Theo had come to recognize as her way of not letting Theo see her smile.

Theo reached out and caught her by the hips, drawing her back. Catherine came without argument, settling against her chest, and they stayed like that for a while, both of them looking out at the quiet Sunday morning beyond the glass.

"Can I ask you something?" Theo said.

"Of course."

"When you were in that green room, writing the setlist." She paused. "Were you scared?"

Catherine was quiet for a moment, her hands resting on Theo's where they crossed at her waist. "Terrified. But my therapist says that anxiety is information, not instruction. It's your body telling you that something matters, not necessarily telling you to run. And that's what I kept reminding myself before I came out onto the stage."

"My therapist says the same thing, actually. About anxiety," Theo said.

"Does she?" Catherine took a sip.

"Mhm. I started seeing her about six months ago. After Harry. After a lot of things." Theo traced a lazy line across Catherine's wrist. "I kept thinking I wasn't supposed to need help. That it was some kind of conflict of interest, being the one who's meant to give it." She shrugged. "Turns out that's not how it works."

"No," Catherine said. "It isn't."

"You know, we might be the two most emotionally avoidant people in Manhattan."

Catherine considered that with surprising seriousness. "I think we'd need data to support the claim. Though I accept we'd be strong contenders."

Theo laughed against her shoulder. Catherine's hand covered hers where it rested at her waist, fingers interlacing.

They finished their coffee in the easy quiet that followed.

After a moment, Theo pushed herself upright. “Come on,” she said. “Let’s get dressed. I want to take you for breakfast. Somewhere with average coffee and excellent bagels.”

Theo crossed the room and rummaged through a drawer, emerging with a pair of thick leggings. On her, they came to the ankle. On Catherine, they stopped somewhere around mid-calf, which gave them the general energy of extremely trendy capri pants.

Theo looked her over with open satisfaction. “You look great.”

“I look like I’m wearing someone else’s clothes.”

“No. You look sexy as hell.”

Catherine huffed softly and turned back to the mirror to wind her scarf. Theo stepped behind her, taking it from her hands and looping it herself, the way you did for someone without thinking about it.

Catherine watched her in the mirror. "What are you thinking about?"

Theo smiled. "You'll laugh."

"I won't."

"You absolutely will."

Catherine turned to face her, one eyebrow raised, waiting.

"Future Sunday mornings," Theo said. "Like this one."

Catherine didn't laugh. She looked at her for a moment, and then Theo took hold of the ends of the scarf and tugged her down into a kiss, slow and easy, the kind that had nowhere to be.

When they finally pulled back, Theo kept hold of the scarf, her fingers loose around it. "I was also thinking we should stop by the pharmacy on 86th."

"Pharmacy?"

Theo's chin dipped in the barest nod. "For your epilepsy medication. To keep a spare bottle in my medicine cabinet."

Catherine's brow creased, a small line appearing between her eyebrows. "Why would I⁠—"

"For weekends like this." Theo's shoulders rose half an inch before settling. "So you don't have to count hours until your next dose and rush home. I want you to feel safe at my place and⁠—"

Catherine leaned forward, pressing her lips against Theo's, her fingers sliding into the hair at the nape of Theo's neck.

When they separated, Theo's lips curved upward, eyes still half-closed. "What was that for?"

"For being you." Catherine traced Theo's bottom lip with her thumb. "I'll call them on our way and ask for a second prescription to leave at my girlfriend's apartment."

Theo's eyebrows shot up as a teasing grin fell across her lips. "Girlfriend?"

"Would you prefer 'the woman across the hall who once threatened to stitch me up, then proceeded to unravel me completely'?" Catherine's eyes sparkled with amusement. "Or is that too wordy for daily use?"

"Just a bit." Theo laughed. "Girlfriend works. Though I might need to hear it a few more times to be sure."

"Girlfriend," Catherine repeated, her voice dropping to that register that made Theo shudder. "My girlfriend, Theodora Brennan."

"Yeah, that works." Theo's throat felt tight suddenly, emotion welling up from somewhere deep and unexpected. She buried her face against Catherine's neck, breathing in the clean scent of her own shampoo on Catherine's skin. There was something unexpectedly intimate about that, Catherine wearing her clothes, using her shower products, existing in her space like she belonged there.

Because she did belong there. That realization settled into Theo's bones with a certainty that should have been terrifying but wasn't.

