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​Chapter 1: The Woman Under the Window
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Nadia Rahim trusted pain only after it had been measured.

A woman could say she was splitting open, and sometimes she was. Sometimes her cervix was still closed, her blood pressure steady, her pulse high because fear made the body inefficient. Sometimes pain arrived before proof did, and that was why Nadia never said, “It’s nothing.”

Nothing was a word for people who did not have to stand beside a bed while a woman bled through the mattress and apologized for the mess.

At 3:33 a.m., Bed Seven said, “Nurse, the baby is crying.”

Nadia looked first at the monitor.

One fetus. Thirty-four weeks and two days. Admitted after reduced fetal movement that had resolved two hours ago. No bleeding. No ruptured membranes. Mild dehydration. Anxious, according to the admitting note.

The baby’s heartbeat was 142.

The room was not crying.

“Nurse,” the woman said again.

Farah Iskandar. Twenty-eight. First baby. Fingers swollen around her wedding ring. “You hear or not?”

Nadia adjusted the CTG paper feeding from the machine. “Any pain now? Tightening, leaking fluid, bleeding?”

Farah’s husband stirred in the vinyl chair beside the bed. “Baby, don’t start again.”

Nadia glanced at him.

He sat up straighter and reached for Farah’s hand, though his fingers rested on the blanket instead of her skin.

“Not pain,” Farah said. Sweat shone at the hollow of her throat, though the ward was cold enough to raise gooseflesh along Nadia’s forearms. “Singing.”

“What kind of singing?”

“Like someone singing to make the baby sleep.”

The fetal monitor gave a soft burst of static.

Nadia checked the transducer belt. It had slipped toward Farah’s left flank. She warmed her palm before touching the patient. Farah flinched anyway.

“Sorry,” Nadia said. “I’m just repositioning.”

“You think I’m imagining?”

“I think the belt moved.”

She shifted the transducer until the heartbeat sharpened again, a tight little gallop through the speaker. Farah’s abdomen tightened under Nadia’s hand as a mild contraction rose and passed.

Then a voice hummed through the monitor.

Low. Female. Threaded beneath the heartbeat.

Farah’s eyes opened.

Her husband whispered, “What is that?”

Nadia turned the volume down. The humming sank with it, obedient as equipment.

Cross-interference. Maternal pickup. Device fault.

She knew the list. It did not help.

“I’m changing the machine,” she said. “I’m also asking the doctor to review you again.”

Farah grabbed her wrist. “Don’t leave me.”

“I’m not leaving.”

“You didn’t hear crying?”

“No.”

The lie came out easily enough to shame her.

Another line appeared on the screen.

For a moment, the machine showed two heart rates.

One remained at 142.

The second pulsed below it, slower.

Eighty-eight.

Eighty-nine.

Ninety.

Adult, Nadia thought.

Or artifact.

Then the second number vanished.

The screen returned to its single clean truth. One fetus. Heart rate normal. Maternal pulse is elevated. Contractions irregular.

Nadia pressed the call bell.

“The woman said my baby is lonely,” Farah whispered.

The words moved through Nadia’s tiredness like a needle.

“What woman?”

Farah looked past her.

The curtained window was a black rectangle. The ward was eleven floors up, high enough that the city outside should have been only scattered lights and hospital roads where taxis moved like insects.

The curtain shifted.

Farah’s husband said, “There’s nobody.”

Nadia watched Farah’s pupils, the tremor at her mouth, the protective curve of her palm over her belly.

“What did you see?”

“Under the window.”

“We’re on the eleventh floor.”

“That’s why I’m scared.”

The smell reached Nadia then.

Sweet. Floral. Wrong beneath sanitizer and warm plastic.

Jasmine, maybe.

For one irrational second, she thought of rain on concrete. Lift doors are opening. Someone is saying her mother’s name too softly.

Then the team lead pushed through the curtain, brisk and irritated, and the room became ordinary through force of witness.

“What happened?”

“Possible monitor fault,” Nadia said. “Patient reports hearing a sound through the device. Brief unexplained duplicate rate before correction. I want a fresh CTG machine and medical review.”

