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The Dark


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 10

‘Sorry I’m late.’ Sonoya takes the other chair in the consult room. She looks flustered – two pink spots in her cheeks, her forehead creased into an anxious frown.

My chest tightens with apprehension. Did Tamara rat on me after all? Or did Mike work out I’d been on his laptop? Maybe my email tab stayed open when he powered it back up.

But no. If Mike had realised I’d been snooping on his computer, he’d have kicked me out immediately. Perhaps Sonoya’s upset about that email from Ed? I’ve been pondering what he wrote while chilling in my room. How exactly had Mike threatened him?

But right now I have more burning questions. ‘Who is paying for my stay at the Sanctuary?’ I ask the therapist as she lines up her phone and file on the table and picks up her notebook. ‘I’m pretty certain it’s no one from my family.’

Sonoya sits back, giving me her full attention. Her straight black hair is pulled neatly into a clasp at the nape of her neck, and she’s wearing a light, floral perfume. I’m struck once again how delicate she is – at least to look at.

‘The money was paid via a holding company,’ she says.

‘A what?’

‘A company that owns stock in other businesses.’

‘So what was it called, this holding company?’

‘I can’t disclose that,’ she replies, her expression giving nothing away.

‘You can’t or you won’t? Wouldn’t you consider I have a right to know?’

Sonoya doesn’t answer.

‘Are they covering everything?’ I ask. ‘I mean, if I stay, I won’t find myself landed with a bloody great bill, will I? Because I seriously do not have a bean.’

The therapist shakes her head. ‘All costs associated with your time here are covered. There’ll be nothing for you to pay.’

‘Unless I insist on leaving before the end of the programme.’

‘That’s correct.’

We both sit in silence for a moment or two. I take a deep breath and force myself onward. ‘What you told me, about being involved with the police – was that true?’

‘Why would you think it wasn’t?’ Sonoya frowns again.

‘I dunno. I thought perhaps you made it up to keep me here.’

She gazes at me. ‘No, Zoey. We didn’t make it up.’

I exhale slowly. There goes my last vestige of hope. ‘Can you tell me what happened?’ I ask quietly. ‘Do you know?’

‘Only the basics. You were arrested at the club for assaulting a man with a beer bottle.’

‘A man?’ My eyes widen. ‘So it wasn’t that girl in the toilets?’ I feel a rush of relief as I remember that broken look on her face. The fear and anguish in her eyes. I couldn’t bear to think I’d done something so awful.

Though God knows, attacking some random guy with a bottle is hardly any better. ‘Is he okay?’ I ask. ‘The man?’

Sonoya keeps her gaze fixed on mine. ‘Are you sure you can’t recall any of this, Zoey?’

I close my eyes for a moment. An image of the girl, crying in the loo. The way she kept rubbing at her neck, the bruises already beginning to show. ‘There was a girl at the club, very distressed. But I can’t remember anything else.’ I glance at Sonoya. ‘Was it to do with her?’

Sonoya leans forward and takes the file from the coffee table and checks inside. ‘The police report doesn’t say. It only records that you assaulted a Mr Bradley Havell, and were taken to Midtown Precinct North. But after negotiation with your lawyer, charges were dropped on condition you attend a recovery centre for at least ten weeks.’

‘But I don’t have a lawyer,’ I reply, bewildered. ‘Who was that? One of those free ones you get?’

‘Nicola Salerno comes from a top New York firm, I’m told.’

Oh shit. How much does that cost? ‘I’m . . . I’m not going to have to pay her bill, am I?’ I ask nervously.

Sonoya smiles. ‘No, I understand she was given a substantial retainer to act on your behalf.’

I stare at the therapist, winded with surprise. ‘By the same person who paid for me to come here?’

‘I believe so. I’m afraid I can’t help you more than that. We were simply asked to arrange an escort and offer you the full programme of treatment,’ Sonoya continues. ‘That’s all.’

‘And I agreed?’

‘Yes. It was explained to you what your options were, and you signed the waiver Mike showed you.’

‘Was I happy about it?’

Sonoya smiles again. ‘That I don’t know. I’m guessing not particularly.’

I try to piece this together. ‘So, they what, these escorts . . . just rocked up at my uncle’s apartment?’

‘They accompanied you there from the police station. We had to collect your passport and a few of your belongings. And make sure the apartment was left secured, and the cats were cared for.’

‘Did your escorts say anything? About how I was – in myself.’

‘Simply that you seemed very lethargic – apparently you slept right through both flights.’

I chew this over for a minute or so. ‘Are you certain these escorts didn’t give me something?’