"Theodora," Catherine said.

"Yeah."

"I'm glad we got here."

Theo tightened her arms around her, feeling the solid warmth of Catherine against her chest. Someone who had let herself be looked at, fully, and had not been turned away.

"Me too," Theo whispered, and held her a little tighter.


Part Four
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Two Years Later

* * *


The last chord of the Schubert faded, and Noah sat with his hands on the keys for a moment, the way Catherine had taught him, letting the sound finish before cutting it off. Then he lifted his hands and turned on the bench.

"The left hand in the second movement," Catherine said, from the armchair behind him. "You rushed it."

"I know." He turned further to look at her. "I felt it."

"That's still excellent progress. A year ago, you wouldn't have noticed it at all." She made a note. "Play it again from the double bar."

He turned back and found the place without looking at the score, which was its own kind of success, and began. Catherine listened with the attention she brought to his lessons now, different from when he had been eleven and just starting. She was listening for something more specific these days. The things that would matter in an audition. The things that Juilliard would hear.

On the small noticeboard by the door, alongside the schedule and the resource list she kept for students who needed it, was a framed certificate.

The Catherine Matthews Music Scholarship
First Recipient:


Noah James Alvarez

She had written his name on it herself, with her best pen, and had felt something she did not entirely have words for when she hung it up.

He finished the passage cleanly this time, the left hand measured and controlled, and she let the silence sit for a moment.

“Better,” she said.

“Better or good?” he asked, a smirk tugging at his mouth.

Catherine considered that for a moment, then smiled, “Good.”

She closed her notepad. “That’s enough for today. I’m sure you have homework before music club.”

Noah groaned as he started gathering his things.

She watched him and thought, not for the first time, about the eleven-year-old who had counted coins onto her palm that first lesson and looked up at her with such earnest determination.

“I was also going to ask,” Catherine continued, “if you would run one of the smaller groups this afternoon. It would look good on your application. And the children seem to enjoy playing with you.”

Noah blinked at her. “For real?”

“Yes. For real.”

His face lit up. “Heck yeah, I would.”

He lifted his hand for a high five, holding it there expectantly.

Catherine looked at it and then back at him.

After a moment, Noah let his hand fall with a dramatic sigh. “One day I will get a high five from you.”

“That seems unlikely,” Catherine said.

“We’ll see,” he laughed as he packed up his bag and headed out.

She remained in the armchair for a while, which she rarely allowed herself after lessons, the days being full enough that pausing felt like a luxury.

The studio had three teachers now besides herself, and two new uprights in the practice rooms that had arrived last Thursday and still smelled of fresh lacquer, and there was a waiting list that she checked with a feeling she was still learning to name. But she had learned in the past two years to take the pauses, to treat them as part of the work rather than a lapse in it.

She sat with it for a moment longer. Then she reached for her bag and took out the letter she had already read three times that morning. Her mother's handwriting on the envelope, the looping, careful letters that Catherine had spent her childhood trying to emulate and her adulthood learning to distinguish her own hand from.

The letters had been arriving with more regularity now, three in the past four months. A careful correspondence, her mother seemed determined to build, even when Catherine didn’t answer.

Her mother did not apologize easily or directly; it wasn’t in her nature and probably never would be, but she was doing something that was perhaps harder for her than apology: she was asking questions. About the studio. About the scholarship program. About Theodora, whose name she had finally started using rather than referring to her as partner or, in the early months, with a meaningful absence of reference at all.

She took out her writing paper and uncapped her pen. She decided to finally reply. She wouldn’t write the careful version. She’d write the true one.

* * *


Theo had been Director of Medical Services for three months now, which had come with a new office, a bay window that actually opened, and the persistent suspicion that she preferred the window to the title.

The old one had been a converted closet, and she'd spent eighteen months perfecting the art of not elbowing the walls. This one had room to pace, two chairs for visitors, and enough wall space for the schedules and resource lists that had previously lived in precarious stacks on her desk. She'd made it hers quickly, the way she made most spaces hers, without particularly trying. A small succulent on the windowsill that was somehow still alive despite all reasonable expectations. A coffee mug Catherine had given her last Christmas that read ‘Functioning adult, allegedly’, which Theo thought was one of the best things she owned.

She grabbed the mug, topped it up from the machine in the corridor, and headed toward the community room.

