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Chapter 1

The heat wakes me. And the pain. I’m lying on my back, sweat pooling between my breasts, on my stomach, in the creases of my neck. My head is thumping so hard I feel nauseous.

Why is the apartment so infernally hot?

I push aside the sheet and try to drift back into unconsciousness. I’m almost there, almost slipping into the oblivion of sleep, when something sparks in my brain.

The quiet.

The usual medley of sounds of New York’s East Village, the incessant blare of horns, of sirens, the low drone of planes headed to JFK or La Guardia – it’s all gone. Nothing but an eerie silence, save for the background beat-beat-beat of my heart.

What the actual . . .?

I sit up, waiting for my eyes to focus. My heart rate faster now, more a gallop than a trot. Around me none of the mess I’ve made of my uncle’s spare bedroom, the random piles of books and discarded clothing, the heaps of magazines and dirty mugs and plates. Gone is the IKEA unit and matching chest of drawers, the ornate gilt mirror Dan hung over the exposed brickwork, that ugly green bowl he picked up in a street market on Columbus Avenue, used as a dump for coins and keys.

This room has whitewashed walls surrounding a narrow bed. On one side a window, slightly ajar, the thin cream curtain wafting in the warm breeze. Opposite, a plain oak door with a single brass hook. To the right of it there’s a large wardrobe, half with open shelves; in the middle sits a pile of what appears to be fresh underwear.

I glance down. Beside the bed is a small table, topped with a full bottle of water and a clean tumbler.

What the hell?

Where am I?

I close my eyes and count to five, praying this is all just a weird dream. But when I open them again, the room is still here, the air inside heavy with heat. The silence so thick, so cloying, it seems to have a density of its own.

What on earth happened last night? Gripped by rising panic, I try to recall, head throbbing with the effort. Drinks in the bar on Avenue A with Franny and Rocco and a handful of Rocco’s friends. Then a few flashes from the club. Talking to a couple of guys who sat at our table. Drinking tequila. Not much more than that.

I kick off the sheet. Note, to my relief, I’m still wearing the ripped jeans and Ramones T-shirt I went out in. No sign though of my leather jacket; nor my favourite Doc Marten boots.

Or my phone or cigarettes, I realise, gazing around. I slide out of bed and walk to the window, feeling unsteady, my throat parched. As I pull back the curtain, shock jolts through me with a force that makes my legs tremble.

Nothing.

No streets or block houses. No towers in the distance. No cars, no taxis, no shops, no restaurants, no cafes. Just empty space as far as I can see. A desert, I realise. Dry red earth and cacti and scrubby little bushes.

Holy fuck. Where am I?

A wave of nausea hits as I let out a whimper of surprise and terror. Have I been . . . kidnapped? Or am I hallucinating? Maybe I’ve finally scrambled my brain and tipped over some kind of edge. But the hot breeze wafting through the window feels real enough. The air has an arid, earthy smell. And the fierce sunlight makes my eyes squint and my head wince with pain.

I glance around. Under the bed, I spot a pair of flip-flops. Slipping them on my feet, I try the door – to my relief, it opens easily.

Not imprisoned then.

I peer along the dark corridor, making out several closed doors. What is this place? Some sort of hostel?

I venture out and knock on the closest, but no one answers. I turn the handle. When the door opens, I glance inside. It’s completely empty, save a bed with a bare mattress. I move down the passage and try the next, finding myself in a small shower room. I peer into the mirror above the sink.

Jesus. I look awful. Haggard, eyes smudged with mascara, my skin blotchy and pale, covered in a sheen of sweat. My hair is loose, grazing my shoulders, dark and matted. I press a finger to the base of my nose ring. It’s red and swollen, tender to the touch.

As I drop my gaze I notice the mark on my jeans – a brown smear across the left thigh that looks like . . . oh God . . . dried blood.

My heart thumps harder as I roll down my jeans and check my leg. No sign of any injury. Pulling them back on, I examine my face, fingers exploring my scalp for cuts or bumps. Nothing.

