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			Get a new phone number,” they had told her, along with “go to a meeting your first day out,” and “do ninety in ninety,” and “find a sponsor,” and “find a home group,” and “the only thing you have to change is everything.” Feeling as fragile and skinless as a peeled egg, Shannon vowed that this time, she’d follow directions. She was almost thirty years old, hardly a kid anymore, and she had been in and out of rehab six times already, not that anyone was counting. It was getting old.

			Besides, last time she’d almost died. They’d Narcanned her in the hospital. She’d come swimming back to consciousness, surging up and out of the darkness with tubes up her nose, a needle buried in the crook of her elbow, and a terrified-looking nurse leaning over her, saying, “God, we almost lost you!”

			I’m done, Shannon had decided, lying on the narrow gurney in the ER while a homeless man vomited in the corner and two cops stood guard over a bloodied woman handcuffed to her bed. I am really and truly done. By then she had lost her dignity, her money, her job as an editorial assistant at Paragon Press. For the past three years she had supported herself writing blog posts for a site called Busted! that had started its life as an aggregator of celebrity mug shots. Now Shannon, who’d studied with Jane Smiley in graduate school, who’d once received a semi-encouraging rejection letter from The New Yorker (“This isn’t quite right for us, but please try again”), spent her days scanning electronic police-department databases for the faces of the famous, the formerly famous, the almost famous, and the reality-TV famous, as well as scribbing snarky comments across the thighs and torsos of actors and singers who’d gained weight and then had the temerity to appear in public in spite of it.

			Ten posts a day netted her five hundred dollars a week. She’d given up her apartment, the few pieces of non-Ikea furniture that she’d acquired. Busted! did not offer its employees health insurance, which meant that the hospital was eager to see her backside. After they’d moved her to a room, another nurse had come in with a rape kit. She and Shannon had had a quiet conversation, and then the nurse had left with the kit, still sealed in plastic, in her hands. What had happened to her wasn’t rape, Shannon had decided. It can’t be rape if they pay you when it’s over.

			From the hospital she’d gone back into an overwarm October night and thence to rehab—a low-end one, a place where they sent people on welfare who had no money to go anyplace better. After twenty-eight days, she’d taken the Chinatown bus to Manhattan, then the subway to Brooklyn. There was a ten-thirty meeting in the basement of St. Patrick’s in Bay Ridge. She went there because she knew there was a T-Mobile store just down the street, and also that the meeting, which she’d found when she’d gone to meetings the year before, often had doughnuts or cookies—important if you had little money and no food. When she was sober, Shannon found that she was hungry all the time, craving processed flour and white sugar, big mouthfuls of cheap sweet stuff, food that could fill you and hold you in place like an anchor.

			She arrived while the two dozen attendees were mumbling through the preamble, and dumped powdered creamer and sugar into a cup of coffee until she’d created what looked like a latte. There were cinnamon-dusted doughnuts, and she stuffed two into her pockets and devoured a third before taking a seat in a folding chair toward the back of the room. It was a speaker meeting. The woman behind the podium, a trembly sixtysomething with short brown hair and orthopedic sneakers with white laces tied in neat bows, told the story about how she’d been hooked on Vicodin. When her doctor wouldn’t renew her prescription, she began buying pills from a neighbor. Her habit had crept slowly from taking a pill a day to taking pills all day, every day, until she had slept through the pickup at her granddaughter’s preschool. That, she said, was her rock bottom. That was when she decided to get help. Shannon licked cinnamon off her fingers while the woman dug tissues out of her bag. She wondered what would happen if she told them the things that she’d done, the things that had been done to her. There was a line she’d read in a book somewhere, about how if a woman told the truth about her life, the world would crack open. She wasn’t sure about the world, but she suspected that such truth-telling could prove mightily disruptive at an AA meeting.

			She was thinking about getting another doughnut when she saw a man with a spiderweb tattooed on his neck squinting through the dusty church light like he wasn’t quite sure he was seeing her or not. Shannon didn’t recognize him, but that meant nothing. He could have been someone she’d dated or someone she’d fucked for drugs, or maybe even someone she had known in college, the good old days when she’d been young and bright and full of promise, when her short stories had won prizes, when drugs were just something that appeared—or did not appear—at a party on a Saturday night, and Shannon rarely thought of them between one party and the next.

			She dropped a dollar in the basket for the Seventh Tradition, and when she turned she was unsurprised to see the spiderweb guy sitting next to her. “You new?” he whispered. Shannon considered the question. New to the program? New to this meeting? Of course, big surprise, the guy didn’t want to hear her story. He wanted to tell her his own, which was a variation on every junkie’s story that she’d heard. Shannon tuned it out as the guy recited the particulars: “. . . and then he’s like, ‘You aren’t gonna believe this stuff,’ and I was all, ‘Hey, wasn’t this on the news last week? Aren’t people dying from it?’ It was fucked up, I know, but all I thought was, okay, this is gonna be super-strong, so I’m gonna get super-high, and the next thing you know . . .” He pursed his lips, an endearing little-boy-ish gesture, and made a popping sound. “Next thing you know, you’re, like, flat-lining in the ambulance.”

			Shannon gave him a distracted smile. “Yeah, they Narcanned me,” she said. The guy tipped an imaginary hat.

			“Respect,” he said. Shannon smiled and tried not to think about how she’d once gotten an A plus in a class on modern British poets, how the professor had written her a letter of recommendation saying that in his decade of teaching, she’d been his most promising student.

			At the center of the circle, the leader cleared his throat. Shannon bent her head and closed her eyes as the guy at her side finally subsided, then spoke the words of the Serenity Prayer.

