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FOR JULIE
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A few years back I was running out of money so I volunteered for a research study at the
University of Pennsylvania. The directions brought me to the campus medical center in West
Philly and a large auditorium filled with women, all between eighteen and thirty-five years old.
There weren’t enough chairs and I was among the last to arrive so I had to sit shivering on the
floor. They had free coffee and chocolate donuts and a big TV playing The Price Is Right, but
most everyone was looking at their phones. The vibe was a lot like the DMV except we were all
getting paid by the hour so people seemed happy to wait all day.

A doctor in a white lab coat got up and introduced herself. She said her name was Susan or
Stacey or Samantha and she was a fellow in the Clinical Research program. She read all the
usual disclaimers and warnings, and reminded us that compensation would be issued in the form
of Amazon gift cards, not checks or cash. A couple people grumbled, but I didn’t care; I had a
boyfriend who bought gift cards off me for eighty cents on the dollar, so I was all set.

Every few minutes, Susan (I think it was Susan?) called a name from her clipboard and one
of us would leave the room. No one ever came back. Pretty soon there were plenty of open seats,
but I stayed on the floor because I didn’t think I could move without throwing up. My body
ached and I had the chills. But eventually word got around that they weren’t prescreening people
—which is to say, no one was going to test my urine or take my pulse or do anything that might
disqualify me—so I popped a 40 in my mouth and sucked until the waxy yellow coating came
off. Then I spat it back in my palm, crushed it between my thumbs, and snuffed like maybe a
third of it. Just enough to get me back on. The rest went into a tiny piece of foil for later. And
after that I stopped shaking, and waiting on the floor wasn’t so bad.

Some two hours later the doctor finally called “Quinn? Mallory Quinn?” and I walked down
the aisle to meet her, dragging my heavy winter parka on the floor behind me. If she noticed I
was high, she didn’t say anything. She just asked for my age (nineteen) and my date of birth
(March 3), and then she compared my answers to the information on her clipboard. And I guess
she decided I was sober enough, because she led me through a maze of hallways until we arrived
at a small windowless room.

There were five young men seated in a row of folding chairs; they were all staring at the
floor, so I couldn’t see their faces. But I decided they were med students or residents—they all
wore hospital scrubs, still creased and bright navy blue, like they were fresh off the rack.

“All right, Mallory, we’d like you to stand at the front of the room, facing the guys. Right
here on the X, that’s perfect. Now let me tell you what’s going to happen, before we put on your
blindfold.” And I realized she was holding a black eye mask—the sort of soft cotton visor that
my mother used to wear at bedtime.

She explained that all the men were currently looking at the floor—but sometime in the next
few minutes, they were going to look at my body. My job was to raise my hand if I felt “the male



gaze” on my person. She told me to keep my hand suspended for as long as the feeling lasted,
and lower it whenever the feeling went away.

“We’ll do it for five minutes, but after we finish we might want you to repeat the experiment.
Do you have any questions before we start?”

I started laughing. “Yeah, have you guys read Fifty Shades of Grey? Because I’m pretty sure
this is chapter twelve.”

This was my attempt at a little light humor, and Susan smiled to be polite but none of the
guys were paying attention. They were futzing with their clipboards and synchronizing their
stopwatches. The mood in the classroom was all business. Susan fitted the mask over my eyes,
then adjusted the strap so it wasn’t too tight. “All right, Mallory, does that feel okay?”

“Sure.”
“And you’re ready to begin?”
“Yes.”
“Then we’ll start on my count of three. Gentlemen, get your watches ready. That’s one, two,

three.”
It’s very weird, standing still for five minutes, blindfolded, in a perfectly silent room,

knowing that guys might be looking at your boobs or your butt or whatever. There were no
sounds or clues to help me guess what was happening. But I definitely felt them watching. I
raised and lowered my hand several times, and the five minutes seemed to last an hour. After we
finished, Susan asked me to repeat the experiment, and we did it all over again. Then she asked
me to repeat the experiment a third time! And when she finally pulled off the blindfold, all the
guys stood up and started clapping, like I’d just won an Academy Award.

