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PROLOGUE
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The siren fell silent as the ambulance came to a stop.

That silence frightened Marcus more than the noise. Since they had left the factory, he had clung to the two notes clearing their way, to the shudder of the vehicle, to the certainty that someone up front knew where to go. Now the rear doors would open. He would have to let go of Simone's hand. He would have to let strangers take her into a building whose corridors and rules he did not know.

He looked at their fingers clasped together. Beneath his thumb, a trace of red paint still marked his daughter's skin. He had wanted to wipe it away with the edge of his sleeve, then stopped. The paramedics had asked him not to clean anything before the doctors and investigators had recorded what they found. He had obeyed. For once, he had not tried to decide what was best for her.

— Mr Haynes?

One of the paramedics had turned towards him.

— We're here. You'll get out with us, but you'll need to give them room at the entrance.

Marcus nodded. He understood. He was not sure his hands understood too.

Simone stirred slightly. Her eyelids opened on a strip of white light. She looked at the ceiling, then at her father's face. Her lips trembled.

— Dad...

— I'm here.

She tried to lift her head. The paramedic gently placed a hand near her shoulder and asked her to stay lying down. Marcus saw the fear return to her eyes. He no longer needed words to recognise that fear.

— Are you coming? she asked.

— As far as the door. And after that, I'll be right beside you.

He wanted to say everywhere, always, without ever leaving. But he had already promised too many things he could not guarantee. This much he could guarantee: he would go into that hospital. He would wait. He would not leave without knowing where she was.

Don't ask her to reassure you. You're the one who has to hold on.

The doors opened with a metallic thud. The night air swept in, mingled with the smell of hot brakes and disinfectant. Marcus climbed out, stepped aside to let the stretcher pass, then walked alongside his daughter. The little wheels clacked sharply at every joint in the floor. Without meaning to, he began counting the sounds. One. Two. Three. As long as he could hear them, Simone was moving forward with him.

In the lobby, Denise sprang to her feet. She still had her work uniform on beneath a hastily thrown-on jacket. Malcolm had called her on the way; she had met them at the hospital. Her gaze moved from Marcus's face to Simone's. She put a hand to her mouth, then immediately lowered it, as though her daughter needed to see her smile before her tears.

— I'm here, baby.

Simone turned her eyes towards her. Marcus could not tell whether she had heard. But Denise rested her hand on the blanket for a moment and walked with them to the doors of the unit.

There, a nurse asked them to wait.

Marcus felt Simone's fingers slipping from his. He followed them to the very last moment, without pulling, without holding her back. Then the stretcher passed through. The door closed with a soft rush of air.

Denise gripped his arm.

— Is she alive?

— Yes.

He said the word as though he had only just learnt to speak. Yes. It was all he knew for certain. All he could give his wife in that too brightly lit corridor.

They sat side by side. On Marcus's phone, a message from Darius was waiting: ‘Tessa's asleep. Call when you can.’ He wrote that Simone had been found, that she was in hospital, that they would send news. He read the sentence again before sending it. A few hours earlier, those words had seemed impossible.

Then he laid the phone on his lap and looked at his hands.

The red paint had transferred from Simone's skin to his own fingers. It made an uneven stain, without a pattern, without meaning. Yet Marcus saw the room in it, the smoke, his daughter's motionless face. He closed his fists.

A few weeks earlier, those same hands had applauded in her high school's gymnasium. He had thought the future began that day. He had thought his pride would be enough to make his daughter feel ready.

On the evening of the ceremony, he had heard a click upstairs.

A lock turning.

Now, in the hospital corridor, he would have given everything he owned to return to that moment and understand what he had failed to hear.
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To the fear that made me believe my life belonged to other people.
I keep the memory of what I have lived through.
I set out again towards the person I can become.
ACT I — THE SHADOW
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CHAPTER 1 — Graduation Day
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The June heat in Atlanta is unlike any other. It does not fall from the sky; it rises from the ground, from burning pavements, from the bricks of houses, from the bonnets of cars parked in driveways. It seeps everywhere, sticks clothes to skin, slows movements and weighs down thoughts. That Saturday in June 2016, it was even more oppressive than usual, as though the whole city were holding its breath before the storm.

