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For Amy Casey Smith and Chris Smith,

friends who turned into family




Deep vengeance is the daughter of deep silence.

—VITTORIO ALFIERI







CHAPTER ONEGEORGIA



You awaken slowly, struggling to surface, like you’re swimming up through mud. Your arms and legs ache, and grit burns your eyes. A headache throbs rhythmically at the base of your skull.

Your mouth feels sticky, as if your lips have been sealed together.

Your eyes flutter open, and as they take focus, you see you’re in a dimly lit room. It’s tiny; the drab beige walls seem to press in on you. The drop ceiling is beige, too. There’s nothing on the walls. Nothing to orient you. Nothing familiar at all.

The sharp, tangy aroma of bleach fills your nose, but it can’t mask the odor beneath it. If despair had a smell, it would smell like this room.

You have a good nose, a sommelier told you only a few nights ago—back when your life was your own—after he decanted a hundred-dollar bottle of wine and you identified notes of leather and blackberry.

You feel too weak to stand up, but something deep within you is screaming at you to try. Then you realize your arms are cuffed to the sides of the bed. So are your legs. You’re splayed out, completely helpless beneath bright green paper pajamas.

You strain as hard as you can, but the Velcro cuffs—red bands for your wrists and blue for your ankles—don’t yield.

“Help,” you croak in a voice that sounds nothing like your own. You try to swallow but your mouth is too dry.

Then you hear something that makes you wish you’d stayed silent. A man’s voice: “You’re awake.”

Your heart shudders as you glimpse him seated on a plastic chair down by your feet. He wears burgundy scrubs and a somber expression.

When you see his face, it all comes rushing back to you, a tsunami of memories, sending terror spiking through your veins. You remember why you are here.

And you know no matter what you say or do, you will not be allowed to leave.

You are no longer Georgia Cartwright, a thirty-two-year-old woman with a job as a high-end wedding planner, a city apartment with a wall of windows, a weakness for ugly dogs, and a love of running.

From this day forward, you are the newest resident of the locked ward.






CHAPTER TWOMANDY



It’s the Crime of the Decade!

The early-morning headline explodes across my iPhone as I scan it through bleary eyes.

I read the first few paragraphs: A woman from a wealthy, socially prominent family is accused of bludgeoning her younger sister to death at the family estate in Charlotte, North Carolina—just ninety minutes away from my one-bedroom apartment, but essentially in another world. Pathological jealousy is the presumed motive.

Then I scroll through more updates involving war, famine, and the breakup of my favorite celebrity couple. I recently made a resolution to avoid checking social media first thing in the morning because it supposedly causes depression. I’m not sure the news is any better.

I stretch my arms above my head, then reluctantly pull myself out of bed. One of my employees took last night off, so work was especially hectic. At least I was filling in for my bartender Scott instead of the short-order cook. I’d rather pull beers and mix Jack and Cokes than stand over a deep fryer any day of the week.

I step into my bathroom and twist the knob for hot water in my shower, then hesitate. I thought I heard a faint noise in the distance just before it was muffled by the sound of rushing water.

I listen hard and hear it again: the bright music of my phone’s ringtone.

Everyone in my life knows I work nights and not to call before 10 A.M.—which it isn’t even close to now. It could be spam. But something is urging me to turn off the shower and walk back into my bedroom.

My phone is on my nightstand, flashing the words Private Caller.

Probably a salesperson, I tell myself. But some deep-seated instinct overrides my logical brain, pressing me to answer.

“Amanda Ravenel?” The man’s voice is raspy and urgent.

“Who’s asking?” I counter.

“My name is Milt Daniels. I’m the public defender representing Georgia Cartwright.”

My mind reels. It’s the case I just read about, the one with the insanely jealous sister.

“Ms. Ravenel?” the man repeats.

My throat is bone-dry. If it weren’t for the hard, smooth feeling of my phone in my hand, I’d assume I was dreaming. “I’m still here.”

“Would you be willing to come see my client?”

I sink onto the edge of my bed, a feeling of surreality flooding me. Nothing about this call makes sense. I’d never heard of Georgia Cartwright until a few minutes ago. Why does her lawyer want us to meet? And how in the world does he even know I exist?

“Why?” I ask.

When he speaks again, his voice is gentler: “This may come as a surprise. Or maybe you’ve known for a while. Georgia is your sister.”

I bark out a laugh. His words are nonsensical; clearly he’s been given wrong information. “I’m an only child,” I correct him.

“And you’re adopted,” he replies.

I rear back, blood rushing between my ears. That’s not something I hide, but neither is it something I advertise. It’s simply part of who I am, like my gray eyes and dark brown hair.

“Let me call you back. What’s your number?”

I scrabble for a pen and scrawl down his number, then hang up and enter his name into a search engine.