			***

			Two blocks away from the meeting was a T-Mobile store. Shannon walked toward it, past the Italian bakery and the coffee shop where she used to take her laptop to work. She’d left the hospital in a waffle-knit thermal undershirt and jeans that kept slipping off her hips. The clothing did not smell entirely fresh. Her guess was that it had come from a lost-and-found bin, and that the girl who’d bought and paid for the clothes was no longer among the living. At rehab, nothing made them happier than when someone died . . . and if the dead person was a dead celebrity, a dead young celebrity who’d overdosed, well, that would send the counselors into a collective orgasm. “This disease will kill you,” they would say, holding up People or Us Weekly as evidence, brandishing the face of the handsome or beautiful young star on the glossy cover. The girls would squirm and fidget. They’d write notes to the guys, whom they were forbidden from speaking to, or they would swap the names of their dealers or braid each other’s hair. Drug addicts died, this wasn’t exactly a news flash, but none of the girls thought it would happen to them. Even if it had already happened to their boyfriends or their best friends or their little sisters or their moms, they thought they were special, untouchable, immune. Addiction is the only disease that tells you that you don’t have a disease, the counselors would lecture. Maybe that was why the addicts she'd known all acted like they would live forever, like bad things would happen, but never to them.

			***

			At the phone store, it took forever for Shannon to get someone’s attention. Finally one of the guys behind the counter—young, black, dreadlocked, with a gold tooth that flashed when he talked—wandered over and lifted Shannon’s phone in his hands. Its once-white plastic casing was a dingy yellow. The screen had shattered and was bound with loops of fraying tape. “Man, how many years you had this poor thing?”

			“Six?” she’d guessed. “Seven?” She’d lost boyfriends, best friends, money, jobs. She’d lost jewelry and eyeglasses and once even a pair of shoes. Through it all, she had managed to hang on to her telephone. Probably because her dealer’s number was in there.

			The guy said that she was eligible for an upgrade. Shannon didn’t understand how she could be eligible for anything good until she remembered that her parents paid the phone bill. She guessed they saw the phone as a lifeline, their last remaining connection to their wayward daughter. As long as she was using it, as long as the bills came every month, they would know she was alive.

			“Nothing fancy,” she’d said. “Whatever’s free.” That turned out to be a touch-screen phone with all kinds of new features. You could shake it to change the music you were listening to; you could watch TV shows and music videos on its tiny square screen. You could set special ring tones for your friends.

			“I don’t have friends,” Shannon said. This whole production was making her feel sad and very old.

			“That so?” said the guy, uninterested. “So you wanna keep your old number?”

			“No!” A new number was the point. She had to leave her old life, her old friends (“They’re not really your friends”) behind her. Cut the cords. Erase the board. Begin again.

			“Fresh start?”

			 She ducked her head. “Something like that.” She watched his face as he took in how thin she was, how her complexion was gray and pocked from where she’d scratched herself when she’d been dope-sick. He noted her fingernails, bitten to bloody nubs, and her brown hair, which hung lank to the small of her back. In rehab, there had been a mirror in the bathroom she’d shared with three other girls, but she’d tried never to look into it.

			Quickly the man walked her through the phone’s features. She scribbled her name on the contract, turned down the offer of a car charger, then slipped the phone into her back pocket and went to another meeting, this one in Carroll Gardens, where one of the old-timers, a guy who’d told Shannon on more than one occasion that he’d been sober longer than she’d been alive, sometimes brought pastries from the Italian bakery, triangles of airy fried dough dusted with sugar. They had some kind of Italian name. In English, they were angel wings. “A treat!” the man would say, opening the box so she could have first pick. It reminded her of the notes her mother used to put in her lunch bag on her birthday, when she’d been a little girl, three quarters wrapped in a piece of notebook paper that, when unfolded, read Have a treat on me.

			***

			After rehab number five, the one where her parents had declined to come for a family counseling session or to pick her up when her twenty-eight days were over, Shannon had downsized to an illegal sublet in an ungentrified corner of Williamsburg, a former bedroom with a toilet and a sink in the corner behind Japanese screens. The place was just as she’d left it, a stage set waiting for the actors to appear. There was a futon in the middle of the floor with a small stack of books beside it. An empty bottle of Diet Coke, with a bloated fly circling the rim, stood on the table where Shannon had worked (her laptop was the only thing of value she’d managed to hang on to, and it too was gone). One corner held a litter of beer bottles and pizza boxes and what looked like a pair of nylon panties with a sanitary napkin still stuck inside.

			She gathered the trash into a bag, squashed the fly with her copy of The Bell Jar, and hauled the garbage down to the Dumpster. It was warm for the end of October, but she still felt cold in her thermal shirt. Maybe tomorrow she’d stop by the Goodwill and find something warmer. That was one of the dubious beauties about living in this neighborhood at this particular moment in time—people actually wanted to look like their clothing came out of a Dumpster.

				At the Korean shop on the corner, Shannon picked up a banana, an orange, and a box of day-old doughnuts, leaving her cash on the countertop because the proprietor was talking with a uniformed policeman and did not notice her as she stood off to the side of the register with her money in her hand. “Shoplifters,” she heard him say. His name was Mr. Park. He used to say hello to her, greet her by name when she came in the morning for the coffee and the egg-and-bagel sandwich that would fuel a morning of blogging. Now his eyes slipped away as if her face were oiled, and he would purse his lips as if her name had grown edges and would hurt him to say.

			“Druggie scum!” he told the cop, who gave a philosophical nod. Shannon ducked her head. She’d lifted things—fruit, bottled water, a tube of toothpaste, a package of condoms—but not from here. She’d never stolen from people she knew, unless she counted her parents.

			In her room, she filled the empty soda bottle with tap water and drank it with her dinner. When she turned on the telephone, she was relieved to see her new number pop up on the home screen, along with the words, spelled out a single electronic letter at a time, HI SHANNON. Working carefully, taking her time with the unfamiliar keyboard on the shiny screen, she entered “Home” under Contacts, and then her parents’ number. That was the only number she wanted on her new phone. But when she hit “save” and then “show contacts,” there was another name. Devonté. Who was Devonté? For a moment, she felt dizzy with fear, trying to remember if she knew a Devonté and had somehow wronged him. Then she shook her head, smiling, and pulled the T-Mobile guy’s business card out of her back pocket. Devonté Harrison, it said. Night Manager. But why had he given her his number? She was staring at the phone when it started to quiver in her hand, and she jumped, almost screaming. Her startle reflex was off the charts. One of the counselors three rehabs ago had asked if there was any trauma in her background.