The team lead’s eyes moved to Farah, then her husband. Her voice softened into the careful tone staff used when fear might escalate into a complaint. “All right, Mdm Farah. We’ll check everything again.”

Nadia disconnected the belts. “I’m taking this machine out of use. We’ll put a new one on and continue the trace.”

Farah’s grip loosened only when the team lead took her other hand.

The old monitor sat on its trolley, screen dark except for Nadia’s reflection stretched thin across the glass.

She unplugged it from the wall.

After the power died, the speaker clicked once.

Wetly.

Like a tongue behind closed teeth.

Farah whimpered.

Nadia wheeled the monitor out before anyone could ask her to explain.

In the corridor, the ward resumed itself around her. A cleaner guided a yellow mop bucket along the far end. A newborn coughed a thin, angry cry from the nursery side. Nurses moved with paper cups, charts, blood tubes, and discharge folders.

Nadia parked the monitor outside the equipment room and wrote a label for biomedical review.

Audio distortion. Erratic duplicate trace. Possible maternal-pulse pickup or device fault. Remove from use.

She did not write singing.

She did not write the second heartbeat.

She did not write jasmine.

Her phone buzzed in her scrub pocket.

Three missed calls from Mira.

Nadia stared at the screen until it dimmed. Then another notification dropped in.

Voice message. 02:47.

Then another.

Voice message. 03:18.

The latest had arrived one minute ago.

Nadia opened the chat.

Mira’s profile picture was six months old, taken before her face had rounded and before she had stopped pretending pregnancy was just another inconvenience she could dress nicely around. She was grinning over iced Milo at a kopitiam table, sunglasses pushed into her hair, one hand raised to block Nadia from taking the shot.

Don’t take ugly one, she had said, then laughed so hard the picture blurred.

Nadia pressed the first message.

For a second, there was only breathing. Then Mira’s flat emerged through the phone: wall fan clicking faintly, a motorcycle passing below, the hollow acoustics of an HDB room late at night.

“Kak,” Mira whispered. “Don’t scold me first.”

Nadia closed her eyes.

“I know you’re on shift. I know. But I woke up again. At the same time. Three thirty-something.” Cloth rustled. “There’s someone downstairs.”

Nadia stood with one hand on the equipment trolley while the cleaner’s mop left damp arcs under fluorescent light.

“Under the living room window,” Mira said. “Near the void deck side. I thought maybe some drunk person, but she’s just standing there. Looking up.”

The message ended.

The second began with Mira breathing too fast.

“She hasn’t moved. I've turned off the lights already. I thought if I cannot see her, then she cannot see me. Stupid, right?” A small laugh failed halfway. “The baby was kicking a lot just now. Then, when I looked at her, he stopped.”

A call bell rang from the next bay. Another nurse answered.

“You always say don’t panic unless got bleeding, pain, reduced movement, all that. I know. I’m not trying to be dramatic.” The last word came out bitter. “But I think she smiled.”

The message ended.

Nadia’s thumb hovered over the screen.

She opened Mira’s contact, found the call icon, then shifted away.

If she called now, Mira would hear the ward behind her. She would hear Nadia’s work voice. The part of Nadia that sorted emergency from emotion would turn her into a case.

Nadia typed: In shift. You need to sleep. If baby movement is reduced, go to triage. Don’t wait.

She looked at the words.

They were correct. They were also cruel when sent to someone who had asked to be believed.

She deleted them.

A doctor came out of Bed Seven’s bay, rubbing his eyes. “Trace is fine now,” he told the team lead. “Fresh machine picking up normally. Probably an equipment issue. Patient anxious.”

Nadia slipped her phone back into her pocket.

Patient anxious.

Family anxious.

Mother anxious.

A clean phrase. A door closing.

By six, the sky beyond the staff pantry windows had turned the gray-blue of watered milk. The ward entered its morning shift-change mood, all contained exhaustion and clipped handovers. Nadia presented Farah’s case without embellishment. Reduced fetal movement, now resolved. Monitor changed due to suspected equipment fault. Patient reported hearing sounds through the device. Medical review completed. CTG is reassuring on the replacement machine. Continue observation.