Susan explained that they’d been performing the experiment all week on hundreds of women
—but I was the first person to deliver a near-perfect score, to report the gaze three times with 97
percent accuracy.

She told the guys to take a break and then ushered me into her office and started asking
questions. Namely, how did I know the men were staring at me? And I didn’t have the words to
explain—I just knew. It was like a fluttery feeling on the periphery of my attention—a kind of
spidey sense. I bet there’s a good chance you’ve felt it yourself, that you know exactly what I’m
talking about.

“Plus, there’s a kind of sound.”
Her eyes went wide. “Really? You hear something?”
“Sometimes. It’s very high-pitched. Like when a mosquito buzzes too close to your ear.”
She reached for her laptop so fast she nearly dropped it. She typed a bunch of notes, then

asked if I’d be willing to come back in a week for more tests. I said for twenty bucks an hour, I
would come back as much as she wanted. I gave her my cell phone number and she promised to
call me to set up an appointment—but that very night, I traded my iPhone for five Oxy-80s, so
she had no way of tracking me down, and I never heard from her again.

Now that I’m clean, I have a million regrets—and trading away my iPhone is the least of them.
But sometimes I’ll remember the experiment and I’ll start to wonder. I’ve tried to find the doctor
online but obviously I don’t even remember her name. One morning I took the bus to the
university medical center and tried to find the auditorium, but the campus is all different now;



there are a bunch of new buildings and everything’s scrambled. I’ve tried googling phrases like
“gaze detection” and “gaze perception” but every result says these aren’t real phenomena—
there’s no evidence that anyone has “eyes in the back of their head.”

And I guess I’ve resigned myself to the fact that the experiment didn’t actually happen, that
it’s one of the many false memories I acquired while abusing oxycodone, heroin, and other
drugs. My sponsor, Russell, says false memories are common among addicts. He says an addict’s
brain will “remember” happy fantasies so we can avoid dwelling on real memories—all the
shameful things we did to get high, all the shitty ways we hurt good people who loved us.

“Just listen to the details of your story,” Russell points out. “You arrive on the campus of a
prestigious Ivy League university. You’re strung out on kickers and no one cares. You enter a
room full of handsome young doctors. Then they stare at your body for fifteen minutes and erupt
in a standing ovation! I mean, come on, Quinn! You don’t have to be Sigmund Freud to figure
this out!”

And he’s right, obviously. One of the hardest things about recovery is coming to terms with
the fact that you can’t trust your brain anymore. In fact, you need to understand that your brain
has become your own worst enemy. It will steer you toward bad choices, override logic and
common sense, and warp your most cherished memories into impossible fantasies.

But here are some absolute truths:
My name is Mallory Quinn and I am twenty-one years old.
I’ve been in recovery for eighteen months, and I can honestly say I have no desire to use

alcohol or drugs.
I have worked the Twelve Steps and I have surrendered my life to my lord and savior Jesus

Christ. You won’t see me on street corners handing out Bibles, but I do pray every day that He
will help me stay sober, and so far it’s working.

I live in northeast Philadelphia at Safe Harbor, a city-sponsored home for women in
advanced stages of recovery. We call it a “three-quarters house” instead of a halfway house
because we’ve all proven our sobriety and earned a lot of personal freedoms. We buy our own
groceries, cook our own meals, and don’t have a lot of annoying rules.

Mondays through Fridays, I’m a teacher’s aide at Aunt Becky’s Childcare Academy, a
mouse-infested rowhome with sixty young scholars ages two to five. I spend a good part of my
life changing diapers, dishing out Goldfish crackers, and playing Sesame Street DVDs. After
work I’ll go for a run and then attend a meeting, or I’ll just stay in Safe Harbor with my
housemates and we’ll all watch Hallmark Channel movies like Sailing into Love or Forever in
My Heart. Laugh if you want, but I guarantee you will never turn on a Hallmark Channel movie
and see a prostitute snorting lines of white powder. Because I don’t need those images taking up
space in my brain.