I lean against the sink unit, breathing hard, stomach roiling.

What happened to me?

Where am I?

I stand there, gripping the basin, trying desperately to recall the night before. For a few moments there’s a blank in my head where memory should be. Then a burst of sirens, of flashing lights. Hands pushing me into a car.

An overwhelming sense of fear, of distress.

Suddenly I’m so dizzy and thirsty I can barely stay upright. Staggering back to the room I woke up in, I gulp down the entire contents of the water bottle, then hover there, breathing hard, before venturing again into that gloomy corridor.

This time I head the other way. Passing through a stone archway, I find myself in a huge atrium filled with light. One side is a sheer wall of glass, giving an unspoiled view of the landscape, the miles of dirt and cacti stretching out to distant hills. A telescope is positioned in the corner, tilted towards the sky. At the other end of the room is a large stone fireplace, flanked by a pair of studded leather sofas and a heavy wooden coffee table topped with an enormous vase of fresh flowers. Above the fireplace hangs a massive oil painting, a desert scene in rich bold colours.

Polished flagstones cover the floor, and carefully tended indoor plants soften the space. Above my head, two massive wrought-iron chandeliers hang from the oak beams supporting the second-storey ceiling.

Jesus, this place is something else.

‘Hello?’ I call, tentatively at first, then louder. ‘Hello? Is anyone here?’

No answer, but over in the far corner, I spy a wide curved stone staircase leading to the next level. I climb up, panting with the effort. The nearest door, also unlocked, reveals a beautiful room with a mahogany sleigh bed and a view over the rear of the property. Unlike the rooms downstairs, this one is clearly occupied. A white towelling dressing gown has been thrown across the bed, and a hairdryer lies on the dresser, along with a brush and make-up bag.

‘Hello?’ I call again, wondering if the room’s occupant is in the en suite bathroom.

Silence.

It’s the same story in the other rooms. All unlocked and empty, but clearly occupied. The last at the far end of the landing is the largest, with a sumptuous king-size bed and heavy wooden furniture polished to a high sheen. This one has an actual log fireplace, and a huge ceiling fan overhead. Windows on two sides offer panoramic views across the desert, a pair of double doors leading to a balcony.

I open them and lean over the ornate iron railings, hoping to spot houses or traffic. But there’s no sign of any other buildings. This place appears to be literally in the middle of nowhere.

Closing the balcony doors again, I check out the huge bathroom, dominated by one of those fancy claw-foot tubs you get in high-end hotels. In the opposite corner, there’s a wet room with a large circular head, the kind that showers you in warm rain. Every inch, even the vaulted arches in the ceiling, is tiled in stone mosaics.

This place is gorgeous, and reeks of money. If it weren’t for the fact there are no locks on the doors, I’d assume it was an expensive hotel or luxury guest house.

I glance at the toiletries ranged around the sink. Kiehl’s, Dior, Tom Ford. All men’s stuff. Is this somebody’s home then? Did I hook up with an insanely rich guy at the club?

Not that Unravel usually attracts Wall Street types, but who knows? Maybe someone fancied a walk on the scruffy side. Thought it might be amusing to slum it with a grungy girl as piss-poor as her attitude.

But that still doesn’t make sense. This can’t be anywhere near New York, and surely I wouldn’t forget going to an airport or getting on a plane?

Anyway, why would I be stuck downstairs in that little box room with all my clothes on?

A fresh wave of frustration and anxiety floods my system. I hurry down the curved stairs, trying doors at random. One opens on a library, every wall lined with shelves crammed with books and magazines. The next reveals a spacious lounge, long leather sofas surrounding a marble-topped coffee table, the fireplace in the background stacked with freshly split logs. A third door turns out to be a store cupboard filled with brushes and hoovers and other cleaning stuff. Finally I discover a short passageway leading to another, plainer annex with more rooms – these, however, seem to be locked, and I don’t bother trying more than a couple.

