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“Burnt Orchid is chilling, heart-wrenching, and painfully authentic. Camryn Lane is a brave new voice in fiction.”


—The New York Times Book Review


Orchid Carder is poised to become the First Lady of Chicago. Her husband, Michael, has just announced his campaign for mayor and he’s the clear front-runner: young, passionate, brilliant, and with a photogenic and altruistic wife on his arm. But Orchid has a secret that could destroy his ambitions. And their marriage. Because Orchid was once an entirely different person: Orchid was once a monster.


Pushed to the limits through neglect, poverty, and abuse, Orchid created an empire on the meanest streets of LA. Collecting damaged girls like coins, she polished them and then used them as currency: to steal, to scam, even to kill. Her gang became a family of sorts, a collective of lost girls who wouldn’t survive on their own. And then, after a devastating tragedy, Orchid found the courage to claw her way out of the muck. She reclaimed a life of goodness and decency that morphed into one of privilege and opportunity. But will the past stay buried? Or will it resurface to destroy everything she has built?


With humanity and compassion, Camryn Lane traces the rise of a girl once driven to the unthinkable, and the young women who populate a dangerous world. Burnt Orchid is a story of struggle, redemption, and the desperate lengths people will go to in order to protect the ones they love.















1 THE LAUNCH



I LOCK THE BATHROOM door, hike up my gunmetal-gray skirt, and peel my Spanx down to my knees. I have exactly six minutes to pee before I’m due onstage. My bladder has always been nervous, and the two glasses of champagne I’ve downed in quick succession may have been a mistake. But the bubbles have softened my jangly nerves, made everything feel warm and smudgy and effervescent. This is a celebration, after all. I mustn’t forget that.


I’ve never been comfortable being the center of attention. There were fourteen people at my wedding, including Adrian and me. My master’s degree in counseling was marked by take-out Thai food and a six-pack of beer. And when I had Liza, I politely refused a baby shower, so my colleagues delivered onesies, teddy bears, and swaddling blankets to my windowless office, one by one. Twelve years later, my best friend, Martha, threw me a divorce party. She knew I’d never allow it, knew I thought it was gross to fete the demise of an eighteen-year union, no matter how unhappy we both were. I’d walked into the restaurant expecting a quiet dinner with my oldest friend, only to be surprised by thirty drunk women wearing pink feather boas and tiaras that spelled out DIVORCED AF. I’d had no choice but to go along with it: to drink the sugar-rimmed Pink Señoritas, to nibble on the penis-shaped cookies (why?), to dance the night away to the female empowerment playlist Martha had curated. The failure of my marriage was the biggest celebration of my life. Until now.


Wriggling my Spanx back into position, I hurry to the sink to wash my hands. My reflection stares back at me, smoldering and dramatic. Liza did my makeup, my glam, as she called it. At seventeen, my daughter has turned her obsession with YouTube tutorials into a career as a makeup artist, but I don’t feel like myself with these smoky eyes, the contoured hollows in my cheeks, the nude glossy lips.


“You’re famous now,” Liza had teased when I’d expressed my discomfort. “Time to step up your game.”


“I’m hardly famous,” I’d said, but I couldn’t help but smile. I felt proud and emotional. My first novel, Burnt Orchid, has been out in the world for two days. The manuscript I poured my soul into for almost three years now sits on bookstore shelves, and it’s the achievement of my life. When I’d first gotten the publishing offer, it had felt like success, like winning the lottery or, more aptly, the Olympics. After years of dedication, toil, and perfecting my craft, it was the ultimate accomplishment. But now the book is real, available for readers to buy. Or not. This is the culmination of a journey, and the very beginning.


When I return to the narrow lounge with its dim lighting, eclectic décor, and retro soundtrack, the party is in full swing. Theo approaches with a flute of champagne. “How’re you holding up?” His hand is warm and intimate on the curve of my back. We’ve been seeing each other for almost two years, but sometimes it still feels new, a little awkward. Like now. There are people at this event who have never met my boyfriend, and I know they’ll be surprised. Theo is nine years younger than I am, though it’s not readily noticeable. At thirty-five, he’s rugged, athletic, outdoorsy—a typical West Coast guy. He owns a company that rents Jet Skis and paddleboards in the summer, snowmobiles and skis in the winter. Theo and his staff of exuberant Gen Z’ers offer guided tours, too. He’s an odd choice for a human house cat like me, but somehow, we work. Still, I know how we appear: mismatched, like a hiking boot and a fluffy slipper. My ex, Adrian, and I bickered and sniped constantly, but we looked the part.


“I’m nervous,” I admit, and Theo pulls me close, kisses the side of my head.


“Drink up,” he suggests, and I take a tiny sip. There’s a fine line between taking the edge off and slurring.


My bestie, Martha, hurries up to me, her eyes shiny and unfocused. She has no reason to curtail her free champagne intake, and she clearly hasn’t. “Okay, babe, let’s do this.” She squeezes my free hand. “I’ll introduce you and then I’ll call you up onstage for the toast.”


