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And, behold, a woman in the city, which was a sinner, when she knew that Jesus sat at meat in the Pharisee's house, brought an alabaster box of ointment,  (38)  And stood at his feet behind him weeping, and began to wash his feet with tears, and did wipe them with the hairs of her head, and kissed his feet, and anointed them with the ointment.  (39)  Now when the Pharisee which had bidden him saw it, he spake within himself, saying, This man, if he were a prophet, would have known who and what manner of woman this is that toucheth him: for she is a sinner.  (40)  And Jesus answering said unto him, Simon, I have somewhat to say unto thee. And he saith, Master, say on.  (41)  There was a certain creditor which had two debtors: the one owed five hundred pence, and the other fifty.  (42)  And when they had nothing to pay, he frankly forgave them both. Tell me therefore, which of them will love him most?  (43)  Simon answered and said, I suppose that he, to whom he forgave most. And he said unto him, Thou hast rightly judged.  (44)  And he turned to the woman, and said unto Simon, Seest thou this woman? I entered into thine house, thou gavest me no water for my feet: but she hath washed my feet with tears, and wiped them with the hairs of her head.  (45)  Thou gavest me no kiss: but this woman since the time I came in hath not ceased to kiss my feet.  (46)  My head with oil thou didst not anoint: but this woman hath anointed my feet with ointment.  (47)  Wherefore I say unto thee, Her sins, which are many, are forgiven; for she loved much: but to whom little is forgiven, the same loveth little.  (48)  And he said unto her, Thy sins are forgiven.  (49)  And they that sat at meat with him began to say within themselves, Who is this that forgiveth sins also?  (50)  And he said to the woman, Thy faith hath saved thee; go in peace. (Luke 7:37-50)
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CHAPTER 1
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“I’VE LEFT YOUR LAUNDRY on the end of the bed, and dinner in the oven.” The remark begun in the kitchen increased in volume as the speaker entered the room. “Eggplant parm, like you asked.”

“Thank you, Nancy.” Niccolo Cavatelli glanced up from the music sheets spread across his lap.

Her gaze sharpened, and she leaned on one fleshy hip. “You remember I’m not going to be here tomorrow? I have the week off.”

His black-framed glasses sliding down his nose, he pushed them up again, a stray lock of jet black hair dangling between his eyes. “You’ll be back on the twentieth?”

She bobbed her head, sending her earrings swinging. She always wore them –long, silver loops. He’d never seen her in anything else.

“Yes, and my niece is filling in for me. She’s moving home from college and needs a place to stay until her apartment is available. So you see, it worked out. And you were all worried.”

He said nothing because if he told the truth, he still was. Nancy had been with him faithfully for three years, day and night, six days a week, also travelling with him when he had a concert to perform. She only ever asked off on Sundays, and though he didn’t like to be alone, he granted her that. She deserved it.

But now, she was taking the entire week to visit her sister. A whole week. Seven days without her here to calm the demons in his mind. That’s how he thought of the doubts that whispered constantly in his head, as little evil creatures with spiked tails and sharp horns like the ones drawn in storybooks.

“I’ve told her exactly what to do,” Nancy continued, “so you have nothing to fear, and if you need me, I’m only a phone call away.”

Nothing to fear? She was wrong. There was always something to fear. People. Solitude. Ironic, because though they seemed to be opposites, he feared them both. He neither wanted to go outside nor be left alone. He’d hired Nancy for that purpose.

Fifty-eight and widowed, her children grown, she’d come perfect for the job, free of other encumbrances and thus able to dedicate all her time to whatever he asked. Plus, she never complained, but was upbeat and positive. She attributed that to her faith in God, but, though he didn’t try to stifle her beliefs, he had none of his own and no interest in acquiring any. Something his family, of which the Cavatellis were many, reminded him about a lot.

You have a gift given to you by God, one or the other of them would say. 

A gift for music. But it wasn’t so much a gift as a balm. Playing his cello took him away from the things bashing around in his head, bringing solace. With his bow in his hand, all he heard were notes, each strung to the next with no room in between for anything else. No one understood that, not even Nancy.

“My niece’s plane lands around midnight,” Nancy continued. “She said she’ll take a cab here, and I told her where I’ve put the key. She can let herself in.” She pointed one finger in his direction. “Leave the hall light on, and do not stay up to wait for her. She’s quite capable of finding her way to my room without supervision.”

Niccolo stood to his feet, stretching his six-foot-two inch frame and strolling over to her. He laid a hand on her shoulder. “I will miss you.”

Her cheeks blushed. “Like my own boy, you are, except smarter and more peaceful.” She seemed to be thinking something over. Then, spur of the moment, threw her hands around his waist.

Surprised, he stiffened, pulling in a trembling breath. It was only Nancy. He needn’t fear Nancy’s embrace. His hands hovered in midair for a few seconds before he lowered them to the center of her back.