Backtracking and heading in the opposite direction, I find myself in a large courtyard, surrounded by buildings on all sides. I pause, taking it in. This place is idyllic. A long covered terrace shelters yet more sofas and wooden tables, interspersed with giant urns filled with plants. The floor is covered in beautiful old terracotta tiles, the walls painted in that traditional desert pinky-red. A series of stone archways separates the terrace from the garden, where a tall tree shades a neat patch of lawn, bordered by a large pond. All around, long beds are filled with dark green foliage and various jewel-bright flowers.

The air in this leafy courtyard is moist and several degrees cooler, and I’m loath to step back into the cloying indoor heat. But I need to find somebody. I have to discover where I am – and how I got here.

I retrace my steps through the house, this time turning left at the corridor that leads out of the atrium. All of a sudden I’m in a wide reception area, facing a pair of heavy wood and glass entrance doors. I make straight for them, dreading the moment I find they’re locked and discover I’m a prisoner in the world’s most gorgeous gaol.

But a second later I’m standing in a covered porchway; when I step out of its shade, the heat hits me like a wall. I almost retreat from the intensity of it, half blinded by the fierce sun.

‘Hello?’ I yell, hand shielding my eyes from the glare. I look about me. This is surreal.

Where the fuck is everyone?

I force myself into the impossibly hot air, stumbling across the gravel in the borrowed flip-flops towards a scatter of outbuildings – three large sheds clad in pale wood, all with solar panel roofs, though I catch the low hum of a generator. One seems to be a carport, a single vehicle parked underneath. Some kind of jeep, designed for rugged, open country.

Plenty of that around here.

I gaze towards the low wall that surrounds the whole property, spotting a pair of heavy iron gates. I stop, bewildered.

There’s nothing beyond. No sign of a road, or even a dirt track.

Returning to the carport, I try the door of the jeep. Locked. I shield my eyes again and peer inside, hoping at least to spot my phone. But the interior is empty, save for several five-gallon bottles of water in the boot.

I feel another sharp pulse of fear.

What the hell is going on? Am I completely alone here?

‘HELLO!’ I shout, as loudly as I can manage. But my voice carries away on the warm breeze and nothing comes back.

Ignoring the pain in my head, the pressure in my stomach, I set off around the whole complex. Built on top of a small rise, it turns out to be a series of buildings interconnected by walkways and hacienda-style arches, and in one place an actual bridge. Some have red-pink walls with traditional terracotta-tiled roofs, others are constructed in dark granite, including a tall round tower topped with a satellite dish and cockerel weathervane.

Surrounding the house, at intervals, are olive trees, their gnarled trunks topped with silvery foliage heavy with green fruit. Between them lurk various wild animals and birds, sculpted in metal and stone. Beyond, in the gardens that run down to the low wall, I spot fruit trees and a vegetable plot, along with every kind of flowering bush and plant this climate could sustain.

The vine-covered veranda wrapped around the main house gives unparalleled views of the arid vista beyond the boundary wall. I walk along it, studying the horizon in every direction, but can’t spot a single dwelling or farm, not even a power line.

This place is an oasis. A gorgeous architect-designed haven in what appears to be unending wilderness.

It must have cost an absolute bomb to build.

As I round the far end of the main house, my attention is snagged by a soft splashing sound. I leave the shade of the veranda and hurry towards the beautiful rockery of stone and cacti and spiky green yuccas, where a small stream cascades over artfully-arranged rocks before disappearing into gravel at the base. Beyond is a large rectangular swimming pool, with one of those infinity edges where the turquoise water merges with the deep blue sky.

As I stand there, mesmerised, something brushes against my leg, making me squeal in surprise. I look down to see a small black-and-white cat staring up at me, purring, its tail and back arched. It opens its mouth in a silent greeting, then strolls off into the flowering shrubs on the other side of the pool.

I take a deep breath, trying to calm my racing heart, then walk up and peer into the water. It’s flat and still, as intensely blue as the sky above. I gaze at my own shimmering reflection. I look ragged, desperate.

And horribly alone.