“Thanks.” I squeeze her hand back. Martha had insisted on playing emcee. She loves the spotlight, I know this about her, but she also loves me. When I told her that a publisher had offered six figures for my debut novel (just barely six figures but still!), she’d reacted with a pure, unadulterated joy that almost matched my own. “I knew you could do it!” She’d wrapped me in a hug so tight my ribs ached. There was no envy. No resentment. No doubt that I was worthy. The same could not be said for some others in my orbit.


Martha turns to Theo. “Have you got the book?”


“Got it.” He presents a copy of my novel, a bookmark slipped into the first chapter.


“I’ll call Camryn up for the toast,” Martha continues. “After that, you take her glass and hand her the book for the reading.”


“Thanks, you two.” I smile at them each in turn, my eyes glistening, a thickness in my throat.


“Oh my god, stop,” Martha chides. “You’re so emotional.”


And I am. Because this is my dream realized. After years of rejection and false starts. After paying money I didn’t have for workshops and courses. After being scammed by a fake agent; neglecting my daughter so I could write; doubting my talent, questioning my tenacity, and cursing my luck, I am a published writer. An author. It’s a validation my soul has craved since I was a girl.


My best friend steps onto the small stage where a musician with a guitar plays cover tunes on the weekends. Theo and I sink into a darkened corner beside it. Martha moves to the mic, taps it. Thunk, thunk. “Thank you all for coming.” The crowd quiets in response. “We’re here tonight to celebrate the launch of my dear friend Camryn’s first novel, Burnt Orchid.”


Applause. A few exuberant hoots. I dab at a tear that threatens my smoky eye. Looking out at the crowd of well-wishers, my heart swells. All these people have come out for me. To show their support and toast my achievement. I’d reached deep into the friend archives for this event. Martha said we needed to fill the room. And I want people to buy my book, of course. There are over fifty people filling the sticky little bar I’ve rented for the occasion, and I appreciate every one of them.


Closest to the stage is a cluster of my colleagues: three high school counselors, a handful of teachers, some of the admin staff. They work hard for mediocre pay at a school in a rough neighborhood. It’s Thursday night, and tomorrow they’ll have to wrangle angry, troubled, recalcitrant teens. But they’re imbibing freely, nibbling the circulating canapés, happy for an excuse to blow off steam. To celebrate a co-worker rising out of the trenches. Partway out, anyway. I’m still working three days a week. For now.


Behind my co-workers is a mishmash of friends and acquaintances. Martha’s husband, Felix, nurses a beer, eyes bright as he watches his gregarious partner of eight years. I note the gaggle of stay-at-home moms from Liza’s private school (Adrian’s parents insist and pay the fees), their clingy outfits skimming their yoga-toned bodies. They had all but dropped me when Adrian and I divorced. No one wants a single woman at their dinner party. What if she drinks too much and flirts with the husbands? What if they flirt with her? But when they heard my publishing news, they came out of the woodwork, my exile forgotten.


My college roommate is here, now an orthopedic surgeon with three sons in high school. I spy my hairdresser and her pals; a cluster of neighbors; a crew from the gym I never have time to go to. My publisher has invited some local salespeople, and a woman in a wrap-dress who works for the distributor. A few high school friends whisper among themselves, accustomed to Martha’s rambling speeches.


At the back of the room, huddled together in a tight little knot, is my writers’ group. There are five of us: Rhea, Marni, Spencer, Navid, and me… although Rhea isn’t here tonight. A head cold, she said, though I have my doubts. Up until now, Rhea had been the most accomplished in our circle, publishing a few short stories and winning a prestigious but obscure literary award. I know my success is hard for her, for all of them. Because it would be for me. I remember the envy, the visceral longing to be recognized. This is what they are all striving for, the end goal of their years of work. They’re all smiling but I see the strain in it.


My phone vibrates in my tiny purse: a notification. It will be one of my loved ones who couldn’t make it tonight: my mom or my sister on the other side of the country; or Liza, stuck at her dad’s place because she’s too young to attend a party at a bar. Maybe it’s my agent or my editor, wishing me luck tonight. Martha is still talking, moving on to our meeting in the eighth grade, and I realize this introduction might be longer than my reading. I set my flute on a table and pull out my phone.


It’s an email, sent to my author account. I’d been encouraged by my publisher to set up a website, to include a “contact me” form. It feels fortuitous to receive my first fan mail moments before I take the stage. Eagerly, I tap to open the message.




INGRID WANDRY


RE: Burnt Orchid


I just finished reading your book and I enjoyed it, for a piece of mindless garbage. But when I read your bio that says you are a high school counselor, I was disgusted. Your novel has a prominent teen storyline, and you’ve obviously exploited the psyches and crises of your vulnerable public school students to make a few bucks. Shame on you. I hope their parents sue you.





