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Chapter 1
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The woman in 4B is going to die tonight.

I know this the way I know my own heartbeat. The way I know the exact number of steps from my bed to my front door (fourteen), or the precise moment each evening when the streetlight outside my window flickers twice before settling into its sickly orange glow (9:47 PM, give or take thirty seconds). I know it because I am watching it happen, and I cannot look away.

My binoculars are military-grade. I bought them eighteen months ago from a surplus website, justifying the expense as a safety measure. The neighborhood watch doesn't patrol this block. Someone should be paying attention. Someone should be keeping track of who comes and goes, which cars don't belong, which shadows move wrong. That someone became me by default, because I'm always here. Because I'm always watching. Because there's nothing else I can do.

Tonight, like most nights, I've been cataloging the ordinary. The couple in 3B eating dinner in front of their television, forks moving in synchronized rhythm. The old man on the fifth floor watering his fire escape garden, talking to his tomato plants like they might answer back. The dog walker who passes at 8:15 and 10:30, her golden retriever straining toward the same hydrant each time. These are my people. My neighbors. The cast of a show I watch through glass, night after night, from my third-floor seat.

Apartment 4B has been dark for hours. The new couple moved in three weeks ago, and I haven't figured out their pattern yet. She's beautiful in a way that seems almost practiced, with the kind of posture that suggests ballet lessons or finishing school. He's large, broad-shouldered, carries himself like someone used to taking up space. They keep odd hours. Sometimes the lights blaze until 2 AM. Sometimes the apartment stays dark for days, and I wonder if they've gone on vacation, if they have somewhere else to be, some other life waiting for them beyond these walls.

I don't have somewhere else to be. I haven't left this apartment in two years, three months, and sixteen days. And old habits from the ambulance days died hard; I still document everything twice, sometimes three times, even when there is no one left to hand a report to.

The lights in 4B snap on at 9:52 PM, and I'm already at the window, binoculars raised before I consciously decide to look. Force of habit. The living room materializes in my magnified view: cream-colored walls, a gray sectional, a glass coffee table that catches the overhead light and throws it back in scattered fragments. The woman crosses into frame first. Eliza. I learned her name from a package delivery I watched three days ago, tracking the FedEx driver's route from his truck to their door, reading the label when he held it up to check the apartment number. Eliza Vance. She's wearing something silky, a robe maybe, her dark hair loose around her shoulders.

The man appears behind her. Arthur. I know his first name from the same method, a different package on a different day. The label was turned when the driver set it down, and I only caught the first name before he carried it inside. I assumed Vance, same as hers. He's still in his work clothes, tie loosened, sleeves rolled up to his elbows. His face is doing something I can't quite read. Tense. Focused.

Eliza turns to face him. Her mouth is moving. I can't hear what she's saying, but I can read the shape of it, the sharp edges of whatever words she's throwing at him. Arthur's hands come up in front of his chest. A gesture I've seen a thousand times before. Defensive. Placating. Calm down. Let's talk about this. Stop. She steps closer, and then his hands are at her throat.

The binoculars shake. My grip has gone wrong, fingers spasming around the metal housing, and for a fraction of a second the image blurs into meaningless smears of color. I force myself steady. I force myself to look.

His hands are wrapped around her neck. I can see the tension in his forearms, the way the muscles cord beneath his rolled-up sleeves. Eliza's face is tilted back, her mouth open in what must be a scream, though no sound reaches me through the double-paned glass that separates us. Her hands claw at his face, at his wrists, fingernails raking desperate lines. Her eyes are wide. Bulging. The look of someone who cannot breathe.

I've seen that look before. In the rearview mirror. In the steam-fogged windshield. In my dreams, when my brain decides to remind me that there are worse things than never leaving this apartment, that the outside world took something from me I can never get back.

Move. Move. Do something. The phone is in my hand. I don't remember grabbing it from the coffee table, but my fingers are already finding the numbers, muscle memory overriding the static in my head. Nine. One. One.

"911, what's your emergency?"

"There's a man strangling a woman." My voice sounds like it belongs to someone else. Someone calm. Someone who hasn't forgotten how to breathe. "In the apartment across from mine. 4B. The building is—" I rattle off the address, my eyes never leaving the window, never leaving the horror playing out in that rectangle of light. "He has his hands around her throat. She's not—she's trying to fight him off but she's—please, you need to send someone now."

"Ma'am, I need you to stay calm. Can you describe what you're seeing?"