My stomach churns, provoking another intense surge of nausea. I close my eyes, disoriented, steadying myself. In a far-off part of my brain, something surfaces. A noise, impossibly loud, a persistent deafening buzz, followed by the sensation of lifting.

But everything is confused, soft around the edges. I grasp at the memory, struggling to bring it into focus, but it slides away, leaving only questions in its wake.

Did I set off on some crazy road trip? Perhaps Franny or Rocco took it into their heads to drive all the way out to New Mexico, or Arizona.

But that would take days, surely?

And how could I possibly forget a journey like that?

None of it makes sense. I’d never agree to leave New York. I’m supposed to be house-sitting my uncle Dan’s apartment and his two highly strung Manx cats. I can’t take off and leave them to fend for themselves.

Besides, I’m broke. I could work for ten years flat in one of my dead-end jobs and not have the money for a place like this.

Same goes for Rocco and Franny.

The relentless sun beats down on my face, my skin beginning to burn. I glance up at the sky. Not a cloud in sight.

At that moment I catch a distant sound, carried on the hot wind blowing off the desert, coming from beyond the boundary wall. I squint into the dazzling light, scanning the barren landscape, finally spotting what I’d previously missed, obscured by the outbuildings. Some two hundred yards away, on the flat plain below the house, is a large round tent, guy ropes radiating like sunrays, a triangular red flag fluttering from the top of the central pole.

And from it, faintly, a high-pitched, piercing noise.

The sound of a woman screaming.


Chapter 2

I stand, paralysed, as screams pierce the silence. Every last brain cell is telling me to run, hide, barricade myself in that room. I hesitate for a second or two, jaw tensing with indecision, then scramble over the low stone wall and charge towards the marquee.

What the actual fuck are you doing? shouts a voice in my head.

Are you completely crazy?

Sweat pours down my face, my neck, my body as I pound across the parched desert soil, dodging stones and cacti. I’m gasping for breath, the heat sucking all the oxygen out of the air.

Seriously, Zoey, why are you doing this? What are you trying to prove?

I keep going.

As I draw closer, sobs are audible between the screams, interspersed with wild howls of protest. In the gaps, another voice.

Male. Angry.

I glance about for something I can use to defend myself. See nothing but prickly shrubs, their spines vicious, impossible to grasp. Frantic, I search until I spot a slackened guy rope, its large wooden peg lying on the ground. I pick it up, gripping it tightly in my fist. Then approach the entrance of the marquee.

‘You’re accusing me of making it up?’ yells a woman, her words emerging in gasps. ‘Are you trying to fucking kill me? Is that what you want?’

Her voice rises into a protracted wail of anguish. ‘You want me to die? Why not finish me off yourself, get it over with?’

I brandish the peg like a weapon, ready to strike. Another sliver of memory surfaces, from the club last night. My hand clutching something else, something smooth and heavy, as my body floods with anger and adrenalin.

I push it aside and burst into the tent. After the glare of the sun, it’s black as pitch inside. I hesitate, blinking, and gaze around in confusion, waiting for my eyes to adjust.

A few seconds later, I see them. A dozen people, all sitting in a circle on folding chairs, stare back at me. Most look as shocked as I feel, but several appear merely amused.

‘Hey, Riley, it’s the cavalry,’ sniggers a guy in a black beanie.

I stare at the young woman standing in the middle of the circle, her fists clenched, her small features rigid with distress. Despite the heat, she’s dressed in a long-sleeved grey T-shirt and baggy blue joggers, her straight dark hair matted with sweat and the force of her emotion.

‘Oh great,’ she snarls at me. ‘That’s fucking priceless. Nice timing, asshole.’ She slumps back onto an empty chair, swiping away furious tears.

‘I’m sorry,’ I stammer, gazing at all the seated faces. My head is reeling, and I can barely breathe. ‘But what the fuck is going on here?’

A man with a tightly clipped beard gets to his feet. ‘Hi, Zoey, glad you could make it.’ His tone placatory as he reaches out and takes the tent peg from my hand. ‘Have a seat,’ he adds, gesturing at a vacant chair.