Russell agreed to sponsor me because I used to be a distance runner and he has a long history
of training sprinters. Russell was an assistant coach on Team USA at the 1988 Summer
Olympics. Later he led teams at Arkansas and Stanford to NCAA track and field championships.
And later still he drove over his next-door neighbor while blitzed on methamphetamine. Russell
served five years for involuntary manslaughter and later became an ordained minister. Now he
sponsors five or six addicts at a time, most of them washed-up athletes like myself.

Russell inspired me to start training again (he calls it “running to recovery”) and every week
he drafts customized workouts for me, alternating long runs and wind sprints along the
Schuylkill River with weights and conditioning at the YMCA. Russell is sixty-eight years old



with an artificial hip but he still benches two hundred pounds and on weekends he’ll show up to
train alongside me, offering pointers and cheering me on. He’s forever reminding me that women
runners don’t peak until age thirty-five, that my best years are way ahead of me.

He also encourages me to plan for my future—to make a fresh start in a new environment, far
away from old friends and old habits. Which is why he’s arranged a job interview for me with
Ted and Caroline Maxwell—friends of his sister who have recently moved to Spring Brook,
New Jersey. They’re looking for a nanny to watch their five-year-old son, Teddy.

“They just moved back from Barcelona. The dad works in computers. Or business?
Something that pays good, I forget the details. Anyhow, they moved here so Teddy—the kid, not
the dad—can start school in the fall. Kindergarten. So they want you to stay through September.
But if things work out? Who knows? Maybe they keep you around.”

Russell insists on driving me to the interview. He’s one of these guys who’s always dressed
for the gym, even when he’s not working out. Today he’s wearing a black Adidas tracksuit with
white racing stripes. We’re in his SUV, driving over the Ben Franklin Bridge in the left lane,
passing traffic, and I’m clutching the oh-shit handle and staring at my lap, trying not to freak out.
I’m not very good in cars. I travel everywhere by bus and subway, and this is my first time
leaving Philadelphia in nearly a year. We’re traveling only ten miles into the suburbs but it feels
like I’m blasting off to Mars.

“What’s wrong?” Russell asks.
“Nothing.”
“You’re tense, Quinn. Relax.”
But how can I relax when there’s this enormous BoltBus passing us on the right? It’s like the

Titanic on wheels, so close I could reach out my window and touch it. I wait until the bus passes
and I can talk without shouting.

“What about the mom?”
“Caroline Maxwell. She’s a doctor at the VA hospital. Where my sister Jeannie works.

That’s how I got her name.”
“How much does she know about me?”
He shrugs. “She knows you’ve been clean for eighteen months. She knows you have my

highest professional recommendation.”
“That’s not what I mean.”
“Don’t worry. I told her your whole story and she’s excited to meet you.” I must look

skeptical because Russell keeps pushing: “This woman works with addicts for a living. And her
patients are military veterans, I’m talking Navy SEALs, real f’d-up Afghan war trauma. Don’t
take this the wrong way, Quinn, but compared to them your history ain’t that scary.”

Some asshole in a Jeep throws a plastic bag out his window and there’s no room to swerve so
we hit the bag at sixty miles an hour and there’s a loud POP! of breaking glass. It sounds like a
bomb exploding. Russell just reaches for the AC and pushes it two clicks cooler. I stare down at
my lap until I hear the engine slowing down, until I feel the gentle curve of the exit ramp.

Spring Brook is one of these small South Jersey hamlets that have been around since the
American Revolution. It’s full of old Colonial- and Victorian-style houses with U.S. flags
hanging from the front porches. The streets are paved smooth and the sidewalks are immaculate.
There’s not a speck of trash anywhere.

We stop at a traffic light and Russell lowers our windows.
“You hear that?” he asks.



“I don’t hear anything.”
“Exactly. It’s peaceful. This is perfect for you.”
The light turns green and we enter a three-block stretch of shops and restaurants—a Thai

place, a smoothie shop, a vegan bakery, a doggie day care, and a yoga studio. There’s an after-
school “Math Gymnasium” and a small bookstore/café. And of course there’s a Starbucks with a
hundred teens and tweens out front, all of them pecking at their iPhones. They look like the kids
in a Target commercial; their clothes are colorful and their footwear is brand-new.