			“Could be anything. Like a car accident or being in a war or your parents abusing you.” Shannon had shaken her head. That was one of the worst parts about rehab, especially for someone who still occasionally thought of herself as a writer—everyone there had a better story than she did. The other girls had been beaten by their fathers or their husbands or their boyfriends. They’d grown up poor, deprived, maybe even homeless. They’d survived the deaths of parents, siblings, boyfriends, babies. Whereas Shannon had grown up in a nice house in the suburbs, had gone to a private liberal arts college that her parents had been happy to pay for, then had moved to an apartment in Park Slope, with the assistance of a small but not insignificant trust fund left by her grandmother. What excuse did she have? What, exactly, was her tragedy—that Tin House and Antaeus had both declined to publish her short stories, that n + 1 had turned down her essay on the commodification of disdain in literary fiction? It sounded like bullshit, even in her own head, so she never said it out loud.

			NEW TEXT MESSAGE FROM DEVONTE, read the screen. Cautiously she poked a button. How’s ur phone? N E problems? she read.

			Phone is fine, she wrote back, once she got her hands to stop shaking. She needed a pill. She needed a shot, a snort, a swallow of something. She needed that deliciously syrupy forgetfulness cascading thickly from the top of her head down to her toes. The world was too scary and sad for her to move through naked. Chemical protection was required; a warm down jacket to keep out the cold, a blanket to bury herself in and hide away.

			Play the tape, the counselors would say. Shannon forced herself to remember herself in the hospital, the nurse’s pale face, her lips forming the words God, we thought we’d lost you! She made herself remember the rough fabric of the futon burning against her legs as the guy huffed and sweated on top of her, his jeering voice as he said, How ’bout you move your ass, honey? She made herself remember what it had felt like to come swimming through the darkness back to consciousness, with no one who loved her there to greet her. The doctor asked if there was anyone they could call and she shook her head no. The last time she’d been home, she found that her parents had emptied out her room. No bed, no desk, no dresser, no pictures on her bulletin board or posters on the walls. No clothes except for a single navy-blue dress that hung in the closet, floating like a ghost. We’re saving that to bury you in, her mom had said.

			That should have been the worst thing, the fabled bottom of which drunks and druggies spoke in the unchanging narrative of the Program—I was down, but this program saved me; I was lost, but now I am found. Shannon knew it wasn’t even close. Her bottom, the worst thing she’d done—or, really, the worst thing she hadn’t done—was something she had no intention of remembering, let alone speaking of it to another living soul.

			She’d read all the novels by her bed, so she thumbed through the Big Book they’d sent her home with, her third copy. Tomorrow she would steal something from one of the independent bookstores with their carefully curated selections of young writers, men and women who’d gone to colleges like hers, who were her age or even younger, who tried so hard to look serious in their author photos, as if even the hint of a smile would reveal them as frauds.

			She plugged in her phone and pulled down the shade. That night she dreamed she was in her parents’ basement rec-room kissing her high school boyfriend, the taste of his cigarette smoke and strawberry wine coolers and his tongue, thick and warm, in her mouth. Someone was smoking a joint in the backyard—she could smell the sweet, skunky scent of the smoke, along with the smell of leaves, of rotting pumpkins, of Halloween candy still wrapped up and ready to go. Then the dream shifted. She was naked, her futon was covered in dirt, and there were men in masks looking down at her. The masks, made of white plastic, obscured the men’s faces. High slits turned their eyes into black holes. One man grasped her wrists, the other took her ankles, and they lifted her easily. Her body swayed as one of them said, Put her in the bedroom. We can all have a turn.

			No, she screamed.

			Shut up, said a man in a mask. Shut up, don’t you know you’re dead already?

			She screamed again, and that scream was what finally woke her up. Her telephone was blinking. NEW TEXT MESSAGE, it said.

			***

			It was a snapshot of a bottle of pills. Blue ones. Oxys. One of her old loves. The pills were on a table in the foreground. Behind the bottle, Shannon could make out a refrigerator, a blur that might have been a window. She stared at the picture for a long, quiet moment—the words SENT FROM, followed by a string of digits that meant nothing—and swiped her thumb over the glass screen, left and right and left again, until she managed to make it go away.

			Her first thought was that someone was fucking with her. She’d heard about stuff like this during rehab, stories about what happened when you tried to leave your low companions behind. One girl had a boyfriend who’d bring her a cup of coffee every morning, a needle and tourniquet and spoon and lighter beside it. The heroin would be in a sugar bowl, and all of it would be arranged on a tray, a hellish version of breakfast in bed. Another complained that her boyfriend had agreed to stop drinking in the house, but he’d go to the bars and come home reeking of cigarette smoke and Jack, which used to be her drink, and crawl into bed beside her, passing out, leaving her lying beside him slick with sweat, hands shaking, guts cramping, wanting it so badly that she could taste it.

			Shannon had never been a drinker. Aside from strawberry wine coolers, which they’d probably kick you out of Brooklyn for drinking, she hated the taste of booze, the way it made her feel flushed and sweaty and sleepy. She was an opiate girl. She’d enjoyed pills in college and as an occasional treat when she was fresh out of school, trying to gain a toehold in the city’s literary scene, which felt to her like walking into a party where everyone knew everyone else already, where they all spoke the same language, a code you’d never crack made of shared references and in-jokes and nicknames and knowledge of the secret histories of institutions and people—who was sleeping with whom, who used to work with whose ex-wife, who used to be straight (or gay), whose career was on the rise and whose on the descent. Shannon had done her best, gamely submitting her stories and essays and résumés, papering her apartment’s bedroom walls with rejections. She’d done an internship at a literary quarterly, where her job consisted of sending form rejection letters to people just like her and fending off the advances of the editor, a man forty years her senior who’d been a finalist for the National Book Award years before. She kept writing and rewriting, sustained by the few words of praise and encouragement she had received, certain that she was both talented and determined, and that talent and determination would take her to where she wanted to go.