She pulled away moments later, smoothing her blouse with the flat of her hand. “There now. I must be off.” She spun in place. “I’ll get my things.” Bustling from the room, her footsteps faded down the hallway.

Niccolo wandered to the window, his hands shoved in his pockets, and gazed out across the dreary autumn landscape. A bare-limbed maple swayed this way and that in the rising wind, whipping the scarf from a woman’s neck far below and sending it sailing down the sidewalk. She scrambled for it, legs pumping, hands flailing, capturing the knitted material only when it snagged in a bush.

A dog bounded away from a boy toward the street, screeching to a halt at the base of a fire hydrant to relieve himself. The boy took hold of the leash and scolded the dog with a pop on the head.

Niccolo sighed. If only life were that simple and the world that safe and him not destined to remain closed up in the walls of this apartment. If only it were always music and melodies, chords and harmonics. If only it could be tuned and corrected with a tweak of the string, a twitch of the hand, and replayed at the press of a button.

If only. But it wasn’t, and that scared him near to death.
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MASHING THE UNLOCK button on the keyless remote, Kati Dennis switched her cell phone from her right ear to her left. “Yeah, I wish I could.” She hooked one pinky on the driver’s side door handle and tugged. “But I have to take care of this invalid for my old aunt.”

She fell down in the seat, slamming the door, and the cushion gave a whoosh.

“Invalid ... That’s what I said. I-n-v-a-l-i-d ... I don’t know ... some guy she cares for who never leaves home. She wants to go visit Mom, and he’s actually let her off for the week. Can you imagine? She works day and night, lives with the guy even, and he never gives her time off?”

Poking the key into the ignition, she cranked the car, pausing to flip on the heat and adjust the vents before shifting into reverse.

“I know, right? I’d pitch a fit. But she’s too nice. Probably figures it’s her duty as a ‘good Christian.’” Making quotation marks in the air with one hand, she rolled her eyes. 

“Stop! God might strike me dead, and I know you don’t want that.” Stifling a giggle, she took a breath. “Listen, I gotta go ... practice safe driving, you know. I’ll give you a call tomorrow. Not like I won’t have gobs of time since I’ll be housebound. Honestly, I just don’t understand how my aunt hangs in there. I’m gonna go nuts.”

Tugging the phone away, Kati puckered and made a kissing noise into the speaker. “That’s for John. Tell him we’ll make out next time. Bye.” She tossed her head, her hair swirling around her face, and disconnected. 

Dropping her phone to her lap, she concentrated on the roads, her memory rusty of the route. So much had changed in the last couple years that even her short visits hadn’t been enough to keep her familiar. Businesses overflowing with customers had either moved or been replaced. Formerly empty lots now sported shopping plazas or apartment complexes.

“Livingstone ... Kathleen ... East Fordham ...” She read the road signs flying past, slowing at Rutherford and Main. 

“The lack of light isn’t helping.” No, sunlight would make this easier. But as hard as she’d tried, she hadn’t been able to book an earlier flight. Her aunt had been flustered. 

Odd. Couldn’t this guy spend one minute alone? 

Promise me you’ll show up on time, her aunt had pleaded over the phone. Mr. Cavatelli is sensitive.

Sensitive? Whatever.

Making a left turn, Kati eyed the building numbers, relief rushing through her at sight of the promised arch. “Big archway,” she said in triumph. 

The archway was actually a security gate for the front of his apartment complex. Done in brick and wrought iron, it looked like something from an ancient mental institute. 

“Fitting,” she snorted.

She parked on the street and dragged her bag from the back seat, hooking it onto her shoulder for the walk to the gate. The security guard, the expected overweight, sixty-five year old, smiled at her and tipped his hat.

“I’m here for Niccolo Cavatelli. My aunt, Nancy Dennis, said she’d tell you about me.”

“Yes, ma’am. She did. Go right on through. You’ll find the elevators to the left, inside the door.”

She returned his friendly gaze. “Thanks.”

Crossing a modern lobby, she entered one of two elevators and pressed the number eight. Incredible. Eight floors in the building, and this guy owned the entire top one. Who did that? Someone too scared to leave home.

And she was back to that. Back to not understanding how anyone could shut themselves off from living life and do nothing but listen to music day in and day out. It sounded ... suffocating. She only hoped by the week’s end she wasn’t the one gasping.

With a puff of metallic scented air, the elevator doors rushed open, revealing a small hallway and a single door lit by a wall sconce. Beneath it, a metal mailbox displayed the name, Cavatelli. Fishing around in the box, her fingers closed over the key. 

She opened the lock, shoving the door wide, and immediately halted. Gray marble floors and hand-plastered walls supported an entrance that stretched almost cavernous into the ceiling. This was ... was a palace instead of an apartment. Mr. Cavatelli had expensive taste.