I don’t move. I can’t move. I gulp in air, head spinning, struggling to process what’s happening.

‘How do you know my name?’ I try to say. ‘Where the hell am I?’

My lips formed the words, but no sound leaves my mouth. A moment later, the world goes black and I sink to the floor.


Chapter 3

When I come round, I’m lying on an exam couch in what appears to be a plainly furnished clinic. A big double-door metal cabinet to the left of me, along with a stainless steel trolley containing boxes of tissues and rubber gloves and other medical stuff. On the other side of the room, a desk with a laptop.

A small, pretty Asian woman is slipping a blood pressure cuff onto my arm. ‘Don’t sit up yet,’ she says in a soft Canadian accent, her hand gently pushing me back onto the couch. ‘Give yourself a few minutes.’

I watch silently as she pumps up the cuff, eyeing the reading as it deflates. ‘You’re okay,’ she says, removing the cuff and sticking a digital thermometer to my forehead. ‘Your blood pressure’s a little low, and your pulse is fast, but I think you’re simply dehydrated and somewhat overwrought. How do you feel?’

‘Awful,’ I croak, my clothes tacky on my skin. ‘My head is killing me.’

She checks the reading on the thermometer. ‘Well, you don’t have a fever. Your temperature is normal.’

‘Where am I?’ I ask. ‘And who are you?’

‘Don’t you remember, Zoey?’

I shake my head. A burst of pain shoots through my skull, dwarfing the background thump of my headache.

‘My name’s Sonoya – Dr Sonoya Kimura – I’m the physician and psychotherapist here. I did introduce myself last night.’

I grope for the memory, but come up blank. Then I recall the girl in the tent. ‘That woman who was screaming. Is she all right?’

‘You mean Riley? Yes, she’s fine.’

‘So she’s not hurt or anything?’ I blink at Dr Kimura. ‘Are you sure? She seemed pretty upset.’

‘People occasionally get distressed in group therapy,’ she smiles. ‘In Riley’s case, it was actually something of a breakthrough.’

I frown. ‘Group therapy? What do you mean?’

‘Rory and Mike will explain in a moment. Meanwhile, I’d like you to sit up and drink this.’ She holds out a large glass full of lurid orange liquid, a plastic straw leaning over the side.

‘What is it?’ I heave myself upright and stare at it dubiously.

‘Oral rehydration formula. It’ll help restore your electrolyte balance.’

I gaze at Dr Kimura’s serene expression, wondering if I can trust her. Then accept the glass and take a sip. It’s not too bad, a vaguely orangey flavour, and pleasantly sweet. I gulp it down, and lie back, head pulsating.

‘What is this place, and why is it so infernally hot?’ I complain.

‘The air conditioning has broken down,’ Dr Kimura replies, ignoring my first question. ‘That’s why no one was around when you woke up – Mike and Alejandro were in the control shed trying to fix it.’

‘Do you have any painkillers?’ I ask as she puts away her equipment. ‘My head really hurts.’ God knows, this is shaping up to be the worst hangover in living history.

How much did I have to drink last night?

Not that much, surely?

‘I’m afraid not,’ Dr Kimura says. ‘The head pain is probably a result of the alcohol you consumed, coupled with the dehydration. We tried to get you to drink plenty of water when you arrived, but you weren’t very cooperative.’

‘When I arrived where?’ I snap, increasingly irritated. On top of everything else I’m dying for a cigarette. ‘When are you going to tell me what’s going on?’

‘Wait a second.’ The woman leaves the room. I stare up at the ceiling. If the orange drink is supposed to have any positive effect, I’m not aware of it; I can’t remember when I last felt this terrible.

A few minutes later, Dr Kimura reappears. ‘Zoey, if you’ll come with me, Rory and Mike would appreciate a chat in the office.’

She holds the door open while I edge off the couch, legs wobbly, and follow her down a narrow corridor and across the reception area towards a room near the front entrance. Inside, a stocky man sits behind a large oak desk. Late forties, at a guess, dressed in a short-sleeved white shirt with damp patches under the armpits. His face is red and shiny with sweat.

