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To those harmed by the communities tasked with protecting them.
 May you find healing and a newer, truer home.
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Prologue

This is a womb.

That’s the image I cling to now, the only one that keeps me from screaming.

My voice has long since gone. My throat is raw and burning and I keep bending over the ledge, cupping the cold water to my mouth to soothe it. I drink until my belly distends and I vomit most of it back up. There’s no comfortable position, but it feels best to squeeze myself into a ball, listening to the rushing water thundering through the tiny chamber.

Right over there, much too close, is the body. Normally, it remains underneath the water, waterlogged, but every so often the current pushes it back up. The water’s cold, so it’s decomposing slowly, but there’s still a stench.

Since I first explored this place by touch, I was confused when my fingers met the rancid, jelly-like mass. Then I realized what was in here with me. At that moment sheer horror overtook me and I tried to force myself back through the tunnel I’d come out of, almost drowning myself in the process. Sputtering, swallowing, coughing. The current was superhuman, pushing me back like a hand. I knew even as I struggled that it was pointless. I was trapped.

How long have I been down here? There’s no way to know, but it feels like days, weeks. After the initial shock and terror, anger started buzzing through my body, battling with the cold that numbed my fingers and toes. I replayed the scene over and over: standing at the lip of the hole with the others, my chest squeezing in sadness and fear. I hadn’t wanted her to go in. But it was what she’d decided. Only: she tricked me. They all did. As she walked up behind me, I didn’t even turn. And then: two warm palms on my lower back, shoving me into the swirling void.

Eventually, hunger overtook the anger, steak knives stabbing into my belly. But that receded too. I think you can survive a long time on just water, and I have all the water in the world. I drink where it comes out, away from the corpse.

Now, the cold: that’s what will probably kill me. I knew it was important to dry off on the ledge, but even now, I continue to shiver. Sometimes it stops, starts again, like I’m a faulty machine.

The darkness is the worst part, even more than the cold, but I’ve gotten used to it too. Now it feels like a velvety sleep mask, helping me to drift in and out of consciousness. There’s no night or day. Just slow seconds that tick by whenever I happen to be awake.

My mind has become very still, empty, like a flat pond. Every so often the claustrophobic reality breaks the surface: the awareness of the tons of solid rock surrounding me, that immense weight pressing in from all sides. When this happens, all I can do is shriek and keen into my hands. My fingers, scraped and bloody, burn from the salty tears.

New thoughts arise: This isn’t a cave. This is a womb. I am not yet born. I do not yet exist. All I have to do is wait.

They’re soothing and help me drift back to sleep.

At some point, something new happens. Under the rush of water, I hear a voice. At first it’s a whisper, a hiss by my ear that sounds so real I sit up and hit my head on the rock ceiling.

But no—of course there’s no one else here. There isn’t room.

It’s just me. My own mind, turning on me.

But it’s weird—isn’t it?—that I can’t quite make out the words. A phrase repeated, either: Are you the savior? or Will you save her? The whispers are sibilant, snakelike.

Savior/save her?

Save what? Save who? I dwell on the question, lazily, like a stoned person pausing in a stream to pick up an interesting rock. The whispers multiply, meld. Eventually, they become a symphonic kind of lullaby. I drop the interesting rock and lie down in the stream. It’s warm, and the sun shines overhead. Something slips against my calf, smooth and scaly. I shiver, wishing it away.

You’re not done yet.

The same voice, this time warning in a clear tone. But I am done. My mind is shunting inward, slipping out of my grasp, like a phone dropped down a deep well. Right before I turn off completely, I wonder if it’s the next life, tapping on my knee, waiting for me to be reborn.
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“Why don’t we draw our greatest fears?” Ace cocked his head as he handed me back the stack of computer paper. “Or is that too dark?”

“That’s an idea.” Uncertain, I took my own sheet and set the stack neatly to the side. Was it too dark? I’d been thinking of asking the art therapy group to draw their favorite meal, but knew Ace and Lydia would reject it immediately. I was running out of ideas. There was only so much you could do with crayons, the sole approved materials: blunt, soft, safe.

“Don’t ask me about those, honey.” Lydia swept back her gray-streaked mane. She looked like a well-kempt Upper East Sider, incongruous with the sights and sounds of a public hospital’s inpatient psychiatric unit. “That’s a door you really don’t want to open.”

“Why not? Come on! You need to face your fears head-on.” Ace spun a red crayon in his fingers. “Right, Dr. Thea? Aren’t you always saying that?”

“Ace, you know I’m not a doctor.” I’d told him this multiple times to no avail. My coworker Amani had warned me during his first hospitalization, but being a naïve newbie, just off my two-year social work program, I hadn’t listened. Ace had seemed so friendly, so pleasant. But in addition to manic episodes that caused him to think he had to save the world from human-presenting aliens, he also had a sixth sense for messing with you.

“Miss Thea,” he corrected amiably, scratching the back of his shaved head.

“And when do I say that?” A bead of sweat rolled down my chest. Outside, the March sky was frigid, gray, and rain-speckled, but in this wing it was always so hot.

He stared at me. “Maybe you don’t.”

“All right.” Lydia plucked a black crayon. “Biggest fear. I’m in.”

“Great.” I jumped up and went to the window, struggling until it burst open—it stopped at two inches, so no one could slide through. Damp, cool air washed over me and I sucked it in greedily. My head ached from last night, when my roommate, Dom, had again canceled our reality-dating-show-and-takeout night and I’d unwisely opened and finished a bottle of sauvignon blanc. The fluorescent lighting did not help with hangovers.

When I came back to the table, everyone was admiring a drawing Lonnie proudly held aloft. He was the best artist of the small group, but didn’t follow instructions and always produced something just like this: a naked woman with flowing locks and enormous breasts. I’d tried to fight it, first stern, then cajoling, but it hadn’t made a difference. Now I just let it go.

It now seemed strange that I’d made the efforts to start this group in the first place. Past me of only a year ago had been a different person: a second-career thirty-two-year-old who had high hopes, who really thought she could make a difference. Current me, frankly, found her embarrassing.

“A woman,” I said evenly to Lonnie. “You’re scared of women?”

“Oh, deeply.” Lonnie set down the paper and shaded in his subject’s hair—orange, just like mine. I’d been shocked to find out Lonnie had been a college professor decades before. He’d gone on medication after his first psychotic break in his thirties, but had stopped taking it, devolved into psychosis, and subsequently lost his job and home. Recently he’d been taken into police custody after threatening people on a subway platform, and we were in the process of transferring him to a longer-term care facility.

“Are you fucking kidding me?” Lydia paused in her scribbling. “You think women are the scary ones?” She caught my eye, colluding with me.

“Maybe what you’re afraid of is intimacy, Lonnie?” I tried to sound open, curious. “That would make sense. A lot of people fear—”

“Nope.” He pointed the orange crayon at me. “You. All of you.”

“I think Lon has a point.” Ace sat back, folding his arms. “Because men are physically stronger, y’all have come up with your own weapons. Mental ones.”

“Mind control?” Lydia looked skeptical, but Lonnie nodded vigorously.

“Exactly!” He stabbed the figure’s right boob with the crayon. “My ex-wife was so good at manipulating me, I would’ve done anything for her. And you know how she repaid me? Stole all my money and ran off with our goddamn dog walker.”