He appears to be exactly who he claims. I watch a snippet of an old video in which he answers a question from a reporter, and his voice matches the one that was just in my ear.

My mind swims as I consider the information I have: He’s a lawyer, one who relies on facts and data. And he’s clearly checked me out if he knows I’m adopted. He must have a good reason to think his client and I are sisters.

But there’s something more tugging at me, something that goes deeper than logic and reasoning. A piece of me has always felt missing, like a phantom limb. I’ve carried around a hollow emptiness for as long as I can remember. I’ve never been able to figure out why; I had loving parents and a good childhood—happier than most—and I’ve never had my heart shattered by a man.

The lawyer could be wrong.

But what if he’s found the missing piece in my life?

When I call him back, he answers on the first ring.

“Why do you need me there?” I ask.

“Georgia wants to see you. You’re the only person she has asked for.”

If I go, I’ll have to lean on my staff to run my bar, Sweetbay’s. But they’re competent, and it shouldn’t be a busy night.

“There’s one other thing.” I clear my throat. “The news reported that Georgia is thirty-two. So am I.”

“That’s correct,” Milt tells me. “She’s not only your sister. She’s your twin.”






CHAPTER THREEGEORGIA



“Breakfast is at 7:30,” the man in burgundy scrubs tells you as he removes your thick Velcro cuffs.

He provides other information as you slowly sit up, wincing as your back threatens to spasm: “Lunch is at noon, dinner at 5:30. You can eat in your room, but it would be better if you came out and joined the others. Group activity is from 10 to 11 A.M. Today it’s gentle yoga. You have phone privileges, though those can be taken away at any time.”

It doesn’t matter. There isn’t anyone you want to call.

Your bed is a thin mattress atop a one-piece, bright blue plastic base that’s bolted to the floor. It’s the only item in the room now that the man has removed his chair.

“Would you like to use the bathroom?” he asks.

You give a slight nod, then slide off the bed, your feet landing on the floor. Someone put socks on you last night, the nonslip kind with rubber dots on the soles.

The aide presses his back against a wall, staying a full arm’s length away from you. His eyes never leave you. He gestures for you to walk through the open door first.

You hear the scream just as you cross the threshold: “She stole my glasses!”

A woman about your age, wearing a light purple sweatsuit, is standing in the hallway, pointing at you, her voice outraged but her face slack and devoid of emotion.

You shrink back.

“Give me my glasses!”

The woman shuffles a few feet down the hallway, looking back at you the whole time. You feel the skin-pricking sense of other eyes on you. Other watchers. A tall, heavyset man with rumpled dark hair, in a green paper top and pants that match yours, stands in a nearby doorway, gaping at you. Others appear, creeping forward in nonslip socks, appearing from doorways and around corners. Like museumgoers gathered around a new exhibit. Like predators encircling prey.

“They smell fresh blood,” you overhear a nurse say, a chuckle in his voice.

You are no longer a woman who loves sushi and hates Zoom meetings, who carries a bag with a sewing kit, stain remover, mints, and spare gold bands to every wedding she oversees.

You are fresh blood.

The aide points to a door. “Bathroom’s here.”

You step in, and he closes the door, sealing you inside. You begin to tremble, as if your body is trying to shake loose the stares that still cling to you, the hungry gazes you feel through the door. You reach for the lock. There isn’t one. There isn’t even a handle on the inside.

The only items in the room are a low metal toilet with no lid, a quarter roll of toilet paper resting in an indentation curved into the wall, a small bolted-in soap dispenser, and a plastic sink with two buttons instead of taps.

Bile burns your throat, and you lean over and dry heave into the toilet.

“Everything okay?” the aide asks as he peers in the door. There are eyes and ears on you everywhere. Even when you’re crouched over the toilet. Even when you’re sleeping.

“You need something in your stomach,” the aide tells you. “Come on.”

You rise on trembling legs and step out of the bathroom.

There’s a long, low-to-the-ground table in the center of an open room at the end of the hall with individual paper trays of toast, scrambled eggs, oranges, and little cartons of milk and juice. Every face at the table turns to you.

A man waves a piece of toast, calling “Well, hello there!” in a bright, overly solicitous tone, the kind salespeople use as they approach. His eyes are vacant even as they stare at you.

Others stop chewing as their gazes roam over your face, your body.

Are you an exhibit or prey?

You know the schedule for today but not the rules. Is it more or less dangerous to reply?

The aide gives you a tray of food, which you clutch in both hands. “You can eat here,” he says, pointing to a low plastic chair. You have an assigned seat, like in preschool.

You don’t move. The seat is between the woman with partially grown-out pink hair that reveals the natural blond underneath and a man whose green pajama top is gaping open at his chest, exposing a thick mat of hair, a Roman numeral tattoo, and a keloid scar. You won’t be able to breathe, sitting that close to them. Penned in on either side.