The junior doctor did not look up from the notes. “Any ongoing concerns?”

Nadia thought of the second number.

Eighty-eight. Eighty-nine. Ninety.

“No,” she said.

In the staff pantry, she washed her hands longer than necessary. Warm water ran over the sore crescent marks that Farah’s nails had left on her wrist. Someone had abandoned a packet of cream crackers beside the sink. The air smelled of instant coffee, disinfectant, and stale air-conditioning.

Her phone buzzed again.

Mira: You awake?

Nadia almost laughed. It came out as a breath through her nose.

She pressed play on the third voice message.

At first, Mira said nothing. There was only the soft, uneven sound of her breathing.

Then, distantly, a lift chimed.

Nadia knew that chime. She had heard it in other people’s stories about the night her mother vanished, repeated in lowered voices at family gatherings until the sound became part of her body.

Mira whispered, “She’s still there.”

A pause.

“Kak, I think she’s pregnant.”

Nadia tightened her grip on the phone.

From the speaker came a thin cry.

A newborn’s cry. Small, ragged, wet around the edges. It rose once, broke, and faded into the hum of Mira’s flat.

Mira did not react. Her breathing continued at the same fearful pace, as if she had not heard it.

Nadia paused the message.

The pantry fridge clicked on. Outside, someone rolled a meal trolley past with a soft metallic rattle.

She played the last ten seconds again.

Mira whispered, “I’m sending you the photo. Don’t say it’s a reflection. I know what reflection looks like.”

Then the cry came again.

Nearer.

Nadia stopped the playback.

A photo arrived.

For a moment, she did not open it. She stood with the phone in her palm while a colleague came in, yawned, rinsed a mug, and complained about the new roster. Nadia made the appropriate sound. The colleague left.

Only then did Nadia tap the image.

It was grainy from digital zoom and night. Mira had taken it from above, through the living room window of her flat. The frame caught the opposite block, black squares of sleeping flats, the void deck washed in fluorescent light. Plastic chairs were stacked near a pillar. The concrete floor shone in patches from the rain.

Under Mira’s window stood a pale blur.

Not clearly a person. Not enough pixels for certainty. A vertical smear, white against gray, too upright to be laundry and too still to be someone crossing the void deck.

Nadia zoomed in.

The image broke into blocks.

The white shape remained.

Something darker hung from its top edge, falling forward and down. Hair, if Nadia allowed the mind to make a body from noise. A trick of low light, if she did not.

She swiped back to the thread.

Mira had typed: See?

Then, you believe me or not?

Nadia’s first response rose fast, automatic.

Could be cleaner.

Could be a neighbor.

Could be a reflection.

Could be your curtain.

She typed none of it.

Instead, she called.

Mira picked up on the fourth ring. “Finally.”

Her voice was too bright, which meant she had been crying and was trying to hide it.

“Any bleeding?” Nadia asked.

A pause. “Wah. Good morning to you also.”

“Mira.”

“No bleeding.”

“Pain?”

“Backache. Normal one.”

“Don’t decide normal. Describe.”

Mira sighed, but relief lived inside it. She wanted the questions. She wanted Nadia’s irritation because it belonged to the living world. “Lower back. Comes and goes. Not like contractions. Baby moved again after I left the window.”

“How many movements since then?”

“I didn’t count properly.”

“Mira.”

“I was scared, okay? I’m not one of your patients.”

Nadia leaned against the counter. “I know.”

“Do you?”

The question sat between them.

From somewhere behind Mira, a door clicked. Not the flat’s front gate. Something interior.

Nadia straightened. “Who’s there?”

“Nobody.”

“I heard something.”

“It’s the fan.”

“That wasn’t the fan.”

Mira went quiet long enough for Nadia to hear the room tone through the line. Low electrical hum. A vehicle passing below. Then, faintly, water dripping.