"I just told you what I'm seeing." The calm-person voice is cracking. Underneath it, something raw and panicked is clawing its way up. "He's killing her. Right now. While we're talking. Can you please send—"

"I'm dispatching units to your location. Can you tell me if there are any weapons involved?"

"I don't—no, I don't think so. Just his hands. He's using his hands."

Through the binoculars, Arthur is dragging Eliza backward. Her feet scrabble against the hardwood floor, finding no purchase. Her hands have stopped clawing at his face. They're wrapped around his wrists now, pulling, pulling, trying to create space between his grip and her throat. He's too strong. She's running out of time.

"Ma'am? Are you still there?"

"Yes. Yes, I'm here. He's pulling her—he's dragging her toward the back of the apartment. Toward the bedroom, I think. I'm losing sight of them."

"Stay on the line. Can you see if there's anyone else in the apartment?"

"No. No one else. Just the two of them. Why isn't anyone there yet? How long does it take to—"

They disappear from view. The living room sits empty, that gray sectional and glass table suddenly obscene in their normality. Somewhere beyond my line of sight, a woman is dying.

I press myself against the cold glass of my window. The shock of it against my forehead does nothing to clear my head, nothing to slow the drumbeat of my pulse in my ears. I angle the binoculars, trying to find any sliver of visibility into the back rooms. Nothing. The bedroom must be on the other side of the apartment, facing the alley. I'm blind.

"Ma'am, units are en route. ETA approximately four minutes."

"Four minutes." I repeat it back to her, tasting the inadequacy of it. "She could be dead in four minutes. She could be dead right now."

"I understand this is distressing. The officers—"

"You don't understand anything."

I shouldn't have said that. The dispatcher is doing her job. She's following a script, asking the right questions, keeping me on the line so I don't do something stupid like try to intervene myself. She doesn't know that intervening isn't an option. She doesn't know that the fourteen steps between my bed and my front door might as well be fourteen miles, that the threshold of my apartment is the edge of the known world, that everything beyond it is the place where people die.

People I care about. People I don't. Everyone, eventually. Out there.

The living room is still empty. Three minutes left, maybe less.

I count the seconds. I watch the unchanging scene. Coffee table. Sectional. Cream-colored walls. The overhead light, still on. A painting I never noticed before: something abstract, blues and greens swirling into each other. Who chose that painting? Did they pick it out together, Arthur and Eliza, on some sunny weekend trip to a gallery? Did they stand in front of it and imagine how it would look in their new apartment, their new life, before everything went wrong?

Two minutes. And then the lights go out.

The apartment plunges into darkness, sudden and complete. The painting disappears. The sectional disappears. Everything I've been clinging to with my eyes, gone in an instant.

"The lights went out." I hear myself say it, but I can barely parse the words over the roaring in my ears. "The lights in their apartment just went out. I can't see anything anymore. I can't—"

"Officers should be arriving any moment. Stay on the line."

The dispatcher's voice is a thin thread connecting me to something like reality. I grab onto it. I watch the dark rectangle of 4B's window and will something to happen, some sign of life or death or anything at all.

Headlights sweep across the street below. A police cruiser, pulling up to the curb in front of the building across the way. No sirens. I didn't notice until now that there were no sirens. They must have cut them, approaching quietly. Standard procedure for domestic calls, maybe. I don't know. I used to know things like that. I used to respond to calls like this, back when I was someone who could leave her apartment, who could get in an ambulance and drive toward emergencies instead of watching them through glass.

Two officers climb out of the cruiser. They move with a casualness that makes me want to scream. Shouldn't they be running? Shouldn't someone be running? A woman might be dead upstairs, neck bruised purple, eyes staring at nothing, and these two are adjusting their belts, checking something on a clipboard, taking their time like they have all the time in the world.

"They're here." I don't know if I'm telling the dispatcher or myself. "They're going inside."

The officers disappear into the building. I count floors in my head, tracking their invisible progress up the stairwell. First floor. Second floor. Third floor. Fourth.

Come on. Come on. A light appears in the hallway of the fourth floor. I can see it through the window at the end of the corridor, a thin strip of illumination that tells me someone has opened a door. The officers, knocking. Announcing themselves. Asking to come in.

I wait for the crash of a door being forced. I wait for shouts, for the sounds of a struggle. I wait for something, anything, that will tell me they got there in time.