“Fine, you can eat in your room this morning,” the aide sighs. “But you need to go to activity.”

He follows you as you walk back to your room and sit on your bed, placing the tray next to you. You open the cardboard box of cranberry juice and drink it in one long, thirsty gulp. The tray holds a plastic spoon and fork, but no knife.

You look around your room again. You’re used to sizing up spaces in a glance; it’s a professional skill. The room is eight by ten feet. There’s no closet. The floors are linoleum. There’s a window that isn’t really a window; it’s covered with a glaze and a tightly woven metal screen that lets in only the faintest wisp of light.

There’s one item in your room you didn’t notice before: a small dome affixed to your ceiling. You’ve seen this item in hotels and shops. You know exactly what it is. The dome is made of plexiglass to keep the camera inside from being tampered with or broken.

Even though you’re in an empty room with a watcher standing in the doorway, other eyes are still observing you.

You are no longer the daughter of one of the wealthiest families in North Carolina, accomplished equestrian, daily Wordle player, expert on dozens of types of flowers suitable for a statement wedding bouquet, and passionate fan of deep-tissue massages.

You are Case Number NC-0416729.






CHAPTER FOURMANDY



She’s your twin.

The lawyer’s words reverberate in my mind as I ring the doorbell of my old therapist’s office. After my parents died, I went to see Dr. Lisa Galper to help me cope with my grief. She encouraged me when I told her I wanted to quit my boring marketing job and take over my parents’ bar, Sweetbay’s. She’s a good sounding board, and I’ve learned to trust her judgment.

I haven’t been here in more than a year, but Dr. Galper agreed to squeeze me in for an emergency session this morning.

She opens the door, the spring sunlight glinting off the top rim of her silver glasses.

“Mandy, it’s good to see you again. Come on in.”

I bypass the couch and take my usual chair next to the small gas fireplace. She settles in across from me, a fresh yellow notepad on her lap.

I don’t waste time with preliminaries. I blurt out my story, my voice jagged with emotion. When I finish, Dr. Galper is silent for a long moment, her brow wrinkling. I know she’s considering my jumbled narrative, untangling the knots and distilling it down to its emotional core.

“This must feel completely disorienting,” she finally says.

“Yes! It’s so bizarre—how could I have a twin and not know? My parents obviously didn’t know, either. They would’ve told me.”

“Do you want to see this woman who claims to be your sister?” she asks.

“I’m incredibly curious. But it’s a little scary, too. She’s accused of murder. What if we’re not related and she’s a psycho?”

“If she is, why did she pick you?”

Her calm is contagious. My mind becomes more centered as I formulate a plan.

“I could find her date of birth and see if it matches mine—it’s probably public record somewhere,” I say.

“That would be a good start.”

“It’s just…” My voice trails off.

Dr. Galper waits me out, letting me gather the courage to voice what I need to, her eyes steady on mine.

“I want to see her. I think she really is my sister. I can feel it.”

She jots a note on her legal pad, the first she has taken. “It might be better to wait until you have more information. Why the rush?”

“Shouldn’t I at least go and hear what she has to say?”

“Mandy, I would caution you against plunging into a relationship with this woman too quickly.”

I can read between the lines. I know what Dr. Galper is getting at; we’ve discussed this particular element of my life before.

A lot of women I talk to—especially when they’re downing margaritas at my bar—confess their struggles with men. They scrutinize two-word texts, wonder about guys’ ulterior motives, and strategize how to make the men they’re falling for want to be with them, too.

I’m the opposite. Men have always been easy for me; I enjoy their company, and when I feel chemistry, I sometimes act on it. It’s female friendships that confound me. They’re so nuanced and complex; it’s like there’s a rule book I can’t decipher.

Maybe because I grew up without siblings or cousins around, I’ve never fit into a group with its unspoken hierarchies and social codes. What worked for me was having one best friend, someone I did everything with. It’s rare for me to find someone I truly click with, but when I do, we can become as close as sisters.

Twice in my life, though—once when I was fourteen and again in college—my best friends were abruptly taken away from me, tearing gaping holes in my life. The summer before ninth grade, my closest friend Melissa’s family moved to California for her father’s new job, and though we swore we’d write and call every day, we gradually lost touch. Then, in college, my roommate, Beth, transferred midway through our junior year after she was sexually assaulted by a guy she’d gone to a party with.

Dr. Galper thinks these losses are why I struggle with female friendships, jumping in too quickly when I find someone I click with and scaring some women off. You’re not the type of person who can have lunch with a friend every few months and catch up, she told me. You crave something much deeper. But that’s not everyone’s preference.

Now I pull my laptop out of my tote bag. “I was wondering if we could look at pictures of Georgia together.”

“You haven’t already?” she asks.

I shake my head. “I’m nervous. What if we’re identical?”