She checks in the file. ‘It says you were offered a small dose of Ambien.’

Like hell, I think. Whatever they gave me, it was a lot stronger than that. But if that’s the case, there’s no point quizzing Sonoya about it; I won’t get anything else out of her – assuming she even knows.

But I’m desperate to discover more about what happened in the club, and who bailed me out – literally, it appears – from this mess. ‘So I attacked – allegedly – this Brad guy, and some random person decides to hire me a top lawyer and get me off the hook,’ I recap, making sure I understand. ‘But you can’t tell me who that is or how they were involved.’

Sonoya inhales. ‘That’s about the sum of it, yes.’

‘Because they’ve hidden their identity behind this holding company?’

She nods.

‘Yet Mike said earlier you were asked to fit me in as a personal favour.’

Sonoya’s cheeks tinge a darker shade of pink. Gotcha.

‘I said the money was paid via a holding company,’ she counters.

‘So you’re aware who it is, the person who asked if I could join the programme?’

Sonoya nods again. ‘But they expressly requested not to be identified, Zoey. So I am sorry, I can’t tell you any more.’

They requested not to be identified. I take this in. Surely that means it’s someone I know? I clench my teeth in frustration.

Who the hell is it?

‘Zoey, I want to use today’s session to get the lie of the land, so to speak. So if you’ve no more questions, let’s move on.’ Sonoya settles back in her chair. ‘Tell me about your family. You said you’re certain none of them paid for you to be here. Why did you assume that?’

‘Because they’re not loaded like everyone else in this place. Because they haven’t got the odd $100k to splash around on therapy.’ Or even if they did, there’s no chance Dad or Marcus would ever shell it out on me.

‘You sound rather bitter about this, Zoey. Does it upset you that your family isn’t wealthy?’

‘I didn’t say that. My brother’s doing well, apparently.’

‘Is this your twin, Marcus?’

I narrow my eyes at Sonoya. ‘How do you know about him?’

She checks back in her file. ‘As I said before, you gave us permission to request your medical notes – at least those that are online. That includes your birth details.’

Did I? I can’t remember. I could have agreed to donate my organs for all I know.

‘Yes,’ I sigh. ‘Marcus was my twin brother.’

‘Was?’ Sonoya frowns. ‘He’s not dead, is he?’

I breathe in slowly, letting my gaze drift to the window with the view towards the gardens. I can just make out Riley, bending over, still wearing those baggy black clothes. ‘I haven’t spoken to my brother in years.’

‘How long exactly?’

I do the maths. ‘Twelve years and five months. Since we were both at university.’

Sonoya blinks. ‘That’s a long time, Zoey. Do you want to talk about that?’

‘Not really.’ Truth is I try not to think about Marcus at all.

‘It might be helpful for both of us,’ she persists.

‘I really don’t want to go into it.’

I sense the therapist weighing up whether to push me further. Watch her decide against it.

‘How about we talk about your mother and father then? How are things with them?’

I sigh, wishing we could skip this stuff. It feels so clichéd. Tedious. ‘Mum’s fine. We get on okay, at least most of the time. I haven’t seen much of my dad recently. He lives in Palm Springs.’

‘You don’t get along?’

‘Not since I refused to apologise to Marsha.’

‘Marsha?’

‘Wife number three.’

Sonoya makes a note on her pad, takes a quick glance at the clock on the wall. ‘I want to go into this in more detail in our next session, Zoey, but it seems to me you’ve had a difficult time with your family. I’m interested to discover how this relates to your current situation.’

‘My current situation?’ I echo.

‘Being arrested for assault. Your lifestyle. Your medical notes were quite revealing, Zoey. Several episodes of depression. Your overdose at your mother’s house.’

‘I told you that was an accident. I wasn’t trying to kill myself. I’d never do that.’

‘Talk to me about your life then. I’d like to hear about your work, romantic relationships, that sort of thing.’

I groan. ‘There’s not much to say.’

‘You’re thirty-two – there must be a fair bit. You’re single, right? Tell me a little about your relationship history.’

‘I don’t have one, and I don’t particularly want one.’

‘Do you like men . . . women?’

‘Men. But that’s the problem. I’m not sure I really like them that much, if you see what I mean.’

Sonoya frowns again. ‘Actually I don’t think I do.’

‘I’ve simply never met anyone I want to spend my life with.’ Except perhaps Rocco – but then he’s gay, so there’s never been anything sexual between us.

‘Why do you feel that way?’ the therapist asks.

‘I dunno. I suppose I haven’t seen it work out well for most women I know. It’s always the same story. They cheat on you, or knock you around, or simply laze about expecting you to take care of them.’