“It’s just me,” Mira said. “I locked the door. I even put the chain, happy?”

“You should come to triage.”

“I’m not going hospital because of a photo you’re going to tell me is nothing.”

“I haven’t said it’s nothing.”

“You wanted to.”

Nadia closed her mouth.

Mira breathed out. “I know your face already. Even on the phone, I can see it.”

“I’m finishing handover. I’ll come after work.”

“You said that last week.”

“Last week you asked me to come because you couldn’t assemble the cot.”

“And you said to read the instructions.”

“You did assemble it.”

“It’s slanted.”

Despite herself, Nadia smiled. “Don’t put the baby in a slanted cot.”

“Thanks, Nurse Nadia.”

“Listen. If movement reduces again, you go in. If you have bleeding, fluid leaking, severe headache, blurred vision, or pain that doesn’t settle, you call me, and you call an ambulance. Not one or the other.”

“Yes, kak.”

“Don’t yes kak me if you’re not going to do it.”

“I said yes.”

A soft scrape came through the line.

Mira stopped breathing.

Nadia’s hand tightened around the phone. “Mira?”

“It’s outside,” Mira whispered.

“What is?”

No answer.

“Mira, move away from the window.”

“I’m not at the window.”

The scrape came again, slow against a hard surface.

Nadia pictured the layout, though she had not been inside Mira’s current flat for months. Living room facing the playground and void deck. Narrow hall. Kitchen to the back. Bedrooms along the inner corridor. Ninth floor, unit six. Too high for any hand to touch the window from the outside.

“What can you see?” Nadia asked.

“I’m in the bedroom.”

“Is the bedroom window closed?”

“Yes.”

“Curtains?”

“Yes.”

“Go to the living room. Stay away from glass. Turn on all lights.”

“No.”

“Mira.”

“No, I’m not walking past the hall. You come here if you want to order me around.”

Fear had sharpened Mira’s voice into anger. Good. Anger kept people breathing. It kept them from freezing when they needed to move.

“I’m booking a ride now,” Nadia said.

“You just finished the shift.”

“I’ll come.”

“Don’t come if you’re going to tell me I’m mad.”

The word landed too close to the family’s old wound.

Their mother had not been mad, according to their grandmother, on some days. On other days, the doctors knew things families did not. Postpartum episode. Exhaustion. A woman unable to cope. A woman who left her baby and walked into a lift and did not come back.

Nadia had built a life out of refusing both versions.

“I won’t say that,” she told Mira.

The line crackled.

For half a second, Nadia heard a woman humming.

Not through a monitor this time. Through the phone. Close enough that the singer might have been standing with her mouth beside Mira’s microphone.

Then Mira said, “She’s under the window again.”

The call dropped.

Nadia called back.

No answer.

She tried again.

This time, Mira rejected the call and sent a message.

Don’t call. She looks up when the phone rings.

Nadia stared at the words until they blurred.

The pantry had grown too cold. Her damp hands smelled faintly of soap and something sweet that did not belong there.

Jasmine.

A nurse she barely knew put her head around the pantry door. “Nadia, you okay? You look damn pale.”

“Fine.” Nadia pushed away from the counter. “I need to go.”

“Your shift over?”

“Over enough.”

She changed out of scrubs in the staff toilet, moving fast because speed was easier than thought. Jeans. Clean blouse. Hair retied. Hospital badge shoved into her bag. She washed Farah’s nail marks again, though the skin was no longer dirty.

At the taxi stand, morning had begun without asking permission. Ambulances idled near the entrance. A security guard drank kopi from a plastic bag. The air outside was heavy after rain, warm enough to make Nadia’s tired body protest the change from the cold.

She opened the ride-hailing app.

Destination: Block 13, Jalan Pisang Estate.

The app suggested the official address instead.

Block 131C.

Nadia corrected it.

Her thumb hovered over Confirm.

For twenty-nine years, she had avoided that block with the same discipline she brought to medication checks and handover notes. There had always been other places to meet Mira. Other kopitiams. Other routes through Singapore that did not pass the estate where their mother had become a story nobody could tell the same way twice.

