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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?










Chapter 5


ANNIE: THEN


I had told Orianna that I was a forensic psychotherapist.


There is a little more to it than that.


My specialty – the reason I am here at all – is in dealing with repressed memories, specifically those associated with a condition known as dissociative amnesia. Because of this I have, of late, been dragged into the ‘memory wars’, a debate in psychological circles that has become increasingly bitter in recent years.


A textbook case of ‘the more you know, the less you understand’.


On one side of the divide are those who believe that human memory is rarely faithful to objective facts, that, indeed, false memories can be auto-generated or even implanted through suggestion. Sometimes, even during the process of therapy.


They point to famous instances of alleged childhood abuse – memories often ‘recovered’ during therapy – which later turn out to be false. Yet, the victim remains utterly convinced of their veracity, refusing to let go of their version of events even when presented with concrete evidence to the contrary.


And on the other side? Those of us who believe that the mind is capable of both inventing and losing memories – something experimentally proven, time and again. We believe that though the brain – and the human mind – remain, in greater part, twin enigmas, there is also another truth: that human beings who undergo trauma often retreat into themselves, hiding away the past behind closed doors, until even basic facts vanish from view.


In Orianna’s case, the facts are well established. There can’t be many people in the country, even now, who don’t remember the case; with its heady concoction of sex, race, and scandal, it had gripped the airwaves for months.


On the day of the murder, seventeen-year-old Orianna Negi had been found unconscious in a hunting cabin on the sprawling Wyclerc family estate at the northern edge of the town of Eden Falls. Inside the cabin, the body of Gideon Wyclerc – scion of the legendary mining dynasty – had been discovered, head all but blown off by a shot fired from a double-barrel shotgun.


The weapon had been found on the floor of the cabin beside Orianna, her fingerprints on the butt, barrel and trigger, gunshot residue on her hands and clothes.


The investigation that followed left little doubt in anyone’s mind: Orianna had murdered Gideon Wyclerc in cold blood.


The only question was why?


When that motive came to light, the town had drawn a collective breath, a frisson of scandal that shook the community to its foundations.


As the Wyclercs circled the wagons, America’s media machine swung into action, the town irradiated by blanket coverage in the way only small towns can be; picked up, shaken about, turned over. Underbelly exposed for the world to see.


The Wyclercs were a dynastical success story that spoke to America’s perception of herself. Not quite the Kennedys, but not far off in terms of wealth, beauty and notoriety. Little wonder that the case generated such a feeding frenzy.


The only snag in the DA’s seemingly airtight case was that the principal accused refused to confess her crimes. Despite months of interrogation, Orianna would not admit that she had murdered Gideon.


Instead, she claimed that she could remember nothing of what had happened in that cabin.


Through the long years of her imprisonment, the years of becoming The Girl in Cell A, she has clung to that story, an abiding mystery that has entered the annals of American crime.


I remember following the trial from my dorm room at Princeton. Cameras had been allowed in the courtroom and the coverage captured my imagination – in a way, Orianna’s case inspired my desire to specialise in dissociative amnesia. I owe her a debt, crudely speaking.


It was only later – when she began to talk about Grace Wyclerc – that I was called in.


This is a case that continues to tease the imagination – if there’s one thing Americans cannot get enough of, it is true-crime porn. But it is also an important case for those of us who work in the field. Dissociative amnesia is a condition still imperfectly understood. Competing theories on causes and treatment engender violent disagreement, even between colleagues. This murkiness makes it difficult to have a sensible conversation about the condition, even with so-called experts, let alone the lay public.


‘Orianna, I want to start by thanking you for agreeing to these sessions—’


‘How old are you?’


I hesitate. ‘Is my age important to you?’


‘I tried to find out online – they give us an hour of supervised internet time twice a week for legal research into our cases. But it doesn’t say anywhere.’


‘I’m forty-six.’


She seems momentarily taken aback by the fact that I have answered.


‘You don’t look it.’


I wait.


‘You know, they gave me a whole bunch of names. For therapists, I mean. Mainly guys. All drooling at the thought of breaking me apart so they can examine the pieces. But I picked you. Do you know why?’


‘No.’


‘I read somewhere that you chose not to go to your prom night. I didn’t go to mine either.’


I shift on my seat. ‘Orianna, I’m grateful that you asked for me. But you need to understand that I’m here because I believe I can help.’


‘Help who, Doctor?’