Something flickers in her eyes, but she nods. “Sure. Let’s take a look.”

The images spring onto my laptop screen. At first, I can barely glimpse them before yanking my eyes away. It’s the visual equivalent of touching a hot stove. Seeing Georgia’s face shocks me to my core.

I know her instantly, even though we’ve never met.

My hair is dark, while Georgia’s is streaked in shades of red and gold. Her features are more delicate, and she is reportedly five foot seven to my five foot five. Those aren’t the only differences between us, but the others are more subtle. In a photo taken at a charity event, she is captured in a dress of sapphire-blue silk, her hair an almost liquid cascade down her back, her wrist as graceful as a swan’s neck as she holds a flute of champagne. She looks like someone born to money. Even if I put on the same dress and posed the exact same way, I could never look like that.

“What do you see?” Dr. Galper asks.

“We look kind of alike … She feels familiar somehow.”

“You don’t look all that much alike to me,” she says gently. “I have to search to find a resemblance.”

Her hand reaches out, as if to touch mine, but she pulls hers back before making contact. “You’ve had a lot of deep loss in your life. It’s natural to yearn for a secret relative, but there are so many damaged people out there, and I don’t want anyone preying on your vulnerability.”

We talk a little more, but when our forty-five minutes is up and Dr. Galper suggests I schedule another session before agreeing to meet with Georgia, I tell her I’ll get back to her.

I can feel her watching me as I go.



I head to Sweetbay’s, knowing I won’t be disturbed since we don’t open until 4. I sit in the silence of a wooden booth, searching for every scrap of information I can find on Georgia Cartwright.

In pictures, Georgia presents as exactly who she is: a former debutante, a product of the finest girls’ boarding school, a glittering fixture in the moneyed Southern social set. She exudes charisma; not only does it leap off the pictures, but I see it in the way people in the background are turning their faces to her, like she’s the sun on a chilly day.

We may share DNA, but in many ways, we’re opposites.

I look beyond the photos, absorbing the facts of the case. The victim’s name was Annabelle Cartwright. It was her birthday, and a grand party was thrown at the family estate in her honor. Annabelle was found shortly after midnight on the floor of the dining room, her blood soaking into the heirloom rug. She’d been smashed in the temple with a heavy sterling-silver paperweight in the shape of the letter A. It was a birthday gift Georgia had just given her younger sister.

Georgia was discovered looming over her sister’s body, blood on her hands and clothes, her expression vacant. The first police officer on the scene ordered a seventy-two-hour psychiatric hold for Georgia and summoned an ambulance to take her to the psych ward because she appeared to be in a dissociative state. Yet the press seems to have already convicted her.

Georgia looked like the girl who had everything, but there was something off about her even as a child, a neighbor confided anonymously to a tabloid.

One of Georgia’s aunts was blunter in an interview with The New York Times: Georgia wanted to be an only child. She was so jealous when her little sister came along. She never got over it.

And the most searing quote of all, from Georgia’s mother: She is no longer my daughter.

I grew up seventy miles away, yet worlds apart from Georgia. My dad was a bartender and my mom a waitress until they had saved enough money to buy Sweetbay’s. I inherited their house and bar after they died, him of a heart attack and her of a stroke I’m convinced was caused by a broken heart. It wrenched me to sell the house with the family room addition my father had built with his own hands and my mother’s garden with her prized espalier—an apple tree she trained to grow so its limbs spread flat against our wooden fence.

I couldn’t bring myself to sell Sweetbay’s, too. I guess when everything shatters, you try to hold on to whatever fragments remain.

Now I look up above the liquor bottles lining the bar shelves, staring at the picture of my parents I keep on the highest shelf. Next to it is a keepsake they gave me the day I was born: a small bronze St. Michael the Archangel figurine in a leather pouch embossed with the words Protect Me Always. Customers often come in with stories of things my parents gave them, too—a ride home after too many shots, a shoulder during a divorce, a few bucks to keep the lights on. Georgia might have grown up with all the advantages, but I suspect I was the lucky daughter.

My mom and dad said they had never met my birth mother, who requested the adoption records be kept sealed. I was told only that she was very young, refused to name the father, and wanted no future contact.

I do one final search as the skin on the back of my neck prickles.

Georgia and I share the same birthday, December 14. We both turned thirty-two a few months ago.

I close my laptop and tuck it into my shoulder bag, then check traffic. It should take me an hour and a half to get to the psych ward where Georgia is being held.

I call Scott, my bartender, and ask him to open Sweetbay’s, saying I have an appointment and I’ll be in later this evening. Then I phone Georgia’s lawyer and tell him I’ll be there at 2 P.M. I head into the parking lot and unlock my Honda, wondering what I’m about to walk into.