A car pulled into the taxi stand and flashed its headlights.

Mira sent one more photo.

This one was darker, taken from farther back in the room through a gap in the curtain. The void deck below was almost empty now, dawn thinning the fluorescent light.

The white blur had moved closer to the block.

It stood directly beneath Mira’s window.

Nadia zoomed before she could stop herself. The image degraded, but one detail held through the blur with the ugly insistence of a vital sign.

The figure’s face was tilted upward.

There were no eyes Nadia could make out. No mouth. No clear expression. Only the angle of attention.

Below the white smear, where the body narrowed and vanished into shadow, the concrete reflected a dark, rounded swell.

Like a pregnant belly.

Nadia confirmed the ride.

When the driver asked, “Going home ah?” she looked at the winding road ahead and said, “No.”

Her phone buzzed once in her lap.

Mira had typed:

She smiled.
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​Chapter 2: Block 13
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Block 13 looked smaller in daylight, which made Nadia trust it less.

The ride-share driver slowed beside the covered walkway. Morning rain still clung to the estate. Near the kopitiam, metal shutters rattled up. An auntie in plastic sandals scolded a child for stepping into a puddle, her voice sharp with ordinary love.

Beyond them, the block stood clean but tired, corridors open to wet air. Laundry hung from poles. Under the flats, the void deck glowed with fluorescent light, though morning had arrived.

“Here, right?” the driver asked.

“Yes.”

“You want me to wait?”

“No.”

She took her bag from the back seat and stepped into the humid air.

The car pulled away. Nadia stood with the hospital still on her skin: sanitizer under her nails, ward-cold in her joints, Farah’s nail marks sore at her wrist. She had not slept. Tired brains turned noise into a pattern.

She adjusted her bag strap and walked toward the void deck.

Block 13 was not the official number. The sign at the corner said 131C in neat municipal lettering, with a smaller plate beneath listing the lift upgrading contractor and emergency maintenance hotline. But residents who had lived here long enough still called it Block Thirteen.

Nadia had spent years refusing to give a building the dignity of fear.

Now she stepped under it.

The void deck smelled of rain on concrete, bleach, and stale smoke from last night’s joss sticks. Plastic chairs were stacked beside the open tables. The noticeboard displayed town council updates, lift maintenance dates, a damp lost-cat flyer, and a redevelopment survey sealed in plastic. Mailboxes lined the wall in dull rows.

A patched square of concrete lay near the third pillar, darker than the floor around it. Someone had tied a thin red thread around the pillar above it, half-hidden behind a taped notice about pigeon feeding.

Nadia stopped.

A woman pushing a market trolley passed behind her, wheels clicking over tile grooves. “Excuse.”

Nadia stepped aside. The woman gave her a quick assessing look, then moved on toward the lift lobby.

Her mother had not disappeared from the void deck. The family stories placed Siti Rahim in the lift. She had gone in crying, calm, or feverish. By morning, she was gone.

The baby had been found in the flat.

The mother had not.

Nadia had no memory of any of it. Six months old was too young to carry a scene. Still, when the lift chimed across the lobby, the back of her neck tightened.

She walked toward Lift A.

Wet footprints crossed the void deck ahead of her.

At first, she filed them under rain. Someone had come in from the open court. Someone’s slippers had left dark ovals on pale tile.

Then she saw where they began.

Not outside.

At the patched square near Pillar Three.

The prints led toward the lift lobby, each one clear enough to slow her step. Bare feet. Small, but adult. Toes narrow. Heels pressed too deeply, as if the person had stood a long time in each step before moving on.

No matching trail led in from the rain.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” she said under her breath.

A man at the mailboxes glanced over, then away. His mailbox door clanged shut.

She followed the prints to the lift lobby.

Lift A opened before she pressed the button.

No one stood inside. The metal walls held the lobby in dim fragments: noticeboard, wet floor sign, Nadia’s own tired face made thin by brushed steel. The air smelled faintly sweet.

She stopped with one foot on the threshold.