I keep having to remind myself that when she was convicted, Orianna was little more than a child. Her natural development was, to a great extent, arrested at that instant, the normal buffeting of social intercourse replaced by the closeted, false community of prison. In many ways, her reactions remain those of a child; emotionally immature, subject to jags and lapses. Outwardly, she may now be well into her thirties; but in many ways she remains that lost teenager.


‘My priority is to help you recover your memory of . . . that day.’


‘The murder, you mean. You can say it.’


‘Of the murder.’


‘And Grace? What about her?’


Ah. Grace. I hold her gaze as she continues to stare straight at me, fidgeting with the cuff of her uniform.


‘Isn’t that the real mystery everyone wants the answer to?’ Orianna continues. ‘What happened to Grace Wyclerc? America’s sweetheart.’ Bitterness drips from her voice. ‘Tell me, do you think I killed her? Like the rest of them? That somewhere out there, a seventeen-year-old girl is rotting away in a shallow grave and the only person who knows where she is, is me? Is that why you’re really here? To solve the riddle that haunts them all?’


‘Orianna, my first, and only, priority is you. Your welfare. I am not here to condemn you or to condone your actions, whatever they may or may not have been. Do you believe me?’


She says nothing. We observe each other, a silent battle of wills. I know that she is trying to establish control; many of my patients attempt the same. Ultimately, a futile exercise. The patient-therapist relationship only works when there is a basic foundation of trust.


What lies behind Orianna’s gaze?


Can I really trust anything she says?










Chapter 6


ORIANNA: NOW


I cannot sleep.


Lying on the bed, bare legs prickling against the cheap cotton, I stare sightlessly at the ceiling. My shorts and tank top are soaked through with sweat.


Rising, I walk to the kitchen, take out a bottle of water and press it to my forehead.


Then I walk, barefoot, back into the living room, scoop up my laptop, double back to the kitchen and out the rear door, walking down to the edge of the lake, where I lower myself onto the burnt grass beneath an ancient yew.


I drink greedily from the bottle, the night around me damp and fetid.


A full moon hangs above the trees, low and sulky in a sky dusted with stars.


Memories writhe inside me.


The past is a blur.


A line I’d read in a prison volume, well-thumbed and worn.


But if the past is a blur for the many, then how much more indistinct is it for someone like me, where the most vital moment of my own history, the fulcrum upon which my life tilted, is blocked from view by the eccentricities of human memory?


In court, my lawyer hurled fancy labels at the jury in a bid to convince the twelve wall-eyed members of the public sitting just yards from me of the truth of my claims.


Dissociative amnesia.


I remember now how the DA had leapt upon the term, turned it around and thrust it hard into the soft underbelly of my defence, claiming that it was the very act of committing the crime that had caused the memory loss.


My lawyer, beleaguered, outgunned, the best my mother could afford with the pitiful accumulation of her life savings, had been at sea from the opening day of the trial.


 


After Luke left earlier, a blind rage overtook me.


Sweeping up the card he’d left behind, I ripped it into a dozen pieces, dumping them in the waste bin.


I lasted a whole five minutes before falling onto my knees to fish them out.


The card tells me that Luke works for the Griffin County District Attorney’s Office, Criminal Investigations Division. A legal consultant, whatever that means. I recall that his father, David, was a lawyer; there’d always been Wyclercs occupying positions of influence around the county. Eden Falls, the county seat, is controlled by the clan, always has been, always will be, as long as there’s a Wyclerc left to pay a bribe or strong-arm cooperation out of cowed locals.


A part of me had hoped that Luke might have left town by now, found his feet in the world beyond Eden Falls.


I remember now the thrill of our first touch, our first kiss. Adolescent fumblings in the woods. Feelings I have tried – unsuccessfully – to bury ever since. How many nights, in the jangling darkness of prison, had I held his face between my hands, looked into those grey eyes – wolf’s eyes, the mark of the Wyclercs – and asked him for an explanation? A justification for the betrayal that doomed me.


In return, I received only silence.


I shudder away the unhappy memory and change position, sitting cross-legged now and setting the laptop onto my knees.


An image fills the screen: a group photograph, taken in daylight. A formal shot of the Wyclerc family; three generations captured in a single frame. On the wings are the women, for the most part slender and pale. Towards the centre, standing shoulder to shoulder, the Wyclerc men, the sons of Amos and Abel: Gideon, Peter, Samuel and David.