Not her job to judge. She was here to be pleasant and do as she was told. No more.

Kati continued forward, her sneakers squeaking on the tile, and again, came to an abrupt halt. Her bag fell at her feet, unheeded.

The entire city seemed perfectly painted across the expanse of the horizon, as if this apartment in this building were placed here for that very reason. Even the highway she’d just traveled was poetic, the rush of red taillights, ballet.

“No wonder ...” No wonder he didn’t leave. With those windows, he owned the town.

Mesmerized, she lost herself in the pace of the city, in the flash and sparkle of a million lights and the slow, blinking pace of an airplane descending from the black sky behind distant high rises. The town’s ethereal glow captured everything, encapsulating it, dreamlike. 

“Magnificent, isn’t it?”

Whirling, Kati faced the tall shape on the far side, her breath fleeing.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to frighten you.”

He walked further into the room, and her lungs compressed. He was the invalid? But he was young and healthy and ... extremely handsome.

“Nancy told me to sleep, but I don’t do that easily.” He took another few steps, but stopped six feet away. “Niccolo Cavatelli.”

Her common sense returned, and she closed her gaping mouth, sucking in frigid air. He kept it cold in here. “Kati,” she muttered. “Kati Dennis.”

He made a stiff bow. “Thank you for coming, Kati. I hope your stay is comfortable, and please, know I am grateful.”

Unsure what to say, she simply nodded.

He motioned toward the window. “It saves me most times.”

Curious about his remark, she didn’t turn and so ignored the view. “If I can ask ... why ... why don’t you go out and experience it?”

Probably she shouldn’t ask, but he didn’t seem embarrassed and that was why she was here.

“Looking is safe,” he replied.

“Safe?”

He folded his hands behind his back. “Safe, but never relaxing.” He reversed. “It’s late, so I’ll leave you to find your room. Please, let me know if you require anything.”

With that, he was gone. Stunned, Kati stared at the place he’d been, her mind split a dozen directions. Fascination. He was so open about his self-confinement. Respect. He hadn’t made any apology for it. And beneath both, a magnetic pull that made her want to know more. 

Was that how this worked? Her aunt stayed because of his ... allure? 

Kati released her held breath. It was only seven days and then she was free to leave. Probably in the daylight, he’d be entirely different, more normal. She lifted her bag and wended her way across the enormous space into a wide hall. Counting doors, she tapped the one second on the right and entered.

Definitely her aunt’s space—overstuffed, frilly, and with that grandmotherly feel that always made her smile. The door caught behind her with a click, and she seated herself on the bed. 

“Well, this is it.” Her space for the next week. She set about to remove her shoes, dropping them one at a time on a small floral rug beside the bed, and her thoughts returned to Niccolo Cavatelli.

He was not what she expected. For one, he didn’t look sick at all, although he could have one of those disorders where he was allergic to a lot of things. Maybe that’s what he meant by safe. Then again, he’d said looking was never relaxing. What did that mean?

She fluffed the bed pillow and reclined, tiredness taking over. She wouldn’t overthink it, not tonight. She’d get some rest and tackle that in the morning. Then again, how much could she possibly learn in only seven days?
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NOTES, PLAINTIVE AND melancholy, crept through the wall into Kati’s ears, and she lay there for a moment, confused. Then it all came rushing back, her aunt and Niccolo Cavatelli. Pulling herself out of bed, she cracked the door and padded into the hall. The sound, magical, purled around her, each lyrical phrase some fantastical tale of mythical creatures and soul-binding spells. 

The tile, cold on her bare feet, combined with the chill in the place caused goosepimples to rise on her naked legs. 

She stalled outside the room where he played, leaning one hand on the wall, and the tune morphed to a crescendo of wills, two forces battling one another, swords drawn for blood and death that crashed and shattered into an elongated peace. 

She wasn’t aware she’d entered the room until she met his gaze. He clenched his bow tighter, his knuckles white.

“That was beautiful,” she said.

It was a moderate sized room, lined with cellos. He had six, all different – some rich wood, others modern versions that didn’t seem like they’d play at all. In the far corner was a grand piano.

His nostrils flared and the spark in his eyes dimmed, replaced by something else. Fear. Uncertainty. 

“Thank you.” 

He made no apology for waking her. Maybe that was an understanding with the job. He was eccentric, driven, and obviously, very talented.

“Does it have a name?” she asked.

He loosened his grip on the bow and dropped it on a nearby table. “No. I haven’t named it yet.”

“You wrote it?” Of course, he did. Silly question. Anyone who could play like that would write their own music.

He dipped his chin unspeaking, and it hit her, she was supposed to cook him food, breakfast. Not make conversation.
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