The door to 4B opens, and through my binoculars, through the gap between the hallway window and the apartment's front door, I can see a slice of the entryway. A figure standing in the doorway. Dark hair. Silky robe. Eliza. She's upright. She's standing. She's alive.

And she's smiling.

The smile is wide and warm and utterly unconcerned, the smile of someone who has been interrupted during a quiet evening at home, who is mildly confused by the presence of police officers at her door but not alarmed, not even slightly alarmed. She gestures as she speaks to them. Casual. Relaxed. At one point, she laughs.

She's alive. She's not dead. She's standing there laughing with the police while I crouch at my window like a madwoman with binoculars pressed to my face, and nothing I'm seeing makes any sense at all.

"Ma'am?" The dispatcher's voice, still in my ear. I'd forgotten I was holding the phone. "Ma'am, can you tell me what's happening?"

I watch Eliza touch her own throat, a light gesture, almost dismissive. She waves her other hand at the officers. It's nothing. A misunderstanding. Everything is fine here.

"She's alive," I whisper.

"I'm sorry?"

"The woman. The one he was—she's standing at the door. She's talking to the police. She's smiling."

A pause. When the dispatcher speaks again, her voice has shifted. Something careful and clinical has crept into her tone, the verbal equivalent of handling fragile glass. "That's good news, ma'am. It sounds like the officers have made contact and the situation is under control."

Under control. I saw his hands wrapped around her throat. I saw her eyes bulging, her mouth stretched wide in a silent scream. I saw him drag her backward until she disappeared from view. That was not a situation under control. That was murder in progress.

So why is she standing there, alive and smiling, as if nothing happened at all?

The officers are turning to leave. One of them glances up toward my building, and I jerk back from the window on instinct, as if he could see me, as if I'm the one who's done something wrong. When I look again, they're heading back down the hallway. The door to 4B swings shut.

"Ma'am? Do you need me to stay on the line?"

"No." My voice is flat. Empty. "No, I don't think there's anything else you can do."

I end the call. The phone slips from my fingers and lands on the carpet with a soft thud. I don't pick it up.

In apartment 4B, the lights stay off. The windows stare back at me like closed eyes, giving nothing away. Behind them, somewhere in that darkness, Eliza is alive. Arthur is somewhere too.

I know what I saw. But I'm starting to wonder if anyone else ever will.
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The next morning, Nadia tried to convince herself it had been a dream.

She woke with her cheek pressed against the windowsill, neck kinked at an ugly angle, the binoculars still clutched in her right hand. Gray light filtered through the glass. Her mouth tasted like copper and old fear. Across the street, apartment 4B sat quiet and dark, its windows reflecting nothing but the pale morning sky.

She had stayed at the window all night. She remembered that now, the hours blurring together into a single long vigil. Waiting for something. Sirens, maybe. An ambulance. A coroner's van. Some confirmation that what she'd witnessed was real, that a woman had nearly died while she watched, helpless, from her third-floor perch.

None of that had come. The street below had emptied out around midnight, the dog walker making her final pass, the lights in neighboring apartments winking out one by one. Nadia had watched it all, her eyes burning, her mind running the same loop over and over: his hands at her throat, her body going still, the police arriving too late and leaving too soon.

And then Eliza, standing in the doorway, smiling.

Nadia pushed herself up from the window seat, her joints protesting. She needed coffee. She needed a shower. She needed to stop thinking about the woman across the street and the smile that made no sense.

The apartment felt smaller in daylight. Two bedrooms she never used, a kitchen she barely cooked in, a living room dominated by the window that had become her whole world. She'd arranged the furniture years ago to maximize her sightlines, pushing the couch against the far wall, positioning her desk at an angle so she could work and watch simultaneously. At the time, it had felt like taking control. Now it just felt like what it was: the architecture of obsession.

She made coffee on autopilot, her hands moving through the familiar motions while her brain refused to let go of last night. The kettle. The French press. The four minutes of steeping that she counted out loud, a ritual that usually calmed her. Today it didn't work.

She carried the mug back to the window. Apartment 4B remained dark. No movement behind the glass, no sign of life. Maybe Eliza was still asleep. Maybe Arthur had left for work, his heavy duffel bag slung over one shoulder, pretending nothing had happened.

Nadia's hand shook. Coffee sloshed over the rim of her mug, scalding her fingers. She set it down on the windowsill and reached for the binoculars instead.