Near the entrance, the small framed note from the American Epilepsy Foundation caught her eye, the way it always did. They’d partnered on three awareness events now, and Catherine had been named a patron last year. Theo had helped make the introduction, which had felt, at the time, like the right use of something that had once only hurt.

She lifted her hand, kissed the tips of her index and middle fingers, and pressed them lightly against the frame.

Inside, Noah was leading the younger students through a clapping exercise in the corner, his voice carrying the easy authority of someone who was looked up to. He was taller than Theo now, which still surprised her, and he had that quality that serious musicians sometimes had of being more fully present than other people, more inside the moment he was actually in. She guessed he'd learned that from Catherine.

She could see her now, at the piano, sitting beside a small girl of about eight who was picking out a melody with one careful finger while Catherine guided her hand with a patience that Theo had watched develop over two years and never stopped finding remarkable.

Theo crossed the room and settled into the chair beside Mary, who had arrived before her as she always did, a container of baked goods for the kids set out on the table.

"You're late," Mary said.

"Sorry, sorry. My meeting with Marcus ran late. Where's Luis?"

"Parking. He brought his guitar." Mary's eyes moved back to Noah, and she watched him with quiet pride. "That boy."

"I know."

Josiah appeared in the doorway, which was unusual. Wednesday music club wasn’t typically his territory, largely because he claimed he already endured enough of his mother’s questions and gentle strategic meddling at their weekly dinners and saw no reason to volunteer for a second round of it at the office.

"I'm not staying," he said, reading her expression. "I just wanted to drop this off in person." He held up a folder. "The arts education grant. It came through."

Theo couldn’t stop the grin that tugged at her lips. Five months of applications and two rounds of revisions had finally arrived in the form of a brown envelope. “All of it?”

"All of it. Three years guaranteed." He was smiling in the contained way he smiled when something had gone very well, and he was trying not to make too much of it in a room full of children. "I thought you'd want to know before the end of the day."

“Josiah.” Theo stood and took the pages. “Thank you. Genuinely.”

She hugged him before he had time to dodge.

"Thank your wife," he said. "Her name on the application didn't hurt." He lifted a hand in greeting toward Catherine across the room, who glanced up from the eight-year-old's hand position and gave a small wave.

When Josiah left a little while later, Theo sat back down, and Mary looked at her with unmistakable smugness.

"Your wife?” she teased.

"It’s a joke," Theo said, for what was probably the thirtieth time. “He started saying I needed to ‘wife’ Catherine up after the gala, and then it just stuck.”

"The best things usually do." Mary accepted a tambourine from a small child who had materialised at her elbow and shook it once, gravely.

Luis arrived with the guitar case and a coffee for Theo, which she accepted with gratitude that was not only about the coffee. He settled beside Natalie, who had come in behind him and was in conversation with one of the older students about something that had apparently been weighing on the boy for weeks.

The fact that Luis had taken the seat beside her hadn't gone unnoticed. Catherine was privately, and somewhat insufferably, pleased about this development. She maintained that she was technically responsible for their entire relationship existing and liked to remind Theo of her failed Natalie–Josiah matchmaking attempt with a frequency Theo considered unnecessary.

* * *


As the session moved through its rhythms, the younger students moved from clapping to instruments with the chaos Catherine had learned to choreograph rather than suppress.

The older students worked through the folk arrangement they had been building for weeks, each part slightly more secure than the previous session, the whole thing beginning to sound less like an exercise and more like music.

Noah circulated between groups with a natural ease that made Catherine look across the room at Theodora at one point with an expression that contained an entire conversation. Theodora received it. She looked at Noah and looked back at Catherine and nodded.

I know, the nod said. Look at what he's become.

When the session wound toward its close and children began to be collected from the doorway, Catherine came to stand beside Theodora and said, without preamble: "Josiah told me about the grant."

"He texted you?”

“Mhm,” Catherine's hand found the small of Theodora’s back, brief and warm. "Three years. The program is going to be more than okay."

“It already is,” Theodora said.

Catherine felt a small tug on her sleeve and looked down to find one of the younger students waiting for her attention. She crouched beside her.

“Thank you, Miss Matthews,” the girl said, and then wrapped her arms around Catherine’s neck with the wholehearted certainty children had about these things. Catherine caught her automatically, steadying them both, still faintly surprised by the easy confidence with which children decided someone was safe.