I’m the only person Georgia is willing to see. Why? And how long has she known about me? If she’s telling the truth, we shared a womb and a blood supply, pressing up against each other for months. We were as close as it is possible for two people to be, suspended in our own private world. Then we were split apart.

I turn on the engine and head for the highway, struggling to keep from speeding.

My actions aren’t driven by curiosity or yearning. I need to see Georgia. I’m terrified yet exhilarated, my emotions linked yet contrasting. Just like me and my sister.

Sister. How easily that word flows into my mind, like it has been tucked into a deep cranial fold all along, in a place that predates memory and knowledge, just waiting for the right moment to emerge.






CHAPTER FIVEGEORGIA



Here are the things you cannot do on the locked ward: possess a pen, earrings, shoelace, drinking glass, or pair of fingernail clippers.

You can’t wear your own clothes until you are no longer deemed a suicide risk. Fabric can be twisted and used as a noose; same with belts. You can’t drink coffee that is hot enough to burn yourself or others. You can’t choose your own mealtimes. You can’t have trash bags because you can use them to suffocate yourself or others. You can’t lock the door to your room because there is no lock.

Here are the things you can do: You can watch a skinny guy with pale, pitted skin raise a fist, yelling that he’s going to kill the man next to him for hiccuping, and see four male aides swoop in and hustle him away. You can wear green pajamas that identify you as a patient of this floor in case you manage to escape.

During art, you can follow the therapist’s suggestion and use stubby crayons to color a picture of something that makes you happy.

After lunch, you can step into the rooftop courtyard and look up at the lone, skinny tree growing in the center, straight as an arrow, as if it wants to get as far away from this place as fast as possible. The only other items in the courtyard are two plastic picnic tables with attached benches that are bolted to the ground. Their bright colors stand out against the dingy cement floor and towering, reinforced metal fences. You can’t see any other buildings or people on the outside.

You’re as isolated as a bird in a cage in the middle of a desert because this facility was built on top of a hill, originally designated to house tuberculosis patients in the early 1900s. You learned about tuberculosis in school: It was called the “white plague” and rendered victims listless and pale. The patients here could be their ghosts, drifting aimlessly through the halls a century later.

You can also lie in bed and count the number of dots in the ceiling tiles, losing your place over and over and going back to the beginning again.

You can feel yourself slipping away, your identity dissolving, as if acid is dripping over it. There’s no shiny mirror in which to see yourself, only reflective metal. No journal to jot down your secrets. No smartphone that once held your busy calendar and an album of the cutest ugly dogs you’ve spotted.

You also have no visitors scheduled, even though they are allowed to come. Your parents wish you didn’t exist; your mother spat those very words at you as you were taken away. You don’t have a boyfriend or husband, and even if you did, you wouldn’t want him to see you like this. The press would eat their own families for the chance to get in and shout questions and blind you with cameras flashing like fireworks, but they’re not permitted.

Friends? Sure, you have them, but you can’t endure seeing them. They’d be a reminder of everything you’ve lost, with their layered gold necklaces and jasmine-scented perfume and wide-open futures. If they hugged you, you would shatter. Then they would disappear through the series of locked doors that lead to the outside. And the staff would notice your emotion. You would be viewed with suspicion. The eyes on you would sharpen.

The only way to survive is to be like the others and fade into a ghost. To embrace the strange rhythms of this place. To completely lose track of time in the hopes that it will go faster until one day, you can convince the doctors and the judge that you’re rehabilitated and no longer a danger to anyone.

Unless Mandy comes. Then everything will change.

But maybe she won’t. You could spend years here without having a single visitor.

You have reached number 642 of the dots in the ceiling tile when a nurse enters your room.

“Mandy Ravenel is here to see you,” he says.






CHAPTER SIXMANDY



“You’re going to want to take that off.” A nurse named Becca points to my necklace as we step onto the elevator. “Earrings, too.”

Before I can ask why, she says, “Last week a PhD student studying deviant behavior came in and wore a lanyard. A patient wrapped it around her neck and tried to strangle her. We got him off her in time, though.”

Her tone is matter-of-fact. Like this sort of incident is as unremarkable as mentioning that we’re taking the elevator to the top floor.

I slide my hoops out of my ears and tuck them into the pocket of my slacks, then unfasten the gold chain from around my neck and do the same with it.

I wonder which patient tried to kill the student. I spent a little time researching some of the people who live in this facility. They include a young man who stabbed his father more than a dozen times and buried his body behind the garage, a middle-aged woman who tried to burn down a shopping mall because she heard voices telling her to, and a vicious gang member presumed to be sane but canny enough to have worked the system. And those are just the ones I know about. Currently twenty-two patients reside on a single floor of this hospital, accessible only through a series of locked doors.

What is it like for her here, the ex-debutante who graduated from Vassar and planned six-figure weddings and loved to run half marathons? I’ve read so much about the case I feel as if I’m getting to know Georgia in a superficial way, like she’s a character on a TV show. But I have no understanding of what makes her tick.