The lenses brought 4B into sharp focus. Living room first: the gray sectional, the glass coffee table, the abstract painting she'd noticed last night. Everything looked the same. Undisturbed. She panned slowly to the right, searching for any sign of what had happened after the lights went out.

There. Movement in the bedroom doorway.

Eliza emerged into the living room, wrapped in a white terrycloth robe. Her hair was wet, slicked back from her face. She moved slowly, almost cautiously, crossing to the kitchen with the careful gait of someone nursing hidden injuries.

Or the careful gait of someone who was fine and simply tired. Nadia couldn't tell. She hated that she couldn't tell.

Eliza opened the refrigerator, the interior light casting her face in pale relief. She pulled out a carton of orange juice and poured herself a glass. Ordinary movements. Morning routine. Nothing that suggested trauma or terror or a near-death experience hours earlier.

But then Eliza turned, and Nadia saw her neck.

The marks were faint. Pinkish-red traces against Eliza's pale skin, visible only because the morning light hit them at exactly the right angle. They curved around the front of her throat in a pattern Nadia recognized from her EMT training. Pressure marks. The kind left by fingers gripping too hard.

Her brain did what it had been trained to do, cycling through differentials the way she used to on calls. Allergic reaction? No swelling, no hives, wrong distribution pattern. Sleep creases from a pillow or twisted sheet? Too symmetrical, wrong location, and they wouldn't wrap around the anterior neck like that. Friction from a scarf or necklace? The marks were too wide, too diffuse, and Eliza hadn't been wearing either last night.

Nadia had seen this exact presentation before. A woman named Denise, three years ago, sitting on a curb outside a gas station at 2 AM while her boyfriend paced and chain-smoked twenty feet away. Denise had insisted she was fine, that she'd fallen, that the marks were from a seatbelt. Nadia had documented them anyway, photographed them for the file, asked twice if Denise wanted to press charges. No, Denise had said. No, he loves me. No, you don't understand.

Six weeks later, Denise was dead. Nadia had read about it in the paper. Strangulation. Same boyfriend.

The marks on Eliza's neck looked exactly like Denise's had.

Nadia's breath caught. She hadn't imagined it. She hadn't hallucinated or misinterpreted or let her anxiety twist something innocent into something sinister. Those marks were real. That struggle had been real. Whatever Eliza had told the police, whatever performance she'd given in the doorway, the evidence was right there on her skin.

She knew what she was seeing. She'd been trained to see it. The cruel irony was that the same credibility that had made her a good EMT—observant, pattern-recognizing, unwilling to dismiss red flags—was exactly what they would use to dismiss her now. Hypervigilant, they'd probably say. Seeing threats everywhere.

She fumbled for her phone, nearly knocking the coffee mug off the windowsill in her haste. She needed to call someone. The police again, maybe. A domestic violence hotline. Anyone who could do something, who could help, who could get Eliza out of that apartment before Arthur finished what he'd started.

The phone buzzed in her hand before she could dial.

Incoming call. Unknown number with a local area code.

Nadia hesitated. Unknown numbers usually meant telemarketers or scam calls, and she had more important things to deal with right now. But something made her answer anyway, some instinct she couldn't name.

" Ms. Okonkwo?"

The voice was male, bored, with the flattened affect of someone who made calls like this a dozen times a day. Official. Nadia's stomach tightened.

"This is Detective Aimes with the police department. I'm calling about the report you filed last night."

"Yes." Nadia pressed the phone harder against her ear. "Yes, I called about the assault in 4B. The woman across the street. I saw him strangling her, I saw—"

"Ma'am." The word cut through her like a blade. "I need you to understand something. My officers responded to your call. They spoke with both residents of that apartment. There was no assault. There was no crime. What you reported didn't happen."

"That's not—I watched him—"

"You watched a couple having an argument. A loud one, maybe. Things got physical, maybe, in the way that sometimes happens between partners who are stressed or tired or had too much to drink. But when my officers arrived, both parties were calm, cooperative, and adamant that no one was in danger."

Nadia's grip on the phone was turning her knuckles white. "She was lying. She had to be. He was right there, she couldn't exactly tell the truth with him standing—"

"Ms. Okonkwo” Aimes let out a breath, the sound of a man whose patience was already thin and getting thinner. "This is the fourth time in eighteen months you've called 911 about incidents in your neighborhood. Fourth time. And every single time, my officers have responded and found nothing. No crimes. No emergencies. Just a woman who sees things that aren't there."