Lonnie’s stories about his ex-wife changed daily. It was actually interesting how he mythologized her. I didn’t know if she’d even really existed. Lonnie was mostly stabilized by meds at this point but occasionally seemed to lose his grip on reality.

“They know just what to say.” Ace nodded sagely.

Lydia scoffed. “That’s ridiculous. You want to talk about what we have to put up with? Fear of men attacking us, raping us, killing us.”

“Here we go.” Ace rolled his eyes.

“Oh, so it’s not true? So I’m just making it up? You hearing this, Red?” She turned to me, but I concentrated on dumping out more crayons. There were incredibly disturbing stats on women and domestic violence, of course—but I also knew jumping into the fray would just make it worse.

“Calm down.” Lonnie waved a dismissive hand.

“You’re just going to sit there and let them talk shit about us?” she asked me, her volume increasing.

“Why don’t we focus on the prompt. What are you drawing?” Hopefully, I could head off one of her rages, which were rare but legendary. Before she could answer, Ben, the fourth and mostly silent member of our group, let out a prolonged groan. He held the sides of his head and stared down at his paper as if he’d made an unforgiveable artistic mistake.

“Shut up, Ben,” Lydia spat. For some reason, she treated him like a bratty teen instead of the half-catatonic sixty-year-old he was. He was on a powerful dose of meds for schizophrenia and was also in the process of being moved to another care facility. He’d spent most of his time in the TV room, but had shown up for art therapy the previous week, where he’d peacefully doodled cartoon characters.

“Hey.” Ace straightened. “Don’t talk to him that way.”

“Or what?” Lydia faced him. “You’ll use one of your trusty male weapons? Kill me? Rape me?”

“Don’t worry, honey.” Ace smirked at Lonnie, who smirked back. “No chance of that.”

“Oh, I’m too old and gross, huh?” Lydia stood so fast her chair fell over. “Is that what you’re saying, you piece of shit?”

“Hey.” I set down a crayon. “Everyone, let’s just—”

“You got it!” Ace chuckled, unbothered. “No one wants to see your ugly ass.”

Lydia’s pale face flushed tomato-soup red.

“Watch out!” Lonnie called, gleeful. “The old hag will slit your throat.”

“Stop.” I said it loudly, but no one paid attention.

“Maybe I will slit your goddamn throat,” Lydia yelled, her shout bouncing around the small room.

“What is going on in here?”

We all turned. My boss, Diane, stood in the doorway, eyebrows near her hairline.

“Nothing.” As if a switch had been flipped, Lydia calmly plopped back in her seat. Ace and Lonnie went back to coloring, docile as schoolboys.

“Well, it doesn’t sound like nothing.” Diane strode in, her trademark block-heeled pumps clicking on the floor. Diane was only a little over five foot two, but the power she held here was incredible. I’d brought it up once with Amani. Transference. She’d shrugged. Everyone sees Diane as Mommy.

“Hi, Diane.” Guilt and embarrassment flooded my system. I felt like my teacher had asked me to monitor the classroom and returned to find that I’d completely lost control.

Diane stood behind Ben’s chair, peering down at the scribbles. Lonnie had deftly flipped his paper over and was now drawing a large tree.

Lydia offered Diane a rare grin. Several of her lower teeth were stubs, melted by meth use. She’d been brought in after having a psychotic break at her inpatient rehab program, where she’d punched her roommate. We were hoping the program would take her back.

“We’re just talking about our greatest fears.” Lydia tapped her paper. “I was going to draw a clown. They freak me out.”

“Mine is intimacy,” Ace jumped in smoothly. He pointed to his paper, where he’d quickly drawn two stick people next to each other.

“Oh yeah?” Diane peered down. She’d been unsure about the art group to begin with.

“Ben’s fear is failure,” Ace went on, unable to keep an amused smile off his face.

“That’s a pretty… intense prompt.” Diane looked over at me.

“Our idea,” Lydia said quickly. “Not hers. She wanted us to draw our favorite animal.”

Now they were protecting me. The hangover headache resurged.

“Sorry if we were getting loud,” I said. “People were feeling real passion for the topic.”

“Okay. Well.” Diane stepped back. Clack. “Thea, can you come to my office when you’re done here? There’s something we need to talk about.”

“Ooh,” Ace murmured under his breath, like I was getting called to the principal’s office.

“Sure,” I said breezily.

Diane left and the rest of the hour passed slowly. Ace, Lydia, and Lonnie continued to quibble, but the dangerous tension of earlier had dissipated. At the end I gathered up the crayons as the others threw their papers away.

“What’s that?” Lydia pointed to the paper I’d mindlessly scribbled at. Before I could look down, she snatched it and held it aloft.

“Is this a cunt?” Her voice was gleeful.

And I guess you could see it that way: a scribbled space, becoming darker in the center.

“Something on your mind?” Ace winked. “You know, I could give you some tips.”

“Caves.” I said it quickly, willing the incoming blush down. If I blushed in front of them, I was done for. “I have a fear of caves.”

“Scary,” Lonnie agreed in a rare moment of solidarity. Maybe he was just glad I’d let him draw breasts the whole time. They walked out together, chattering, Lydia taking Ben’s arm to lead him back to the TV room. I was reminded ridiculously of The Breakfast Club.

I stared at my paper for a moment. I hadn’t really been thinking of it—I’d mostly been pondering what Diane wanted to talk to me about, and where to get lunch—but I had dreamed about a cave last night. I’d been trapped in a tiny space. I didn’t remember the dream, just the setting: cold, damp, wet.

The memory triggered a curl of terror in my chest. I crumpled the paper up and tossed it in the trash with the others.
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I stayed in the conference room a minute longer, breathing in the stillness before opening the door. Thudding music and piercing basic cable news blasted from the nearby TV room. Halfway down the hall, a patient shouted at full volume, but as I approached he went back to muttering. Several other patients paced the hall, two of them silent, one laughing to himself. While the art therapy patients were pretty lucid, many others—because of medications or difficult diagnoses—were not.

At Diane’s office I knocked, pausing in the open doorway. She motioned me in, setting down her phone. A Black woman in her fifties, Diane was consistently poised, her raspberry lipstick always perfectly in place. Her ability to stay regulated sometimes amazed me.

“Thea. You have time for a new patient?” She watched me expectantly.

I cleared my throat. “Yes, of course.”

“Good. I have a new admission; she just came from observation.” Diane handed me a folder. “Jane Doe. Found wandering the Brooklyn–Queens Expressway three days ago; police brought her to CPEP for eval. No drugs or alcohol in her system. But really no other info.”

“What did she say?”

“Nothing.” Diane paused. “She’s mute.”

“Selectively?”

“We don’t know. But so far, she hasn’t said a word.” Diane smoothed her braids, which were twisted into a low bun. “That might change; we’ll see. She’s a 9.39 for now; we set her up in Block D. One milligram of Ativan TID. I want you to keep an eye on her.”

9.39 meant that we could involuntarily hold Jane Doe for up to fifteen days. Diane often asked us to watch out for the younger female patients, though for the most part they were able to hold their own against any SAO (sexually acting out) by other patients.

“Of course,” I said crisply. I often felt like I had to prove myself to Diane, though I suspected that tendency came more from my own insecurities than her expectations.