In the Cascade Heights neighbourhood, the Haynes house had been awake since dawn. A cheerful bustle ran from room to room, carried by Denise and Tessa's voices, by Marcus's heavy footsteps on the stairs, by cupboard doors banging open and shut without a second thought.

Marcus Haynes stood at his bedroom window, arms folded, looking out at the street stretching away from the house. Cascade Road wound between oaks and maples, bordered by green lawns and brick letterboxes. The neighbours were beginning to bring out their lawnmowers, their garden hoses, their children in swimsuits running towards inflatable pools set up in the gardens. An ordinary day, to all appearances. But not for him. Not today.

Today, his elder daughter, Simone, was graduating from high school. Today, she was turning a page. And Marcus intended to make this day a perfect memory, one of those you still talk about twenty years later, when the children have left and the house is too quiet.

He put on a light-coloured shirt, left the collar open and rolled the sleeves to his elbows. In the mirror, he saw a forty-seven-year-old man, tall, solid, his shoulders still broad despite years at a desk. His temples were greying, his hands bore the marks of the manual work he liked doing at weekends: repairs, gardening, anything that let him stop thinking. He splashed water on his face, dried it with a towel and went downstairs.

The kitchen was already crowded. Denise was busy at the cooker, spatula in hand, her cheeks flushed from the steam rising off the bacon. She wore a flowered dress, an apron tied around her waist, and her hair was swept back from a face that was still youthful, from sharp eyes that never missed a thing. Marcus thought she was beautiful, as he had every morning for twenty-three years.

— You didn't sleep well, she said without turning round.

It was not a question. Marcus took a mug from the cupboard, poured himself some coffee and leaned against the counter.

— The heat.

— Have you checked the air conditioning?

— It's running. It's in my head.

Denise nodded and laid the strips of bacon on kitchen paper. Tessa, their ten-year-old daughter, sat at the table with a half-finished drawing in front of her. She looked up at her father, a gap-toothed smile on her lips.

— Dad, look! It's you and Mum and Simone with her diploma. I drew a star on her dress because she's going to be famous.

Marcus came over and examined the drawing seriously, as though he were inspecting an architect's plan.

— It's lovely, sweetheart. But you've forgotten Darius.

— Darius is never here, Tessa replied with a shrug.

Marcus exchanged a glance with Denise. Their eldest child, twenty-one and a student at Georgia Tech, spent more time on campus than at home. He had promised to come to the ceremony, but his promise had been vague, wrapped in an ‘I'll try’ that had made his father grit his teeth.

— He'll come, Denise said calmly. He knows it's important.

Marcus did not answer. He drank his coffee in silence, his eyes on the garden door, where birds were squabbling over a crumb that had fallen from the table the day before.

The morning passed in a whirl of preparations. Denise had made a shopping list as long as his arm: balloons, paper plates, blue and gold napkins to match the ceremony's colours, steaks for the barbecue, corn on the cob, salads, a celebration cake ordered from the bakery on Cascade Road. Marcus spent two hours shopping, caught in the Saturday morning traffic with the car's air conditioning at full blast. He took the opportunity to call Malcolm, Denise's cousin, whom he had long considered his own cousin too.

— Still alive? he asked when Malcolm answered.

— For now, the military man's deep voice replied. I'm in Marietta. Just finishing something, then I'll be over.

— Still got the Marine Corps in your blood, haven't you?

— Can't change who you are. Tell Simone I'm bringing a present.

— What kind of present?

— A surprise.

Marcus smiled, shook his head and hung up. Malcolm Webb was Denise's cousin, a former Marine who had served two tours in Iraq before returning to settle in Georgia. He still wore his hair cropped short, still stood straight, still had that piercing look that intimidated everyone except the family. Simone adored him. She had called him ‘my soldier uncle’ when she was little, and Malcolm had never missed a birthday or an awards ceremony.