‘Woah!’ Sonoya widens her eyes in mock surprise. ‘Some huge generalisations there, Zoey.’

‘Right?’ I cock an eyebrow at her. ‘And how’s that going for you, Sonoya? I mean, you’re here most of the time, so I guess you’re single too.’

Her lips twitch, but she doesn’t comment.

‘After all, I’ve only been here five minutes, and already I know that Naomi’s husband left her for her best friend, and Riley’s completely fucked up by some incident with a guy when she was fifteen.’

‘I can’t comment on other people’s histories.’ Sonoya sighs. ‘So have you ever had a serious boyfriend?’

‘Not really. There was one bloke in Melbourne, an artist. But that was never going anywhere because he didn’t want to live in the UK and I couldn’t stay in Australia – it’s almost impossible to get a permanent visa now.’

‘Anyone else?’ the therapist asks.

‘There were other guys, casual things,’ I say, a little too defensively.

‘So you’ve never been in love?’

The question startles me. ‘I guess not,’ I mumble, realising it’s true. ‘I’ve had crushes, yes. But I’ve never actually fallen in love with anybody. To be honest, I don’t really believe in it.’

‘This is definitely something to explore further,’ Sonoya says, making another note. ‘Now, why don’t you tell me about your career.’

‘I don’t have one of those either,’ I say flatly. ‘As I’m sure you’re aware.’

‘Why not?’

I shrug again. ‘I’ve never worked out what I want to do. Most things need qualifications, and I dropped out of university before finishing my degree.’

‘What were you studying?’

‘Law.’

‘So you wanted to be an attorney?’

‘A barrister. I liked the idea of defending people in court. At least the ones who were innocent.’

Sonoya studies me for a second or two, then makes yet another note. I try not to let it annoy me – the woman’s simply doing her job after all.

‘So what do you do for money?’ she asks.

‘Anything, within reason. Bar work, waitressing, delivery driver, cleaning, dog-walking.’

Sonoya twirls her pen in her fingers, considering. ‘What would you say they have in common, Zoey?’

‘Shit pay?’

That earns me another smile. ‘Plus they require very little commitment from you. No proper employment contract, no career progression. And if you don’t mind me saying, all rather beneath you.’

‘Beneath me?’

‘You’re clever,’ Sonoya explains. ‘Sharp. You’d have made an excellent lawyer. Before you dropped out, I’m willing to bet you were doing well in your law degree.’

I run my tongue around my teeth, uncomfortable with the compliment. If indeed it was a compliment.

‘So why did you choose this kind of life?’ she asks.

‘What kind of life?’

‘Rather . . .’ she searches for the word ‘. . . aimless.’

‘I wanted to travel, see the world, try living in different places, so casual work is pretty much all you can get. And half the time you shouldn’t even be doing that.’

She frowns again.

‘If you haven’t got a visa – it has to be cash in hand.’

‘But you spend most of your time between New York and the UK, am I right?’

I nod.

‘Why not settle in one or the other?’

I jiggle the back of my lip piercing with my tongue, giving this some proper thought. ‘Best of both worlds, I guess. Plus I can’t remotely afford my own place in New York. And I don’t want to leave Mum alone in the UK.’

Sonoya glances at the clock. ‘Okay, I reckon that’s enough for this session. Let’s chat again in a couple of days.’

I nod.

‘Does that mean you’ve decided to stay?’ she asks as she gets to her feet.

‘I’m not sure,’ I say obstinately, unwilling to capitulate so easily. ‘I’ll think about it.’

‘Meanwhile, will you at least promise me you won’t run off again?’

‘Yes. You have my word on that.’

‘Right then.’ Sonoya picks up her phone and other bits, and throws me a parting smile. ‘I’d be very pleased to work together, Zoey. I know you believe you’ve no reason to be here, but I’m confident you’ll get far more out of your stay at the Sanctuary than you can possibly imagine.’


Chapter 11

Despite the heat in my room, I doze off before supper and sleep like the dead till the next morning. By the time I wake, the sun is rising over the hills, flooding the desert with light. I grab a quick shower, root in my wardrobe for some clean clothes – there’s not much in my style, but beggars can’t be choosers so I put on a pair of beige leggings and a baggy white Kenzo T-shirt with a tiny stain on the hem, then make my way to the kitchen in search of caffeine.

Viewed in broad daylight, the kitchen reveals itself to be as spacious and elegantly designed as the rest of the house. Dark wood cabinets cover three walls, and all the worktops are marble, including the central island. As well as a massive double-doored fridge, there’s a large range cooker and every kind of food processor and cookery gadget you could think of.