Humiliation burns my cheeks, makes me feel dizzy and sick. I wobble in my heels as though this woman has reached out and slapped me. Theo cups my elbow to steady me.


“What’s wrong?” he asks, but I can’t talk. My mouth is dry and sour. I wasn’t prepared for such hatred and vitriol. The ugliness of the words has rattled me, dredged up all my self-doubt and insecurities.


“Please raise your glass,” Martha says, glancing into the wings. It’s my cue. “To the success of Burnt Orchid. And our good friend Camryn Lane.”


Blindly, I stumble onto the stage.















2 THE HANGOVER



I WAKE TO A dull pounding behind my eyebrows, my throat so dry it feels burnt. Fridays are now a day off, a day for drafting my next novel, though I already know I won’t get any writing done. The champagne intake I’d so carefully monitored before my speech had been all but forgotten after it. Once the crowd thinned and only the diehards remained, the evening had devolved into debauchery. The yummy mummies had insisted on shots. My old roommate had taken to the stage to perform a raunchy dance solo. I’m not normally a big drinker, but I partied like I was in college. And now my forty-four-year-old body is paying for it.


A glass of cloudy water sits on my bedside table. (Theo, I assume? I have a foggy recollection of him pouring me into an Uber, helping me into the apartment, putting me to bed.) I reach for it, my mind drifting to the antics of the night as I gulp the tepid liquid. Despite my inherent discomfort with the spotlight, I’d relished it: the dancing, the laughter, the words of love, support, and admiration. I’d felt so happy, so worthy. And yet there is an ugly gray feeling pressing down on me, a malaise unrelated to alcohol’s depressing effects. The email.


Those hateful, accusatory words snake their way into my memory. As a high school counselor, I’m no stranger to abuse. It’s my job to break up fights, mediate vendettas, soothe disgruntled students angry at the world. I’ve been called horrible things to my face; I can only imagine what is said behind my back. But those insults came from a place of anger. Those kids were lashing out at an authority figure. The email is different.


The name is trapped in my mind like a wasp in amber: Ingrid Wandry. She’s the woman who bought my book, sat down to read it, and assessed it as “mindless garbage.” She has a right to her opinion, but why did she want me to know it? Maybe it never occurred to her that most writers are highly sensitive beings, and that attacking their book is like a physical blow. Perhaps she thinks AI robots devoid of feelings have already taken over. Or did she want to hurt me? Sending a disparaging email directly to a writer seems so extreme, so unnecessarily mean. Who does that?


Shaking off the memory, I drag myself out of bed and into the attached bathroom. My reflection is nothing short of monstrous, the remnants of Liza’s makeup smeared and garish. I wash my face, brush the fuzz off my teeth, and run a brush through my hair. Wrapping my robe around me, I move into the apartment. My place is “cozy” (in Realtor speak) but adequate for me—and Liza, every other week. It’s on the third floor, at the back of a squat building, a corner unit with windows on two sides. I bought it for the light that filters in through the trees, the leaves that tickle the glass in spring and summer making me feel like I live in a tree house. It was also the only place I could afford that was within walking distance of Adrian’s house. If Liza must grow up in two homes, we want them to be close together.


In the open kitchen, I find a cold pot of coffee, more evidence that Theo was here, that he spent the night, that he left early for work. Turning the machine back on, I spy my tiny purse discarded on the counter and dig my phone out of it. I have several congratulatory texts from family and friends who couldn’t attend last night’s celebrations, including one from my agent, Holly.


How was the party?!?!?


Holly and I have become friends over the past two years. After she signed me, we spent several months editing my manuscript, getting it ready for submission. When it sold to a big five publisher, I flew to New York to meet the team and Holly and I had lunch with my editor. That night, Holly took me to a quaint Italian restaurant in the West Village where we talked long into the night over red wine and espressos. My agent is younger than I am, she doesn’t have kids, and she lives in Manhattan, the center of the economic universe. (Vancouver, in contrast, is known for its exceptionally laid-back lifestyle and high marijuana use.) But we’re both divorced, both dating men with whom we have little in common (her boyfriend owns a butcher shop), and we share a dark sense of humor. Sometimes I wonder if our relationship is unprofessional—the gossip, the snarky jokes, the inappropriate conversations about Jason Momoa—but I can’t deny I enjoy it.


Amazing, I text back. So hungover.


My phone rings in my hand, Holly’s name on the call display.


“Hey, party animal,” she teases when I answer. “How was it?”


“I had a great time,” I tell her, rummaging in the freezer for a loaf of bread. Toast might help this queasy stomach. “A ton of people came out to celebrate. I felt really supported.”


“How many books did you sell?” Despite our friendship, Holly is an agent, a New Yorker.


“I think about fifty? I’ll check with the bookseller.”


“Great. Every sale counts.”


