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To the generous folk of the small American towns I visited last year who were so willing to share their lives with me.
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I remember the wolf’s head.

Family legend had it that Nathaniel Wyclerc had killed the animal in the town’s surrounding forest, mounted the head on a cherrywood medallion, then breathed his own mythos into its gaping mouth. Etched into the plaque, just below the beast’s muzzle, the words: caput lupinum. Literally: ‘wolf’s head’, but also a medieval English label denoting an outlaw, a dangerous criminal who, having refused the king’s summons, might be killed out of hand.

A pariah.

A lone wolf.

I remember dark spots of blood splattered across the underside of its jaws; crimson soaked into fur the colour of faded dreams.

I remember the way light sheared in from the cabin’s porthole windows, motes dancing in the beam.

I remember the sound of birdsong in the forest, flies popping on the screen door.

I remember a man’s face, or what remained of it, turned up to the ceiling, the unnatural stillness of his body, like a dead horse in a field.

And before that?

Nothing.

A void.

I remember nothing.





Chapter 1

ANNIE: THEN

I picture her walking along corridors humming with misery and loneliness, the by-products of human confinement. I know that she will be led in here by a man in uniform and left alone with me. Something I insisted on, despite the warnings.

It is my first scheduled session with Orianna, convicted murderer and true-crime celebrity. The Girl in Cell A.

It is not my first time dealing with a killer. But this case is different.

Orianna’s application for parole cannot proceed without a thorough psychological evaluation. If she is to be released back into the world, she must pass through me, through the tests I have devised for her. And if she is given her freedom, then, in effect, I will be responsible for what happens next.

Where will she go? What will she do? There are no guarantees here. No magic therapy pill that can make a person in Orianna’s situation entirely stable, entirely safe.

I cannot pretend that I am not nervous.

I check my watch, then dig a compact out of my handbag. No one will come out and say it but, in the therapeutic setting, appearances matter. Patients, like everyone else in the Instagram Age, are overtly influenced by the visual.

What will Orianna see when she enters the room?

A white woman, medium height, athletically built – though thrice-weekly sessions at the gym are now a distant memory. Blonde and blue-eyed, hair platted down to the middle of my back: a single braid, like a Viking’s wife. My outfit is formal – navy trouser suit matched with the best shoes I own, a pair of Jimmy Choo flats that Michael bought me with a month’s salary when we were still trying to one-up each other in the romantic gestures’ stakes.

They’ve lasted admirably. Which is more than I can say for our marriage.

I consider taking off my jacket, but then decide to leave it on. It might seem a little stiff, forbidding, but the patient-therapist relationship invariably begins by marking out territory.

My only concession to personality is the breast cancer band around my wrist, a pop of colour in a charcoal painting.

Grey light seeps in through a barred window.

Winter is almost here. The locals are bracing themselves for crippling blizzards and eight-feet-high snowdrifts. In the coffee shops and bars, there will be talk of climate change, advocates and naysayers eyeballing each other over lattes and beer.

In the corner of the room, a sluggish radiator sighs in complaint. It’s warm enough, but by no means ‘toasty’, as Leo, my sixteen-year-old, would say.

The smell of good coffee permeates the space. I brought it with me – enough for us both. It’s not exactly regulation, but I know that in a place like this, decent coffee will be in short supply.

A knock sounds from behind me.

I take a deep breath, stash my compact, then turn and face the door.

Barney enters first.

I have met him several times now, in preparation for this first session. A handsome, middle-aged black man. His blue-shirted uniform is pristine; his shoes spotless. In our interactions, he is unfailingly polite, patience personified as I ask my questions. He has prepared me as best as he is able, though I sense a hesitation, an uncertainty at the wisdom of this course of action.

The last time we were together, he told me bluntly, ‘Don’t underestimate her. We call her the queen of mood swings. A year ago, she broke another woman’s fibula. Snapped it clean in two. Do you know where the fibula is?’

‘Yes.’

‘Not many people do.’ The thunderbolt scar at his temple glows. I am tempted to ask him if it had been inflicted in the line of duty.

Today, he says nothing, simply steps aside and ushers in the woman behind him.

She is smaller than I expected; smaller than her courtroom photographs make her appear. Five-three, five-four. The mind makes ogres of those we fear.

Her hair is short, black, falling to her shoulders. The face is oval, her skin a dusky colour – the legacy of her mixed-race, Indian-American ancestry – and as flawless as a Photoshopped cover. The years may have taken their toll, but Orianna is still a beautiful woman. That beauty was one reason the case took hold of the national imagination. The other was the name of the man she had killed.

The Girl in Cell A.

Some tabloid hack gave her that handle, a sly nod to Orianna’s celebrity status, a throwaway remark attributed to one of her prison guards. In the dubious pecking order of the penal system, Orianna is an ‘A-lister’, an orange-suited VIP.

The hokey tag has followed her around, eminently hashtaggable.