I find ground coffee in one of the cupboards, and try to work out how to use the Lavazza machine. Sadly none of my dead-end jobs had me trained as a barista, and I’m still struggling with the hot water fill when Rory appears.

‘You’re up early,’ he says in a cheerful tone that suggests I’m forgiven for that whole desert rescue thing. ‘Did you sleep okay?’

‘Like the proverbial log.’

‘I’m not surprised – that was quite a hike yesterday.’ Rory takes the mug from my hand and sets off the coffee machine, while I use the opportunity to study him properly. He reminds me of a celebrity contestant in one of those survival shows, in his jungle-chic shorts and polo shirt, and tightly-clipped beard. Who cuts their hair out here, I wonder?

‘I’m really sorry about yesterday,’ I say again.

Rory hands me a mug of fresh coffee, then crosses to a tall cupboard and opens the door to reveal a large freezer. ‘Let’s forget it and move on. It’s Elena’s day off, so we’re fending for ourselves.’

‘What exactly does she do on her day off?’ I ask, curious, as he removes a bag of frozen croissants. ‘It’s not as if she can go home or do a bit of shopping.’

‘She likes listening to the radio and doing puzzles in her room. Elena reads a lot too – we’ve plenty of Spanish novels in the library.’

‘But when does she get a proper vacation away from here? When do you, or Alejandro, or anyone?’

‘We book them in so it coincides with a guest arriving or leaving – that way we get a lift into Hermosillo.’ He looks at me. ‘Why do you ask?’

‘No reason,’ I shrug. ‘Simply wondering how this place works.’ I indicate the croissants Rory’s loading onto baking trays. ‘So how do you get all this food?’

‘We grow a lot ourselves, plus Mike arranges a supply plane a couple of times a year – we’ve got a bank of large chest freezers in the supplies shed. Sometimes the choppers bring stuff in if we’re running short.’

‘There’s a runway?’

‘There’s a strip just to the east of the house – Alejandro keeps it clear.’

‘Jesus,’ I mutter. ‘When does that guy ever sleep?’

‘What do you mean?’ Rory frowns.

‘I mean there’s only a few of you running this whole place,’ I say, remembering Alejandro’s outburst outside the jeep. ‘I’m surprised you haven’t got more staff, that’s all.’

Rory’s gaze lingers a moment, then he picks up the tray and loads it into the oven. ‘We manage. But yes, Mike is looking for extra staff – it’s not easy to find people who are willing or able to stay out here for such large chunks of time.’

I guess he’s right – God knows, it wouldn’t be my cup of tea. ‘Naomi mentioned some kind of ceremony last night,’ I say, changing the subject.

‘Twice a month we hold an ayahuasca ceremony.’ Rory wipes his greasy fingers on a tea towel. ‘It’s one of our principal therapeutic modalities.’

I stare at him, incredulous. ‘Ayahuasca? You mean the psychedelic?’

‘I prefer to think of it as a medicine,’ he says, ‘given I’m a trained shaman.’

I try not to smirk at the word ‘shaman’, but evidently make a piss-poor job of it because Rory stiffens and turns away. ‘I’m sorry,’ I explain, ‘it’s simply that I’m not even allowed to have a cigarette, or an aspirin for a headache, and you’ve just said we’re given actual drugs. I get the meditation and yoga stuff, but psychedelics?’

‘Actually, there’s a lot of research at the moment for their use in treating addictive and other entrenched behaviour patterns,’ Rory says, his tone defensive. ‘Particularly for those who’ve tried and failed with mainstream treatments. We’ve had very promising results.’

‘Okay.’ I sip my coffee and watch the croissants beginning to rise and brown in the oven. I’m starving, I realise. I could eat all of them.

‘Seriously,’ Rory continues. ‘Ayahuasca is extremely effective in setting people on the road to authentic healing. I’ve seen lives turn around overnight.’

The road to authentic healing. Therapeutic modalities. I have to stop myself rolling my eyes. ‘And you, what, oversee the whole thing?’

‘Me, Tamara, Sonoya and Alejandro. Don’t worry, we monitor everyone carefully for adverse effects.’

I ponder this. ‘So that’s why people choose to come here?’

‘One of the main reasons, yes. I met Mike on an ayahuasca retreat in Peru. We were so impressed by what we experienced there, we decided to open a centre offering alternative addiction therapies. We have a long list of very satisfied clients.’

‘You met Mike on a retreat in Peru?’ I laugh. That’s the last thing I could ever imagine Sweaty Mike doing.

‘He lost his wife and kid in a car accident. When his business folded as well, he turned to the ceremonies to help process his grief.’