My heartbeat accelerates as the elevator climbs to the fifth floor. We step out. The first thing I notice is the hallway is completely empty. The second is the heavy silence. The only noise that reaches my ears is my own shallow breathing.

“You can store your purse here,” Becca says, punching a code into a small locker. I comply and she secures the door.

Becca reaches for a phone on the wall and speaks into it: “I have Georgia Cartwright’s visitor. We’re about to come in.”

She hangs up, then takes a few steps to a solid-looking brown wood door that’s significantly shorter and narrower than a standard door. Above it is a sign: No videotaping or photography permitted.

My sister would have been escorted through it only two days ago. With every footstep of hers I trace, I’m drawing nearer to her.

My skin tingles as Becca fits her key into the door and opens it. I follow her into a claustrophobia-inducing space. The ceiling is low, and there are no windows. The air feels thick and stale.

Becca pulls the door shut behind us and I hear a loud click. We’re sealed in this tiny area now.

“This is called a trap,” she tells me. “You can’t open one door unless the other one is locked.”

Becca reaches for a key again—I can’t tell if it’s the same one—and fits it into the second small wooden door.

She looks back at me. “Stay behind me as we enter, please.”

My mouth dries up. I nod, and she opens the door. I step into the locked ward.

The first person I see is a woman who has pink-mixed-with-blond hair. She’s drifting through the hallway, her face slack. She catches sight of me and changes course, heading directly for me.

To my right is the nursing station, which resembles nursing stations everywhere: There are desks and computers and charts and busy-looking employees.

There’s one huge difference.

The entire station is surrounded by thick protective walls of plexiglass. And the only way in is through another locked door. One of the nurses on the inside opens it and quickly ushers us in.

We’re in the station before the woman with pink hair reaches me. I wonder what she would have said or done if we’d come face-to-face.

“You’re going to meet Georgia in a private room, but there will be a watcher in the doorway,” Becca tells me. “If at any time you want to end the visit, signal to him. Excuse me a moment.”

She turns to confer with a colleague while I take in my surroundings.

A disheveled-looking man with a scraggly beard is standing on the other side of the plexiglass, gaping at me. I meet his eyes, and he lifts his palm and bangs on the glass.

“Turn away from him,” Becca instructs, not even raising her eyes from the chart.

I shift my body and take in the nurses and aides instead. Most of the employees on this floor look uncommonly fit and strong. And three-quarters are male. A nurse who has to be six foot four is slipping on latex gloves and filling a syringe with a gold-colored medicine. Another—with giant, tattooed biceps—is working next to a CB radio with a big sticker on it that says Security—Press 11.

There’s a cupful of miniature pens, half the length of traditional ones. It takes me a moment to realize why: If an employee takes a pen out of the nursing station and leaves it near a patient, it can’t be gripped and used as a weapon.

In the distance, I hear a woman arguing with someone, her voice shrill and jagged. I watch as a couple of burly nurses clear the hallway, leading patients around the corner and out of view.

They don’t want anyone to see me leaving the protection of the nursing station, I realize.

“Ready?” Becca looks at me. I swallow hard and nod.

She unlocks the door, and a male nurse—the one with the tattooed biceps—comes with us, staying slightly behind me and to one side.

Becca ushers me a few feet down the hallway and into a room with two chairs. They’re set far apart. “Take the one closest to the door,” she tells me.

There’s nothing else in the room. I try to shift the chair to the side and can’t; it’s as if it were made from concrete.

“Georgia will be here in a moment. Damien is going to stay during your visit.” She gestures to the male nurse standing in the doorway.

Becca leaves and my stomach tightens.

This air in this place feels thick and strange, as if it has absorbed the trauma of its inhabitants.

Footsteps approach. I jerk my head toward the door. My body tightens.

A figure appears in the doorway. I look into Georgia’s eyes for the first time.






CHAPTER SEVENGEORGIA



You can’t take your eyes off her.

It isn’t curiosity or desperation or envy. It’s more primal than that. A powerful current is arcing between you. She feels it, too. You can tell by the way her body jerks slightly, like she received a mild physical shock.

Maybe you feel it because she is your only hope. Or maybe it’s because she is part of you.

Mandy looks exactly like she did on the video you saw last month. The private investigator who found her for you sat at her bar and ordered a soda. A tiny camera on a button on his shirt filmed your sister filling the glass from the bar spigot, impaling a wedge of lemon on the rim, and sliding it forward, as if she were offering it to you.

You were mesmerized by her efficient manner and easy smile. You played that video again and again, greedily hoarding details about her: her neat, unpolished fingernails; her straight dark eyebrows over light gray eyes; the hollow between her collarbones.

And now she’s here. You have to walk past her to claim the chair opposite hers.