“I got an email from a reader…” I begin, closing the freezer door, but I trail off. I feel awkward, even ashamed. I know there’s no truth to Ingrid Wandry’s accusation, but what if Holly doubts me? What if the allegation plants a seed of suspicion?


“That’s a good sign,” Holly says. “It means readers are engaging with the book.”


“It wasn’t good,” I admit, removing a slice of bread from the bag. “It was horrible. This reader accused me of stealing stories from the students I counsel.”


“People are crazy.” Holly dismisses it. “Unfortunately, when you put your work out into the world, not everyone is going to love it.”


“This was more than not loving it. This was a serious accusation.” I drop the bread into the toaster. “Do I respond? Or should I ignore it?”


“I’d say ignore it, but that’s a question for your PR person.”


My PR rep, Olivia Lopez, is calm, confident, and capable. She will know how to handle Ingrid Wandry appropriately, but my stomach dips at the thought of bringing this issue to her. As a debut author, I want to be easy. I want to bring positivity, not problems and negative feedback. I want her to spend her time promoting my book, not troubleshooting my issues.


“Right,” I tell Holly. “I’ll talk to Olivia.”


“Don’t let it bother you,” Holly says. “Readers are going to love this book. And the next one.”


The pressure is subtle but there. My publisher has first right of refusal on the next book I write, and Holly hopes they’ll make an offer based on an outline and a few sample chapters. Unfortunately, between promoting Burnt Orchid, my day job, my daughter, and this hangover, I haven’t made much progress.


“I’m on it,” I assure her, and we say our goodbyes.


With buttered toast and reheated coffee, I sit at the small round dining table and scroll through my phone. I respond to texts from my mom, my sister, and a dear friend down with the flu. Next, I sift through emails from charities I support, clothing sales I might be interested in, petitions related to others I’ve signed in the past, searching for anything work-related. There is one from my publicist, Olivia, confirming a Zoom interview with a library in Cleveland. And below it is the email from Ingrid Wandry.


I open it, hoping that in the cold light of day, the message won’t seem so horrible. My launch party was a heightened environment. Perhaps I’d taken Ingrid’s words the wrong way? But as I reread the missive, it is just as biting, just as critical as it was last night. My cheeks feel hot and the burnt coffee churns in my stomach. Is Ingrid “crazy” as Holly suggested? Or could she have a point? Had I subconsciously usurped my students’ angst for my own gains?


My character, Orchid Carder, was abused and abandoned. She went to juvenile detention for stabbing a man to death. She became a grifter, a criminal, a master manipulator. The young women in my novel are addicted to hard drugs, suffer sexual and police violence, are caught in the cycle of poverty and crime. My students have very real struggles that are not to be diminished, but they are simply not at that level.


Maple Heights Secondary School serves grades eight to twelve. It has an innovative counseling program that allows each counselor to work with the same kids for all five years. They come to me wide-eyed and nervous, and I support them through their academic, social, and behavioral progression. I’ve counseled my students through bullying, eating disorders, parental divorces, STDs, gender dysphoria, racism, drug use, shoplifting, and more… Had any of their experiences seeped into my work?


I hadn’t told the kids that I was publishing a novel. The entire mandate of my job is to focus on their needs, not talk about myself. And even after five years with the same students, they show remarkably little interest in me as a person. But our principal, Nancy, felt the need to make an announcement.


“We have a Shakespeare in our midst!” Nancy crowed over the intercom that morning. I knew she was talking about me even though Shakespeare was not a novelist (no one cares). “Please congratulate Ms. Lane on her new novel, Burnt Orchid. And tell all your parents to buy a copy.”


A handful of teens (all enriched English students, but one) had stopped by the counseling suite to congratulate me, but most of the school seemed uninterested. Would any of the kids tell their parents to buy my book? And if their parents did, would they recognize their children’s problems in its pages? Is it only a matter of time before they come after me with pitchforks and torches?


No, it’s not. Because I’ve done nothing wrong. I’ve betrayed no trust, invaded no one’s privacy. I care about these young people, and I would never exploit them, even unconsciously. In fact, I’d purposely steered my story away from any real experiences, anything remotely recognizable. Ingrid Wandry doesn’t know me or my students, and she has no right to make assumptions, to judge and accuse me. She is a bitter, miserable, angry loser with no friends (a safe assumption given that her Thursday-night hobby is blasting writers for imagined offenses). I have just published my first novel. It’s a huge achievement. I’m not going to let the words of a troll bring me down.


“Goodbye, Ingrid,” I say into the empty apartment. With a swipe of my finger, I archive the email. Then I down my coffee and head to the shower.















3 THE SIGNING



THE BIG-BOX BOOKSTORE is bustling with weekend shoppers lazily browsing the shelves: new releases, bestsellers, Spicy BookTok… I meander through the displays feeling vulnerable and exposed, like I’m walking around naked among the customers. No one will recognize me, of course. But my words, my story, my heart is on the shelf, available for any of them to pick up, peruse, purchase, or dismiss. I’m scared to see Burnt Orchid sitting there, ignored. I’m scared to see it not sitting there, forgotten in a warehouse or lost on a truck somewhere. But I am here on a mission. Ignoring my discomfort, I make a beeline for customer service.