“Bring some paper.” Diane shrugged. “Maybe she’ll write something down for us.”



I glanced through the intake form and psychiatric evaluation notes as I headed to Block D, one of the female-only rooms. The notes were carefully handwritten and more descriptive than usual.


	White female

	Age unknown (20s/30s?)

	No drugs/alc in system according to tox report

	Arrived wearing new clothes—sweatshirt still had Target tag

	Fingers scraped and scabbed—one fingernail half torn off

	Scratches and bruises along arms + legs

	PT refuses to make eye contact or speak

	PT can do basic functions (eat, urinate) when prompted

	Working diagnosis: Psychosis Not Otherwise Specified

	Differential diagnosis/Rule out: substances not showing up in tox report, organic etiologies, schizophrenia vs bipolar/MDD with psychotic features, acute stress disorder



The back of my neck prickled. The unit was always full of a variety of patients cycling in and out, but the root causes of their issues were normally pretty straightforward: untreated disorders, lack of housing and resources, drug use, often connected and exacerbated by a societal lack of support.

This case seemed less obvious. What had happened to this woman?

Lonnie stood motionless in the entrance to Block D, hands pressed to the sides of the doorway.

“Lonnie. You know you’re not allowed here.”

He turned slowly, then smiled. “Hello, Thea.”

“Time to go.” I tried to say the words with authority, like Diane would. But he just watched me, eyes narrowed. “I’m serious.”

“I know her.” He nodded with his chin. “I think we dated.”

“I think that’s probably unlikely. But whatever the case, you can’t be here.”

Femi, one of the nurses, strode by, watching us openly. Lonnie pushed off the door, gliding in the opposite direction. I exhaled, relieved he hadn’t dug his heels in.

It smelled ripe in here: stale sheets tinged with metallic sweat. Three of the beds were filled with sleeping women, their bedding gently rising and falling. The meds and boredom meant many people were sleeping at any given time, despite the noise pouring in from the hallway.

At the back of the room, Jane Doe was on her side facing the wall. When I skirted the bed, I found her eyes wide open and staring. It made my stomach dip with eerie unreality, like I was looking at a doll or mannequin.

Her pale face was bare of makeup, her hair greasy, but she was conventionally attractive: big green eyes, sharp cheekbones, full mouth. I found my hand going automatically to the back of my head. She had the same thick copper hair as me.

That was weird. Had Diane assigned her to me because we looked kind of similar?

Of course not. It was just a coincidence. I wasn’t the only redhead in the world.

But it was more than that. Beyond the similar features, she looked—she felt—familiar. Crouching down, I studied her. Where had I seen her before? Maybe a party?

Her eyes stayed trained on the wall behind me. I followed her gaze to the scribbled-over wall, where bubble letters spelled out EAT SHIT. One hand was curled by her side, bandages covering several fingers, which jarred me back into my role.

“Hi there,” I said in a soft voice. “My name’s Thea. I’m the social worker who will be working with you. Diane told me you just got here today. If you need anything, you can let me know.”

No response.

“In the meantime, if there’s anything you want to tell me, I’ll leave this… shit.” The word popped out, unbidden, as I realized I hadn’t brought paper or a pen. “I’ll come back with some writing supplies.”

“Be careful.” The sharp words came from the next bed. Another patient, Shana, propped herself up on one elbow. “I don’t trust that bitch one bit. And you’re giving her a pen? She might stab me in my sleep.”

“No one’s going to stab you,” I said.

Her forehead creased, but then she just rolled her eyes. Her head dropped to her pillow. “Whatever. Maybe she’ll get you first.”
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“She looks like me.” I dropped the take-out bag on the glass coffee table, the rich, spicy scent of pad see ew and fried rice making my stomach growl. “People are calling her Hot Thea.”

“Seriously?” Dom was half in the fridge, rummaging for IPAs. “They said that in front of you?”

“Well, not to my face.” I settled on the couch, unboxing the spring rolls. It felt like a relief to spill to Dom, whom I’d barely seen over the last few weeks. She’d texted that afternoon, asking if I was down to reschedule takeout-and-TV for that night. Last Chance Love, a reality show where undateables went through a dating boot camp before being paired with their “perfect match,” had been our favorite show all through grad school.

“I overheard this patient say it to someone.” I dug into my noodles. “Lydia. To her credit, I don’t think she knew I was right behind her.”

“Was Lydia the one who asked when you last got laid?” Dom settled next to me.

“Yes! Same person.” That had been an interesting art therapy session. She and Ace had proceeded to discuss how old they thought I was, and whether or not I’d want dinner first. My chest warmed that Dom remembered. Early in the job, she’d convinced me to stay when I’d felt completely overwhelmed.

“You know more than you think,” Dom had said then. “And you’re naturally caring. You listen. You want to help.”

It had been encouraging, even though it was also easy for her to say. Dom’s wealthy parents had connected her to the sex therapist she now worked for. An inpatient unit was laughably different from chatting with clients about their love lives.

“Well, I think you’re the Hot Thea.” She opened her beer and took a deep gulp. “But maybe you can have some kind of gladiator-style competition to see who comes out on top.”

“I’m down.”

“Of course you’re down. You’d win. It’s always the nice ones who’re the most vicious.”

I chuckled. I’d missed this, our easy banter. Dom and I had connected over a group project early in grad school. She was a second-career therapist, like me, but she’d come from the fashion world and was herself model-like: tall, long-limbed, with a pushed-back crop of short blond hair and a dazzling smile. When she found out I was new to the city, she’d planned various nearby outings in between classes: getting classic New York–style pizza, visiting a hole-in-the-wall bookstore, downing a pickleback at a dim-lit pub. For a short time, I’d had a crush on her. While I’d always identified as straight, it had made me giddy to wonder if her attention went beyond friendliness. But I’d soon realized that many people felt this way—Dom was charismatic and flirty, and had quickly started dating several women and a nonbinary student in our program.

To my surprise, Dom had continued our friendship even after the semester ended. Our second year, she’d asked if I wanted to move into a two-bedroom she’d found. I’d jumped at the chance, even though the rent was more than I could afford.

“Anyway.” I speared a shrimp. “It’s still driving me nuts. I could swear I know her from somewhere.”

“The mirror?”

“It’s not just that,” I protested. “I’ve seen her before. Her specifically.”

“Hmm. Long-lost twin? Alternate reality Thea?” Dom scooped up a forkful of rice. “The possibilities are endless.”

“Truly.” I grabbed the remote. “Okay. Ready to see Hunter meet Tiff’s family?”

“Uh, yeah. One sec.” She leaned forward, unfurling like a spider, and set her container on the coffee table. “There’s something I wanted to talk to you about.”

“Sure.” I felt a flash of unease.

“So…” She fixed her slate-gray eyes on me. “Amelia and I have been getting more serious. And we’ve decided to move in together.”

I froze, shocked. Amelia? Dom was nonmonogamous and often dating multiple people. Had I heard the name Amelia before? I definitely hadn’t met her.

“Sorry, who?” I asked.

“I met her at the sex toy expo last summer. We were casual through the fall, but then this winter… I don’t know, something just clicked. You probably noticed I’m, like, never here.”

“I have noticed that.”