‘Have a seat, Zoey,’ he says in a broad Brummie accent that seems completely out of place here. He sniffs, then gestures at the chair opposite. ‘My name’s Mike, I’m the centre director.’

Before I can ask what centre he’s talking about, the door swings open and another man walks in. It’s the guy who took the tent peg from me earlier, right before I passed out. He sits in one of the empty chairs, regarding me thoughtfully.

I stare back at him. Tall, attractive, mid thirties, dressed in cargo shorts and a rust-coloured polo shirt. His sandy hair and beard so neatly trimmed he must do them every day.

‘I’ll go check on Riley.’ Dr Kimura disappears, closing the door behind her.

The man called Mike regards me for a moment or two, then clears his throat. ‘We would like to apologise that no one was here when you woke up – Rory and Sonoya were in group, and Alejandro and I were busy in one of the sheds. We thought you’d be asleep longer, frankly, given the state you were in when you arrived.’

‘The state I was in?’ I echo, noticing now how hoarse my voice is, my throat sore and over-used. ‘I’ve no idea what you’re talking about. And what is this place? How do you all know my name?’

‘As we explained last night, this is the Sanctuary,’ says the other man. His accent is Australian, I think. Or maybe Kiwi.

‘The Sanctuary?’ I frown at him. ‘Sanctuary from what? And who are you anyway?’

‘My name is Rory, and I’m the programme manager here. The Sanctuary is a therapeutic refuge for clients to rebalance their lives and address any issues they might be experiencing.’

‘A therapeutic refuge?’ I gaze at the pair of them blankly. ‘What the fuck’s that? Some kind of rehab?’

‘Yes, we are a registered rehabilitation centre,’ Mike explains, using a cotton handkerchief to wipe the sweat from his face. ‘We do support clients struggling with addictive patterns, but we don’t take people who need medical help with detoxing.’

‘We prefer to think of the Sanctuary as a radical alternative to conventional rehab,’ Rory chimes in. ‘A unique opportunity for profound healing and lifestyle readjustment. People come for a variety of reasons, not necessarily addiction. Some simply need space to reflect and regroup, to deal with the toll that everyday life can take on the body and spirit.’

I gaze at them. ‘Sounds like complete bullshit. Anyway, what the hell am I doing here? I’m not an addict, and my lifestyle doesn’t need readjusting.’ I wince at a bolt of pain in my skull, close to throwing up.

‘You sure about that?’ Mike studies me with a knowing smile that makes me want to punch him on the nose.

‘Just explain to me how I got here.’

‘You really don’t remember?’ Rory frowns at me.

I shut my eyes to block out the dazzling sunshine streaming in through the window behind the desk. Another splinter of memory breaks through. Two men, in my room in Dan’s apartment. Me arguing, pleading. They just stand there, implacable.

Then nothing. Blankness.

Were they real, or did I hallucinate them?

I groan, keeping my eyes squeezed closed. Wouldn’t be the first time, would it, Zoey, that you’ve imagined stupid shit when you were drunk? Like when I was convinced somebody had broken into Dan’s apartment, because I’d left it in such a mess. Or that super-embarrassing occasion when a large pizza turned up at the door and I insisted someone had stolen my credit card – I’d been too pissed to remember ordering it.

‘I need some painkillers,’ I rasp. ‘And a cigarette. Seriously, I feel terrible.’

‘I’m sorry, Zoey,’ Mike clears the phlegm from his throat again, ‘but the Sanctuary operates a no-drugs policy, and that includes alcohol, cigarettes and any prescribed medication that isn’t purely for an existing physical disord—’

‘All I’m asking for is some fucking paracetamol or Tylenol,’ I snap back. ‘My headache is totally slaying me and I can’t think straight.’

‘Pain is the price of freedom, Zoey.’ Rory’s sanctimonious expression makes me feel even queasier. ‘We need to detoxify the body in order to detoxify the mind, and that includes the tendency to self-medicate our prob—’

‘This is mental.’ I jump up and nearly fall over as the blood rushes to my head. ‘I went out for my friend Rocco’s birthday. A few drinks at a local bar, before going on to Unravel. And then I wake up in the middle . . .’ I gesture out of the window ‘. . . in the middle of sodding nowhere.’