My publisher had recommended I sign local stock. This is the eighth bookstore I’ve visited this weekend. Yesterday, I covered the suburbs; today, I’m tackling the city. Like the neighborhood it occupies, this location is posh and upscale. In addition to books, they offer a well-curated selection of high-end home wares: blankets, pillows, framed prints, glassware… I join the queue of attractive shoppers who mostly seem to be buying scented candles or fuzzy reading socks.


“Hi.” I smile brightly as I approach the young woman behind the counter. “My name’s Camryn Lane. I’m here to sign copies of Burnt Orchid.”


She stares at me blankly, like I’ve just spoken to her in Romanian.


“I think my publicist called your manager,” I elaborate, aware of curious eyes on us. “My book just came out on Tuesday.”


“Umm…” She continues to look befuddled. “Let me call Britt. Can you stand off to the side so I can serve the customers waiting to buy things?”


I try not to feel like I’m in the naughty corner as I wait for Britt. Customers give me the side-eye as they pay, wondering if I’m someone they should know, or if I’m a strangely obedient shoplifter waiting to be scolded by the manager. All of the bookstores had been welcoming, some even excited by my presence. Here, I feel like a nuisance.


The tiny woman marching toward me in a white blouse, black trousers, and a shock of red lipstick has frazzled manager written all over her. But she smiles when she sees me.


“I’m Britt.” Her handshake is firm. “I loved Burnt Orchid. Really compelling.”


“Thank you so much.”


“We’ve got you set up back here,” she says, leading me away from the line of curious customers. “I hope you’ll have a decent turnout.”


“Turnout?”


Britt indicates a five-foot-long table stacked with copies of my book, and a bold sign on a metal stand.




AUTHOR SIGNING


CAMRYN LANE, AUTHOR OF BURNT ORCHID


TODAY, 2:00 TO 4:00





My heart flutters with nerves. “I didn’t realize this was an actual signing signing. I thought I was just signing stock.”


“Since you’re local, we wanted you to do an in-person signing. Didn’t your publicist tell you?”


“Umm… no. There must have been a miscommunication.”


“We put it on our socials and took an ad out in the local paper.” Britt’s tone is slightly annoyed. “We’d hoped you and your publisher would share it on your channels.”


“I can post something now.” I force a smile, but I know it won’t help. My social media presence is pathetic. Because I work with teens, I’d always eschewed the platforms, preferring to maintain my privacy. Recently, I set up author accounts on Instagram, Facebook, and Twitter. To date, I’ve collected about a thousand combined followers. Many live in other cities, other countries, and some, I suspect, are not even real people. The ones who do live here probably attended my launch party and bought a signed book there. There’s a limit to their generosity.


“Please do,” Britt retorts. “Hopefully someone will show up.” And with that, she turns on her heel and hurries away.


I take a seat behind the table. Holding my book close to my face, I snap a selfie. My smile is bright, confident, and enthusiastic, but there is desperation in my eyes. Come on down and get a signed copy of Burnt Orchid! I type. I’d really love to see you! Please! I delete the really and the please—too needy—before posting. And then I sit, for an hour and ten minutes, hungry, thirsty, and needing to pee.


It’s an interesting experiment in human behavior. Some customers look me over like I’m an exotic monkey in a cage. Others avoid eye contact lest I pounce on them and beg them to buy my book. They’re not impressed by my achievement; they pity my desperation. Finally, an older white man in expensive athleisure walks up to the table, picks up a copy of Burnt Orchid. Hope buoys my heart.


“You wrote this?” he asks.


“I did,” I say cheerily. “It’s my first published novel.”


“Good for you.” He flips it over and reads the back blurb. “Not my cup of tea but hopefully someone will buy it.” He sets the book back on the pile. “It must be humiliating for you just sitting here.”


“It is,” I mutter as he walks away, likely looking for a puppy to kick.


I am checking the time on my phone—twelve minutes until I can slink out of here—when I sense someone approaching. A woman is walking purposefully toward me, her face set in a scowl. She’s about fifty, blond, with designer glasses and a pricey bag. I smile at her, but her expression doesn’t change. In fact, it darkens, the scowl morphing into a glare. My stomach drops as a possibility hits. Could this woman be Ingrid Wandry of the nasty email?


Why hadn’t I googled her? I’d been too busy (and too hungover) to bother. And it had seemed sage to erase the email, wipe the slate clean, put the ugliness behind me. But now I regret not investigating my troll, because I have no idea where Ingrid lives or what she looks like. Could she be local? Could she have seen the ad for this signing and decided to come see me? To tell me, in person, how much she hates my book? How vile I am for exploiting my students? Is she going to make an embarrassing scene, or worse? What if she’s unhinged? Dangerous?