			She was twenty-three and an editorial assistant at Paragon the first time she’d tried heroin. At first the drug had been a delightful treat, something she’d done with Mickey, her boyfriend, an options trader by day and bass player by night, in a Brooklyn band that was starting to get some buzz on the blogs. Mickey was a year younger than she was, all clear eyes and shiny hair and exclamation-mark-peppered texts. His mouth tasted as sweet as a peach, but ultimately she’d found all of that boyish enthusiasm, not to mention his easily found success, a little tiresome. She had never loved Mickey. Only the drugs.

			So they’d drifted apart, and then Shannon lost her job after calling in sick or showing up late or spending forty-five minutes nodding out in the ladies’ room a few times too many. Things had gone downhill fast, so damned fast she still couldn’t believe it. Blink and you’re collecting your diploma—summa cum laude, if you please—on a perfect June afternoon. Blink and you’re snorting from a little bag of brownish powder someone pulled out of his pocket at a party. Blink and someone named Money is teaching you how to tie off, sliding a needle into your vein, murmuring Express train to happy. Blink and you’re stealing gold coins out of a shoebox in your parents’ closet while they set the table for Christmas dinner. Blink and you’re in rehab, out of rehab, in rehab again. Blink and you’re letting a guy flip you facedown on a stained futon, listening to him and his friends joke about playing the B side, focusing on the one, two, three, four bags on the table that will take you away from all of this, because you are nothing. Don’t you know you’re dead already? 

			The phone was still in her hand. She gave a little screech when a text from a string of numbers that meant nothing to her appeared on the screen: Dude U redE 2 partE? Bcuz she’s all redE for U!

			She turned her phone off and put it in her purse, handling it by its edges, as if it were a grenade. There was a meeting at St. Patrick’s at nine o’clock. She went to it, and when the leader said it was time for anyone who wanted to share, she put her hand in the air. I have no life, she would tell them. There is no one who knows I’m alive. Someone is sending me pictures of pills on my new phone. I am scared. I am alone. I don’t think I can do this. But she didn’t get called on, so she put four doughnuts in her pockets, two on each side, like ballast, and then went back to the T-Mobile store.

			***

			“Easy explanation,” said Devonté when Shannon showed him the text and the picture. “You’re getting texts for someone who used to have your phone number.”

			“So I’m gonna get all this guy’s texts and messages?”

			“Hopefully he gave his bros his new number. Let me see something.” He took her phone, pressed a few buttons, wrote something down, then scooted his wheeled chair over to a computer screen, and tapped and peered and tapped some more. She caught a muttered “That’s weird” as she drifted to the display of customized cases and high-end headphones. There were exactly three limp dollar bills in her pocket. She’d had four, but she’d put one in the basket that morning.

			Devonté beckoned her over. “If someone had this number before you got it, he had it marked private. No way to find out who it is.”

			“How about where it is?”

			He shook his head. “Two sixty-three is one of the new area codes. They’re using it all over New York. You want my advice, just ignore it. Eventually whoever’s texting will figure out that you’re not their friend.”

			“I could text him back and tell him that.”

			“You could,” said Devonté, drawing out the last word. He put his hands against his head and used his fingertips to massage his scalp. “Sometimes people are real assholes when it’s just texts or messages. If whoever’s sending the messages knows that he’s bugging you, he might, you know, raise the stakes.”

			Shannon frowned.

			“Think of it as a window into someone else’s world,” he said.

			“It feels like I’m eavesdropping.” She remembered something from Chaucer: Peep not at a keyhole, lest ye be vexed. 

			“It’s a nuisance,” Devonté said, “but I guarantee, it’ll stop after a few days.”

			“As long as it’s not costing me anything.”

			“To receive texts? Nope. You’ve got the unlimited data plan, remember? You can send and receive all the texts you want. Go ahead,” he said, and pushed the phone across the counter. “Send a text.”

			She bit her lip and wondered if he’d looked at her contacts, a list that was still only two names long. She slid her finger over the screen, clicked on Devonté’s name, and wrote, “Hi.” In his breast pocket, his phone shuddered and buzzed. “See?” he said, without even reading what she’d written. “That wasn’t so bad, was it?”

			***

			The man leading the Night Owls meeting, at eleven o’clock in a meeting room at Roosevelt Hospital, had terminal brain cancer. He had a square white bandage over one cheek, and the backs of both hands were mottled black and blue. His white hair hovered around his bald scalp like milkweed fluff. His body seemed to float in his clothes. “I’m not going to sit here and say that I’m happy to be dying,” he said. “But I’m glad I’m dying sober. I’m glad I can be there for my wife and my kids, and that I’m not in a fog. I can hear it when they tell me they love me, and I can mean it when I say it back.” He gazed around the room—there were only eight of them—making meaningful eye contact with each one, lingering on Shannon. Shannon slipped out back when she felt her phone buzzing in her hip pocket. Another text from that string of unfamiliar numbers: Dude. Get here. This party is EPIC.

			“Epic,” she said, and shook her head. In high school, she’d played quarters on Ping-Pong tables in basements while parents watched The X-Files upstairs. She’d get one of her cross-country teammates, who had an obliging older brother, to buy her a bottle of peach schnapps, and she’d mix it with orange juice, thinking she was sophisticated because she preferred that to beer. Once, during a game of Seven Minutes in Heaven, a boy named John Mackey had gotten so frustrated trying to unhook her bra that he’d yanked the hooks right off. She’d laughed. They both had. It had been funny. More than that, it had been safe, because someone was on the outside of the door to call “Time!” and more someones were waiting there to laugh at their flushed faces. Torn clothes were a joke; the idea of a guy getting rough, using force, actually hurting a girl he knew, that was a joke, too.