Then Russell turns onto a side street and we pass one perfect suburban house after another.
There are tall, stately trees that shade the sidewalks and fill the block with color. There are signs
with big letters saying CHILDREN LIVE HERE—SLOW DOWN! and when we arrive at a four-way
intersection, there’s a smiling crossing guard in a neon safety vest, waving us through.
Everything is so perfectly detailed, it feels like we’re driving through a movie set.

At last Russell pulls over to the side of the road, stopping in the shade of a weeping willow.
“All right, Quinn, are you ready?”

“I don’t know.”
I pull down the visor and check my reflection. At Russell’s suggestion, I’ve dressed like a

summer camp counselor, with a green crewneck, khaki shorts, and immaculate white Keds. I
used to have long hair that fell to my waist but yesterday I lopped off my ponytail and donated it
to a cancer charity. All that’s left is a sporty black bob, and I don’t recognize myself anymore.

“Here’s two pieces of free advice,” Russell says. “First, make sure you say the kid is gifted.”
“How can I tell?”
“It doesn’t matter. In this town, all the kids are gifted. Just find some way to work it into the

conversation.”
“All right. What’s the other advice?”
“Well, if the interview’s going badly? Or if you think they’re on the fence? You can always

offer this.”
He opens his glove box and shows me something that I really don’t want to carry inside their

house.
“Oh, Russell, I don’t know.”
“Take it, Quinn. Think of it like a trump card. You don’t have to play it, but you might need

to.”
And I’ve heard enough horror stories in rehab to know he’s probably right. I take the stupid

thing and shove it deep down into my bag.
“Fine,” I tell him. “Thanks for driving me over.”
“Listen, I’ll go wait at the Starbucks. Give me a call when you’re done, and I’ll drive you

back.”
I insist that I’m fine, I tell him I can take the train back to Philly, and I urge Russell to drive

home now before the traffic gets any worse.
“All right, but call me when you’re finished,” he says. “I want to hear all the details, okay?”
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Outside the car, it’s a hot muggy June afternoon. Russell toots the horn as he drives away and I
guess there’s no turning back now. The Maxwell house is a big classic Victorian, three stories
high, with yellow wood siding and white gingerbread trim. There’s a big wraparound porch with
wicker furniture and planters full of yellow flowers—daisies and begonias. The property backs
up to a large forest—or maybe some kind of park?—so the street is full of birdsongs, and I can
hear the insects buzzing and chirping and trilling.

I walk up the flagstone path and climb the steps to the front porch. I ring the doorbell, and a
little boy answers. He has orange-reddish hair that’s sticking straight up. He reminds me of a
Troll doll.

I squat down so we’re seeing eye to eye.
“I bet your name is Teddy.”
The boy gives me a shy smile.
“I’m Mallory Quinn. Is your—”
He turns and sprints up the stairs to the second floor, vanishing from sight.
“Teddy?”
I’m not sure what to do. Ahead of me is a small foyer and a passage leading back to a

kitchen. I see a dining room (to the left) and a living room (to the right) and gorgeous hard pine
floors (everywhere). I’m struck by the fresh clean scent of central air-conditioning—mixed with
a hint of Murphy Oil, as if someone has just given the floors a good scrubbing. All the furniture
looks modern and brand-new, like it’s just arrived from the Crate and Barrel showroom.

I press the doorbell but it doesn’t make a sound. I press it three more times—nothing.
“Hello?”
At the far end of the house, in the kitchen, I see the silhouette of a woman turning to notice

me.
“Mallory? Is that you?”
“Yes! Hi! I tried your doorbell but—”
“I know, sorry. We’re getting it fixed.”
Before I can even wonder how Teddy knew I’d arrived, she’s stepping forward to welcome

me. She has the most graceful walk I’ve ever seen—she moves soundlessly, like her feet are
barely touching the floor. She’s tall, thin, and blond, with fair skin and soft features that seem too
delicate for this world.

“I’m Caroline.”
I put out my hand but she greets me with a hug. She’s one of those people who radiate

warmth and compassion, and she holds me an extra moment longer than necessary.
“I’m so glad you’re here. Russell’s told us so many wonderful things. Are you really

eighteen months clean?”