“I’m always at Amelia’s.” Dom shrugged. “She has a rad apartment, but unfortunately her building got bought and everyone’s getting kicked out. So… since our lease is up, too, I thought it seemed like perfect timing.”

“Oh. I see.” Panic surged up through my chest. Was I going to have to find a new roommate? Share a bathroom with a complete stranger? The other option was living in a tiny studio far away, which I’d done throughout grad school. I couldn’t go back to that. Especially not when I was still recovering from my breakup with Ryan two months before.

Dom took a long sip, studying me.

“Are you still dating other people?” I asked.

“We decided to just focus on each other for now. But we may open up again down the road.” A cute smile pulled at her lips. “It’s just… God, I don’t know. I’m in love! I haven’t felt this way in so long. Not since Mara.”

“That’s great.” I tried to smile. “I’m so happy for you.”

“I’m sorry to spring it on you like this.”

“No, I get it.” I kept my interested expression fixed. “Are you finding a new place?”

“No, she’ll move in here.” Dom looked around, considering. “She’s at a private practice, too, but all of her sessions are virtual, so we figured we’d turn the second bedroom into an office.”

Oh. So I was getting kicked out. Okay. Tears formed behind my eyes, but I held them at bay.

“I hope that’s cool.” She touched my forearm. “I’m going to miss living with you.”

“Me too,” I managed. “But it’s fine. I totally understand.”

“Good.” She leaned back, relieved. “I’m sure you can find something nearby. Oh, and Amelia’s cousin works at a moving company; she can totally get you a deal.”

“Great.” I shoved a spring roll in my mouth so I wouldn’t have to speak.

“Thanks for being so chill about this.” She picked up her rice. “I know things have been tough for you after the breakup.”

So she did remember. It felt too vulnerable to agree, so I downplayed it. “I’d barely call it that. We dated for like four months.”

Her brow wrinkled. “Yeah, but it sounded pretty serious. Weren’t you calling him your boyfriend?”

“For like a week.” I tried to laugh, but it sounded more like a honk.

“Commitment-phobe.” She shook her head.

Maybe that had been part of it. But it wasn’t the main reason. I envisioned Ryan staring at me, his mouth twisted in disgust.

I hadn’t told Dom the full story. I knew she’d be more open-minded—she was training to be a sex therapist, after all—but if there was even a flicker of judgment in her eyes, I wouldn’t be able to handle it.

Instead, I’d broken down and texted my former therapist, Cynthia. She hadn’t responded.

“Any dates on the horizon?” Dom dug cheerfully into her food. “Are you on the apps?”

“I was, but it’s just…” What was the best term: Depressing? Exhausting? Demoralizing?

During grad school, I’d widened my search to include women and nonbinary people after my brief infatuation with Dom. It had felt weirdly anticlimactic, maybe because I was in a progressive program and there were lots of queer people around me. Of course, I struggled with impostor syndrome, and I also knew my parents would have major issues if I dated someone who wasn’t a man. But I hadn’t yet had to worry about it—getting people to message back on the apps, much less plan to meet in person, often seemed near-impossible.

That’s why Ryan, who I’d met in person at a social worker happy hour, had seemed like such a godsend.

“Probably not a great time of year to date. Everyone’s depressed.” Dom tapped her beer can. “I’m sure things will pick up soon.”

I forced a smile. “I’m sure.”
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For the rest of the week, I kept an eye on Jane Doe, increasingly certain I knew her. Every time I stopped in her room to study her blank, frozen face, the feeling grew.

If only I could talk to her. If only I could find out what had happened to her—something so presumably horrific that it had caused her conscious mind to shut down.

On Monday morning, I came into a flurry in the break room: joyful voices ringing out, growing louder as I approached.

“Gorgeous!” Rachel was gushing to Amani. The twentysomething new hire was nice enough, but I disliked how she constantly used the royal “we,” bringing her boyfriend into every conversation. I’d always been vaguely annoyed by people who did this, shoving the reality of their relationship—the fact that they’d been somehow chosen—into my usually single face.

Now, she hoisted Amani’s wrist. “Thea, look! Our girl’s enga-a-aged!”

“Oh, wow. Congratulations!” I took Amani’s hand, exclaiming over it like a courtier, the way you were supposed to. “It’s beautiful! Derek did a great job.” I let go and Rachel snatched her hand back, examining the ring like a jeweler.

“Thanks.” Amani smiled demurely. “He let me pick it out, thank God. Otherwise I don’t know what you’d be looking at.”

“Tell her how he did it.” Rachel nudged her.

I kept my face ecstatic as Amani shared the proposal, which involved their first-date restaurant and the ring dropped in a glass of champagne.

While Dom was my aspirationally nontraditional friend, Amani was the opposite. A stunningly pretty biracial woman, she’d been with her boyfriend for years and wanted to get married and have kids soon, even though she was only twenty-six. At thirty-three, I didn’t know what I wanted. Admittedly, I’d fantasized about a more traditional life with Ryan. After all, that was the way I’d been raised: in a conservative town, to Christian parents, where the path to partners and parenthood was so straightforward. But there was a reason I’d left.

Still, a weight sat in my stomach as I did my morning rounds. Why did it seem so easy for certain people to find their person?

Maybe because they don’t have disgusting, shameful secrets like you. The insidious thoughts rose like smoke. Ones that cause people to dump you instantly.

I tried to push them away as I approached Block D. Lonnie was again in the doorway. But this time he clearly had an erection.

“Lonnie, you can’t be here.” This wasn’t the first time I’d seen someone masturbating at work, but something about it being Lonnie disturbed me.

He pulled his eyes away and focused on me. “What?”

“You. Cannot. Be. Here.” I pointed to his groin. “Do I need to call someone?” I knew he hated being put on observation, which we did for patients acting sexual or aggressive.

He scoffed, straightening his glasses. The ghostly air of his past professorship came through. “No need for dramatics.”

“Then you need to leave.”

He raised both hands. “It’s not my fault. Look at what she’s wearing.”

I peered in the door. Jane Doe was sitting on her bed, facing the back of the room, wearing one of the standard-issue sports bras given to female clients. Her shirt was laid out neatly beside her like a nurse had been called away in the midst of dressing her. The nurses had to do everything for her: walk her into the shower and soap her up and rinse her. Sit her on the toilet every few hours so she wouldn’t soil her pants like she had the second day. Feed her with a spoon.

“She’s doing it on purpose, you know.” Lonnie spit the words out, his face now rigid with anger. “She’s fooling us all. She’s a spy; can’t you see that?”

Before I could respond, he strode off, muttering to himself.

I took a deep breath and went into the room. One of the other patients’ gentle snores sounded like purrs.

“Hi there,” I said in a soothing singsong as I approached Jane Doe. Diane had encouraged me to talk to her, even if she didn’t show any signs of hearing. “It’s me, Thea. Looks like you need a little help getting dressed today.”

She sat hunched over, her hands curled in her lap. A strand of drool wet her chin. I watched her for a moment, considering Lonnie’s words. He was stretching it with the spy thing, but it wouldn’t have been the first time someone had faked mutism or catatonia. According to Amani, one patient had done just that two years ago. It had ended when he’d been caught making calls in the bathroom. He’d owed dangerous people money and thought the locked doors, security cameras, and security guards would protect him. I’d wondered what had happened to him after he’d been kicked out.