The aide who brought you matches pace with you, staying between you and your sister. It doesn’t matter. He can’t break your magnetic link.

As you pass Mandy, you inhale her scent. She smells fresh and clean. You don’t detect any perfume, but there’s the faintest hint of something citrusy, probably from her shampoo or bodywash.

You sit down, automatically crossing your legs at the ankle and bending your knees to one side, as you were trained to do from a young age. You see her take in your paper top and pants and sticky-bottom socks before her eyes rise to your face again, drinking you in. She looks anxious, uneasy. No. It’s more than that. She feels anxious and uneasy.

You know this because it’s as if you have slipped into her skin, as if your physiologies have seamlessly fused back together after being apart for three decades.

The aide takes up his post in the doorway, tilting his body to keep you within his line of vision. It would take him only seconds to get to you if you tried to attack your sister. Which you never would. Not this sister, anyway.

Mandy clears her throat. “Why did you ask for me?”

She’s direct, no-nonsense. She cut to the crux of the situation without any extraneous questions or attempt at small talk. Somehow you knew she would.

You need to play this moment carefully. Everything depends on it. You are supposedly in a dissociative state, which you learned about years ago because you wrote a twenty-page paper on it for a college psychology class.

The topic interested you, so you did your research and spent late nights crafting your paper. It turned out to be the most important thing you learned in college.

That paper may have saved your life.

You keep your facial muscles slack, your voice and body devoid of expression. You speak in a low monotone—too low for the watcher to hear. This message is for your twin alone. Everything depends on how she receives it.

“I didn’t do it,” you tell your sister. “And if you don’t get me out of here, they’re going to kill me.”






CHAPTER EIGHTMANDY



She’s lying. I just saw proof.

A moment ago, Georgia shuffled into the room, her eyes dull and her movements sluggish. With her lank hair and shapeless paper scrubs, she bears little resemblance to the chic, graceful woman I saw in photographs and videos.

Then she whispered her desperate message to me, and as her eyes fixed on mine, I saw complete awareness in them. It was as if she raised the cover of a trapdoor an inch and allowed me to peer into a secret compartment in her brain.

Behind her vacant expression is a razor-sharp, supple mind that she wielded full control over as she told me I had to get her out or she’d be killed.

Is she lying about that, too?

“Who is going to kill you?” I whisper.

She doesn’t reply. She’s perfectly still now, her mouth slightly open, her eyes downcast. She has latched the trapdoor again.

I search her face for answers. Instead, I find traces of myself: We both have a faint constellation of freckles across our cheekbones. We both have attached earlobes, and I see the markings for double piercings on hers. I have the same markings. The list tallies as my breath quickens: Her eyebrows are straight, like mine. She reaches to scratch her nose, and she does it with her left hand. When I have an itch, that’s the hand I use to scratch, too, because it’s my dominant one. Only 10 percent of people are left-handed. Georgia and I are among them.

Dizziness crashes over me. I can’t look at her face any longer.

I drop my gaze lower. Her nails are painted the shade of a ballet slipper, but on her left hand, the nail of her index finger is broken to the quick.

A vision flits through my mind: Georgia lifting the heavy sterling-silver paperweight—it was reportedly four pounds—and smashing it into her younger sister’s temple.

“I didn’t do it,” she repeats in a faint, breathy whisper, and I flinch. It’s as if she can peer into my mind, as if she is watching the violent scene play out along with me.

“Who did it, then?” I ask.

“Find out,” she whispers. “Help me.”

Who are you? I want to ask. She’s intensely familiar and a stranger, all at once. Something inside of me knows her, remembers her. Because as odd as it is to be in this alien, disturbing place, on some deep level, it also feels exactly right.

“How do I know you’re really my sister?” I ask.

Instead of answering, she does something so eerie, I rear back against my chair, trying to get farther away from her.

She reaches up, her hand slow and deliberate, and curls a few strands of hair around her index finger. Her eyes lock on mine as she pulls down her hand, stretching the hairs tight. I feel pinned into place; she seems to be sending me a strange, silent message.

She pulls her hair even tighter. It has to be painful, but she doesn’t flinch or react. The tip of her finger is turning white from the circulation being cut off.

I wait for the aide to stop her from hurting herself, but her movements are so small and slow he probably doesn’t realize what she’s doing.

Her wide, unblinking eyes stay trained on mine as she gives one final tug, yanking out her hairs by the roots.

Then she rubs her fingertips together, and I see the red-gold strands drift to the floor.

“Test them,” she whispers.

Georgia slowly begins to rise, and in a flash, the muscular nurse darts into the room, inserting himself between us. But she merely turns and begins to make her slow, unsteady way back out. She disappears down the corridor.

I look down at the hairs glinting on the white linoleum floor. A DNA test would definitively prove Georgia’s claim. That must be what she meant.