“Eighteen and a half.”
“Incredible. After everything you’ve been through? That is just extraordinary. You should be

really proud of yourself.”
And I worry I might start to cry because I wasn’t expecting her to ask about recovery right

away, first thing, before I’ve even stepped inside her house. But it’s a relief to get it over with, to
just put all my worst cards on the table.

“It wasn’t easy, but it’s easier every day.”
“That’s exactly what I tell my patients.” She steps back, reviews me from head to toe, and

smiles. “And look at you now! You’re so healthy, you’re glowing!”
Inside the house, it’s a crisp pleasant sixty-eight degrees—a welcome retreat from the muggy

weather. I follow Caroline past the staircase and underneath the second-floor landing. Her
kitchen is full of natural light and looks like a cooking show set on the Food Network. There’s a
large refrigerator and a small refrigerator and the gas range has eight burners. The sink is a kind
of trough, wide enough to require two separate faucets. And there are dozens of drawers and
cabinets, all different shapes and sizes.

Caroline opens a tiny door and I realize this is a third refrigerator, a miniature one, stocked
with cold drinks. “Let’s see, we’ve got seltzer, coconut water, iced tea…”

“I’d love a seltzer.” I turn to marvel at the wall of windows facing the backyard. “This is a
beautiful kitchen.”

“It’s huge, isn’t it? Way too big for three people. But we fell in love with the rest of the
house, so we went for it. There’s a park right behind us, did you notice? Teddy loves to go
stomping through the woods.”

“That sounds like fun.”
“But we’re constantly checking him for ticks. I’m thinking of buying him a flea collar.”
She holds a glass to the ice dispenser and it makes a gentle tinkling sound—like the wind

chimes on her front porch—and out fall dozens of tiny crystalline ice pearls. I feel like I’ve just
witnessed a magic trick. She fills the glass with fizzy seltzer water and hands it to me. “How
about a sandwich? Can I make you something?”

I shake my head no but Caroline opens the big refrigerator anyway, revealing a smorgasbord
of groceries. There are jugs of whole milk and soy milk, cartons of brown eggs from cage-free
hens, one-pint tubs of pesto and hummus and pico de gallo. There are wedges of cheese and
bottles of kefir and white mesh bags exploding with leafy green vegetables. And the fruit! Giant
clamshells of strawberries and blueberries, raspberries and blackberries, cantaloupe and
honeydew. Caroline reaches for a bag of baby carrots and a pint of hummus and then uses her
elbow to close the fridge. I notice there’s a child’s drawing on the door, a crude and unskilled
portrait of a bunny rabbit. I ask if Teddy is responsible, and Caroline nods. “Six weeks in this
house and already he’s hinting for pets. I told him we have to finish unpacking.”





“He seems gifted,” I tell her, and I worry the words sound forced, that I’ve gone too far too
soon.

But Caroline agrees with me!
“Oh, definitely. He’s really advanced for his peer group. Everyone says so.”
We settle at a small dining table in the breakfast nook and she hands me a sheet of paper.

“My husband typed up some guidelines. Nothing too crazy but we might as well get them out of
the way.”

HOUSE RULES

  1.  No drugs
  2.  No drinking
  3.  No smoking
  4.  No profanity
  5.  No screens
  6.  No red meat
  7.  No junk food
  8.  No visitors without permission.
  9.  No photos of Teddy on social media.
10.  No religion or superstition. Teach science.

Underneath the typed list, there’s an eleventh rule, handwritten in delicate feminine script:

Have fun! 

Caroline starts apologizing for the rules before I’ve even finished reading them. “We don’t
really enforce number seven. If you want to make cupcakes, or buy Teddy an ice cream, that’s
fine. Just no soda. And my husband insisted on number ten. He’s an engineer. He works in
technology. So science is very important to our family. We don’t say prayers and we don’t
celebrate Christmas. If a person sneezes, we won’t even say God Bless You.”