But Jane Doe… It was clear to me, at least, that she truly wasn’t here. That she’d retreated to some back corner of her brain.

I picked up the shirt, noticing a tattoo on her pale, sunken chest, over her heart. It looked like a symbol or hieroglyph about two inches high. I didn’t remember reading about a tattoo in her chart.

I leaned closer. The symbol was a spiral inside a triangle, with dots at different intervals along the curve of the spiral.

I’d seen it before. The small tug of recognition ignited a spark of excitement.

But where? I couldn’t remember. If I could look it up, though… it had to be online.

I looked to the bedside table for the pad and pen before remembering another patient had presumably taken them. I pulled my phone out of my back pocket, and before I could even pause and question it, I took a photo. The sound was on and the loud click in the quiet room made me flinch.

“Okay.” I slipped the phone back and stood. “Let’s get you dressed.” It was surprisingly hard to wrangle an item of clothing onto someone who did nothing to help you. But as I pushed her cold hands through the sleeves, I also shoved away the remorse and fear rearing up.

Taking a picture of a shirtless female patient—I could get fired for that.

But another part argued back.

You did it for a reason.

It’s a clue to who she is, what she went through.

You’re just trying to help.
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As soon as I got home that night, I grabbed my laptop to research Jane Doe’s tattoo. I’d felt vaguely guilty the entire day with the shirtless photo on my phone. But now my unease switched to anticipation. With a quick Google search I found a free, ads-laden site called Shapefinder. As directed by the site, I drew the symbol on a piece of paper, then took a picture and uploaded it. I clicked FIND SHAPE, as weirdly excited as a kid holding a wrapped present. What—of everything in the world—was within it?

But the top result was a letdown: NO HITS.

I let out my breath. Really? Nowhere in the vast universe of the internet?

Below the result were the words: DID YOU MEAN? and a row of symbols. I clicked on the first one, which showed a spiral within a box.


Symbol for Nehebkau, one of the original Egyptian gods who took the form of a snake. Nehebkau’s name means “to unite.” He was thought to yoke the ka (double or spirit) with the physical body. Before creation he lived in the waters of Nun with other primordial gods.



Okay. So Jane Doe’s tattoo was somewhat similar to a hieroglyph. Which made sense. I’d seen various hipsters in Brooklyn with ankh necklaces; at a yoga class I’d listened to a teacher explain the goddess Isis. Maybe this was the new wave in (cue eye roll) white girl spiritual chic?

Jane Doe’s blank eyes shone like headlights, cutting a path through my mind. The feeling returned, more strongly than ever, that I knew her. And that the answer was right there, if only I could unlock it. The symbol hadn’t shaken anything loose, specifically, but a surety spread through my chest. For some reason, it felt right for Jane Doe to have this tattoo. But why?

My phone pinged. Hey! Dom had written cheerfully, as if we hadn’t been avoiding each other. Here’s a 10% code for Amelia’s cuz’s moving co!

“Wow,” I said out loud. “Thanks so much.” But there was no point in sharing my hurt. And to be fair, Dom had found the apartment originally. I opened Facebook Marketplace to keep searching. I had new message notifications; a few were apartment-related, but my eyes went immediately to the message from Melissa Bellmont, paired with a friend request.

My body went still, my breath waiting in my lungs, as I clicked.


Hi Thea! I’m co-heading the committee for the 20-year OSLS 8th grade reunion. Can you believe it’s been 20 years???? I know we’ve fallen out of touch, and you live in New Yawk now, but if you’re interested in being on the mailing list, LMK, I don’t think I have your current email. Here’s the FB page for the reunion. If you can’t make it, I’d still love to see you sometime, LMK if you’re ever back here in town. XOXO M



With a sick, sliding feeling in my gut, I clicked on the link. The Facebook page featured a scanned photo of twenty-three eighth graders in front of a playground. Some of the boys were casually hanging out on top of the monkey bars. My eyes went immediately to Adam, his dark curls tousled by the breeze. He was flanked by Scott and Mike, who were always there to laugh hysterically at his insults. Then I scanned for the blurry, unsmiling girl standing next to the slide. There she was: her shoulders curved in, her frizzy red bangs covering her face. My younger self. Melissa’s arm slung around her shoulders. This must’ve been taken before Melissa had moved into the cool group. At least in the beginning, she’d protected me. She’d had no idea what had happened, or rather—at the time this picture was taken—would happen.


20 YEAR REUNION!!!!! We can’t believe it’s been 2 decades either!!! If you missed the 5, 10, or 15th year reunion, NOW is the time to return to the community that made you who you are today!!!! Tickets include a full night of swanky fun: dinner, drinks, and dancing. Contact Pam Felcher or Melissa Bellmont with any questions.

Special guests include: Mrs. Hobbs, Principal Duffy, and Pastor John—



I slammed the screen down.

I sat there for a moment, mind swirling, then threw the computer on the couch and went to the bathroom. I washed my hands, staring at myself in the mirror.

“You’re fine,” I told my reflection. I looked dazed, my freckles standing out more than usual against my pale skin. My eyes were ringed by blue circles, despite the concealer I’d spackled on. I hadn’t been sleeping well since the breakup.

In the kitchen, I pulled out the vodka. This called for a drink. Multiple drinks. The message from Melissa had opened the floodgates, and even as I took my giant gimlet back to the couch and turned on the TV, I couldn’t help but feel like I was back there, where I’d been frozen in time, at thirteen.

A year ago, Mom had gone on a Marie Kondo binge and had mailed me my old papers, drawings, and diaries. I’d tossed most of the assignments and art, but hadn’t been able to get rid of the diaries. Especially the one from eighth grade, with the grinning cartoon cat face on the front. Instead, I’d shoved them as far back in the closet as they’d go.

But it wasn’t that simple. Even though I could keep the memories locked away most of the time, there was one situation where they’d undoubtedly resurface:

If I wanted to have an orgasm.

It felt particularly cruel that everything that had happened with Pastor John and Adam that year would become what my sexuality would grow around, like a pearl forming around a rough grain of sand. Last year on a Reddit deep dive, I’d found the term “trauma-informed kink,” which seemed related, but not totally accurate. After all, it wasn’t like I enjoyed what I had to do, to revisit, in my mind. It was just necessary for me to get off.

I’d never told anyone, imagining the horror that would spread over their face. I hadn’t even told my previous therapist Cynthia, the shame just too sharp. But with Ryan, I thought it’d be different. After all, he was a social worker, too, and the most understanding and sensitive man I’d ever dated. I’d felt at first a tug and then an urgent need to open up to him, to show him this part of me that felt so embarrassing and ugly.

After he asked me to be exclusive, I couldn’t hold it in any longer. I spilled one night while we were cuddling in sweaty sheets postsex. Ryan was the first man I’d been able to have sex with completely sober, something that would’ve blown my mind in my twenties. I’d never felt this safe and loved before.

“Can I tell you something?” I asked. “Something I’ve never told anyone?”

“Of course.” His eyes widened with anticipation.

So I told him. I watched his eyes go from sleepy to alert to, finally, pissed off.

And then, when I finished, he slipped out of bed and started putting his clothes on.

“What are you doing?” I asked, my voice caught in my throat.