I’m close to crying, but I’m damned if I’ll lose face in front of these idiots.

‘Hey, Zoey,’ Rory gets to his feet, ‘stay calm. It won’t help to get worked up again. Let’s talk this through, shall we?’

All of a sudden my legs go so weak I nearly collapse. I sink back into the seat, swallowing down another rush of nausea.

‘Unravel?’ Mike asks. ‘What’s that?’

‘A club in Tribeca.’ I give him a once-over in his polyester shirt and office-grade trousers. ‘I doubt it would be your scene.’

‘So you were drinking? You sure that’s all you did?’

‘Yes,’ I say, indignant.

‘But you can’t remember?’

I grit my teeth, but don’t reply. I glance at the bloodstain on my jeans. The sweat in my armpits is beginning to stink. I must appear every bit as sordid as I feel right now.

‘You don’t take party drugs then?’ Mike persists. ‘GHB, methamphetamine, ketamine, stuff like that.’

‘No,’ I hiss, glaring at him. ‘At least not often. I can’t handle the comedown.’

‘Marijuana?’

I force a sarcastic laugh. ‘Are you seriously suggesting the occasional spliff should land you in rehab?’

Mike and Rory exchange a look.

‘So how much did you drink last night?’ Rory asks.

‘I told you. I honestly can’t remember. I’m not denying I’ll have had a few tequilas. It was Friday night. It was my friend’s birthday. But I don’t understand why I ended up here – or how.’

‘So you can’t recall what happened at the club?’ Mike asks. ‘Or afterwards?’

I shake my head miserably. ‘Nothing much. It’s all so confused. But I do remember two guys, standing in my room.’ I eyeball the pair sitting before me now. ‘Were they real?’

Mike nods. ‘We occasionally use freelance escorts to ensure people arrive here safely.’

‘Escorts?’ I gaze at him, incredulous. ‘So, you . . . what . . . had me kidnapped? How is that even legal? I’m an adult. I have rights. And no way did I agree to come to . . .’ I sweep my arm around again ‘. . . wherever the fuck this place is.’

‘Actually, Zoey, you did.’ Mike reaches into a drawer and pulls out a Manila file, handing me a document. My hands are shaking so much I can barely see the words, so I put it on the desk and lean forward to read it.

‘This is your consent form and disclaimer, and this,’ Mike turns it over, pointing to the bottom of the page, ‘this is where you signed it.’

I study the squiggle of blue biro, and my chest tightens. A bit crooked, wobbly even, but definitely my signature.

‘I don’t understand,’ I stammer. ‘I’d never agree to this. And it’s . . . what . . . free? Newsflash, I’m broke. I haven’t got any money, if that’s what this is all about.’

Mike coughs, followed by a small laugh. ‘It’s not free, no. But that’s been taken care of.’

I frown. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Our charges have been covered by a third party.’

‘Who?’

‘I’m not at liberty to say.’

My frown deepens. ‘You’re kidding, right? Was it my father?’ Unlikely, I realise, the moment the words leave my mouth. Though we’ve barely spoken in three years, I know his second divorce left him strapped for cash.

Dan then? But that doesn’t seem likely either. My uncle has never given me grief about my lifestyle – God knows, he’s partial to a few Jack Daniels himself. So why would he do this?

More to the point, how the hell could he afford it? Dan’s got a good job, sure, but no savings, and a large mortgage on the apartment – and I can’t imagine this place comes cheap.

That leaves Mum, which would make some sense at least – she’s been nagging me for years to get my life together, to get a career, or even a proper job. And to stop smoking. But there’s no way on earth she could afford anything like this; her position at the council barely covers her mortgage and living expenses.

‘So your “escorts” brought me here.’ I gaze out of the window at the flat desert landscape, the dull red earth. ‘And where is here, exactly?’