I lean forward and pick up the thin strands of hair, suppressing a shudder as they tickle my skin like the touch of a spider’s legs.

“Miss?”

The muscular aide has returned and is standing by the door. His message is clear: My visit is over.






CHAPTER NINEGEORGIA



An hour after your sister leaves, you see your first takedown.

The skinny guy who threatened to punch another man for hiccuping is agitated again. He walks the wide halls, exhaling hard through his nose, his hands clenching and re-clenching into fists. You hug the wall as he approaches, hoping he doesn’t veer toward you. Nurses and aides and a security guard are nearby, but the ones you can see are distracted, doing paperwork or interacting with other patients.

Eyes vacant, you remind yourself. Don’t show fear. You need to be an octopus blending into its background, taking on the hues and topography of the locked ward. This is just another test, you tell yourself.

The man passes and your body relaxes a fraction—until you realize he’s now behind you. His socks are soundless against the floor. If he tries to attack you, you won’t know until it’s too late.

Fresh blood, your mind whispers.

Ahead of you is a blind corner. You don’t know if anyone—patient or nursing staff—is around it.

It could be empty.

Your instincts are screaming. You slowly swivel your head, looking behind you. Your heart leaps into your throat. The pale man with pitted skin is there, muttering under his breath, his stare locked on you.

Your pulse explodes. The closest nurses are a dozen yards away, behind plexiglass. None of them are looking your way.

“Pretty baby,” the man croons. “Babies cry. Do you like to cry?”

He is between you and the nurses’ station. There’s no help nearby.

Don’t make eye contact, you warn yourself, but it’s impossible to pull away your gaze. He’s smiling at you, his lips peeling back over crooked, chipped yellow teeth. It’s the most terrifying smile you’ve ever seen.

“What’s your name?” he whispers. He’s coming closer, so close you can smell his vinegary scent. “Huh? You got a name, dontcha?”

A thin silver scar runs down his left cheek like a tear. His eyes aren’t in sync—one of them drifts upward while the other stays pinned on you.

Your chest is so tight it’s hard to breathe.

“I’ve been through the desert on a horse with no name,” he sings.

The quick footsteps behind you turn your legs to jelly. Is it another patient or someone coming to help you?

“Josh, keep walking and let her pass by.”

It’s the aide who watched you while you slept. Relief crashes through your body, even as you realize he won’t be able to protect you all the time. He can’t. There are too many patients on this floor, too many doorways and corners, too many other tasks to distract the nursing staff.

“Just taking a lil break. No law against that.” Josh cracks his knuckles.

The aide moves slowly, keeping his hands in front of him, as he positions himself next to you. You take a step back, then another, until he’s closer to Josh than you are.

“Where’s your room?” Josh asks you.

Your mind shrieks, but you can’t release a sound. If they Velcro you to the bed again and Josh finds you, you’ll be at his mercy.

“You don’t need to know that, Josh. Come on. Keep walking.”

“Pretty baby,” Josh croons. “That’s your name.”

“I’m not going to tell you again,” the aide says. “Keep walking, Josh.”

Josh doesn’t even acknowledge the man. He’s fixated on you.

What did he do to end up here? you wonder. But what you really want to know is, what is he capable of doing now?

You realize you already know the answer. You’d know it even if you didn’t see him threaten another patient, even if you hadn’t taken in the silvery scar running down his cheek. You know it the way an animal instinctively knows when sizing up another animal, calculating whether to flee or fight: He’s capable of anything.

Then you see other nurses and aides coming your way. There’s a security guard, too. Six in all. The biggest nurse holds three syringes in his gloved hand. There’s also a dark-haired female nurse, maybe forty, leading them.

The men remain a few feet behind Josh, spreading out in a semicircle, but the dark-haired nurse strides up to him, though she remains an arm’s length away. She’s wearing a knitted vest that holds all the colors of the rainbow over her scrubs.

She looks like she could be a middle school teacher or a saleswoman at a crafts store. Right now, she’s the one in charge.

“Josh, you need to go to your room,” she tells him, her voice crisp and authoritative.

“Why? I can take a walk.”

“Make the right choice, Josh. Walk to your room now.”

He sneers and lifts his arm, like he’s going to strike her, and the hallway explodes into action. The aide nearest you grabs you and yanks you away as the group of men pile onto Josh. It isn’t a melee, though. It’s as carefully orchestrated as a dance.

Josh is splayed face down, each of his limbs pinned by a different nurse or aide. But he’s still cursing and struggling. Then the big nurse holding the syringes squats down and injects them one by one into Josh’s shoulder.

Josh instantly goes completely limp, all the fight in him squashed like a bug.

“Come on, Georgia,” your watcher says, leading you away from the scene of the struggle.

You comply instantly.

You’ve just seen what happens when you don’t.
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