And sat before them, in the very centre, upright on a wooden chair, is Amos himself; clan patriarch and heir to Nathaniel Wyclerc’s fortune and mantle.


The town’s history, hammered into us at school, warms itself anew in my mind.


Nathaniel Wyclerc – Amos and Abel’s father – arrived in these woods a century earlier in search of ore, channelling the pioneer spirit that had, once upon a time, tamed the American wilderness. Those had been lean, hard years, buoyed only by Nathaniel’s implacable belief that the Good Lord had seen fit to bring him to this place and would, in the fullness of time, unveil his ultimate plan for the Wyclercs.


That destiny was revealed deep in the forested hills, where Nathaniel struck gold – or as close to as made no difference. The mines that founded the town’s fortunes transformed the Wyclerc patriarch from a maverick into a figure of legend. Later, he would be remembered as a visionary; others would, rightly or wrongly, label him a tyrant, a ruthless exploiter of opportunity and despoiler of the wooded beauty of the region. Wealth turned Nathaniel into a recluse, his energies refocused on fashioning the perfect Christian community – or his vision of one – deep in this hidden backwater of the state.


He’d christened it Eden Falls, after the waterfalls up near the mines that had made his – and the town’s – fortune.


By the time the mines were bled dry some two generations later, Wyclerc Industries had diversified: mines across the country, steel refineries, ore processing plants, a timber-logging operation, sawmills, chemical factories.


Despite the company’s relentless expansion, the business remained family-owned and the Wyclerc clan true to their founder’s vision. The company seat stayed in Eden Falls, and those that ran it – Wyclercs to a man – and woman – remained close-lipped and guarded.


Growing up, I had known it as a place where secrets festered, for no one was ever brave enough to openly voice their thoughts, particularly where the town’s ruling dynasty was concerned.










Chapter 7


ORIANNA: NOW


I have viewed the photograph a thousand times, but each time it is as if I am looking at it anew; each time I find my eyes drawn to Amos.


Amos the lawgiver. Amos, from whom all things flowed.


Even seated, he is an imposing presence. A tall man, straight-backed in his early sixties – as he must have been at the time the photo was taken – with long arms and large, spade-like hands, hands that are wrapped, in the picture, around the hook of a pearl-handled walking cane topped by a wolf’s head. An affectation. The Amos I remember never needed a cane. Dark hair, streaked with iron grey, sweeps back from a high, permanently furrowed forehead. Thick eyebrows shade those same Wyclerc eyes, wolf’s eyes, the smoky grey of mountain mist; they burn from the image, a searing look containing – to my mind, at least – a mixture of arrogance, malevolence and knowledge of one’s own power that characterises the man who’d come to dominate the clan upon the untimely death of his older brother, Abel.


I’d grown up on the Wyclerc estate, but rarely met Amos. He was a passing presence, a voice behind a half-open door, a shadow in the corridors of the Big House, where my mother sometimes took me during the summer months when school was out and there was no one else to watch me for the day.


My gaze jumps to the margins of the picture.


There, ranged in a line, are the staff of the Big House; my mother at their head, dressed in her black uniform, white at the collars and cuffs, nylon stockings and white pumps.


I have spent hours examining my mother’s face, the intensity of her expression.


Who is she staring at?


To me, it seems that my mother is looking directly at Amos’s sons, Gideon, Samuel and Peter. In Eden Falls, they had been known as the Three Horsemen. I’d never understood whether this was flattering or the opposite. Whether they even knew of it, and cared if they did.


My mother once wondered out loud: ‘What must it feel like to have so much?’ There had been a hunger in Christine’s eyes that I had been too young to understand. Later, I’d come to the truth; namely, that my mother was a cold and calculating woman, fiercely ambitious, frustrated by fate’s design and willing to go to great lengths to change that fact.


My eyes linger on Gideon Wyclerc.


In the photograph, he seems younger than his age, somewhere in his early forties. He has his father’s high forehead and lustrous hair, with the same thick eyebrows and smoky eyes. As handsome as a movie star.


Each time I stare at the photograph, I find my heart squeezed between invisible claws. The world says I killed this man. In cold blood.


What is truth and what is lie?


From Gideon, I trace a line down to her.


To Grace.


For so long, I was unable to talk about Grace.


Gideon’s daughter is sixteen at the time this picture was taken, wearing a black dress with buckled shoes. Her hair is dark, like her father’s, and falls to just below her shoulders. She is extraordinarily beautiful, her expression one of distilled innocence.