‘Oh God.’ I put my mug down. ‘Poor bloke. I had no idea.’

‘You shouldn’t judge others by appearances,’ Rory says. ‘I’m guessing you don’t much like it when people do it to you.’ He stares at my piercings, making his point.

I blush a little, feeling chastised. He’s right. I don’t like it. I’m sick of people judging me, assuming because I’m small and slight and look young for my age that I’m some punky kid they don’t have to take seriously; practically every time I go out in New York, I have to show ID to prove I’m old enough to drink.

‘If I stay, will I have to participate?’ I ask, watching Rory remove the croissants from the oven. ‘In the ceremonies, I mean.’ I must admit, the thought scares me a little; despite my appearance, I’ve always steered away from hard drugs, scared they’ll make me freak out or something.

‘It’s entirely up to you, but most people do. Occasionally we don’t consider someone is stable enough, so they sit it out.’

‘I’ll think it over.’ I refill my coffee, grab a couple of hot croissants and make to leave.

‘Scheduled activity this morning is basket weaving with Tamara, out on the terrace,’ Rory adds before I go.

I give him another incredulous look. Basket weaving? He has to be kidding.

‘Group this afternoon after lunch,’ he continues, unperturbed. ‘Then Tamara’s leading a yoga and mindfulness meditation before supper.’

‘Thanks,’ I say. ‘I’ll bear it in mind.’

‘Don’t forget group is every weekday,’ Rory reminds me in a school prefect tone, ‘and attendance is compulsory.’

Or what? I wonder as I make my escape. We’re sent to our room without supper? Set extra homework?

 

I eat my croissants on one of the wicker sofas on the terrace, relishing the cooler air in the courtyard and trying to ignore my nicotine craving. This place is gorgeous, I decide, watching the goldfish dart in and out of the lilies in the pond – there are dozens of them, some tiny, barely longer than my little finger.

Do they have babies, I wonder? Or are they another thing flown in on a regular basis?

I spot Simpkins, stretched out on the lawn in the shade under the tree. I make a psst-psst sound and click my fingers to call him, but he just twitches his tail and ignores me.

‘Hey, I thought I might find you out here.’ Naomi sits on the opposite sofa, setting a mug of black tea on the table between us. She looks radiant in her floral sundress, her hair scooped into a loose plait that keeps it off her shoulders. Around her neck is a chain of tiny grey pearls that match the studs in her ears. ‘I can never decide if this is my favourite spot, or the vegetable garden.’

‘Is it nice there?’ I ask, admiring the palms and tropical flowers in the borders surrounding us and thinking how much work it must be to keep them so lush and healthy.

‘I’ll take you later if you like,’ Naomi offers. ‘We grow most of our own fruit and vegetables, along with cut flowers for the house. I often help out with the watering.’

‘Where do you get the water?’

‘Most of it is recycled. Plus there’s a huge tank, under the sheds – it’s filled with rainwater.’

‘Does it ever rain?’ I frown. ‘I thought this was a desert.’

Naomi laughs. ‘It does rain in deserts, you know – only not that often. Apparently the monsoon thunderstorms can be pretty spectacular at this time of year.’

I sigh, trying to take this all in. ‘This place does my head in. Who built it? And why stick it in the middle of nowhere?’

‘Some billionaire drug baron had it built as his secret hideout,’ Naomi explains. ‘Hence the location – well out of the reach of the police. Sonoya, Rory and Mike bought it after he got killed in a turf war with a rival gang.’

‘Blimey. How do you know that? I can’t imagine it’s something they advertise on the website.’

‘Alejandro told me. He knows everything about this place.’

‘Well, it’s certainly remote – I can vouch for that.’

Naomi grins, taking a sip of her tea. ‘Yeah, I heard about your little excursion.’ She drops her gaze to my flip-flops. ‘I see you got some nice blisters as a souvenir. Next time borrow a pair of walking boots – there’s all sizes in the supplies shed.’

‘All sizes? Really?’

‘You should ask Alejandro to give you a tour. They’ve got everything in there: food, soft drinks, clothes, pool and gardening supplies, cleaning materials, tools, duplicates of almost every piece of equipment. Alejandro reckons if the world ended, we could easily survive here for a year or more.’

‘That’s a comforting thought,’ I quip. ‘I’ll sleep better at night knowing I’m safe from the zombie apocalypse.’

Naomi grins again, and I polish off the last of my croissant, licking my finger and using it to pick up the buttery crumbs. ‘Seriously, how do the staff cope being out here so much? Are they all single?’