			She slipped out the door and went to a crowded Starbucks, where she lingered by the pickup counter until there were four drinks piled up and nobody paying much attention. Then she helped herself to the tallest one and calmly walked out the door to wait for the train that would take her home. She was thinking of her mother. “I don’t know what to do for you anymore!” her mom had cried. This had been on Family Day, two rehabs ago, the place in California. “It’s like you’re drowning, and I keep throwing you life preservers, and you keep not grabbing them, and Shannie, I can’t . . .” Shannon had wanted to tell her she was sorry, but then her mother, still crying, had said, “You were so talented!” and Shannon felt such deep shame, such embarrassment that all of her early promise had bled out without netting her a book deal or a contract with a good magazine or even a real job, that she’d said “Fuck you” instead of “I’m sorry” and stormed out of the room where the families had gathered. She had slammed the door behind her, but not fast enough to shut out the sound of one of the counselors saying, “That’s her disease talking. That’s not your daughter.”

			***

			Instead of waiting for the train, Shannon walked home from the meeting, trying to tire herself out, but that night she couldn’t sleep. Big surprise. “You’ve messed up your body’s natural sleep cycle, taking all that heroin,” they’d told her. So when would she sleep again? Would it be weeks, months, years? Nobody knew, or at least nobody wanted to tell her.

			She tried every meditation technique she’d learned, controlling her breathing, flexing and relaxing all her muscles. It wasn’t until she reached for a pen, thinking she’d start the journal they’d all told her to keep, that she saw her phone’s message light blinking.

			There was one new message. Shannon could taste copper in her mouth as the temperature in the room seemed to drop ten degrees. She clicked, and there was another picture.

			This time she saw a man and a girl sitting shoulder to shoulder on a couch. The man wore an untucked plaid shirt and jeans. His thick legs were spread wide, and his body was angled toward his couch-mate. Underneath the brim of his baseball cap, he was grinning. One of his arms was around the girl’s shoulders. He was using his free hand to squeeze her breast.

			As for the girl, she looked young and either very drunk or ill. Her eyes were half open, unfocused. Her mouth hung slack, and her head tilted forward, chin almost touching her chest, as if she were a baby who’d fallen asleep in a stroller. The skin of her face and throat was pasty, and she appeared entirely unaware that the guy sitting beside her was pawing at her. She didn’t look as though she was aware of anything.

			You know where that is, said the voice in her mind.

			I do not, said Shannon. She lay back on her bed. She tried to close her eyes. She thought, Why does this have to be my job? Haven’t I been through enough? She made herself breathe, inhaling to the count of five, exhaling over the same count, until she’d lulled herself into sleep, or something close.

			***

			After the party was the after-party. This meant smoking meth off squares of burnt tinfoil in someone’s grotty apartment, where the only furniture was milk crates and two splintered wooden chairs. She had been sick before the night had even started. It had been twelve hours since she’d shot her last four bags, certain that Mickey was going to bring her more, only Mickey had shown up without her two hundred dollars and with some long story about how his connection had never showed.

			“I need something,” Shannon had said, hating the words as they came out of her mouth, hating herself for letting it get this far again. She’d promised that she’d keep it under control, just on weekends, and if not just weekends, then just night, but of course life had happened, and three weeks later she was right back where she’d started. Mickey had given her a bottle of brandy and she’d clutched it close, like a baby, choking down burning sips and hoping it would be enough to stop the sweating and the shaking, the way her legs wanted to kick and her organs felt unmoored, as if they were all sloshing around inside her, waiting to come streaming out of her mouth or points south.

			The booze hadn’t helped and the meth hadn’t, either. She’d endured the agony for as long as she could before gripping Mickey’s hand with one of her sweat-slimy paws and saying, “You’ve got to get me something.”

			They’d piled into someone’s Citicar, and there was rap music on the stereo, four people crammed into the tiny backseat. She’d huddled close to Mickey, shivering and ill, and they’d driven for almost an hour, finally ending up in front of an abandoned rowhouse at the end of a burnt-out block.

			Shannon remembered an upside-down Big Wheel on the porch and two aluminum-tube lawn chairs with sagging nylon straps. In the kitchen, all of the appliances had been yanked out of the walls, leaving stained squares and rectangles to indicate their locations. “This way,” said Mickey, leading her down a steep flight of stairs, down to a basement that smelled like rotting potatoes and stale sweat and the chemical reek of crack. She’d been half sitting, half lying on a couch that smelled like mold and mothballs when she’d first noticed the noise, a faint scratching sound. “Mickey?” she’d whispered, but Mickey wasn’t there, he was on another couch all the way across the room with three other guys, laughing about something. Shannon had pushed herself to her feet and had started across the room, toward the scratching sound, when suddenly there was an arm around her waist, the moist warmth of a guy’s horrible breath blooming against her neck and ear. “Not there, baby, that’s not for you.” Like a good girl, she’d let him lead her away from the wall, and he’d found her pills and she’d paid for them on her back, eyes squeezed shut, tears running into the cups of her ears and turning the scratching into an underwater rumor, faint and far away.

			***

			In her little room, in her sheetless, blanketless futon, Shannon sat upright, gasping. “No,” she said. “No.” Her phone light was blinking, blinking, and she knew what it would say. She threw the phone across the room and groaned out loud, burying her face in her hands. She thought, Take this cup from my lips. She thought, I was only there once and I was sick. I’ll probably never be able to remember where it is. She thought, Probably she’s dead already.

			But you couldn’t run forever. They had told her that in rehab, too. Eventually you had to stop running, and even the worst failures, the true fuckups and wastes of space, had to try to fix what they had broken. You had to turn and see what you had done. You had to make a searching and fearless moral inventory of yourself. You had to write it all down and confess the nature of your wrongdoings to yourself and to the God of your understanding and to someone else, and then you had to make amends.

			“Okay, fine,” said Shannon. Her eyes felt wide and starey. Underneath them, her cheeks were slick. She rubbed at the tears, pushed her feet into her cheap sneakers, and then went and retrieved the phone, holding it gently in her hand, forcing herself to think.