A year after the photograph, Grace would be crowned Eden Falls Forest Princess, paraded through the town on a float, a living symbol of the Wyclerc clan’s genetic vitality.


That same day – the day Gideon was murdered – she vanished, never to be seen again.


The world claims I did something to Grace too.


A clew of emotion clogs my throat. My eyes blur.


Something inside tells me that in this photograph lies the answer to all my mysteries.


And yet the key to the lock remains out of reach.










Chapter 8


ORIANNA: NOW


The shrill call of a night bird shatters the silence.


In the ringing echoes that follow, I hear another noise, at odds with the natural sounds of the forest.


I shut the laptop and walk back inside the cottage.


Grabbing the smallest of my suitcases, I set it on the bed, take out a padded cloth bag, then reach in and draw out the object inside.


The semi-automatic compact pistol, a Ruger, set me back almost a thousand dollars. I bought it from an unlicensed source, a friend of a friend made in prison. If I am found with the gun, I’ll be back inside so fast my feet won’t touch the floor.


I walk out the front door and stand in the clearing.


‘Who’s there?’


The gun feels dense and slippery in my hand.


‘Luke? Is that you?’


For years now, I have had the prickling feeling of being watched. My parole officer told me when I was released – to begin my mandatory, monitored four-year parole, a parole I had to serve out before I could return to Eden Falls – that this is a common reaction for those who have spent as much time in prison as I have.


Paranoia.


But I have never been able to shake the feeling that it is something more.


‘Show yourself, goddammit!’


I feel the familiar itch, the crawl of spiders along the naked surface of my brain. An image flashes into my head: Gideon smiling, blood leaking from his forehead down into his mouth, a mouth so wide light seems to vanish inside.


I turn and walk back inside. I grab the gun bag, then go to the pantry. Locating the drum of flour I discovered earlier, I scoop out a hollow, put the gun back in its bag, then set the bag into the drum, palming flour over it until it vanishes from view.


Returning to the living room, I lay back on the sheets, waiting for my heartbeat to flatten.


I know that tomorrow I will have to go into town. The thought of venturing into Eden Falls fills me with a mixture of dread and anger. It’s a wonder they haven’t turned up by now, with their pitchforks, ready to drive me out.


Hatred.


Like cancer, or a wildfire, it can die back, only to return in a more virulent form. In a community like Eden Falls, hatred festers and becomes communicable; over time, it fossilises into collective memory. That was the lesson I learned at my trial.


And that is why I have come back.


Because I know, deep down in my gut, that someone in this godforsaken place knows exactly what happened that day. Someone knows who killed Gideon Wyclerc. Someone knows what happened to Grace.


My notebook is open beside me.


I turn to a clean white page.


Picking up a pen, I write the words I have written a thousand times since leaving prison, words that serve as the driving force for everything I have planned since, everything I am now doing.


I did not kill Gideon.


I did not kill Grace.


I am innocent.










Chapter 9


ANNIE: THEN


‘Your memory is locked.’


The smell of coffee mingles with the scent of my perfume. I note that Orianna hasn’t objected to me bringing coffee along for these sessions. Creature comforts in this place are few and far between.


This is our third meeting, staggered over two months. The encounters are erratic, far from ideal. But I have no ability to compel Orianna, and neither would I do so even if I had.


My initial impression is nebulous. I can’t get a read on her. Her notoriety precedes her, and she seems all too aware of this fact. The Girl in Cell A. A fatuous label, trite and reductive, playing to the Gen Z-ers. But Orianna is a real person; a living, breathing entity, warped by her circumstances, her unique journey.


She watches me from over her polystyrene cup.


I wonder at her initial impression of me. In our last session, she asked me, in a roundabout way, why I chose to do what I did. She already knows about women – and men – who find notorious killers irresistible. The letters had started arriving not long after she’d stepped through the gates of her first prison.


I hesitated before answering. There is a fine line between honesty and oversharing in a therapeutic setting. You want your patients to believe that you trust them enough to tell them a little about yourself; at the same time, you need distance if you are to function effectively in your role. The danger of crossing boundaries is ever-present. Orianna is a convicted murderer. I know of a number of cases where colleagues have lost sight of such things.