When he got home, Marcus found Darius parked in the driveway, sitting on the bonnet of his old Honda, earphones in. The young man wore ripped jeans, a T-shirt bearing the name of a hip-hop group Marcus did not recognise, and the detached expression of someone who did not want to admit he was glad to be there.

— You're early, Marcus said as he got out of the car.

Darius removed his earphones and shrugged.

— Mum called three times. Said you'd sulk if I didn't come.

— I never sulk.

— Yes, you do. You sulk even when you're smiling. It's a gift.

Marcus could not help laughing. He picked up the shopping bags, handed two to his son, and they went into the house together. Denise greeted them with visible relief, Tessa flung herself at her brother as though he had returned from some distant expedition, and the living room suddenly filled with the sound of life, which did everyone good.

The ceremony was scheduled for two o'clock in the Cascade Heights high school gymnasium. The family arrived early to find seats near the stage. Marcus wore a light jacket despite the heat because Denise had insisted — ‘It's a special occasion, Marcus. We're not going to a ball game’ — and sweat poured off him as he helped Tessa on to a plastic chair that was too high for her.

The gymnasium was decorated with blue and gold banners, balloons tied to the railings and paper flowers pinned to the walls. Families crowded the bleachers, fathers loosened their ties, mothers fanned themselves with hastily printed programmes. A smell of dust and sweat hung in the air, the familiar mixture of places where teenagers are celebrated.

Marcus searched for Simone among the students gathered in front of the stage. They all wore the same blue gown, the same mortarboard, and it took him several seconds to spot her in the third row, standing beside a girl he did not know. Simone was tall and slender, her hair braided with golden beads that shone beneath the gymnasium lights. She held the ceremony programme against her chest, and her face wore a calm, almost solemn smile that contrasted with the other students' excitement.

Marcus thought she had changed. He could not say why. Perhaps it was the way she stood, straight and still, as though listening to something nobody else could hear. Perhaps the way her eyes swept the crowd without stopping, looking for someone or avoiding someone. He pushed the thought away, reproaching himself for always seeing problems where there were none. It was a happy day. His daughter was eighteen, she had just finished high school with honours, and she would be starting at Georgia State in the autumn. Everything was fine.

The speeches followed one another, long, punctuated by polite applause. The principal spoke of the future, of promise, of the rising generation. A girl stepped on to the stage to read a poem she had written, a piece about the passage of time that brought tears to a few mothers in the bleachers. Then came the roll call, name by name, and every family shouted, whistled and waved signs.

When Simone Haynes's name rang through the microphone, Marcus leapt to his feet, clapping so hard his palms burned. Tessa shouted ‘Simone! Simone!’ as she bounced on her chair. Denise was crying, her face buried in a tissue. Darius filmed on his phone, a crooked smile on his lips, his thumb raised towards his sister.

Simone went up on to the stage, shook the principal's hand and accepted her ceremonial diploma. She turned towards the crowd, searched for her family, and Marcus saw her face light up for a moment. Only a moment. Then the smile faded, replaced by the serious expression he had seen before. She came down from the stage, returned to her seat and did not move again.

The ceremony ended around four. Families scattered across the car park, took photographs in front of the trees, hugged and promised to meet again. Marcus found Simone near the gymnasium door, surrounded by a group of classmates who were laughing and all talking at once. He waited for the group to disperse, then approached.

— Congratulations, sweetheart.

Simone looked up at him. She was almost as tall as he was now. Her eyes were dark and deep, and Marcus saw something in them that looked like weariness.

— Thanks, Dad.

— Everything all right?

— Yes. Just a bit tired. It's been a long week.

— Tonight we're celebrating. Barbecue, music, whatever you want. Have you invited your friends?

Simone nodded, but her gaze drifted towards the car park as though she were looking for someone.

— A few of them are coming over. But not for long.

— Who?

— People from school. Nobody important.

Marcus felt a stab of unease, but said nothing. He placed a hand on his daughter's shoulder, squeezed gently and led her towards the car, where Denise was already waiting with Tessa and Darius.