			She could go to the cops . . . except what would she tell them? She had a few texts that wouldn’t strike them as alarming, a picture that showed nothing more than a boy and a girl, both upright and clothed. Maybe he’s her boyfriend, she heard an imaginary police officer say. She could tell them that the texts and pictures reminded her of a house where she’d been, and how there’d been a scratching sound, maybe nothing more than a mouse behind the wall, but maybe something bigger . . . except that would prompt all kinds of questions about exactly what she, Shannon Elizabeth Wills, had been doing in the house and why she hadn’t said anything to anyone at the time and why she was only now, eight weeks later, coming forward. Rehab, huh? Not working yet? They’d ask their fake-casual questions, taking in her scrawny limbs and messed-up face, roll their eyes over her head if she tried to tell them about her dream—the men in masks, the hands on her ankles.

			The phone buzzed in her hand. Feeling like she was in a dream, underwater, Shannon picked it up and clicked “Read text” and stared at the screen as the words she’d known were coming appeared one letter at a time.

			HELP ME.

			Then, as she watched, the screen filled with the words until the picture was obliterated. HELP ME HELP ME HELP ME HELP ME HELP ME.

			She hit buttons at random until the words went away. Then she called Devonté.

			He sounded groggy—but, thank God, not angry—when he picked up. “H’lo? Shannon?”

			“I need you to take me somewhere in Crown Heights.”

			His voice was dry. “I assume that this is urgent?”

			She gave him the address of the diner on the corner of Henry and DeGraw. “I can get you something . . .”

			“Ah, I’m not hungry. I’ll meet you there.”

			She ended the call and raced outside, even though there was no way he could be there yet. Shivering, she waited on the fluorescent-lit sidewalk outside of Mr. Park’s shop, pacing back and forth and wishing she had money for a cup of hot cocoa and a sweet roll. When Devonté’s little blue Zipcar pulled up to the curb, she was in the passenger’s seat almost before he’d stopped, slapping the phone into his hand like a nurse handing over some necessary instrument to a doctor in the midst of a delicate surgery.

			He flicked through the pictures, frowning. Over his shoulder, Shannon read the next round of texts.

			WTF did u do 2 hr?

			N0thing. She wuz fine when i left.

			shes not fine now

			that wasnt me. 

			If u took pics delete them. meet back here have 2 figure out what 2 do

			 Devonté shook his head and scrolled back to the first picture, the pills in the kitchen. “So you know where this is?”

			Her voice was dry and rattly, a dead leaf blowing down a sidewalk. “It’s in Crown Heights.”

			“But you don’t know where the house is? Or what street it’s on, or anything?”

			“I’ll find it.”

			“How?”

			“I don’t know.” The last word came out half an octave higher than the preceding two. A chill worked its way up her body, shaking her shoulders. She didn’t want to go back there, but what choice did she have? Nobody had come to save her, not that night, not the night on her futon, the night she’d gone to the hospital, but that didn’t absolve her of her own responsibilities. “Come on,” she said, and Devonté started to drive. Shannon shut her eyes, leaning her forehead against the cool window glass. When she opened them, the message light was flaring again.

			think she’s dead

			“No,” she moaned as Devonté squinted at the GPS, driving along Eastern Parkway, leading them deeper into a neighborhood of boarded-up storefronts, Chinese restaurants with plastic signs, OTB parlors and shabby churches and burnt-out, windowless shells of houses. Pairs of sneakers dangled from the powerlines; a torn garbage bag leaked paper plates and chicken bones onto the street.

			“What now?” he asked.

			She knew the answer. Most addicts had what a career counselor might call a limited skill set, but finding the party was generally part of it. Find the party, you’d find booze and blow and pills and powder, or at least someone who knew how to get them. A pretty girl or even just a thin one (and all addicts ended up thin eventually) could always find the party.

			Shannon directed Devonté to a convenience store. Inside, there was a trio of giggly girls in denim jackets and high-heeled boots standing in line, sipping from sixty-four-ounce cups of Mountain Dew, ordering Salem Lights. “Hey,” said Shannon, reaching out to tap the shoulder of a girl wearing sparkly red devil horns. The girls ignored her, turning their backs, marching out the door on a slipstream of perfume. She followed, thinking she’d get their attention once they were outside.

			“Girlie.” The voice sounded like concrete being churned in a broken mixer. She looked down. The bum leaning against the side of the cinder-block wall wore a dirt-stiffened sweatshirt with a dark red stain down the front. His pants were held up with a bungee cord. Reddened toes poked through slits he’d carved into a pair of too-small sneakers. He leaned against the wall of the convenience store and grinned a smile that revealed three teeth. “No offense, girlie, but I think maybe you’re up past your bedtime.”

			“Please.” The word came out as a croak. “Do you know where there’s a party? There’s something I have to do there.”

			Beneath the thickets of his eyebrows, the bum’s eyes rolled. “Oh, I know all about that.” He worked himself slowly from sitting to standing, then reached into his pocket. “Here.” He gave her a pamphlet printed on flimsy green paper. The Promises, read the words on top. If we are painstaking about this phase of our development, we will be amazed before we are halfway through. We are going to know a new freedom and a new happiness. We will not regret the past, nor wish to shut the door on it.

			“See, doesn’t that sound nice? A new freedom and a new happiness?” He sounded, Shannon thought, like a parent trying to coax a child into taking a bite of some new vegetable.

			“I tried,” Shannon said. Her head felt hot and heavy as it throbbed with her pulse. The wind rose, blowing crumpled pieces of newspaper and the strands of someone’s abandoned weave past her toes. “I went to those meetings. They weren’t for me. But, look, I swear, I’m not going to try to get drugs. There’s someone there I have to help.”

			He looked at her for a minute before pulling something else out of his pocket that she also recognized. A plastic chip, a twenty-four-hour chip, the one they gave you at your very first meeting. The desire chip, she’d heard it called, because it didn’t demonstrate any particular achievement or length of sobriety, just that you had a desire to stop doing what you were doing, a desire to change for the better. Shannon slipped it in her pocket. “Try Utica and Atlantic,” he said. “Good luck, girlie. Ah, no, never mind that,” he said when she took her last three dollars and tried to give them to him. “Do the right thing,” he said, and slumped down against the wall, almost vanishing into the shadows.