He paused to look at me, his lips pressed in a line behind his beard. “I’m not sure what to say, Thea. Other than that makes me feel extremely uncomfortable. I’m not cool with it.”

“Well, I’m not either.” I wanted to melt quietly into the bed but forced myself to sit up. “I thought… I wanted to tell you because it’s something I struggle with. I don’t enjoy it. I hate it, actually.”

“Okay. Well, what are you doing about it? Are you working on it in therapy?”

“I told you—Cynthia moved away.”

“That was like a year ago. Why haven’t you gotten another therapist?”

“I’ve just been busy.” I looked down. “With work.” The truth was that when Cynthia had left so quickly—announcing her two-week departure after years of working together, years in which she’d helped me survive COVID alone in a tiny studio in Queens—I’d felt completely blindsided and burned. I couldn’t even imagine starting all over again, trying to trust someone who might end up dropping me in the same way.

And I knew it was hopeless, anyway. I’d tried many times to have an orgasm without dipping back into the memory—but it just didn’t work. It was like trying to unlock a door without the key.

Ryan clapped the back of his jeans to check for his wallet, and I forced myself to continue. “Maybe I’m not explaining it right. I didn’t mean to offend you.”

“I mean, what do you expect? You’re using my body like a sex doll.” He raised his hands. “Not that there’s anything wrong with sex dolls. But I’m not okay being used in that way.”

“That’s not what it’s like,” I protested, but Ryan was already striding out of the room.

I sat there stunned, listening to him gathering his things. By the time I pulled my discarded dress over my head and went out into the living room, the door was slamming shut behind him.

If only Dom had been there that night. Maybe I would’ve told her what had happened. Maybe she would’ve responded more kindly than Ryan had.

But instead I drank a bottle of wine, cried, and passed out in bed.

The next head-splitting morning I was still mortified but trying to figure out what to text him to make this okay. Maybe I could pretend it had been a joke? But then my phone dinged.

I’m sorry. I can’t do this.

I wrote back immediately: Can we talk?

No response.

Ever.

I’d texted Cynthia that night, saying I know she’d moved away but I really needed to talk to her. She, too, had failed to respond. I’d waited for a day, two days. I couldn’t believe that this woman I’d spilled my guts to, someone whose kindness and wisdom had made me want to become a social worker myself, would just ignore me.

But she did.

And so finally, I decided there was only one way forward. I might be irrevocably sexually broken, yes, but other people didn’t need to know.

I would just not make the mistake of telling anyone ever again.
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The next day, I figured out who Jane Doe was.

It happened in the morning. I’d gotten in earlier than usual and was taking the time to stalk Dom and Amelia on Instagram. Dom rarely ever posted—until now, when she’d put up a ton of lovey-dovey photos with Amelia: kissing in a red-lit lounge, grinning lazily over brunch, driving somewhere in hip sunglasses—where were they even? It looked rural…

Amelia had a luxurious mane and a cute gap in her front teeth. She and Dom together looked like actor/models who’d met on a movie set.

“Morning!” Amani sailed towards the coffee machine. “How’re you?”

“Hi! I’m fine.” And I was fine. Dom had originally found the apartment, and she was now allowed to bring in Amelia. I couldn’t have expected us to live together forever anyway.

“How are you?” I turned to Amani. “Any wedding planning happening yet?”

She rolled her eyes as she poured a mug. “We had an argument about it last night. Derek has no concept of how much work is going to be involved. I think I’m going to demand a wedding planner.” She settled at the table next to me. “What’s been going on? Hey, weren’t you supposed to go on that date…”

“They canceled.” I rubbed my eyes. “It’s just so much freaking work. Sometimes I wish I lived in a small village and had only two viable options to choose from.”

“But that’s the cool part,” she protested. “I never would’ve met Derek in person—we moved here at different times, lived in different neighborhoods, and worked in different industries.” She smirked. “And he’s so different from the guys I used to date.”

“In…”

“College. High school.”

“What about junior high?” The question triggered that anxious, edgy feeling I’d had seeing the reunion Facebook page. “Did you date then?”

“I had a boyfriend.” Amani stared into space. It made sense, her being one of those girls who aways had someone holding her hand, carrying her books. “Jared.”

“Was he nice?”

“Nope. He cheated on me with my friend.” She chuckled. “Kissed her at our eighth-grade graduation party at Dave & Buster’s. Total shit show.”

“Yikes. I’m sorry.”

“Yeah. I decided: only nice guys from now on. Though I had to learn the lesson a few more times.” She shrugged. “What about you?”

This was the great thing about social worker colleagues: everyone always asked questions back.

“I didn’t date at all back then. I was way too shy and nerdy.” The words felt slightly hollow. That was true, of course. But in some ways, I had felt like I’d been in a relationship.

Suddenly, I felt like I needed to tell someone what had happened the night before. “Speaking of junior high, I got a random Facebook message from my former BFF.” I filled Amani in, watching her eyes widen.

“You have to go!” She sprayed granola particles in her enthusiasm.

“No way. I’d never want to see any of them again.” At her consternation, I continued. “It was a Christian school—just twenty-three of us in the grade. There was bullying, that kind of stuff.”

“Oh.” Amani became more subdued. “I see.”

“I wonder if it was easier or harder being a thirteen-year-old in—what year was that?”

She chuckled. “We’re only a few years apart.”

“But that can make such a difference!” I cried. “You’re—what, twenty-six? I’m thirty-three. So that’s… wow, seven years. What was popular back then, do you remember?” This felt weirdly compelling, connecting our thirteen-year-old selves across space and time.

“Well, we loved the movie Ricky’s Room.” Amani laughed. “We’d get high on candy and drool over Charlie Becker.”

“He was after my time. But I had some major crushes too. Do you remember Sebastian Smith?”

She stared blankly.

“You don’t know Sebastian Smith?” I asked.

“Maybe it sounds familiar?”

“Oh my god. He was gorgeous. And talented. It was actually really tragic; he died young, in his twenties.” I pulled out my phone, googled, and showed her a moody black-and-white portrait.

“Oh, he’s cute.” She considered. “He kind of looks like Leonardo DiCaprio in Titanic.”

At least she’d seen that. “Yeah, he had the same floppy early 2000s hair.” Warm nostalgia spread through my ribs. “Melissa and I really thought we were in love with him. He was in this bizarre movie that we loved: Stargirl.” Something twitched in the back of my brain.

“Stargirl,” Amani echoed.

“Have you seen it?” I asked eagerly.

“No. But if you saw it at thirteen I was only—what. Six?”

I clicked back to the images of Sebastian. Many were from his heyday as a young teen: middle-parted blond hair, large blue eyes, freckled snub nose. He looked so young, delicate, even feminine. Maybe that’s why Melissa and I had liked him. Compared to older men with muscular arms and bulges in their pants, Sebastian was pretty and safe.

“What was Stargirl about?” Amani asked. Clearly, she didn’t want to start work today either.

“It was kind of bizarre. It was about this Egyptian priestess.” I typed it in. The Rotten Tomatoes ratings showed a 22 percent critical score and 31 percent audience score. The still images from the film reminded me of the other reason I’d liked the movie so much: the actress who’d played the titular Stargirl, a thirteen-year-old redhead and Sebastian’s love interest, had looked a little like me. I googled the cast. The picture of Sebastian was from when he was older—still acting but swiftly moving towards his death by heroin overdose. His feminine features had morphed, his large eyes alien-seeming in his gaunt face.