The woman is upon me now, frown firmly affixed. “Hi…” I squeak, voice tight with dread.


Her face softens, a hint of a smile. “Do you know where the bathroom is? It’s kind of urgent.”


At least she’s not here to murder me. “I think it’s over there.” I point to a corner behind me, and the woman scurries away.


As I walk to my 2017 Mazda, a dent in its bumper from one of Liza’s driving lessons, I feel exhausted and low. Two books. That’s all I signed in two whole hours—one to a former colleague who couldn’t make it to my launch party, one to an older woman who thought it would make a nice gift for her niece. Who do I think I am, Jodi Picoult? Why would I think my signature would add value to a book? Wait a minute… I never thought that. This was Britt’s idea. Did my publicist, Olivia, even know about this event? I wonder if these signings usually work out better for other writers, if I am the lone author on their roster who can’t draw a crowd.


Climbing into the front seat of my car, I start the engine. I will go home, have a bite to eat, and then draw a bath. This negative sensation will dissipate before long, and I’ll remember that it’s a privilege to have a book out in the world. And while the signing was a failure, at least it made one thing clear…


Ingrid Wandry is not close enough, able enough, or angry enough to confront me in person.















BURNT ORCHID



1995


A survey had been done—by a church or a women’s center or some other do-gooder organization. The outreach workers had asked one hundred women living on LA’s skid row if they had ever experienced sexual violence. They all said yes. Every single one of them. Orchid and her friends had laughed at the waste of resources when the results were so utterly predictable. They also saw the irony in their circumstance, whether they used that term or not. It was sexual violence that had put so many of them there in the first place. In Orchid’s case, it had been the catalyst for a series of decisions that had catapulted her from the shelter of her mother’s home to this single piece of cardboard on the baking sidewalk, surrounded by the most damaged people alive.


Orchid was just fourteen when her mom’s boyfriend first touched her. At first, it had seemed accidental, his hand grazing her bare thigh as she moved toward the toaster, still wearing the oversized T-shirt and boxer shorts she slept in. His expression had remained blank, innocuous, as he drank his cup of coffee, eyes scanning the sports section of the paper. Trevor was hard to read, like a dog that wags its tail while it bares its teeth. And her mother was right there, having a smoke at the kitchen table. Would he be so brazen?


The second time, there was no mistaking his intent. Orchid should have screamed or hit him, but she’d frozen, her conscious mind drifting away, her body numb to the hand fumbling inside her panties. Her fight-or-flight response was broken, she determined. Much later, she’d learn about survival mode, her psyche turning off the negative stimuli to ensure her endurance, but at the time she’d felt weak. She’d felt like a coward.


When Trevor touched her the third time, pushing her up against the wall, kissing her with his disgusting mouth, his hand forcing its way inside her, she knew it was imminent. Soon he would come to her room, while her mother was asleep or at work or passed out on the sofa after too many whiskey-and-Cokes, and he would rape her.


So she told her mom. Lorna Chambers was a brittle woman, hollow like a cave in the sea. Disappointment, disillusionment, and betrayal had carved a hole in her center where her compassion had once lived. She sucked on her cigarette, watery eyes roaming over Orchid’s young body. “What the fuck are you wearing?”


It was late July. They lived in the valley without air-conditioning. Their apartment was above a chicken shop that added at least ten degrees to the internal temperature. Her mom took in Orchid’s thin tank top, the shorts she’d worn since she was twelve that were undeniably too small now, and her shriveled mouth twisted with hate. It was not a question: It was an accusation.


No one spoke. The smoke curled up between them, like the ghost of something that should have been, that never would be. And then her mom tapped her cigarette on the edge of the full ashtray, touched a piece of tobacco off her tongue, and Orchid walked away.


That night, Orchid took the butcher knife from the kitchen and slept with it under her pillow. And when Trevor came, as she knew he would, she plunged it into his belly.















4 THE DEVIL



THE SEVENTEEN-YEAR-OLD GIRL seated across from me has baby-blond hair, a pretty face, and wide innocent eyes. She has excellent grades, volunteers on the yearbook committee, and played varsity volleyball until a wrist injury sidelined her last year. She is popular with her peers, charming and polite to adults, and was awarded an “all-around student” at the last year-end assembly. But I’m not fooled. I’ve known this girl for five years, her name is Fiona Carmichael, and she is pure evil.


When I was studying to become a counselor, there was an emphasis on understanding behavioral issues. Most challenges stem from some form of trauma: physical, emotional, or psychological. In the program, we learned that adolescents have reasons to push boundaries, to try on different personas, to rebel against expected norms. But every now and then, I encounter a bad seed. Fiona seems to come from a stable home with two loving and supportive parents. And yet this bright, attractive girl in her designer sweatshirt is poison.


