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Chapter One: The Woman in 4B
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The apartment smelled like someone else’s life.

Nadia Vale set her second bag down in the narrow hallway and stood very still, letting that truth settle over her like dust. The walls were cream, recently painted she could still smell it, thin and chemical beneath everything else, the way new paint always reminded her of renewal she did not quite believe in yet. There was a dent in the baseboard near the kitchen door. Low, deliberate. The kind of dent a heel makes in anger. She noticed it the way she noticed everything now: quietly, and all at once, cataloguing small damages out of long habit.

She had been doing that for three years. Cataloguing. Mapping the exits. Learning which floorboards creaked and which silences meant something was about to change. It was the kind of vigilance that looked, from the outside, like nothing at all a woman standing still in a new apartment, one hand on her bag, eyes moving methodically around the room. But inside it was a full and exhausting machinery, always running, always sorting the world into safe and not safe.

She was working on dismantling that machinery. She had been working on it for thirty-one days, which was how long she had been out of Boston.

Thirty-one days out of the life she had taken apart in the span of one long, sleepless night. She had packed what she could carry two bags, three boxes and left the rest behind without ceremony. The good china that had been a gift from his mother. The throw pillows in the colours he had chosen. Three years of small surrenders she had learned to call compromise. She had stood in the kitchen at four in the morning with her keys in her hand and understood, with a clarity that was almost physical, that the woman she had been before Marcus was still somewhere inside her. Smaller now. Quieter. But still there. Still possible.

She had left at dawn while he was sleeping.

Cresthaven was a mid-rise on the western edge of Mirren City old brick, black window frames, a lobby that tried a little too hard with its potted ferns and brass mail slots and a framed print of the city skyline that was at least a decade out of date. The building was close enough to downtown that she could walk to her new office without needing a car, far enough from the financial district that no one from her old life would think to look here. She had chosen it online at two in the morning in a hotel room in Connecticut, sitting cross-legged on the bed with her laptop balanced on her knees, and she had paid the first month in cash, and she had told no one the address.

Not her mother. Not her friend Dara, who had texted seventeen times since she left and whose voicemails Nadia had been listening to and not returning because Dara’s voice made her feel like crying and she did not have the space for crying yet. Not her new employer, who had her email address and nothing else and whose offer letter she had accepted before she had even known which city she was moving to.

4B. The door stuck slightly when she pushed it open, the frame swelled with old humidity, and she had to lean her shoulder into it. She made a mental note: that would need fixing. Then she made a second mental note: she was allowed to ask for things to be fixed now. That was a thing she could do. She was still learning the full inventory of things she was allowed to do.

The apartment was small. Living room, kitchen, one bedroom, one bathroom with a window that looked out onto the alley below where someone had left a bicycle chained to a pipe. The floors were old hardwood, scuffed in the traffic patterns of previous tenants. She could trace the history of the apartment in those scuff marks the path from the door to the kitchen, the path from the bedroom to the bathroom, the long curved wear mark in front of the window where someone had stood often, looking out. She found herself wondering who that someone had been. What they had been looking at. Whether they had stood there freely, or whether the window had felt like the edge of a permitted space.

She carried her last box in and stood in the middle of the living room and said out loud, to no one: 'This is mine.'

Her voice sounded strange in the empty space. Too big and too small at the same time. But she said it, and that mattered. She had learned, painfully and over a long time, that the things you said aloud became more real than the things you only thought. She had started doing it the week after she left naming things, aloud, to herself, in empty rooms. This is my choice. This is my decision. This is mine. It felt embarrassing at first and then it felt like breathing.

She was starting over. She was, it turned out, very good at starting over. She had started over at eighteen when she left her hometown for university. She had started over at twenty-four when the accounting firm she had given three years to downsized and she had walked out with a box of desk plants and retrained in forensic accounting over one punishing winter. She had started over at twenty-eight when she had met Marcus Deere at a conference in New York and decided, against a quiet voice at the back of her mind that she had not yet learned to trust, that this time was different.

It had not been different.

But she was thirty-one now and she was here and the walls were cream and the floors were scuffed and through the window the alley below was completely ordinary, and none of that was nothing.

She made a cup of tea on the single-burner stove her kettle, her tea bags, one chipped mug she had kept because it had belonged to her grandmother and she stood at the kitchen counter in the gathering dark and let the quiet happen around her. No footsteps in the hall. No sound of a key in the lock at an unusual hour. No particular weight of another person’s presence pressing against the air, monitoring the temperature of her mood, calibrating its response.

This was the thing no one told you about getting out: the quiet. How you had trained yourself to read it as danger that specific, held-breath silence that meant he was in the next room deciding something and how it took time, sometimes a long time, to learn to read it differently. As peace. As space. As yours.

She was still learning.

She had just begun to relax her shoulders when she heard it.

A sound from directly across the hall. Not loud not a bang or a crash or anything the building’s other tenants would have registered as worth noticing. One sharp knock. A single, precise impact, followed by a silence that was immediately different from all the other silences, charged in a way she felt in the back of her neck.

Old instinct. She moved without thinking.

The peephole was standard issue, scratched at the edges, and the fisheye lens turned the hallway into a curved and slightly unreal version of itself. She pressed her eye to it and looked.

The man standing in the hallway was tall the peephole distorted height, but she could read it in the proportions, the way his shoulders nearly touched the edges of her visual field. He was facing her door. No not her door, exactly. He was facing the number on her door. 4B, painted in small black numerals on the cream-coloured surface. He was looking at it with the focused attention of a man checking something against an internal record.

Dark jacket, no tie. Dark jeans. His hands hung loose at his sides, which was the first thing she noted and filed: hands that were relaxed, not fisted, not held stiffly at the seams. A man who was not tense, or who was tense in a way so deeply managed it did not reach his hands. His face, through the fisheye lens, was made of sharp clean lines high jaw, straight nose, a mouth that was set but not hard. His eyes were pale. Grey or blue, she could not tell through the lens, but clear and direct and entirely still, looking at that number with an expression she could not read from here.

She counted.

Four seconds. He stood there for exactly four seconds she counted without meaning to, the same way she had learned to count the seconds between lightning and thunder as a child, timing the gap to know how close the storm was and then he turned and went back through the door of 4A without a word, without looking anywhere other than at the place he was going, without any explanation at all.

The door closed quietly.

Nadia stepped back from the peephole.

Her kettle, which she had left on the stove, had begun to scream.

She went and took it off the heat and stood in the kitchen with both hands flat on the counter, feeling her pulse in her fingertips. She told herself what she always told herself when this happened when ordinary things tripped the wires she had spent three years acquiring: it was nothing. New building. Curious neighbor. She had packed her anxiety along with everything else and moved it six hundred miles and it had a way of turning ordinary moments into threat, turning a stranger checking a door number into surveillance, turning the sound of footsteps into a harbinger.

She knew this about herself. She was working on it.

She made her tea and drank it standing at the window watching the alley below where the bicycle was still chained to the pipe, now half-lit by the streetlamp coming on, and she talked herself through it the way her therapist in Boston had taught her: what was real, what was interpretation, what was fear wearing the mask of instinct.

What was real: a tall man with pale eyes had looked at her door number for four seconds and gone back to his apartment.

What was interpretation: that this meant anything about her.

What was fear: everything
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