‘The Sonoran Desert,’ Mike replies. ‘Northern Mexico.’

‘Mexico!’ My mouth drops open so fast the back of my lip piercing chinks on my bottom teeth. ‘You’re shitting me. How the hell did I get here?’ I rack my brains, but no memories come.

‘Private plane from La Guardia to Hermosillo. Then a helicopter.’

Private plane? Helicopter?

I’m so gobsmacked I can’t speak. But suddenly I know it’s true. That loud whirring sound I recalled earlier must have been the rotor blades.

‘How long am I expected to be here?’ I rub my temples, praying it’s only a couple of days.

‘You signed up for the full ten-week programme,’ Rory informs me.

I lift my head and stare at him. ‘But I wouldn’t have,’ I protest. ‘I’m supposed to be looking after my uncle’s cats. I can’t simply abandon them.’

‘That’s been dealt with,’ Mike assures me. ‘This was all explained to you at the time, Zoey, and it’s in the legal waiver you signed. Nothing has been done without your consent.’

My head thumps, and I’m craving a cigarette so badly now I can’t think straight. All I want is to get the hell out of here and find a bar or cafe where I can get a long cool drink and a packet of Camel Lights. Followed by a bus ride back to New York when I’m feeling more human.

‘I withdraw my consent.’ I rise to my feet, taking things slowly this time. ‘I want to go home.’

‘In which case I refer you to the small print on that piece of paper with your signature at the bottom.’ Mike sniffs again, tapping the paragraph at the top of the second page. ‘Should you withdraw, all the associated costs of bringing you here are chargeable to you. Along with the costs of your return. Not to mention the consequences you’ll face back in the city.’

‘The consequences I’ll face in the city?’ I ask, voice rising. ‘What the fuck are you talking about?’ I’m beginning to sound, I realise, like that hysterical girl in the tent.

Rory raises a hand to placate me. ‘Listen, Zoey. I can see this is something of a shock, and I’m sorry if you feel that it’s been sprung on you. I repeat, it was all spelled out to you during the initial intervention, and you agreed. I strongly suggest you give yourself time to reflect, and understand that you’ve been offered an invaluable opportunity. Don’t squander it.’

‘But I don’t need treatment,’ I protest. ‘Seriously. It’s ridiculous. I only drink when I go out, and that’s no more than two, three times a week.’

‘Like I said before, everyone can benefit from our programme,’ Rory responds, undaunted. ‘People pay an awful lot of money to come here – or have vulnerable family members brought here – and we have a very high success rate in terms of relapse.’

All at once, I burst into tears. My anger, my bravado evaporates, and I’m plain scared. This is surreal. Ridiculous. One moment I’m with my friends, hanging out in our favourite bar on Avenue A, looking forward to a fun-packed night; the next I wake up in some weird treatment centre in the heart of the Mexican desert.

‘I want my phone,’ I wail. ‘And my passport.’

‘No phones allowed, I’m afraid.’ Rory rises to open the door. ‘Rest assured we have it in safekeeping, along with your documents.’

I stare at him aghast. ‘So how the hell am I expected to contact people? Let them know I’m here. You have computers, right? I can get online?’

Mike shakes his head, his finger tapping the piece of paper on the desk. ‘This was all explained—’

‘Oh fuck your waiver,’ I explode, walking out of the door.

Rory catches up with me in a few long-legged strides. ‘I suggest you lie down for a while, Zoey. You’re tired, and it’s obvious you’re finding this difficult to process. I’ll get some food sent to your room. Then this afternoon you can talk to Sonoya, when you feel less . . . agitated. She’ll explain more about the programme, and what to expect from your stay.’

I open my mouth to object, but I haven’t the strength.

I’ll lie down and sleep, I decide, and when I wake up I’ll be back in my bed in Dan’s apartment on Seventh Street. I’ll ring in sick and skip my shift at the grocery store, then call Franny and Rocco to meet up for brunch, and stuff my face with French toast and fries while I tell them all about this crazy nightmare I just had.
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