The party began in the late afternoon, as the heat started to ease and the shadows of the trees lengthened across the lawn. Marcus had set the barbecue on the back patio, an old cast-iron grill he cared for like a relic. He lit the charcoal, let the embers take on a red glow, then laid the steaks and corn on the grill. Smoke rose in thick curls, carrying the smell of grilled meat through the whole neighbourhood.

The neighbours arrived first. The Robinsons, who lived two houses away, with their eight-year-old twins, who immediately ran to join Tessa in the garden. Then the Thompsons, a retired couple who had not missed a party at the Haynes house in twenty years. Next came Denise's colleagues, two nurses from the hospital where she worked, accompanied by their husbands. Finally, Malcolm Webb made his entrance in an immaculate white shirt, a bottle of champagne in one hand and a wrapped present under his arm.

— Where's my favourite niece? he called, kissing Denise on the cheek.

Simone appeared on the patio, and Malcolm hugged her so tightly that she laughed.

— Congratulations, soldier. Your dad tells me you graduated with honours.

— Highest honours, Simone corrected.

— Highest honours. Nothing less. You'll do us proud at Georgia State.

He handed her the parcel. Simone opened it carefully and found an old leather-bound book with its title stamped in gold.

— It's a first edition of Ralph Ellison, Malcolm said. Invisible Man. Found it in a bookshop in Decatur. Thought you'd like it.

Simone stroked the cover with her fingertips, her eyes shining.

— It's beautiful. Thank you, Uncle Malcolm.

Marcus watched from the barbecue, tongs in hand. He liked seeing his daughter smile. He liked seeing her surrounded by people who loved her. But something in the way she held the book, in the slight trembling of her fingers, made him think she was not quite there. That part of her was somewhere else, in a place nobody could reach.

The evening stretched on, warm and gentle. Guests helped themselves from the buffet, conversations overlapped, laughter broke out. Darius had connected a Bluetooth speaker to his phone and was playing jazz, old Coltrane that Marcus had introduced him to when he was little. Tessa ran between the adults' legs, chocolate smeared on her cheeks, pursued by the Robinson twins. The sky turned from blue to orange, then violet, and the first stars appeared.

Simone sat for a long time on the patio steps with Malcolm's book on her lap. She spoke little, responding to congratulations with a nod, a polite smile. A few classmates came to see her, stayed half an hour, then left with apologies. Marcus knew them by sight: a blonde girl called Ashley, a gangly boy named Terrence, two or three other unfamiliar faces. They talked about their summer plans, their future universities, parties to come. Simone listened and nodded, but suggested nothing.

Around ten, the guests began to leave. The Robinsons collected their twins, exhausted and grumpy. The Thompsons promised to return for the Fourth of July barbecue. Denise's colleagues kissed everyone goodbye, leaving a scent of flowers and white wine behind them. Malcolm was one of the last to go. He shook Marcus's hand and drew Simone close one more time.

— If you need anything, he said quietly, call me.

— Why would I need anything? Simone asked.

Malcolm looked at her for a moment, then shrugged.

— Just a precaution. That's the military in me.

He walked away into the night, and the house grew quiet again. Denise put away the remains of the buffet, stacked the paper plates and covered the salads with cling film. Tessa had fallen asleep on the living-room sofa with an unfinished drawing beside her. Darius unplugged the speaker, put away the folding chairs, then went up to his room without a word.

Marcus stayed alone on the patio, his hands on the railing, his gaze lost in the dark garden. The night was cool now, almost pleasant after the day's heat. Cicadas sang in the trees, and a light breeze stirred the leaves. He felt tired but satisfied. It had been a lovely day. Everything had gone well.

And yet.

Why can't I be happy without looking behind her?

There had been that moment in the gymnasium when Simone had searched the crowd for someone. And the other moment, on the patio, when she had stroked Malcolm's book as though it were a sacred object. And that expression, that seriousness she had worn for weeks, which Marcus had first put down to exam stress and which had not lifted after graduation.