She looks at me, a cool, unblinking gaze from deep-set brown eyes.

Unto the breach.

‘Hi, Orianna. My name is Annie. Annie Ledet. I’m a forensic psychotherapist. We’ll be working together.’

Does she sense that the environment has been carefully modulated? There’s nothing here that might be considered threatening, nothing to conjure up dramatic emotions. Plain walls, adorned by a single watercolour – of the lake that sits just beyond the razor wire – and an improving verse in a cheap plastic frame: 1 John 1:9, ‘If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness.’

Several plants rest uneasily in plastic holders. Rubber figs. Kentia palms. A Boston fern in a seagrass basket. Terracotta holders are forbidden, lest they be smashed to fashion lethal shards.

‘So,’ she says finally. ‘How does this work?’

Her voice is gravelly, startlingly old. Of course, Orianna is no longer a child. She’s a woman, one shaped by the vicissitudes of her unique fate.

And it will now be my task to return her to that time, when the storm first came down on her. The journey that we take together in this cramped little room will determine the next chapter in her life. Is she still a danger to the public? To herself? The law doesn’t require me to solve all of Orianna’s mysteries – just enough to tick the right boxes.

The fact is that most murderers serve their time and are released. A very small percentage go on to kill again. We simply don’t have the luxury of locking up killers and throwing away the key. Our prisons are overcrowded to the point of bursting. And so, former murderers walk among us, indistinguishable from anyone else. The chain-smoking neighbour wheezing behind a lawnmower. The old guy in the cubicle two rows down. The woman serving breakfast at the diner.

Our pasts are rarely emblazoned on our exteriors.

I gesture Orianna towards a scarred coffee table and a pair of beaten-up leather chairs.

‘No couch?’

I smile. A sense of humour, no matter how caustic, is a good sign, something I can work with.

And there’s no doubt in my mind that I have my work cut out for me.

The world may have long ago relegated Orianna to the basement of horrors where America’s monsters reside, but the fact remains that she continues, to this day, to protest her innocence. She continues to claim that her memory of the killing is little more than a white-noise soup of imagery.

And in none of those images does she see herself blasting Gideon Wyclerc’s head from his shoulders.





Chapter 2

ORIANNA: NOW

The road dips just on the threshold of town.

I pull over onto the grass verge and step out into the steaming afternoon heat.

A hundred yards ahead, the blacktop passes below an archway formed by trees, entwined branches reaching out to one another like the arms of arboreal giants. To one side, staked into the soil, stands a painted wooden sign:

 

EDEN FALLS

Population: 2000

 

After eighteen years, I am finally back where I started.

I stand in the sizzling silence, my blouse glued to my back, sweat shimmering along my arms.

The migraine strikes me as it always does, like a fire in the mind, a red-hot wire thrust into my ear until all I can see is a flat, white sheet shimmering with random, terrifying images: a ballpoint pen clicking in a darkened office, the shape of my mother dissolving into droplets, the shadow of a wolf slipping through a wooded gloaming.

I fumble the pill bottle from my pocket, down a couple, wait for the violent jag to pass. And then I get back in my car. The beat-up Chevy cost five hundred bucks; a hundred thousand miles on the clock with a rattle like a smoker’s cough each time I turn the ignition. I drive through the centre of town, a deliberate act.

Do I want them to see me, to know that I’m here?

In prison, I made little effort to follow the town’s fortunes. Why would I? They’d cut me off, cast me out, damaged me in a way they couldn’t possibly know.

When my mother, Christine, died, my last link to Eden Falls was severed.

Before the trial, I asked her, just once, why no one had come to see me.

‘Because the Wyclercs have forbidden it. Because we’re pariahs.’

I push the memory to the back of my thoughts, focus instead on Eden Falls’ civic heart: the town hall, blazing white under its summer coat of paint; Sal Pitman’s ice cream parlour; Olsen’s hardware store; the First National bank; the fire station; the laundromat. The church, with its double-spired roof and stained-glass windows. My mother had always crossed herself twice: once at the threshold – because we were Catholic and the church was determinedly not – and once before the splayed Jesus above the altar.

A row of pickups and semis make a line outside the Wolf & Boar Saloon; the early shift, complete with flag decals on the fenders.

How little things have changed. The layout of the streets, the aspect of the houses and stores, the shambling shapes out in the suffocating heat.

I feel the anger rising. A rage that has simmered inside me for eighteen long years.

I am back. Not for them, but for myself. The need to prove that I am the victim of a miscarriage of justice lives inside me like a wild animal. Because the simple truth is that, in among the jumble of memories I retain of that day, I still cannot find a clear and damning version of my guilt.





Chapter 3

ORIANNA: NOW

The dirt road snakes through the trees, eventually opening up into a wide turning circle, at the centre of which stands a timber-framed cottage, clad in horizontal white boards, a burst of bougainvillea around the door.