‘Mike’s been single since his family died, and Alejandro was married, but they split before they had kids,’ Naomi replies. ‘Not sure about Rory, though I heard he and Tamara had a thing going once – they’re both wedded to the Sanctuary anyhow. Elena’s a widow, and her children have grown up, and I’ve no idea about Sonoya.’

I chew this over. God knows, I’m not much for relationships either, but I’m certain I couldn’t live like a nun my whole life.

‘I better go deal with my laundry.’ Naomi gets to her feet. ‘See you at Tamara’s basketwork session?’

I pull a face. ‘I can’t honestly say I’m tempted.’

‘Come on,’ she urges. ‘It’ll be fun. Starts at ten, out on the veranda.’

 

I go back to my room, grab the hat and sunglasses, and venture outside for a good look around the property. Walking the perimeter, I study the scenery. Two days in, my ears have attuned to the softer sounds of the desert. The breeze rustling the leaves of the twisted little shrubs. The gentle buzz of insects hanging in the hot air. The occasional squeee-squeee of a hawk hovering high overhead.

I’m starting to appreciate, too, the stark beauty of this place, the subtle changes in the landscape as the sun arcs across the sky, a constantly shifting kaleidoscope of light and shadow. In daylight, the larger cacti seem more majestic; proud, prickly sentinels against the backdrop of the distant hills – some a single fat spike, others more complex, like lopsided candelabra.

How old are they, I wonder. Five years? Ten? A thousand?

I walk around the back of the outbuildings, the heat increasing with each passing minute; already I’m sweating profusely into my fresh clothes. But the temperature seems to drop as I reach the kitchen garden, the presence of so much growth and greenery transforming the hot air into something more muted, more bearable.

Naomi’s right, it’s a wonderful spot, nearly as luscious as the courtyard. Rows of tomato vines hanging with fruit, some huge, some small, some red, some yellow, even black ones. Lettuce and salad leaves of all descriptions. Every type of pepper imaginable, and lots of squat little bushes covered in chillies. I recognise courgettes and beans and corn, and another bed full of herbs like mint and thyme, chives, rosemary and oregano.

Over in the corner, free range chickens scratch about in a large pen, clucking and chirping to themselves as they peck at the dirt. To the left of them are several raised beds packed with the brightly coloured flowers used to decorate the house. Beyond the gardens, there’s a sizeable orchard filled with trees studded with fruit. I wander through it, trying to identify them: oranges and lemons – their flowers giving off a sweet, heady scent – along with peaches, nectarines, plums, cherries and figs. There are even kiwis and passion fruit, their leafy vines trailing across an intricate network of poles and wires.

Wow, this place really is an oasis. Dan would absolutely love it here. Whenever we’re both in New York, he takes me to the local farmers market, buys a ton of fresh ingredients, and treats me to a homemade Tex Mex feast.

As I skirt back to the veranda, I catch sight of Finn doing laps in the pool, his dark hair bobbing in and out of the water. Just around the corner, I bump into Tamara and Alejandro, both carrying large punnets of dried grass.

‘You joining us, Zoey?’ Tamara’s wearing a turquoise, gold and peacock-blue tent dress, and her tone is jolly – no hint of any weirdness after catching me in Mike’s office. ‘It’d be wonderful to have you.’

‘You’ll love it.’ Alejandro gives me a conspiratorial wink from under the rim of his hat. ‘How are you feeling today?’

‘Better,’ I admit. ‘I slept really well last night.’ I nod at the dried grass. ‘Are we seriously supposed to make baskets out of that?’

Alejandro laughs. ‘Tamara’s a witch. She can transform anything into something beautiful.’

I refrain from pointing out that witches usually turn people into frogs, and sit next to Naomi, who nudges me, nodding at Alejandro as he heads back to the sheds. ‘Don’t you think he looks like Michael Peña?’ she whispers.

‘Who?’

‘You know, the actor. Been in lots of films. The Martian. Crash. And that series Narcos, about the Colombian cocaine baron.’

‘Never heard of him. But yeah, Alejandro’s attractive.’

‘I’ve got a bit of a thing for Latino men,’ Naomi admits, sorting through a pile of colourful string. Moments later, we’re joined by Max and Riley.

‘Good to see you’re still with us, Zoey,’ Max says, ‘I was wondering if you’d gone for another stroll.’

I smile, flipping him the finger, and Max grins back at me. Like all the guests here, his teeth are white and perfect: clearly these people can afford first-class dentistry.

Riley sits at the other end of the table, as far away as she can get, avoiding eye contact. What’s her problem with me, I wonder? You’d think I’d stormed into that tent to murder rather than rescue her.