‘The law is predicated on the right of everyone to receive a proper defence. I believe that the same sense of fairness should extend post-conviction. Society tries to sweep criminality under the carpet, refusing to take the blame for what are often complicated causal reasons for offending. We put people in prison, lock the gates and turn our backs, forgetting that the vast majority of prisoners have to return to the outside world at some point. We make almost no real effort at rehabilitation. Why? Because the punishment rhetoric is the one that wins votes. Statistics show us just how terrible we are at reintegrating ex-convicts into society. And the blame for that lies with all of us.’


 


Today, I want to focus on the exact nature of Orianna’s problem.


‘Think of your mind as the black box of a downed airplane. Our job is to recover that black box and access those memories.’


She seems to like the analogy.


‘How are you sleeping now?’


‘Fine. Better.’


‘Any recurring dreams?’


‘I don’t dream.’


‘Everyone dreams, Orianna. You’ve undergone great trauma. That leaves an imprint deep in our psyche. Sometimes it comes out in ways we don’t expect, ways beyond our conscious control.’


I pick up a plastic folder from the table, a ballpoint pen in my hand. I click it three times, an unconscious ritual. ‘At our last meeting, I told you that I felt it would be helpful for us to begin talking about the events that led to your conviction. Are you ready to do that?’


‘I told you, I can’t remember much about that day.’


‘I know. But that’s why we need to begin chipping away at it. You’re a young woman, Orianna. You still have a long life ahead of you. But I believe that if we don’t get to the truth of what happened that day, a shadow will remain over you. It will prevent you from living a normal life, should you be released. You’ve consistently maintained that you cannot remember the actual killing. In court, you pleaded not guilty. I believe that it’s critical for you to know for sure, either way. And the only way we can do that is if we unlock that black box in your head.’


Conflicting emotions swirl across her face.


I tap the folder with a fingernail. ‘I’ve read the trial transcript. According to your testimony, your last coherent memory is approaching the cabin where the murder took place. Why did you go to the cabin, Orianna?’


‘I don’t remember.’


‘Did you go there to confront Gideon Wyclerc?’


‘I don’t remember.’


I set down the folder. Perhaps I shouldn’t have started there. This sort of therapy – when it is done right – is an exercise in restraint, in gradually building up a picture of the patient, brick by brick, session by session. If I want to find out why Orianna killed Gideon Wyclerc, why she acted in the way she did, I need to understand her history.


‘OK. Let’s move backwards in time. I’d like to talk about your past, growing up in Eden Falls, the people around you. Are you ready to share those details with me?’


She says nothing for a moment.


And then she dips her head.










Chapter 10


ORIANNA: NOW


The Eden Falls Community Library had once been a haven for me when I needed to hide away from the world.


In previous incarnations, the library had served as the town hall and the courthouse, although it had originally been built to house back-office operations for the Wyclerc mining business. As a consequence, the three-storey building had been pampered and coddled, renovated on multiple occasions, briefly neglected when the business operations were moved to grander, modern premises, then revived as a municipal hub following the war.


That period lasted a good four decades before a story broke in the mid-nineties that permanently tarnished the library’s reputation. A newspaper in the neighbouring town of Barrier claimed that a black man by the name of Edgar Myers – a local activist – had been lynched on the premises back in the thirties, hung by the neck from a decorative yardarm protruding from the building’s façade. The body had been left to swing for two days.


Though the revelation was furiously denied by the town elders – and an ongoing feud established with Barrier – the stink chased the courthouse out to a purpose-built building overlooking the nearby town square, and the town-hall functions to a less imposing but more practical home directly opposite the new courthouse.


 


Walking up the spiral staircase, I pass an older-looking white man in grubby denim overalls polishing the brass railing. I have the feeling that I know him, that he might be Tommy Quinn, once a local football star, then an equally notorious drunk. Now he looks to be a veteran of the brigade of ill-fated Eden Falls men who perform menial chores for minimum wage for the various municipal institutions that run the town. Quinn, as I remember him, is the sort of good old boy common to these parts, the kind who would have leered at my mother’s beauty while looking down on her because of the colour of her skin.


The first floor is taken up by row upon row of old-fashioned wooden shelving, laden with books both purpose-bought and donated from the barely thumbed collections of genteel – and now expired – southern gentlemen.


There is a hush about the place that is stultifying.


I find Gertrude – Gerty – in the back row, squatting on the floor, placing books on the bottommost shelf from a handcart.


I stand there, waiting silently, until my presence twitches the hairs on the back of her neck. She twists around and looks up at me, then takes the spectacles dangling on a chain around her neck and places them on her nose.