“Who took the video of Abby?” I ask. I know Fiona won’t tell me. There is honor among bullies. But I have seen the offending footage with my own eyes. Last term, Maple Heights implemented an online reporting tool where students can send an encrypted, anonymous message to the school regarding concerning incidents or behaviors. This “snitch tool,” as we affectionately call it, is popular in the Australian school system. The administrators (three vice principals) have received reports of bullying, sexual assault, self-harm, and threats of violence. As a counselor, I have been brought in to provide intervention and support. The portal allows screenshots or images to validate the claims. That’s how I learned about the video of Abby Lester.


“I don’t know, Ms. Lane.” Fiona’s voice is childlike. “I don’t really remember what happened.”


“But you must know who sent the video to you?”


She looks at her hands in her lap. “It was from a fake account. I really don’t know who it was from.”


We are seated in my tiny office, so close together that I can smell Fiona’s perfume, see the flick of her eyeliner, hear the smack of her gum. Her eyes drift over the three framed prints on my wall, muted watercolor landscapes. My décor is simple and impersonal. I keep a photo of Liza in my drawer but not on my desk. The students here don’t need to know I have a daughter their age.


“But you decided to share the video on social media,” I press.


“I know I shouldn’t have. I just… I thought it was funny at first.”


Funny. Abby Lester had taken multiple capsules of MDMA, between three and seven, according to her so-called friends. They’d been at a sleepover party in Abby’s basement, three girls in attendance. She had ended up naked, vomiting, and convulsing. No one woke her parents. No one called for help. Instead, they laughed. They filmed her. And Fiona Carmichael uploaded it to Snapchat.


“I thought Abby was your friend?”


“Not really. I mean, she’s okay, but I don’t know her that well.”


“So that excuses what you did to her?” My tone is harsher than it should be. I’m not here to punish this girl. Monica Carruthers, the vice principal, will take care of that. My job is to understand what went on, and to offer my counsel. I soften my voice. “Tell me about that night. Who was there?”


“Abby invited me, Lily, and Mysha. But some other kids sneaked in later.”


“Who?”


“I don’t really remember.”


Yeah, right. “Was everyone taking Molly?”


“Yeah.”


“Where did you get it?”


Fiona shrugs, like I knew she would. “It’s all kind of fuzzy.”


“Why did Abby take so many pills? Did someone pressure her?”


“No.” Fiona looks up, her eyes clear and blue. “I think she was trying to impress us. Abby was kind of desperate to get in with our friend group.”


Sadly, it rings true. Abby is a STEM kid, a founding member of the robotics club. Fiona and her posse are solid students, but they’re more focused on their social than academic lives. And it’s not the first time I’ve seen kids overdose trying to keep up with more experienced peers. “And no one thought to tell her to slow down? That she didn’t have to impress you?”


“Like I said, we didn’t really know her. It’s not our fault we didn’t know her tolerance levels.”


Abby Lester can’t remember what happened that night, her memory wiped clean by the drugs and the trauma, and I’m getting nowhere with Fiona. She knows more than she’s telling, I’m sure of it, but the space between my eyebrows is starting to pound. “You can go see Ms. Carruthers now.”


Fiona gets up, and I turn back to my desk. There’s a bottle of Tylenol in my top drawer for these types of encounters.


“I read your book.” The girl hovers in the doorway. “It was really good.”


She’s in trouble so she’s trying to flatter me. And it works. I smile. “Thank you, Fiona.”


“You know a lot about kids and their problems.” Her perfectly shaped eyebrow arches. “That’s probably why your book was so real.”


Is there an accusation in her words? Or am I just defensive after that attacking email?


“My background in psychology was helpful,” I say.


“And working with all of us must have helped, too. Kids tell you such private things.”


“My book is fiction,” I retort. “It has nothing to do with any of my students.”


“Of course not.” Those wide innocent eyes…


“Ms. Carruthers is waiting for you.”


Before the door closes, I’m already reaching for the bottle of pills.


When I let myself into the apartment that night, there’s still a dull ache in my temples. A tinkle of laughter travels from the far end of the apartment, and my heart swells. It’s my week with Liza, and her presence is like a warm bath. My daughter has gone through the typical teenage phases: sullen, rebellious, angry, and superior. But over the past year, she’s matured, grown into a kind and warm young woman. And she’s been my biggest cheerleader through my publishing journey. In just two months, Liza will graduate, leave for college soon after, and the thought makes me want to curl into a ball and cry. But I know my daughter is going to soar. And I’m grateful I have my new career to focus on.


“Hey, Mom.” She swishes into the room wearing huge gray sweatpants and a short T-shirt revealing her pierced belly button. “How was your day?”


“I need a hug.” I hold out my arms and my girl steps into them. Her honey-colored hair smells like vanilla, her neck like the lavender soap she uses. She is taller than I am by three inches with her father’s strong, lithe build, but her smile and her gray eyes are mine.


“What happened?” Liza asks.


I give her a playful squeeze. “You know I can’t tell you what goes on at the school.”