‘Okay.’ Tamara lifts a punnet onto the table. ‘Let’s kick off with a simple bowl.’ Grabbing a handful of stalks and a length of red twine, she rolls the grass into a long thin sausage, deftly winding the twine around it; I watch, fascinated, as she coils the bound grass like a snake.

Looks easy enough.

I pick up some grass and try to emulate her movements, but the stalks are prickly and difficult to handle, and my coil keeps springing apart before I’m able to tie it in place.

‘Here, use this.’ Naomi takes a long blunt needle and threads it onto the end of my twine. ‘You can catch the string in the round below.’

‘It helps if you twist the grass as you go.’ Tamara demonstrates on her own project. In the time it’s taken me to form one coil, she’s finished the bottom of what appears to be a sizeable bowl.

I take a breather, pouring myself a glass of juice from the jug on the table. ‘Oh man, that’s good,’ I gasp.

‘Isn’t it?’ Naomi grins. ‘Squeezed fresh from the orchard this morning.’

I have a second, larger sip. It’s probably the most delicious thing I’ve ever drunk – a perfect blend of sweet and sharp, and the most intense orange flavour – it’s all I can do not to gulp it down in one go. I force myself to drink slowly, checking out Riley as she wrestles with her grass. She’s wearing another baggy black sweatshirt, sleeves pulled right to the tips of her fingers; I’m willing to bet my life that if she pulled them back I’d see razor-thin silver welts in her skin – everything about her radiates self-hatred.

I try to catch her eye, give a friendly smile as a peace offering, but she studiously avoids looking in my direction.

‘How are you getting on?’ Tamara asks me.

I show her my sorry excuse for a basket. It’s lumpy and misshapen, listing to the side like a drunk, bits of grass poking out everywhere. ‘This isn’t my thing, to be honest.’

I glance at the others. Max has nearly finished some kind of wide-necked urn. It’s pretty impressive work, as neat as Tamara’s. Naomi’s is a little wonky, as is Riley’s, but at least theirs don’t resemble scarecrows.

‘Not bad for a first go,’ Tamara reassures me. ‘It’s simply practice. Want to try another?’

I shake my head, holding up my chafed fingers as an excuse. As she goes off to fill the water jug, Finn appears, his wet trunks dripping across the veranda. ‘Hi,’ I say as he passes, but he strolls on without a word.

‘Take no notice,’ Naomi murmurs when he’s out of earshot. ‘He hardly speaks to anyone.’

I grimace, and have another sip of my juice. ‘Can I ask you something?’

‘Sure?’

‘That guy Ed – do you happen to know his surname?’

‘Ed Temple. Shame you didn’t meet him,’ she says, looking a little subdued. ‘He was really cool.’

‘What was he like?’

Naomi considers. ‘He’s one of those rare people who gets along with everybody, you know what I mean? A totally genuine guy. Even Axel liked him – or at least he never gave Ed a hard time.’

‘So what was his story? Why was he here?’

‘For the ceremonies mainly.’ Naomi picks up my bowl, using a pair of scissors to give it a haircut. ‘But he liked to get away from his usual routines, the distractions of the internet and so on. Ed was totally into it all – the therapy, the hikes, the wilderness stuff. He was even talking about setting up his own foundation.’

‘His own foundation?’

‘Ed’s ridiculously wealthy,’ Max chips in, checking over his handiwork. ‘He sold his tech company for over six billion. He’s looking for the next thing to do with his life, wants to find a cure for all trauma and addiction.’

Naomi sighs. ‘That’s why it’s so odd, him leaving that way. Really out of character.’

‘Anyway, he’s gone now,’ Riley mutters. ‘Screw him.’

She sounds aggrieved, and when I glance up there’s a tear running down her cheek. Suddenly she thumps her basket on the table and storms off. I rise from my seat to go after her, but Naomi puts a hand on my arm.

‘Leave it, Zoey,’ she says. ‘It’s best to give Riley plenty of space.’


Chapter 12

‘Group in five.’

I glance up from my book to see Sonoya staring down at me as I’m sprawled on my bed, Simpkins a dead weight across my left leg. ‘I’m not really—’

‘Group therapy isn’t optional, Zoey.’ She turns to go.

‘Why are there no locks on the guest bedrooms?’ I call after her, making a point.

‘Suicide risk,’ Sonoya says simply, and walks away.

I extract myself from under the cat, slip on my flip-flops, and trudge towards the Top. I have to admit it’s aptly named – right down to the little red flag flying from the centre pole.