He shook himself and called himself an old fool. Young people changed quickly; that was normal. Simone would soon be starting university, discovering a new world, meeting new people. It was all part of life. There was no reason to worry.

He put out the barbecue, brought in the last chairs and closed the patio doors. In the living room, Denise had finished clearing up. She came over, put an arm around his waist and rested her head on his shoulder.

— Lovely day, she murmured.

— Lovely day, he repeated.

— What are you thinking about?

— Nothing. Everything.

Denise smiled, her eyes closing for a moment.

— Come up to bed. You've been up since dawn.

— I'll be there in five minutes.

She climbed the stairs, and Marcus stayed alone in the dark living room. He listened to the sounds of the house: the hum of the refrigerator, the ticking of the wall clock, the rustle of sheets upstairs. Everything was quiet, perhaps too quiet, as though the house itself were holding its breath.

Then he heard something.

A sharp, metallic sound from upstairs. A click. A lock turning.

Marcus frowned. He knew that sound. It was the door to Simone's bedroom. A door that had never been locked. Never.

He went slowly upstairs, taking care not to make the steps creak. On the landing, he saw light spilling beneath Simone's door. He approached, put his hand on the handle and tried to turn it.

Locked.

He knocked gently.

— Simone?

Silence. Then his daughter's voice, muffled, as though she were speaking through a pillow.

— Yes, Dad.

— Everything all right?

— Yes. I'm tired. Goodnight.

Marcus stood motionless, his hand still on the handle. His heart was beating a little faster. He did not know why. Nothing in Simone's voice suggested a problem. She was tired, that was all. A long day. A lot of emotion.

— Goodnight, he said at last.

There was no answer.

He went back to the living room, but his mind had stayed upstairs. He sat down in his armchair again, his hands clasped, his eyes fixed on the dark. He thought of Simone's face in the gymnasium, her eyes sweeping the crowd, her smile fading too quickly. He thought of Malcolm's book, the way she had held it, like a treasure or a secret. He thought of the sound of the lock, of that door closed for the first time in eighteen years.

A shiver ran down his back despite the damp warmth of the night.

He got up and went to their bedroom. Denise was already asleep, turned on her side, breathing slowly and steadily. He lingered in the doorway, then went back down to the living room. He needed to be near the stairs, within reach of the slightest call.

Sleep finally caught him in the armchair. It was restless, threaded with confused dreams in which he pursued his daughter down endless corridors, doors closing one after another, empty rooms where someone had left an open book on a table.

At daybreak, he woke with a strange feeling, a weight on his chest that stayed with him all day.

He did not yet know that the locked door was the first warning.

He did not know that everything was about to fall apart.

He did not know that Room 217 already existed, somewhere in the city, like a patient shadow waiting for its moment.
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CHAPTER 2 — The Locked Door
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Sunday morning rose over Atlanta in a white, almost milky light that filtered through the blinds and drew stripes across the living-room floor. Marcus Haynes woke in the armchair where he had eventually fallen asleep, his neck stiff, his mouth dry. The house's silence was different from the night's. Thicker. As though the walls themselves were holding their breath.

He straightened up, rolled his shoulders and looked at the wall clock. Seven twelve. Denise had not come downstairs yet. Nor had Tessa. Darius was probably asleep in his room, knocked out by the previous day's exhaustion. As for Simone... Her bedroom door was still closed. Locked, Marcus remembered with a pang.

He went upstairs barefoot, the steps cool beneath his soles. On the landing, he stopped outside the girls' room. The handle would not turn. He pressed his ear against the wood. No sound. No music, no voice, no rustling sheets. Nothing.

He knocked lightly.

— Simone?

A pause. Then his daughter's voice, clearer than the night before but still tinged with a strange neutrality.

— Yes, Dad.

— Are you coming down for breakfast?

— Not yet. I'm going to rest a little longer.

Marcus hesitated. He wanted to insist, to demand that she open the door, to check she was all right. But he held back. She was tired. Yesterday had been exhausting. He was not going to play the authoritarian father over a closed door.