			Shannon ran through the darkness, back to Devonté’s car. Clouds drifted over the surface of the moon. Dead leaves twitched on the tree branches, and the sky above her seemed enormous and empty. She dug her hands into her pockets and wished for her winter coat.

			“Where to?” asked Devonté.

			“Utica and Atlantic.”

			“Which house, though?”

			“We’ll know,” she said, and she was right. There were cars parked along each side of the street, people lingering around the open door of a row house made of crumbling brick, with squares of cardboard taped over the windows and a single lightbulb dangling from a twist of wire illuminating the porch. This was the place, Shannon told herself, and hoped that she was right.

			“Come on,” she said, and she and Devonté pushed past the people lingering on the porch through the battered front door propped open with a cinder bock and into the house. The kitchen was still empty of furniture and appliances, although now there was a keg of beer set on a metal trash can filled with ice. The living room had scarred hardwood floors and was almost completely dark, except for the occasional spark and flare of a lighter. Shannon could hear murmured conversations, arguments, the hiss of smoke being drawn through a glass pipe, a woman’s drunken protest that dissolved into a sigh.

			“Where we going?” Devonté murmured.

			She stood at the bottom of the stairs that led to the basement, cold seeping up through the soles of her shoes, eyes wide open in the smoky half darkness. There were bodies moving through the dimness, kids sitting against the walls, a couple entangled on a couch. Something moaning and dirgelike was coming out of the stereo, muddy guitar chords, a singer’s whispered incantation. On a couch across the room, a topless woman swung a leg over a boy and sat straddling him. The curve of her shoulder echoed the curve of the moon. Nothing was where she remembered it—not the furniture, not the ceilings or the walls. Shannon had never felt so sober in her life or wanted so badly to get high.

			Where?

			She put her hand in her pocket, wrapping her fingers around the raised edges of the plastic chip before pulling it free. In the darkness, it cast a glow, small and feeble, but better than nothing. Behind her, something flickered. She turned and saw that Devonté had pulled out his cell phone and was using its screen to light their way. He put his hand on her hip, and they shuffled forward, deeper into the basement, which seemed to have lengthened and deepened and darkened.

			In the house where Shannon had grown up, her parents had turned the crawl space above the garage into a secret room that she could access through a tiny door they’d hidden behind a bookcase. The ceilings were so low she couldn’t even stand up straight when she’d been seven, but it had delighted her, and her parents, delighted by her delight, had gotten a contractor to install carpeting and lights and a fan. She has a wonderful imagination, she’d heard her father saying. Maybe she’ll be a writer someday.

			Shannon gripped the chip so hard that its edges dug grooves into her palm, moving against the wall. Icy fingers groped for her ankles, plucked at her wrists and her hair. Hey, baby, hey, baby, whispered a boy. Shannon didn’t listen. Finally her hip slammed into a doorknob set into the rock wall at the far end of the basement. She tried the knob. It didn’t move.

			So now what? Hit it again? Kick it? Say the magic word? Shannon fell to her knees, pressing her ear against the splintered wood, which felt greasy and somehow alive against her skin. She couldn’t hear anything. Then she could. Faint moans, gusts of goatish laughter, guys chivvying for position.

			We will not regret the past, nor wish to close the door on it. As often as she had said the words, they’d never made sense to Shannon. Bad as she’d been, bad as she’d done, how could she not regret? How could she want anything other than a closed door? She’d stolen her parents’ money, broken their hearts. She had betrayed every friend she’d ever had. She had betrayed herself. She had left a girl in the darkness to die. In her mind, she walked through her bedroom door, past the door to her closet, where only one dress hung, the only one her mother had kept, the one they would bury her in. She knelt down by the bookcase and, as she swung it aside, she said, “I’m sorry!” The words burst out of her like she would explode if she’d tried to keep them inside. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry!” In the basement, underneath her palm, the doorknob turned. The door opened. The boys, one, two, three, four of them turned to face her. One had a Freddie Krueger mask on. One had his pants off. The girl was naked, on the floor, legs kicked open, in a widening pool of something.

			“What the fuck?” one of the boys cried as the door banged against the stone wall.

			“Surprise,” said Shannon. The clicks that Devonté’s phone made as it took pictures—one, two, three, four—were as loud as gunshots in the little room, and the men squirmed away from the light like vampires. Shannon pulled out her own phone and slid it across the floor to where the girl was lying, dazed.

			“Nine-one-one,” said Shannon. The girl didn’t look up. It was like she hadn’t heard her. The guys were scrambling, pulling up their pants, stepping over the girl like she was a toy someone had left on the floor. Shannon bent down. She reached out, meaning to touch the girl’s cheek, then reconsidered, thinking, confusedly, about evidence and fingerprints and how she could contaminate the crime scene. Instead, she picked up the phone, punched the buttons, waited for someone to pick up and then said, “I’m on Utica Avenue, and there’s a girl here who’s been kidnapped and raped.”

			“Hello?” said the operator, sounding frustrated. “Hello? Is anyone there?”

			“Hey, man, calm down,” one of the guys who’d been scrambling around pantless a minute before was saying to his compadres. “It was probably just the wind or some shit like that.”

			“Wind in a basement?” another guy, this one in jeans and bare feet, was asking.

			“Whatever,” said the first guy.

			“Hello?” said the operator. “Hello? Is anyone there?”

			The girl finally opened her mouth. Her face was puffy and bruised. She wore a necklace of fingerprints on the soft flesh beneath her jaw. “Are you real?” she whispered to Shannon. Then, before Shannon could answer, she spider-walked her fingers to the phone.

			“Please help me,” she said. “My name is Stella Flick and I live at two-two-one Hazel Street.”

			The operator’s voice shifted immediately, becoming sharper, more alert. “Okay, sweetie. Tell me your name again. Stella Flick? Is that right? We’ve been looking for you. Can you tell me where you are?”

			The girl’s eyes were drifting shut. “Utica Avenue!” Shannon shouted.

			“She can’t hear you,” Devonté said quietly.