Rory and Tamara are already there. I sit in a chair opposite and watch as the others troop in: Max and Naomi, deep in conversation, Axel ignoring everyone, still wearing that infernal beanie; Tommy Hilfiger, I notice on a leather tab on the brim. Finn files in a few seconds later, with Riley bringing up the rear – the second she spots me, her face breaks into a scowl.

‘Problem?’ I ask, raising an eyebrow.

‘You’re in my seat.’

This shit is getting old, so I stay put. Riley hovers for a moment, then chooses another chair across from me, shooting me a look of pure malice, then hunches over and stares at the tarpaulin covering the floor.

Naomi shifts up next to me. ‘You got any idea what’s going on?’ she whispers, leaning in. ‘I just saw Mike in his office, looking as if he’s about to have a heart attack. Elena has been rushing around making up the presidential suite.’

‘The presidential suite?’ My eyes widen. ‘You don’t mean—’

Naomi laughs. ‘Of course not, silly. It’s simply a nickname for the annex on the other side of the house – Ed was in there before.’

‘Right, let’s start.’ Sonoya claps to get our attention. ‘I thought this afternoon we could examine the issue of avoidance and cross addiction. Those of you who’ve been here for a while are aware we focus on addictive patterns, rather than any particular substance or behaviour. But it can still be useful to acknowledge the issues we have with those substances or pleasure-inducing activities, and that cross addiction is common.’

She gazes around the circle, eyes resting briefly on each of us. ‘So I thought we could kick off today’s session by volunteering which particular issues, substances or behaviours you struggle with, then perhaps we’ll consider how they relate to each other. Who would like to start?’

Axel yawns, loudly, making a performance of his boredom. Why is he here if he hates it all so much? I wonder – then realise he might well ask the same of me.

To my surprise, Riley raises her hand. ‘My main issues are food, and cutting. I used to have a problem with sex, too, but that doesn’t seem to be the case any longer.’

‘You’ve actually had regular sex?’ Axel smirks.

‘Fuck off, dude,’ Riley retorts, not even looking at him.

‘Is cutting an addiction?’ Naomi asks tentatively. ‘Surely that’s a coping mechanism?’

‘Anything that has an element of compulsion about it counts as an addiction,’ Sonoya says, staring Axel down with a deadpan expression. ‘Would you like to share something?’ she asks him.

He sits up in his seat. ‘Yeah, I’m addicted to sarcasm, and I’m super delighted to be here.’

‘You forgot coke and porn,’ Finn mutters. ‘And being a massive dick. You’re super addicted to that too.’

Axel throws him a malevolent look, and I feel a twinge of apprehension that things are about to kick off – judging from what I saw the day before yesterday, group can get a bit volatile.

‘Anyone else want to contribute?’ Sonoya asks, glancing around. She seems unperturbed by how the session is going – terribly, in my opinion – but for all I know this is normal.

‘Gambling,’ Max says with a shrug. ‘Plus weed and coke.’

‘Alcohol, sleeping pills, shopping,’ Naomi volunteers, as Sonoya’s gaze settles in our direction. ‘I once maxxed out three credit cards in one day. I have times when I can’t stop buying stuff, then every now and then I have to clear out my house and donate it to charity.’

I gawp at her, struggling to believe Naomi does any of those things. She exudes a cheerful normality, a girl-next-door wholesomeness – if you lived next door to people who were absolutely loaded.

Sonoya swings her gaze to Finn, who looks straight back at her, his features expressionless. ‘Coke, Adderall, occasionally meth. Ritalin, Xanax. And booze, of course.’ He too makes these admissions in a matter-of-fact tone, as if he were reeling off a shopping list.

‘Jesus,’ snorts Axel. ‘No wonder Daddy’s company shares nosedived. Did you leave him anything left to sell?’

Finn gives Axel a deadpan stare, but doesn’t rise to the bait. There’s something in his manner that’s almost . . . I search for the word. Detached? No, more . . . disconnected. Apart from his obvious contempt for Axel, he seems devoid of any emotion at all.

‘Zoey?’ Sonoya turns to me. ‘How about you? Would you like to share some of the things you struggle with?’

‘I don’t really have any addictions besides nicotine,’ I shrug. ‘I can go days without drinking. I smoke the occasional bit of weed. I’ve never had a problem with food, and I’m not sure the odd lottery card counts as a gambling habit.’

‘What do you do?’ Max leans forward, scratching one of the large hairy legs emerging from his cargo shorts.

I frown at him. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Hey, I’m not getting at you,’ he says. ‘I’m simply asking what you do. You know, with your life.’

‘I . . .’ I stop and stare at Sonoya, my better mood evaporating. Has she told people what I said to her yesterday? But she insisted everything in those
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