— All right. Let your mum know if you're hungry.

— Yes.

He went downstairs, a weight on his chest that he put down to lack of sleep. In the kitchen, Denise was already making coffee, her hair still loose, tiredness marking her face.

— Did you sleep in the armchair? she asked without looking at him.

— Not on purpose.

— Does your back hurt?

— A bit.

She handed him a mug. He took it, drank a mouthful and sat at the table. Outside, the neighbourhood was slowly waking. A dog barked in the distance. A lawnmower hummed at the Robinsons'. Life went on, indifferent to the unease settling within the walls of the Haynes house.

— Is Simone awake? Denise asked.

— She's staying in her room. She's tired.

Denise nodded, but her brows drew together slightly. She had noticed something too. She said nothing, but Marcus knew that crease between her eyes, that sign she was thinking too much and did not like where her thoughts were leading.

The morning passed with an unnatural slowness. Tessa came down around nine, her hair tangled, dragging a stuffed rabbit whose one ear hung pitifully. She clambered on to a chair, grabbed a box of cereal and ate in silence, which was unlike her.

— Did you sleep well, sweetheart? Marcus asked.

— Simone made noise last night, Tessa said through a mouthful.

Marcus felt his heart tighten.

— What kind of noise?

— She was talking to herself. I asked who she was talking to, and she told me to be quiet.

Marcus exchanged a glance with Denise. The crease between his wife's brows had deepened.

— What was she saying? Denise asked calmly.

— I don't know. Weird words. Like she was singing without music.

Tessa went back to her cereal, unaware of the bomb she had just dropped. Marcus stood, put his mug in the sink and went upstairs again.

This time, he did not knock. He turned the handle. Still locked.

— Simone, open this door.

No answer. He pressed his ear against the door. A rustle. Light footsteps. Then the lock clicked.

The door opened. Simone stood in the doorway in an old T-shirt and sports shorts. Her hair was loose, her eyes ringed with shadows, but her expression was calm, almost serene.

— Yes, Dad?

— Your sister says you were talking to yourself last night.

Simone did not blink.

— I must have been dreaming. I don't remember.

— She says you were singing.

— Maybe. I don't know. I was tired.

Marcus studied her carefully. Her face betrayed nothing. No embarrassment, no visible lie. Only a deep weariness, as though she had not really slept.

— Are you sure everything's all right?

— Yes, Dad. Everything's fine.

He did not press her. He went downstairs, but the weight on his chest had grown heavier.

The following days were marked by a series of small changes that only Marcus noticed, or at least only Marcus was willing to acknowledge. Simone barely left her room. She came out only for meals, which she ate in silence, eyes fixed on her plate, answering her mother's questions in monosyllables. She no longer watched television. She no longer listened to music. She no longer laughed.

One evening, Marcus came home from work earlier than usual. He had left the office at four, unable to concentrate, his mind constantly returning to his daughter. When he arrived, he found Tessa sitting in the living room, an open book on her lap, her expression closed.

— What are you doing here, sweetheart? Why aren't you in your room?

— Simone told me to get out. She said she needed silence.

Marcus felt anger flare in his face. He put down his briefcase, bounded upstairs and knocked on the bedroom door.

— Simone, open up.

The door stayed shut. He knocked harder.

— Open this door right now.

The lock clicked. Simone appeared, her face closed.

— Why did you throw your sister out? Marcus asked sharply.

— I needed to concentrate.

— Concentrate on what? You've finished high school. You don't have any more exams.

Simone lowered her eyes.

— I'm reading. Thinking. I need some peace.

— You can't throw your sister out of her own room. It's unacceptable.

— I'm sorry, Dad. But I can't concentrate when she's there. She makes noise.

— She draws. She reads. She doesn't make noise.

Simone did not answer. Her gaze was empty, as though she were looking through him. Marcus felt a dull fear spreading through him. This was not the Simone he knew. This was not his daughter.

He went into the room. The bed was made, the desk tidy. Nothing lay about. But something had changed. A
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