It had been happening for a year now, since she’d started the Wednesday music club at The Mission, and she still hadn’t entirely grown used to it, that unfiltered affection offered without negotiation or caution. Each time it arrived with the same small moment of adjustment before she accepted it.

Next to her, she could feel Theodora watching. Catherine suspected Theodora was enjoying the moment.

* * *


"Right," Mary announced, moving to stand with the care her hip required. Luis was beside her before she'd finished the word, offering an arm she took without ceremony. "I'm going home to get started on dinner. Natalie, you coming for dinner Thursday too?”

"I’d love to," Natalie confirmed, and hugged her.

Mary turned to Catherine, took her face in both hands the way she always did now, held it for a moment with an expression that said everything she didn't need to put into words. Then she turned to Theo. "Make sure she eats something proper before her performance on Friday. Something that isn't coffee."

"You and I both know that telling Catherine to do anything will not go down well," Theo said.

"Tell her anyway. That's what love is. Saying the thing even when you know you'll be ignored." She patted Theo's cheek and turned with Luis toward the door, and Theo heard her say in what she clearly believed was a quieter voice: "Six months. I'm telling you. Less."

"You said that six months ago," Luis said.

"Then I'm overdue." And she was gone.

Natalie pulled Theo into a hug on her way out that lasted a moment longer than the usual version.

“I ran into your mom in the surgical suite this morning,” she said. “She had a case there.”

Theo blinked. “At Presbyterian?”

“Yep. She stopped by before she went in and asked me, and I quote, ‘Do you think Theo would mind if I called Catherine to ask if she’d play something at Patrick’s retirement party?’ She said he’d be thrilled. Apparently, he hasn’t stopped listening to classical music in the OR since Catherine played that Mozart piece during your last visit.”

Theo laughed. “I’ll ask Catherine, but I’m pretty sure she’ll say yes.”

She felt the warmth that had become reliably present when her parents came up in conversation now. Cautious, uncomplicated. The feeling of something that had once been difficult settling into something easier, or at least easy enough that it no longer cost her anything to feel it.

* * *


Theodora crossed the room as Catherine finished lowering the lid. Still on the bench, she reached up and pulled her down into a kiss, quick at first and then not quite as quick.

They might have stayed like that longer, but someone cleared their throat.

They jumped apart like they'd been caught stealing.

Noah was leaning against the piano with his bag over one shoulder, looking at them the way only a fifteen-year-old could, not scandalized, just deeply, profoundly over it.

Catherine gathered herself despite the color rising in her cheeks. "The Brahms. Thursday. Make sure you bring your annotated sheet music.”

“I know, I’ve already set a reminder on my phone,” Noah said as he looked at them both for a moment. "You two are seriously embarrassing you know that?”

"Thank you," Theodora said, smirking.

"That's entirely the goal," Catherine agreed.

Noah shook his head with the long-suffering affection of someone who had made his peace with the situation. On his way out, he slapped Theodora a high five without breaking stride.

When the room had cleared out, Theodora wrapped her arms around Catherine's waist from behind, chin settling on Catherine's shoulder, and Catherine leaned back into the embrace with contentment that felt almost overwhelming.

"Dinner?" Theodora asked, her breath warm against Catherine's ear.

"Already taken care of." Catherine turned her head to press a kiss against Theodora's jaw.

Theo's arms tightened briefly. “Amazing. Let’s go home.”

"Lead the way."

* * *


Their apartment on a Wednesday evening had a quality Theo loved.

She had given up her lease in Queens a year ago and moved back into The Lenox, into 14D, which had already become theirs by the time she did. Neither of them could have said exactly when that had happened, when her mug stopped being a thing she'd left behind and started being a thing that lived there, when Catherine stopped thinking of the second side of the bed as empty and started thinking of it as hers.

The kitchen smelled of whatever Catherine had put in the crockpot before they left. Books double-stacked on every shelf because they had run out of space six months after she moved in and dealt with it by adding more books. The chipped blue mug in the cabinet alongside the better ones. The framed photograph from the gala on the wall between two of Catherine's performance posters, all three imperceptibly crooked in a way that Catherine straightened periodically and Theo nudged back out of alignment because the mild exasperation it produced was one of her favorite things to cause.

Theo changed while Catherine checked on dinner, and came back to find wine poured and Catherine leaning against the counter with the small frown she made when she was overthinking.

“Your mom?” Theo said.