The words landed like punches. Nadia opened her mouth to defend herself, to explain that those other calls had been different, that she'd genuinely believed she was helping, that living alone for two years with nothing but a window to the world sometimes made it hard to judge what was normal and what wasn't. But Aimes wasn't finished.

"I've got a file on you, Ms. Okonkwo. I know about your history. I know about the accident, and I know about the agoraphobia, and I know that you haven't left your apartment in over two years. So I'm going to ask you something, and I want you to think carefully before you answer." His voice dropped, almost gentle now, which somehow made it worse. "Is it possible that what you saw last night wasn't what you thought it was? Is it possible that you're looking for danger because you're scared, and when you're scared, everything looks like a threat?"

Nadia couldn't speak. Her throat had closed around whatever words she might have offered.

"I'm not trying to be cruel here. But I've got real crimes to investigate. Real victims who need my help. And I can't keep sending officers to your street every time you get anxious and decide something bad is happening. Do you understand?"

"I understand," Nadia heard herself say. The words tasted like ash.

"Good. Then we're done here. Have a good day, Ms. Okonkwo."

The line went dead. Nadia stood motionless in the middle of her living room, the phone still pressed to her ear, the dial tone humming against her skull.

Is it possible that what you saw last night wasn't what you thought it was?

His voice kept replaying, calm and reasonable, the verbal equivalent of a hand on her shoulder steering her away from something she wasn't supposed to see.

Is it possible that you're looking for danger because you're scared?

The worst part was that she'd asked herself the same questions. Not last night, when the adrenaline was still coursing through her and the image of Eliza's bulging eyes was seared into her memory. But before. A hundred times before. Every time she picked up the binoculars. Every time her pulse quickened at a shadow moving wrong or a sound she couldn't identify. She knew what she was. She knew the shape of her own paranoia, the way it crouched in the corners of her mind waiting for permission to take over.

Just a woman who sees things that aren't there.

Four calls in eighteen months. She remembered each of them. The man in 2A who she'd thought was dealing drugs but turned out to be running a small business selling vintage records. The car that had circled the block six times, which belonged to a lost DoorDash driver. The screaming she'd heard from the alley that turned out to be foxes mating.

Each time, she'd been so certain. Each time, she'd been wrong.

Maybe Aimes was right. Maybe she was broken in exactly the way he thought, a woman so desperate for purpose that she manufactured emergencies to feel useful. Maybe the marks on Eliza's neck were nothing. Maybe the struggle she'd witnessed was just an argument that got too loud. Maybe she was projecting her own trauma onto strangers because it was easier than facing the truth: that she'd retreated from the world not because it was dangerous, but because she was.

But this was different. This time she had proof. The marks on Eliza's neck, faint but unmistakable, the kind of evidence that didn't lie even when the victim did.

She raised the binoculars again, searching for Eliza in the apartment across the street.

The living room was empty now. The orange juice sat abandoned on the kitchen counter. Nadia panned right, toward the bedroom, and found Eliza standing at the window.

She was looking directly at Nadia's building.

Not at the building in general. At Nadia's window specifically. At the exact spot where Nadia stood with binoculars pressed to her face, watching.

For a long moment, neither of them moved. Nadia's heart hammered against her ribs. Could Eliza see her? The angle was right, and even without magnification, a person standing in a dark apartment with binoculars raised would be visible against the lighter background of the room behind her.

Eliza's expression was unreadable at this distance. Not frightened. Not grateful. Just watchful, assessing, like a woman taking the measure of a potential threat. Then Arthur appeared behind her, dressed for work, suit jacket over a white shirt, his bulk filling the bedroom doorway. He said something Nadia couldn't hear or lip-read, and Eliza turned her head slightly in response. Her posture shifted, shoulders drawing inward, chin dipping toward her chest.

Arthur crossed the room and placed his hand on Eliza's shoulder.

It wasn't a violent gesture. It wasn't even particularly aggressive. Just a hand, heavy and large, settling onto the junction of her neck and shoulder like it belonged there. Like it had every right to be there.

Eliza flinched.

The movement was small, almost imperceptible, the kind of thing you'd miss if you weren't watching closely. A slight stiffening, a micro-retreat, the body's involuntary response to a touch it had learned to fear. Nadia had seen that flinch before. She'd seen it in the back of ambulances, on victims who insisted everything was fine while their bodies told a different story.

Arthur leaned down and said something into Eliza's ear. Whatever it was made Eliza nod, once, sharply. Then Arthur straightened and looked out the window.