Behind her, someone clicked her tongue.

“You going up or not?”

The market-trolley woman had returned, a packet of bee hoon hanging from one hand. Her gray hair was pinned in a hard bun. Her expression had no patience for young women blocking lifts with feelings.

“Going,” Nadia said.

She stepped in. The woman followed and jabbed the button for Nine.

The doors closed.

The lift began to rise.

Two. Three. Four.

“You are Siti’s girl,” the woman said.

Nadia’s mouth went dry.

She turned. “Sorry?”

“Your mother. Siti Rahim. You look like her around the eyes.”

Nadia held her bag strap tighter. “I’m here for my sister.”

“Pregnant one.”

“Mira.”

“Mira.” The woman repeated the name softly, then made a small sound in her throat. “Aiyah.”

The lift passed Six.

“What does that mean?” Nadia asked.

The display flickered.

For a fraction of a second, the red number became Thirteen.

The lift did not stop. No bell sounded. The car shuddered under Nadia’s feet, a small downward dip, though they were rising.

The woman’s hand shot out and gripped the rail.

Then the display corrected itself.

Seven.

Nadia stared until it changed to eight.

“Electrical fault,” she said.

The woman gave a short laugh without humor. “Here, everything fault.”

The lift reached Nine and opened.

The corridor outside was damp from windblown rain. Morning light slid along the tiles and caught in puddles near the open side. Shoe racks crowded the wall. Somewhere, a television newsreader spoke calmly about traffic congestion.

Unit #09-06 sat opposite the lift lobby.

Mira’s gate was locked. A pair of sandals stood outside, one tipped sideways. A delivery flyer had been wedged between the bars. The small potted plant Mira had once sent Nadia a picture of, proud because she had kept it alive for a whole month, had yellowed at the edges.

The wet footprints continued from the lift to Mira’s door.

Then they stopped.

Nadia looked at them, then at the woman.

“You’re Auntie Lian,” Nadia said, because memory finally arranged the face. A younger version at the corridor gates. Mandarin soap operas loud in the afternoon. A hand offering pineapple tarts when Nadia’s grandmother had once brought her back.

The woman smiled, but it did not settle properly. “You remember.”

“Not much.”

“Better.”

Nadia turned toward Mira’s gate. “Did you see who came here?”

“This morning?”

“These footprints.”

Auntie Lian lowered her gaze. Her fingers tightened around the plastic food packet until the knot squeaked. “Floor wet. People walk.”

“They start downstairs at the pillar.”

“Then ask the pillar.”

Nadia looked at her.

Auntie Lian’s eyes shifted past Nadia to Mira’s closed door. “Your sister should not open at night.”

“For who?”

“For anyone.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“In this block, an answer can also make trouble.”

“My mother,” Nadia said. “You knew her.”

Auntie Lian looked sharply at her.

“I was a baby when she disappeared. People tell stories. None of them match.”

Two units away, a peephole darkened.

Auntie Lian lowered her voice. “Not here.”

“Then where?”

“Not now.”

Nadia almost laughed. “I’m not a child.”

“No,” Auntie Lian said. “That is why I am telling you. Don’t ask corridor questions.”

Mira’s inner door opened.

The click of the latch turned Nadia’s whole body toward it.

Mira stood behind the metal gate in an oversized T-shirt and loose cotton shorts, one hand braced under her belly. Her hair was tied badly, strands escaping at her neck. She looked paler than in her photos, her face puffy from crying or poor sleep. Nadia’s gaze dropped before she could stop it. Breathing even. No visible bleeding. Feet slightly swollen.

Mira saw her face and frowned.

“Don’t do that.”

“What?”

“Scan me like I’m on your ward.”

Nadia forced her eyes up. “Open the gate.”

Mira glanced past her. “Morning, Auntie.”

Auntie Lian lifted the food packet. “I bought extra. You eat?”

“No appetite.”

“Must eat. Pregnant cannot anyhow skip.”

“Later.”

Auntie Lian stepped closer, her gaze dropping to Mira’s belly. “You sleep okay?”