			“They had a puppy,” Stella was saying. “A little brown puppy on a leash. I always wanted a puppy, but my mom and dad said no.”

			“Tell me where you are, sweetheart,” said the operator, who sounded like she was crying. “Can you tell me what it looks like? Is anyone else there with you?”

			“I went to pet the puppy,” the girl whispered. “It was right near the school. Right out on the street. There were people all around . . . but they grabbed me up so fast . . .”

			Shannon turned, looking at Devonté helplessly. “Does the phone have GPS?” she asked. He shook his head.

			“I don’t know what happened to the puppy,” said Stella. “I hope they didn’t hurt it.”

			“Okay, sweetheart, we’re going to send people to come and get you, but I need you to try to tell me where you are. Is it a house? An apartment? Can you see anything through the windows?”

			“Basement,” said the girl. Her eyes were closing again. Shannon wondered if they’d hurt her or if they’d been drugging her, if she’d ever known where she’d been taken. “Look,” said Devonté, and pointed. Then she saw it, flashing like a bloody diamond in the corner, the flaring message light of one of the boy’s abandoned phones, maybe the very one that had sent her the messages in the first place. She grabbed it, slid it across the floor, and held her breath, watching, as the girl punched the numbers 911, and repeated, “I’m in a basement,” and the voice on the other end said, “Okay, sweetheart, okay, you just stay with us, just stay with us, keep talking, we can see you now, we can follow the phone’s signal, we know exactly where you are.”

			***

			Devonté walked her up the stairs, across the porch, and back out to his car. She sat in the passenger seat until the sounds of the sirens came lilting through the night and the people in the house came pouring out through the windows and the doors and down the second-story fire escape and scattered. She waited until two female officers with flashlights, followed by two more men, one with bolt cutters, walked into the house.

			“You did good,” said Devonté. Shannon could barely bring herself to nod. She was so tired. It felt like this night had gone on forever. In her pocket, her phone had gone silent. Maybe the battery had died. She was hoping that it had. If that phone’s screen never flashed at her again, that would be, she thought, just fine.

			Devonté gave her a candy bar and a cup of coffee laced with sugar and fake dairy sludge like they had at the AA meetings, and she slurped it up, not minding when it burned her tongue. She was huddled in front of the heater, finishing the last of the coffee, when the girl emerged. She was wrapped in a blanket, a tiny figure with bare feet. Shannon hoped that her parents would welcome her home; that there’d be a warm bath and a soft bed, and that they’d tell her that they loved her, no matter what she’d done or what had been done to her, that no matter what, she would always be their girl.

			 “You did good,” Devonté repeated. Her eyes had slipped shut. She forced them open, then let them close again. His voice seemed to be coming from the other end of a very long tunnel. The world looked strange, the sky stretching wide and thin overhead, the upturned Big Wheel on the porch seeming to float a few inches off the wooden boards, and Shannon was so tired. The electricity she’d felt when she’d recognized the house, when she’d known that she could find this place and save the girl imprisoned there, was gone. When she opened her eyes again and saw the row house silhouetted underneath the black fall sky, with the moon still riding behind its veil of clouds, she knew. She knew what had happened, and why the guy at that first meeting had wanted to talk about the white light, why Mr. Park hadn’t seen her at the fruit store, but she’d been perfectly visible to the old guy leading the Night Owls meeting, the one with the bandage on his cheek. The one who was dying.

			Don’t you know you’re dead already?

			She plucked at the sleeve of her undershirt, then tugged down the collar. The twin branches of the Y-shaped incision they’d made, then stitched shut with thick thread, were both visible. No need to make it pretty. The dress in her closet, the one her mother kept, had a high collar. Dead already. Devonté nodded as if she’d spoken the words. “Yeah,” he said. “Sorry about that.”

			“When?” she asked. Already the street was starting to fade. The crumbling brick facade of the house had faded to pale pink, the pumpkin set on the porch across the street was fading to the color of watery Tang. As she watched, there was a faint pop, then the pumpkin winked out of sight.

			“That night you went to the hospital,” Devonté said. “The night with the two guys. They gave you too much. It wasn’t on purpose. They bought it on the street, didn’t know it wasn’t cut.”

			She closed her eyes. It didn’t seem to matter much. “So why?” she asked. “Why all this?”

			Devonté shrugged. Outside the car window, the house collapsed in on itself, then disappeared. The sky above was flat and dimensionless as gray paint on a board. The street looked like a stage when the performance was over, just before the sets were struck. “Couldn’t tell you,” he said. “I’m not the one who makes the decisions, you know? But if I had to guess—if, you know, you put a gun to my head . . .” His teeth flashed as he smiled. “Maybe it was your chance to do, you know, a good deed.”

			“Is that what happened?” she asked. “Did someone put a gun to your head?”

			“Nah, man, I had lung cancer.” He shook his head, disgusted. “And I never even smoked.”

			Shannon turned her head away from the window. She knew she was crying, but could not feel the warmth of tears on her cheeks. What a joke. It turned out that God was just another one of those writers in Brooklyn, moving chess pieces around some cosmic board for His own amusement, telling Himself a story. And if God had chosen this girl, the one in the house, to be saved, why not her?

			Maybe she’d just used up her chances.

			“Or maybe,” said the man in the driver’s seat, as if he were reading her mind, “maybe He’ll give you another one.”

			Shannon sniffled. She raised the backs of her hands to her face to wipe away tears that weren’t there. There were things she could have done differently, things she could have done better, different choices she could have made, but right then, at that moment, all she wanted was to say good-bye to her parents, to say that she was sorry, as she had in the basement; to say that they didn’t deserve to be hurt like that, didn’t deserve the task of emptying the house of her, her books and her music and her clothes, all except the one dress she would wear to her funeral.

			“I’m sorry,” she said again for the last time. She closed her eyes . . . and when she opened them again she was in a hospital bed, tubes coming out of her arms, electrodes on her chest, and a masked nurse was leaning down, saying, “Thank God, honey, we thought we’d lost you!”
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