Not at the street. Not at the morning traffic or the dog walker making her first pass or any of the ordinary things a person might glance at before leaving for work. At Nadia.

He was looking directly at her. Through her binoculars, his face was close enough to touch. His expression held no surprise, no confusion. Just a flat, cold awareness. He knew she was watching. He'd known all along.

His eyes held hers for three seconds. Four. Five.

Then, slowly and deliberately, Arthur reached up and pulled the blinds closed.

The window went dark. Eliza vanished. Arthur vanished. The apartment that had consumed Nadia's attention for weeks became a blank wall, a void, a door slammed shut in her face.

Nadia lowered the binoculars. Her hands were shaking so badly she nearly dropped them.

The tremor spread. First her fingers, then her wrists, then her arms, until her whole body was vibrating with something that felt less like fear and more like recognition. She'd spent two years watching the world from this window, cataloging its patterns, tracking its rhythms, convincing herself that observation was a form of participation. She'd been safe behind the glass. Anonymous. Invisible.

She wasn't invisible anymore.

The nausea hit without warning. She barely made it to the kitchen sink before her stomach heaved, expelling the coffee she'd drunk and not much else. She gripped the edge of the counter, forehead pressed against the cool metal of the faucet, waiting for the room to stop spinning.

This was different. This had always been different, even before Arthur looked back at her and proved it. But now there was no pretending otherwise. She wasn't just watching a stranger's apartment out of boredom or loneliness or the particular madness that comes from never leaving your own four walls. She was watching a crime in progress. And the perpetrator knew it.

Which meant she wasn't a watcher anymore. She was a witness. A threat. A problem that would need to be solved.

He knew.

He knew she was watching, and he'd just sent her a message. The blinds weren't about privacy. They were about power. They were about showing her, as clearly as words could have, that he controlled what she saw and didn't see. That she could watch all she wanted, but she'd only ever see what he let her see.

Detective Aimes thought she was paranoid. The police thought she was unreliable. Eliza had smiled at the officers and waved them away, protecting the man who'd wrapped his hands around her throat.

And now Arthur knew he had an audience.

Nadia stared at the closed blinds, her coffee growing cold on the windowsill, her phone dead in her hand. She should stop. She knew she should stop. Every rational part of her brain was screaming that this was exactly the kind of obsession that had gotten her in trouble before, the kind of hypervigilance that made her see threats everywhere and trust no one and call 911 about foxes in the alley.

But Eliza had flinched. And the marks on her neck had been real. And somewhere behind those blinds, a woman was trapped with a man who wanted to kill her, and Nadia was the only one who knew.

She pulled her desk chair to the window, settling in for a long watch. The binoculars rested in her lap, ready. Sooner or later, Arthur would open those blinds. Sooner or later, Eliza would appear again, and Nadia would be there to see it.

She had nowhere else to be.
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Three days passed before Nadia tried to leave.

She told herself she was gathering evidence. Building a case. Waiting for the right moment. But the truth was simpler and uglier: she was afraid. Not of Arthur, though she should have been. Not of what she might find if she ventured across the street. She was afraid of the fourteen steps between her bedroom and her front door, and the hallway beyond it, and the stairwell beyond that, and the lobby and the street and the whole sprawling, indifferent world that had swallowed her whole once before and would do it again if she let it.

On the fourth morning, she forced herself to try. She dressed like she used to dress for work: jeans, a clean shirt, shoes with actual soles instead of the slippers she'd worn for two years. She brushed her hair. She found her keys in the bowl by the door where they'd sat untouched since the last time someone had visited, which was long enough ago that she couldn't remember who it had been. Her therapist, maybe. Back when she still had a therapist.

The front door looked the same as it always did. White paint, brass deadbolt, a peephole she never used because looking through it meant pressing her face against the barrier between inside and outside, and even that much contact with the threshold made her chest tight.

She could do this. She had to do this. Eliza was trapped across the street with a man who wanted to kill her, and Nadia was the only one who knew, and the police wouldn't listen, and if she didn't do something—

Her hand closed around the doorknob. The metal was cold. She turned it, heard the latch click, felt the door give slightly against the pressure of her palm.

The hallway was right there. Beige carpet, fluorescent lights, the faint smell of industrial cleaner and other people's cooking. Familiar. Safe. She'd walked this hallway a thousand times before the accident, coming and going without a second thought, never once considering that a space could become impassable simply because your brain decided it was.
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