Mira did not answer.

Nadia moved between them. “She’ll rest.”

Auntie Lian looked at the wet footprints fading in front of the gate. “Rest also must be done properly.”

Mira unlocked the gate with a metallic rattle. “Kak, come in before you start fighting my neighbors.”

“I’m not fighting.”

“You have fighting eyebrows.”

Nadia stepped inside.

The flat smelled of stale fan air and prenatal vitamins, then of something green beneath it. Damp, faintly sweet, like cut stems and latex sap.

Banana, maybe.

The living room was small and cluttered with preparation. A folded baby blanket lay over the sofa arm. A half-assembled cot stood against the wall, one side tilted exactly as Mira had complained. Unopened diapers leaned beside the TV console. On the coffee table sat a mug with tea gone cold and a hospital appointment card with Mira’s name printed in block letters.

Nadia closed the gate behind her.

Auntie Lian remained outside.

“Thanks, Auntie,” Mira said.

Auntie Lian nodded. Before she turned away, she looked at Nadia.

“Your mother came back once,” she said.

The flat went still.

Mira’s hand tightened on the doorframe. “What?”

Nadia felt the words enter her body before she understood them.

Came back.

Auntie Lian’s face changed, as if she had not meant to say it aloud.

“When?” Nadia asked.

A door opened somewhere down the corridor. Auntie Lian flinched.

“Ask your family,” she said.

“My family says she disappeared.”

“Then maybe your family likes that story.”

Nadia reached for the gate, but Auntie Lian had already turned. For a woman in her seventies, she moved quickly, plastic sandals slapping the corridor tile. She entered #09-03 and shut her door with careful softness.

The peephole two units away went light again.

Mira whispered, “Kak.”

Nadia’s hand stayed on the gate. Through the bars, she could see the corridor, the lift lobby, the last wet footprints drying into nothing.

“Kak.”

Nadia turned.

Mira was watching her with wary concern. “You okay?”

“Fine.”

“Don’t do that.”

“Do what?”

“Make your face empty.”

Nadia removed her hand from the gate and locked it. “Sit down.”

“I’m not your patient.”

“You keep saying that, and I keep knowing.”

Mira’s expression softened. Then the baby moved, a ripple low across the left side of her belly. Mira’s palm followed it quickly, protective and relieved.

“He’s moving?” Nadia asked.

“Yes.” Mira’s voice thinned. “Now.”

“How often since the call?”

“Enough.”

“That’s not a count.”

“I was busy watching your haunted face.”

Nadia exhaled. “Mira.”

Mira lowered herself onto the sofa with effort. She had always hated needing help. As a child, she would rather fall off a chair than admit she could not reach something.

Nadia sat beside her, leaving enough space not to crowd. “Tell me from the beginning.”

“I already told you.”

“Tell me again.”

Mira looked toward the living room window. The curtains were drawn, but morning light glowed around the edges. “I woke up because I smelled flowers.”

“What kind?”

“I don’t know. Sweet. Funeral kind, maybe.” Mira rubbed her thumb over the seam of her shirt. “The fan was off. I’m sure I left it on. The room was hot, but my neck was cold. Then the baby started kicking very hard. Like he was trying to get away from something.”

Nadia kept her face still. “Pain?”

“No. Pressure.” Mira hesitated. “Like when someone stands too close behind you.”

The clinical part of Nadia assembled possibilities. Braxton Hicks. Anxiety. Poor sleep.

None of them explained the footprints.

“What time?” Nadia asked.

“First time, around two forty. Then again at three thirty-three.”

“You checked?”

Mira gave her a look. “Yes, I checked. I’m not making up the dramatic number for effect.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“You thought it.”

Nadia let the accusation pass. “And the woman was under this window?”

Mira nodded.

“Show me.”

“No.”

“Mira.”

“No.” Mira’s voice sharpened. “You look if you want. I’m not going near it again.”

Nadia stood.

She crossed the living room slowly, aware of Mira watching, aware of the flat behind her: the tilted cot, the stale tea, the closed bedroom
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