"I wrote back to her this afternoon,” Catherine said, handing Theo a glass. "She's trying. It's slow, and it isn't everything I might have wanted when I was younger, but it's genuine. I can tell the difference now."

"How do you feel about it?"

Catherine considered this with the honesty she had learned to give difficult questions rather than the careful deflection she would once have offered. "Like I'm learning to want less from her than I used to, and finding that what's left is actually enough. Some days more than others." She paused. "Florence says that's often what forgiveness looks like in practice. Not a reconciliation. Just a gradual reduction in what you need the other person to be."

"That's a very Florence thing to say."

"She is very Florence." The corner of Catherine's mouth lifted. "I told her you said that. She was pleased."

They ended up on the couch the way they usually did after dinner, without really deciding to. Catherine's feet in Theo's lap, a book open on her chest, nominally reading while Theo worked through the latest reality series Catherine had declared she had no interest in and was now, covertly, watching.

After a while, Theo said, "Mary thinks it's six months."

Catherine didn't look up from her book. "Until what?"

"Until we're engaged. She told Luis she was overdue."

Catherine smirked and turned a page she hadn't read. "My love, she's been saying six months since the week we started talking again."

"She's very invested."

"She had us married since that first confrontation in the hallway." Catherine set the book down. "Though I have been thinking about it. The future."

Theo shifted slowly, drawing Catherine back against her so she could hold her properly, her arms coming around her from behind as she hit pause on their TV. “And what exactly were you thinking?”

Catherine settled into her, her head tipping back against Theo's shoulder. "I know we’ve spoken about it before…About children.”

Theo pressed her lips to the side of Catherine's neck and left them there for a moment.

“…And, I think we should start looking into it properly. I know at my age, the risks are higher, so I’d prefer you to carry, if you want to. Or we could look into surrogacy, but either way, I want a mini Theodora. Red hair, bright green eyes, too much sass, and all the right kind of trouble." She paused, her smile turning almost mischievous. "Though knowing our luck, she'd get my perfectionism and your stubborn determination, and we'd spend eighteen years being completely outmaneuvered by a tiny genius."

Theo laughed, her eyes bright. "I'm happy to carry," she said. "Completely, absolutely, yes to that."

"Good." Catherine took her hand, where they rested against her stomach. "Then we're agreed on the children question."

"We're agreed." Theo looked at their hands. "We should probably also agree on the other thing. The thing Mary is counting down to."

Catherine was quiet for a moment. Then she said: "Matthews-Brennan." Not trying it out, but stating it. "On the buzzer downstairs."

"Or Brennan-Matthews," Theo said. "Alphabetical order."

Catherine tilted her head, considering. Then she shifted closer, one hand resting against Theo's jaw, turning her face, and pressed her lips to the spot just behind her ear. She stayed there a moment before she said it, quietly, like it was only ever meant for that particular inch of skin.

"Mrs. Theodora Rose Matthews-Brennan."

Theo made a sound that wasn't quite a word. “You do not play fair.”

"I know." Catherine sounded entirely unrepentant.

Theo pulled back just enough to look at her, then stood before Catherine could deploy any further tactics. She moved to their desk, reached back into the drawer for something to write on, and came out with a pad of sticky notes.

Neon green.

She pulled off the top sheet with a grin and wrote Brennan-Matthews on one line and Matthews-Brennan on the next, and held it up.

"Brennan-Matthews. The rhythm is better."

Catherine looked at the paper with the expression of someone conducting a fair assessment against their will.

"The rhythm is better," she said after a lengthy pause, as though the words cost her something.

"Sorry?"

"Don't make me say it again."

“Mrs. Catherine Anne Brennan-Matthews," Theo said. "You're agreeing with me."

"I'm agreeing with the typography," Catherine said, smiling. "It's not the same thing."

"Brennan-Matthews on the buzzer downstairs," Theo said. “Agreed.”

Catherine looked at her with a patience that was also entirely delighted. "You're going to be completely insufferable about this, aren't you?”

"For the rest of our lives," Theo said. "Yes. Probably."

Catherine kissed her. Warm and unhurried, the kind of kiss that had nowhere to be and knew it, and Theo held on and thought about the fourteenth floor and the note on the door and the piano through the wall and the woman who had stood in her doorway with such careful composure and given nothing away.