“What do you say?”
“Gesundheit. Or ‘to your health.’ It means the same thing.”
There’s an apologetic tone in her voice and I see her glance at the tiny gold cross that hangs

from my neck—a gift from my mother on my first Holy Communion. I assure Caroline that her
House Rules won’t be a problem. “Teddy’s religion is your business, not mine. I’m just here to
provide a safe, caring, and nurturing environment.”

She seems relieved. “And have fun, right? That’s rule eleven. So if you ever want to plan a
special trip? To a museum or a zoo? I’m happy to pay for everything.”

We talk for a while about the job and its responsibilities, but Caroline doesn’t ask a lot of
personal questions. I tell her that I grew up in South Philly, on Shunk Street, just north of the
stadiums. I lived with my mother and younger sister, and I used to babysit for all the families on
my block. I attended Central High School and I had just received a full athletic scholarship to
Penn State when my life ran off the rails. And Russell must have told Caroline the rest, because
she doesn’t make me rehash the ugly stuff.

Instead she just says, “Should we go find Teddy? See how you two get along?”
The den is just off the kitchen—a cozy, informal family room with a sectional sofa, a chest



full of toys, and a fluffy shag rug. The walls are lined with bookshelves and framed posters of the
New York Metropolitan Opera—Rigoletto, Pagliacci, and La Traviata. Caroline explains that
these are her husband’s three favorite productions, that they used to visit Lincoln Center all the
time before Teddy came along.

The child himself is sprawled on the rug with a spiral-bound pad and some yellow number
two pencils. At my arrival, he looks up and flashes a mischievous smile—then immediately
returns to his artwork.

“Well, hello again. Are you drawing a picture?”
He gives his shoulders a big, exaggerated shrug. Still too shy to answer me.
“Honey, sweetheart,” Caroline interjects. “Mallory just asked you a question.”
He shrugs again, then moves his face closer to the paper until his nose is practically touching

the drawing, like he’s trying to disappear inside it. Then he reaches for a pencil with his left
hand.

“Oh, I see you’re a leftie!” I tell him. “Me, too!”
“It’s a common trait in world leaders,” Caroline says. “Barack Obama, Bill Clinton, Ronald

Reagan—they’re all lefties.”
Teddy maneuvers his body so I can’t see over his shoulders, I can’t see what he’s working

on.
“You remind me of my little sister,” I tell him. “When she was your age, she loved to draw.

She had a giant Tupperware bin full of crayons.”
Caroline reaches under the sofa and pulls out a giant Tupperware bin full of crayons. “Like

this?”
“Exactly!”
She has a light, pleasant laugh. “I’ll tell you a funny story: The whole time we lived in

Barcelona, we couldn’t get Teddy to pick up a pencil. We bought him markers, finger paints,
watercolors—he showed no interest in art. But the moment we move back to the States? And
move into this house? Suddenly, he’s Pablo Picasso. Now, he draws like crazy.”

Caroline lifts the top of the coffee table and I see it doubles as some kind of storage chest.
She removes a sheaf of paper that’s an inch thick. “My husband teases me for saving everything,
but I can’t help myself. Would you like to see?”

“Definitely.”
Down on the floor, Teddy’s pencil has stopped moving. His entire body has tensed up. I can

tell that he’s listening carefully, that he’s focusing all his attention on my reaction.
“Oooh, this first one is really nice,” I tell Caroline. “Is this a horse?”
“Yes, I think so.”
“No, no, no,” Teddy says, springing off the floor and moving to my side. “That’s a goat,

because he has horns on his head, see? And a beard. Horses don’t have beards.” Then he leans
into my lap and turns the page, directing my attention to the next drawing.

“Is that the weeping willow out front?”
“Yes, exactly. If you climb it, you can see a bird’s nest.”
I keep turning pages and it isn’t long before Teddy relaxes in my arms, resting his head

against my chest. I feel like I’m cradling a large puppy. His body is warm and he smells like
laundry that’s fresh out of the dryer. Caroline sits off to the side, watching our interaction, and
she seems pleased.

The drawings are all pretty standard kid stuff—lots of animals, lots of smiley-faced people



on sunny days. Teddy studies my reaction to every drawing and he soaks up my praise like a
sponge.