“Egyptian priestess?” Amani echoed.

“Yeah. She was in love with this guard, played by Sebastian. But… yeah, I think she was also having an affair with the king?” The actress was Catherine O’Brien. Of course.

“Scandalous.” Amani yawned and stood, grabbing her purse and walking to the lockers.

And it had been scandalous. Melissa and I had snuck into the R-rated film after buying tickets for a PG movie. We’d both been shocked and titillated by how someone our age could be so tantalizing that adult men couldn’t stop themselves from seducing her. Thinking back now, it was quite horrifying that a thirteen-year-old could be sexualized to that degree. But at the time, at least in my memory, most people hadn’t questioned it. Maybe because it had been set in “ancient” times?

I clicked on Catherine O’Brien’s headshot. I remembered that she’d dated Sebastian IRL after the movie—which had caused it to seem even more romantic. The pictures that popped up mostly showed her as a teen, her red tresses blow-dried into the chunky layers people had back then. Wow. She really had looked a lot like me, more than I remembered. I scrolled down and paused on one of the few pictures of her as an adult.

My stomach dropped.

“Amani.” I waved her over and showed her the screen.

She squinted. “This is… the actress?”

My mouth was suddenly dry. I licked my lips. “Who does that look like?”

“What do you mean?”

The photo showed twentysomething Catherine on a white leather couch in a chambray shirt, smiling serenely into the camera.

All the pieces locked into place.

“It’s Jane Doe.” An immense relief settled over me. I had known her.

“What?” Amani grabbed my phone. “Oh my god.” She went on, her speech rapid, but I didn’t hear. It was like scratching an itch I’d had for days; I luxuriated in it, the answer to all the persistent questions.

“Thea.” Amani handed my phone back. “We need to tell Diane. I mean, this is her, right? It looks exactly like her!”

“Yeah.” I stood, taking a swig of my cooled coffee, feeling tranquil. “We do.”

On the way to Diane’s office, a memory popped up. At thirteen, I’d been so fascinated by Catherine—and by how she’d mesmerized Sebastian—that when I’d read she favored Clinique Happy perfume, I’d stolen a twenty from Mom’s purse to buy it at JCPenney at the mall. I’d never done anything like that before; I was always the good girl, but I couldn’t figure out how to explain to Mom why I needed it so badly without revealing that I’d seen an R-rated movie.

I hadn’t regretted it either. I’d kept the sweet, citrus scent in my backpack and only put it on in the bathroom at school. It was like a magic potion, giving me some of her confidence, so that the cruel barbs from Adam and the gleeful smirks of the cool girls didn’t hurt quite so much. The scent would fade by the time I got home, but often I’d put it on before I went to bed, hoping for a rare but delicious dream that I was Catherine, holding Sebastian’s hand and kissing his soft lips and basking in his adoring gaze.
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When Amani and I burst into Diane’s office, talking over each other and waving our phones, she was reapplying her lipstick. She nodded, remaining composed as we explained our findings.

The only crack came when she muttered, “Good Lord” under her breath, studying the pictures of Catherine. There were just a few photos of her as an adult—from announcements that she’d been cast in a TV show before it had been canceled, as well as from a red-carpet event where she’d worn a shimmering silver dress. But even with her makeup, blown-out hair, and bright grin, you could tell. Jane Doe was Catherine O’Brien.

“We have to call the police, right?” I asked. Seeing Catherine all dolled up, her features rendered obscenely large by makeup, felt like I was looking at an Instagram-filtered version of myself. It also made her current state—blank, pale, unable to meet her basic needs—even more alarming. “Or her parents?”

“No.” Diane handed back my phone. “We talk to her.”

“But she won’t talk,” I protested. “Because of whatever horrific thing she’s been through.”

“Lots of our patients have been through horrific things.” Diane stood, smoothing down the front of her blouse. “We don’t breach their confidentiality or treat them differently just because they’re actors.”

So Diane thought I was asking for special treatment because Catherine was a celebrity.

But Catherine wasn’t just any celebrity. I wouldn’t feel this buzz of excitement coursing through my veins for just any famous person, would I? Catherine had unknowingly been a huge part of my life at thirteen, when everything had felt so intense, so momentous, so stormy. Of course her arrival in my workplace would give me a thrill.

Still, I had to act calm. Diane sent Amani off to her daily duties and we headed to Block D. The room was unexpectedly empty apart from the prone figure of Jane/Catherine in the last bed on the right. I wish I’d come here first, before telling Diane, so that I could fully take her in, watching her expressionless face meld into my memories of the beautiful, brash teenage Catherine.

Her glass-green eyes were wide open, staring at the wall. Diane leaned over and put a hand on her shoulder. As if mechanized, she pulled herself up to sit, her bare feet dangling over the side of the bed. I’d seen this a few days before; it was like the nurses had trained her—to sit up for food and medications. The blue socks with rubber treads on the bottom were set neatly on the tiny nightstand, to be slipped on before walking her to the bathroom.

I remembered suddenly that in Stargirl, her priestess character had been named Thuya—another cause for connection, the name so close to mine. It now seemed obvious that she was an actress, her features so sharp and defined. Sure, her eyebrows were overgrown and she had a smattering of acne on her chin. But I should’ve known immediately who she was.

Diane crouched in front of her. “So, we just received information that your name is Catherine O’Brien. You’re an actress from Los Angeles. Your parents are Killian and”—she checked her phone—“Lisette. Does any of that sound familiar?”

Catherine remained motionless. But she swallowed, her throat jumping. The movement made me clench the pen and paper I carried.

“You’re over eighteen, so we don’t have authority to call your parents or the police without your permission. But”—Diane motioned and I handed the items to her—“we want you to think about it and let us know how you’d like us to proceed. Okay?” Diane set the paper and pen in Catherine’s lap.

What now? Diane stood, her knees popping. “Why don’t you stay with her for a little bit.” I nodded, but Diane was already clack-clacking to the door. “Talk to her,” she threw over her shoulder.

It had always felt awkward to me, conversing one-sidedly with Catherine. But now, in the empty room, just the two of us, I couldn’t not talk.

“I—I hope this isn’t ridiculous to say, but I was a huge fan.” I perched on the bed next to her, the mattress shifting under my weight. “My best friend and I watched Stargirl so many times—she got the DVD at the mall and we would secretly watch it in her basement late at night during sleepovers. We had a such a big crush on—” It hit me that Catherine—catatonic or not—probably wouldn’t want to be reminded of her deceased costar and ex-boyfriend.

“Anyway,” I went on. “Some people thought I looked a little like you.” One person in particular. Catherine’s bottom lip dropped open; she was breathing through her mouth. Her shoulders were slightly slumped, her whole body, as usual, slack.

“That’s why you have the tattoo,” I said as it clicked into place. The symbol had looked familiar because it had been in the movie! I tried to remember what it had stood for, exactly. I wished I could pull out my phone and scan the red-carpet photos of her, see if I could spot the mark. But I’d refrain until later.

“I wonder what happened to you,” I went on. “I wish I could help you.” Catherine hadn’t moved, and maybe it was my own imagination, but it felt like there was something—some new awareness—in the room.

