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About the Book

At just twenty-five, Noa P. Singleton was confined to death row for the murder of Sarah Dixon. For nearly ten years she has languished there, and in six months she will be executed. It’s a fate she has long resigned herself to. But the victim’s mother, Marlene, has other plans. With little time remaining, she visits Noa, intent upon invoking a clemency appeal.

What can have prompted this change of heart? And how and why did Noa kill Sarah Dixon? As Noa tells her story, an unapologetic tale of love, anguish and deception emerges that is as unpredictable as its narrator. And two women, linked by murder but with very different goals, wait with growing tension for the final decision on Noa’s future.

The Execution of Noa P. Singleton is a gripping, though-provoking and intriguing novel about murder, death row and how a life can change in a heartbeat.


About the Author

Elizabeth L. Silver is a graduate of the MA programme in Creative Writing at the University of East Anglia. In addition, she holds degrees in English from the University of Pennsylvania and Law from Temple University, both in Philadelphia in the United States. After graduating from law school, where she studied capital punishment, she spent two years as a research attorney at the Texas Court of Criminal Appeals. She has also taught ESL in Costa Rica and English Literature and writing at several universities in the US. Born in New Orleans, she currently lives in Los Angeles.

The Execution of Noa P. Singleton is her first novel.


Praise

‘Smart, cool, articulate, funny and savvy – Noa P. Singleton dares you to put her story down’ Rosamund Lupton, author of Sister

‘A searing debut … This devastating read stands less as a polemic against the death penalty than as a heartbreaking brief for the preciousness of life’ Publishers Weekly starred review

‘The Execution of Noa P. Singleton is mortal war between ferocious women, told with a fiery and merciless lyricism so beautiful it hurts’ Katherine Dunn, author of Geek Love

‘The Execution of Noa P. Singleton kept me awake long after I had put it down. Halfway through this gripping novel, in which ‘good’ and ‘bad’, ‘guilt’ and ‘innocence’ change positions more than once, I thought I was so clever I might know where this story was headed. But I was proved wrong in a way I never could have imagined’ Herman Koch, author of The Dinner

‘[A] terrific read! It’s a powerful story, well told, with gripping pace and believable characters… The novel has the hallmarks of a thriller, but with greater depth of character and commentary than most thrillers manage – the readers are in for a rich treat’ Carol Topolski, author of Monster Love and Do No Harm


For Amir


Injustice is relatively easy to bear; what stings is justice.

H. L. MENCKEN


IN THIS WORLD, YOU ARE EITHER GOOD OR EVIL. IF NOT, then a court or a teacher or a parent is bound to tag your identity before you’ve had a chance to figure it out on your own. The gray middle ground, that mucous-thin terrain where most of life resides, is really only a temporary annex, like gestation or purgatory. It shadows over everyone in its vacuous and insipid cape, flying across the sky, making smoke letters out of your fears. You always know it’s up there, but you never quite know how to get rid of it. It waits for you, patiently, until the day it wraps you in its cyclone and you can no longer vacillate between black and white, artist or scientist, teacher or student. It is this point at which you must choose one way of life or the other. Victor or victim. And when you do, the fear drips away as seamlessly as a river drains into an ocean. For me, it happened on January 1, 2003.

My name is Noa P. Singleton. I am thirty-five years old and I reside in the Pennsylvania Institute for Women. My identification number is 10271978. I am the only child of Miss Teenage California 1970 and a weeklong sperm donor whose name my mother claimed she couldn’t recall. I was salutatorian for my high school, where I ran varsity track and wrote for the school newspaper, investigating the illicit and often extensive use and sale of drugs on campus. I studied biochemistry and engineering at the University of Pennsylvania and have worked as a restaurant hostess, roller rink waitress, substitute teacher, math tutor, and laboratory research assistant. I can recall with faint hyperbole the moment I took my first steps. I’ve had one serious boyfriend. The trial that led me to you lasted only five days, though the jury deliberated for another four. It took only a handful of additional jury pools to select the twelve individuals who were to sentence me to death five short months following my trial. Their names are now embossed in my memory, along with my grandmother’s scent (mothballs and jewelry cleaner), my first boyfriend’s habitual postcoital cigarette, and the feeling of the Latin letters from my high school diploma raised against my thumb.

Sadly though, my memories are starting to fade in here. Events slip off their shelves into the wrong year, and I’m not always sure that I’m putting them back in their proper home. I know the loneliness and the lack of human contact is the ostensible culprit for my memory loss, so it would be nice to talk to other inmates at least. There are so few of us.

When I arrived, there were fifty-one women on death row in the United States. All we needed was to drop one to have a proper beauty pageant, or add one if you wanted to include Puerto Rico and Guam. Now they tell me there are fifty-eight. And, of course, of these fifty-one, fifty-eight, fifty-something women, half claim to be innocent. They’re always trying to blame their crime on a phantom. The phantom perpetrator who framed them, the phantom DNA evidence that vanished from the evidence locker, the phantom accomplice who was truly the megalomaniacal brains behind the operation. But the reality is there is really only one phantom who matters. The state of Pennsylvania, madam landlord to one of the most copious apparitional populations in the country. She bubble wraps humans onto death row, rolling us out on the conveyer belt of justice as if we were nothing more than bobble heads, only to let us sit forever in our single cells, with our heads wobbling to and fro, to and fro, to and fro, to fucking eternity, never allowing the stifling, nauseating shrill of motion to stop. It’s almost as if that death sentence sucked the stability out of our minds, ripping out our vestibular anchors, and now everything around us, for all intents and purposes (and pardon the pun), wobbles.

I can see the five silver bars three feet beyond my arms’ reach. They shift into double vision as ten lines of coil, prison garments, a staff of music. I hold out my hand to observe the intersecting life lines on my inner palm, and they morph into the unknown streets of a town map. A town I barely recognize anymore. The outer sheaths of my dry hands slough away in crepelike film before my eyes. And my five shaky fingers become ten, and twenty, and sometimes forty. This wobbliness never ceases, no matter what they do to us, no matter how many appeals our lawyers feign to promise us, no matter how many visitors we get, or how many journalists and television producers suckle on the teat of our fascinating life histories. Pennsylvania rarely kills us, almost as if she is trying to mimic my sovereign California home in a perpetual state of circumventing mediocrity. We just stay here until we die of natural causes – old age camouflaged by a potpourri of breast cancer, ovarian cancer, pulmonary emboli, cirrhosis, lupus, diabetes, suicide.

So here I sit, attempting to relive the flaws of my own past with ineffectual fortitude. I know I did it. The state knows I did it, though they never really cared why. Even my lawyers knew I did it from the moment I liquidated my metallic savings bank hoarded in the bloated gut of a pink pig to pay their bills. I was lucid, attentive, mentally sound, and pumped with a single cup of decaffeinated Lemon Zinger tea when I pulled the trigger. Post-conviction, I never contested that once.
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