She also thought about the ring that was tucked between her folded sweaters in the top drawer of the bedroom dresser, wrapped in a square of velvet, waiting. She had been waiting too, if she was honest, not for certainty, she had been certain of Catherine for longer than she could honestly account for, but for the right moment. The perfect evening, the perfect setting, the perfect words.

She looked at Catherine, nestled beside her. At their apartment around them. At the ordinary, extraordinary Wednesday evening that had somehow become the truest version of her life.

She realized, with a clarity that arrived easily and stayed, that this was it. That the perfect moment had been here all along, in the accumulated significance of all the ordinary ones.

* * *


The last dish was placed into the rack when Catherine heard the shower start.

She dried her hands and moved through the apartment in the way she did at the end of good days, without purpose, just existing in the space of it. She straightened the throw on the couch. Turned off the kitchen light and headed to bed.

It was only when she reached the bedroom doorway that something tugged her out of that easy drift.

Her copy of Persuasion sat in the middle of the bed, dead center on the comforter. Last she'd seen it, it had been in her keepsake box in the wardrobe. She quirked an eyebrow at it, which it didn’t acknowledge. Obviously.

She picked it up, and it fell open the way it always did, somewhere in the middle where the pages had given up resisting years ago, where dozens of sticky notes pressed flat between them had worked the spine loose over time.

Something slid from the crease and landed on the bed with a sound so small she almost missed it.

She looked down. A ring sat there, quiet and deliberate, waiting.

Then she saw the lavender note tucked in the crease of the page. A new one that said:

Marry me?


Catherine covered her mouth with her hand.

From the threshold to their ensuite came the squeak of a floorboard.

She turned.

Theodora was standing in the bathroom doorway, fully dressed, the shower running pointlessly behind her, tears tracking down her face, and a smile so wide it looked like it might actually hurt.

Theodora took a step towards her and said, "So?"

Catherine looked at her. At the ring on the comforter. At the book in her hands, all their notes still pressed between its pages in neon green, pale blue, and hot pink, and the first one that had threatened to stitch her up.

Catherine picked up the ring. Then she crossed the room, book in one hand, ring in the other.

"So what?” she asked, the words coming out softer than she intended, her mouth giving her away.

Theodora watched her come, still smiling, still crying, making no effort to do anything about either.

Catherine stopped in front of her and held out the ring, a single diamond, classic, understated, and exactly what she would have chosen for herself.

Theodora took it, then looked up. "Your answer? To my proposal?" She paused, her voice catching on the laughter underneath it. "I thought I was being romantic."

The smile broke across Catherine's face all at once. She'd once said the exact same thing on a piano bench when she'd accidentally taught her Canon in D.

"Yes," she said. Then, quieter, her hand coming up to rest against Theodora’s cheek: "Every time you ask. For the rest of my life. Yes."

Theodora kissed her, one hand cupping her jaw, and Catherine felt the cool slide of the ring onto her finger without either of them breaking apart to watch it happen.

When they finally did pull back, they both looked down at it at the same moment, the way you look at something you want to make sure is real.

Neither of them spoke. Catherine turned her hand, watching the diamond catch the light, and felt Theodora's thumb trace slowly over her knuckle, back and forth, like she was learning the new geography of it.

Then Theodora looked up, and Catherine looked back, and whatever she saw on Theodora's face made her lean in and kiss her again, slow this time, her free hand coming up to cup her jaw.

When they finally broke apart, Theodora was still holding her hand. She glanced down at it once more, then back up, her mouth curving into something that was trying very hard to be dignified and failing completely.

"We should change the buzzer."

"Now?"

"Obviously now."

Catherine laughed and let Theodora tug her toward the door.

She was still laughing when Theodora caught her by the waist and kissed her again, there in the hallway, barefoot on the hardwood, the shower still running in the other room, and the whole apartment holding the shape of their life around them.

They were flushed and breathless by the time they made it into the elevator, Theodora having located a pen in the kitchen drawer and announced it with a noise entirely disproportionate to the task. The lobby was quiet at this hour, the marble floors catching the low light, the building settled into its late-night stillness.

The buzzer panel was beside the main entrance, a neat column of names and numbers behind a small glass panel. Theodora found their floor, uncapped the pen, and crossed out the old card with two clean strokes.

Then she hesitated. Looked over.

"Ready, Mrs. Brennan-Matthews?"

Catherine took her free hand, the ring catching the light between them, and squeezed.

"Very."
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