I could almost hear her responding words: Help me what?

“To wake up,” I said softly.

A rustling: Catherine’s hand was moving against the paper. My body went rigid as I watched her fingers close around the pen.

But she was holding it wrong—grasping it like a baton, the tip facing up.

I moved to correct the pen’s placement, my mouth forming words—Wait, let me—when the pen flew upwards at my throat.
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I scrambled back, leaping off the bed and pressing myself against the wall. Catherine’s face was suddenly a blotchy red, her teeth bared, and she wielded the pen like a knife.

“You tricked me!” she cried. “How could you do that to me?”

Even in the rush of shock and fear, I marveled at the familiar throaty voice.

“Catherine, wait.” I held up my hands. “I didn’t do anything—”

“You tricked me!” She took a step forward, and I darted towards the door, shouting: “Security!”

“It should’ve been you! It should’ve been you!” She lowered her head and ran at me. I raced into the hallway, where a small crowd of patients was already gathering. I had a split second of unreality—Catherine O’Brien is chasing me, seriously?—before she jumped on my back. We both hit the ground, and I managed to wrench the pen from her grip and shove her off. She sprang back onto me, pinning my shoulders to the ground. Tears poured down her cheeks as she shrieked, the words unintelligible. Then she looked up, jumped to her feet, and took off down the hallway.

“Run, bitch, run!” one of the watching patients called out.

Catherine was nearly at the doorway when her bare feet slipped. Her head connected with the metal doorframe, and she sank to the ground with a moan.

Security guards Frank and Caleb appeared and bent over her. Catherine reanimated—punching, kicking, and screaming—until Nurse Femi managed to stick a needle in her arm to sedate her. In the sudden silence, the ghosts of Catherine’s shrieks still rang in the air.

“Thea.” Amani kneeled next to me and pointed at the front of my button-down shirt. Somehow in the struggle it had ripped open and my nude bra was visible.

“Oh.” I closed it, aware of the patients surrounding us.

“I have an extra T-shirt in my locker.”

“Thanks.” I was shaking. I got up and strode to the group around Catherine. A small trail of blood streamed from her head onto the gray tile.

Femi turned to me. “We paged the medical rapid-response team. They should be here in a minute.”

“You all right?” Frank asked.

“I’m fine.” The fear and adrenaline pumping through my system would say otherwise. I stared down at the now-unconscious Catherine, who looked like she was peacefully sleeping.

What the fuck had just happened?

“Okay, show’s over!” Amani clapped. “Let’s clear the hall, everyone.”

“Damn, Dr. Thea.” There was Ace, chewing gum and smiling. “Was it something you said?”



The rapid-response team took Catherine to the medical unit for testing, including a CT scan, when she awoke. For the rest of the day, staff and patients alike kept asking me to rehash what had happened, and I responded that I really didn’t know (staff) or that I couldn’t talk about it (patients). But any psych unit is filled with constant activity, and though shaken and bruised, I slipped back into work mode surprisingly easily.

It wasn’t until I was on the subway home that the feelings of disquiet and disbelief rushed back. I watched myself in the reflection of the subway car’s window. It was blurry and smeared, enough that I could imagine myself looking at Catherine.

Somehow Diane and I confronting Catherine with her name and identity had 1) snapped her back into reality and 2) caused her to attack me. I couldn’t get her eyes, shining with a mixture of anguish and fury, out of my mind. She’d thought I was someone else—but who? What did she think I’d done?

You tricked me!

It should’ve been you!

I pulled out my phone at the next subway stop and googled Catherine when the cell service kicked in. Her Wikipedia page shared the basics: that Catherine was the only child of writer and director Killian O’Brien and actress/model Lisette O’Brien. That she’d grown up in LA and had been acting since she was a baby, first in commercials, then in a two-season sitcom. She’d been in various movies throughout her childhood, and at eleven was still acting in ensemble casts; her first lead role was in her father’s movie Stargirl, which came out when she was thirteen.

I clicked on the Wikipedia page for the movie, pausing at the paragraph labeled Development:


Catherine’s father, Killian (who she became estranged from in her twenties), has widely stated that he got the idea for Stargirl from a dream Catherine told him about. He claimed in interviews that he believed Catherine may have been dreaming about a past life experience—both Killian and Lisette are self-proclaimed Buddhists and believe in reincarnation. Killian shared that Catherine helped him write the script, answering his questions easily about life as a “living goddess” or a temple priestess.



The movie had grossed more than $198 million and had been generally favorably reviewed at the time. There was a section on Controversy; apparently feminist and religious groups had rightly blasted the film for its sexualization of a child. Catherine had been thirteen during the filming, and though a body double had been used for nude scenes, her implied sexual relationship with both Sebastian Smith, as the temple guard, and thirty-six-year-old David Cunningham, who’d played the pharaoh, had raised at least some eyebrows. Killian had defended the movie by stating that girls in ancient Egypt were considered marriable adults after their first period.

Whoa. Well, that’s gross.!

Feeling unsettled, I went back to the plot summary:


In ancient Egypt, thirteen-year-old Thuya is a living goddess who resides in the city temple. During a ceremony, she passes out from heat exhaustion and wakes up to hear the pharaoh’s aide questioning her fitness for the job. Back in the temple, Thuya argues with a guard named Hapi. She calls him disrespectful and rude, but softens towards him after he teaches her how to play a logic game. Thuya finds it stimulating in her otherwise tedious life. The pharaoh calls Thuya to his chamber and complains that his wife can’t give him a child. He points to Thuya’s birthmark, which looks like a dotted spiral within a triangle, and says that it shows she has been marked for greatness and that he would like to take her as his wife.



That’s what the symbol was—Thuya’s birthmark.


Thuya tells Hapi about the pharaoh’s plan and Hapi threatens to kill him with his prized possession: his deceased father’s dagger. During preparations for a festival on the spring equinox, Hapi convinces Thuya to use the confusion of the day to run away with him to a neighboring town. Conflicted because of feelings for the pharaoh, Thuya finally agrees.

Shortly before the festival, a newcomer arrives at the palace, claiming to be a sorcerer. He tells the queen of the affair between Thuya and the pharaoh and advises her to kill Thuya. The sorcerer promises to put a spell on Hapi to get him to fall in love with the queen so that he’ll reveal their escape plans.

Thuya’s mother has a dream of Thuya dying in the desert. She comes to the palace with her husband and demands to see her daughter. But Thuya refuses, angry that her parents gave her up at a young age to the royal court because of her birthmark and red hair.

As Thuya and Hapi escape, the queen’s soldiers stop them. At first Thuya believes Hapi has betrayed her and refuses to follow him. Guards spear him, and he dies in Thuya’s arms while slipping her his knife. The pharaoh appears, confessing he overheard her and Hapi and decided to put an end to their plans. Guards subdue Thuya, take her knife, and leave her in the desert, where she dies.

In the last scene, Thuya opens her eyes to find she’s on a spaceship. She enters a kitchen to see the queen, who smiles and says, “Good morning, Theta.” The camera pans down, showing that Thuya/Theta is clutching Hapi’s dagger behind her back. Then the camera pans out the window and into space, zooming out until the entire galaxy is visible—which matches the birthmark on Thuya’s/Theta’s chest.
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