“Worth a try,” she teases, stepping away.


I’m suddenly aware of a presence behind us. “Oh. Hi, Wyatt.”


“Hi, Camryn.”


Liza has been dating Wyatt since the end of eleventh grade. He’s a nice kid, quiet but well mannered, if a little directionless. While Liza was accepted to several colleges and chose a prestigious university across the country, Wyatt is planning to take a gap year. He’s very bright and got a full-ride academic scholarship to an elite private high school. He could have his choice of colleges, but he says he needs to decompress after the rigors of twelfth grade. He’s planning to spend a few months on the beaches of Queensland.


“I didn’t realize you were here.” My tone is pointed as I turn to face my daughter. The pair was obviously in her bedroom, and that is against the rules when I’m not home. At least it is at my place. Things are very different at Adrian’s house. His new wife, Tori, is a “cool mom.” Her daughter, Savannah, is seventeen, and has been dating her girlfriend for about six months. They’re allowed regular sleepovers, and Adrian and Tori recently brought the young couple to Hawaii where they booked them their own room. In contrast, my parenting style is delay, delay, delay. I believe there are no decisions—about sex, substances, romantic relationships—that won’t benefit from more brain development.


“Relax, Mom.” Liza’s eye roll is subtle, good-natured even. “Wyatt just came by to go over some stats problems.”


“I have to go,” he says. “I’ve got practice.” Wyatt is tall and athletic, a competitive soccer player.


“I’ll walk you out,” Liza offers. She prefers to kiss him goodbye in the hall, away from my prying eyes. I prefer it, too.


“I’ll order sushi,” I call after her. “Bye, Wyatt.”


“Bye, Camryn.” The door closes behind them.















5 THE RITUAL



SINCE MY NOVEL came out, I’ve developed an early-morning routine. I get up, move to the sunniest corner of my apartment, and do some slow, deliberate stretches. Closing my eyes, I inhale positivity, calm acceptance, and gratitude. Except I usually skip this part. More often, I stumble out of bed, pour a cup of coffee, and head to my tiny home office / converted storage closet. I turn on my laptop and check my online reviews. This can sometimes be a disheartening way to start the day, but it’s become a ritual… even an addiction.


This morning, I find two new reviews on the popular review site Readem.




[image: image]


Thrilling and Heartbreaking


Burnt Orchid is amazing! It’s about a woman who has it all, but the secrets of her past threaten to destroy everything. Camryn Lane has created an intriguing and conflicting character in Orchid Carder. At times, I didn’t know if I should root for her or hate her, but she was always interesting. The flashbacks to Orchid’s life on the streets were both terrifying and heartbreaking. She was driven to do unthinkable things…





I should devour this praise, but something has caught my eye. Beneath this glowing review, I see the next.




[image: image]


What the actual fuck?





A sick feeling clogs my throat. I know I should stop here, go back to the positive accolades. This disparaging review will upset me, shake my confidence, even impact my creativity. Today is a dedicated writing day, devoted to working on my next book idea, and I can’t afford to waste any more time. So why can’t I tear my eyes away from the brutal words?


My author friend Jody assures me that my skin will eventually thicken to the criticism. She’s published twelve romance novels and can now read these critiques dispassionately. “They still sting,” she’d said, “but it’s not that bad. More like a bug bite now… Maybe a nip from a small terrier.” I’m still at shark bite pain levels, and yet, like a masochist, I begin to read.




This is not the worst book I have ever read. In fact, I found it mildly entertaining. The writing is sophomoric, and the characters are mostly clichés, but it’s not terrible. What is terrible is the way this author exploits the very real problems of young adults for entertainment value, the young adults she supposedly helps at her job as a HIGH SCHOOL COUNSELOR! It’s disgusting that Camryn Lane was so desperate for money, attention, and validation that she exposed the secrets of her vulnerable students. If she was a talented writer, she could have written a novel on any topic, but she chose to write about troubled teenagers. There’s writing what you know, and then there’s exploitation. If Camryn Lane doesn’t face consequences (like losing her job, getting sued by the parents of her students, or having the kids take matters into their own hands), karma will surely get her. Please consider boycotting this book and/or leaving a one-star review.





Acid burns my throat and I feel nauseous. The public nature of the forum makes the accusation even more mortifying, and others are starting to weigh in. There are already four comments below the review. Against my better judgment, I click.




Disgusting. Thanks for the heads up. I’ll definitely give this one a miss.


Camryn Lane is no better than a child abuser, using and exploiting the young people in her care.


CANCEL CAMRYN LANE!


I heard this book was great. Too bad I won’t be reading it now.





Returning to the review, I look at the reviewer’s name for the first time. They have provided only initials.




I.W.





Ingrid Wandry. It has to be her. This woman, this total stranger, is trying to destroy me. But why? I swallow down the sob building in my chest and reach for my phone. Theo answers on the second ring. “Pacific Adventures?”
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