Behind the cottage, the trees thin and I catch a glimpse of the lake, sunlight flaring from its surface.

I slide the key into the lock, turn and push back the door.

 

The space is larger than I remember.

Wooden trusses stretch across the ceiling, a riot of cobwebs between the beams. The walls are a serviceable white; on one, above a pine sideboard, hovers a small frame enclosing pressed flowers like mutated alien heads. A bowed fabric couch sits before a scuffed coffee table. A bookcase houses paperbacks with cracked spines: thrillers and a handful of recipe books, their authors long dead or faded from glory. There is no TV.

A door leads to the cottage’s single bedroom.

The bed – and wardrobes – are wood-framed, wide and sturdy. A four-paned casement window is overlaid with a lace curtain, drilled through by moths. A crack spiders across one pane, bubbles visible in the glass.

A door leads to the bathroom – a clean, white space, with a standalone tub, a coiled shower cable attached to the tap and just the faintest mould in the grouting.

I catch sight of myself in the mirror.

Short black hair pushed back around my ears. Muscular shoulders, skin the colour of sun-darkened wheat. My mother’s brown eyes, an expression in them of a woman older than the one gazing back at me.

I walk back out, cross the living room and walk through an open archway into the kitchen.

Here, I discover a fridge, a cast-iron stove, a pine table and chairs, and a sink. It’s a relief when the water runs clear.

The pantry is a haven for dead flies. A drum of stale flour lurks in a corner. Ancient bottles of peach brandy line the shelves, together with stacks of handmade soaps, canned figs and glass jars housing God only knows what. Elvira Trueblood – once my mother’s oldest friend in Eden Falls – was nothing less than a witch when it came to homegrown tinctures.

I remember visits to the cottage, Elvira fussing over me in a way my own mother never did. Elvira is still here in a way, pressed into the grains of the furniture, hovering in the corners like a beneficent ghost.

It’s a blessing the place is so isolated. If prison has taught me anything, it’s that my notoriety is a curse that I will never shake off. The Girl in Cell A. Princess of the Freaks.

And they will come for me, of that I’m sure. They’ll track me down, once word gets out that I am back in Eden—

The sound of an approaching vehicle shatters the silence.





Chapter 4

ORIANNA: NOW

I walk outside, stiffen as a black Ford truck pulls up beside the Chevy. Tinted windows, dust on the tyres.

The door swings open and the driver emerges.

Shock thunders through me.

The man who faces me is tall, blond, clean-shaven, dressed in a white cotton shirt with a black tie, sleeves rolled up to the elbows. He is the same age as me – I find it impossible not to superimpose the face of the boy I had known onto the man in his mid-thirties standing before me.

My breathing shallows as his grey eyes focus on me.

‘Ori.’

My heart slams around inside my chest. ‘What are you doing here, Luke?’

‘You were seen. In town. Headed this way. Only thing out here is Elvira’s cottage.’

He balances on the edge of saying more, but then just stands there.

‘It’s good to see you,’ he manages eventually.

A tornado of feeling chokes off my reply.

He stirs the dirt at his feet with a wingtip brogue set on a welted rubber sole. ‘Are you ready for—? What I mean is, there’ll be plenty who won’t like it.’

‘You mean the Wyclercs won’t like it.’

His expression folds into pain. ‘Ori. You must know that I never really believed that you . . .’ A stutter. ‘I should have visited you. I was sorry to hear about your mother.’

I hold his gaze until he is forced to look away. In my mind’s eye: an image of Luke on the stand, unable to meet my eyes as he answers the district attorney’s questions; softly spoken, cheeks flushed, his delivery endearingly halting; the jury craning forward, hanging on every word.

I remember one of the jurors – an overweight, middle-aged woman with the slack jowls of a bullfrog – casting icy glances my way throughout Luke’s testimony. A little in love with him, his beauty making gospel of his words.

I take a deep breath. ‘Get the fuck out of here, Luke.’

His eyes widen a fraction. The little-boy-lost expression that so beguiled that fat juror. He stares at me, then reaches into his pants, takes out a wallet. A card appears in his hand. ‘You can reach me on these numbers.’

I make no move to take it.

‘I’ll leave it inside.’

He walks past me, into the cottage, sets the card on the kitchen table, then makes his way back out.

The truck shudders to life, the sound of the engine startling in the strained silence.

He drapes an arm out the window, ripples his fingers on the paintwork.

‘Don’t hate me, Ori.’

His words hang in the steaming air as I watch him power away.

Something goes slack inside me.

I have spent a long time planning my return, establishing a clarity of vision years in the making.

And now, within hours of my arrival, I can feel myself unravelling.

For Luke Wyclerc is the one blind spot in my mission here; an emotional cypher with the potential to derail everything. I knew that I would have to face him at some point, but now I realise how unprepared I was for the emotions that such a confrontation could unleash.

What else am I unprepared for?
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