A long moment passes.


‘Well, damn it all to hell, child.’










Chapter 11


ORIANNA: NOW


‘What are you doing here, Ori?’


‘I didn’t kill him.’


We are sitting in Gerty’s office, a poky, sweltering room on the second floor. The windows are flung open, the place cluttered as if a storm just blew through it. On the tiny desk is a computer that looks like a relic from the vacuum-tube era.


Gerty, a slender woman, nevertheless fills out the space. She is white, blonde, her wide-hipped figure dressed in floral print. Her hard chin and blue eyes give her the aura of cerebral warmth and stubborn strength that I have always associated with her.


For almost two decades, Gerty served as a minor functionary in the county courthouse, filing and retrieving documents for the arbiters of justice that parade through the place, men – or their much younger, and invariably female, paralegals – who barely deigned to throw her a second glance while barking orders, as if the great wheels of American jurisprudence might grind to a halt should their demands not instantly be met.


Gerty’s tenure ended when one such eminence picked a fight on the wrong day.


I press on. ‘You were friends with my mother.’


I remember this, but precious little else about their relationship.


Gerty picks up a hand towel, wipes her throat. Her hair is still thick and plaited behind her head. ‘I heard about it on the news, the day they released you. Figured you’d find your way back here one day.’


‘I need your help, Gerty.’


‘You can’t rewrite the past, child. Even if you could, do you really think they’d stand for it? The Wyclercs?’


I lean forward, eyes blazing. ‘I didn’t kill him. You know me, Gerty.’


A hollow laugh. ‘No one knows what’s inside another person’s heart, child. No one knows what anyone is truly capable of.’


I reach across and place a hand over hers. Gerty’s eyes widen, but she doesn’t pull away. ‘The truth is, I can’t remember what happened that day. There’s a hole, a hole in my memories. That’s why I’m back. My life vanished down that hole. Am I really capable of the things they say I did? I don’t believe so. But I intend to find out, one way or the other.’










Chapter 12


ORIANNA: NOW


‘So tell me the plan,’ Gerty says.


‘I need to find out exactly what happened that day,’ I say. ‘I need to piece it all together, fill in the blanks in my memory. And I need – I have to know what really happened to Grace.’


‘Grace is dead.’


‘I didn’t kill her.’


Gerty sighs, picks up a ballpoint pen, starts clicking it. The gesture arrests me, takes me back to Annie Ledet and the therapy room. ‘What makes you think you can do what all those cops, all those high-and-mighty investigators, couldn’t?’


‘They weren’t looking, Gerty. They had me and that’s all they needed.’


She seems unconvinced.


‘I have to try.’


Her truculent expression dissolves. ‘I guess you do. Leastways, I don’t think I can stop you . . . They’re not going to make it easy for you, you know that, right? The Wyclercs aren’t the forgiving kind.’


My mind whips backwards in time to an image of the Wyclercs sitting in a row at the trial, dressed in funereal tones, grim-faced. Writ large across their brows is that fanatical sense of Puritanism that had defined them ever since Nathaniel Wyclerc had unveiled his creed for the town. I’d sensed their hatred, a palpable thing, reaching out to envelop me, extending outwards to engulf the town, such that every living thing was infected and changed by it.


‘I want to start there. The Wyclercs. I need to know everything about them. Do you have records here? At the library? Anything that can give me a feel for the family. I’ve looked online. There’s not much there.’


‘That’s because if there’s one thing the Wyclercs are good at, it’s keeping secrets. But, sure, I can dig something up for you. Hell, it’s their library.’


 


Gerty sets me up at a reading desk on the second floor.


The space is deserted, save for a studious-looking young man in one corner who glances up from behind a textbook fort at the sudden commotion.


He is too young to remember. Too young to know who it is that is now sitting just yards from him. Perhaps later, when the news reaches him, his eyes will widen in shock, and his memory will refashion our non-encounter into something more: the day I met a murderer.


Gerty slams down the tomes she’s hauled up with her. ‘What you have there is the library’s collected works on the history of Eden Falls. The earliest – and, in my humble opinion, the best – is by a local, a Randall McGovern. Town pastor for fifty years – until the mid-seventies, when cancer got him by the balls. I mean that literally. The other two were written by outsiders after the— Well, after what happened. Sensationalist claptrap, if you ask me.’


I brush one of the books with a fingertip. I’ve seen it before. The glossy, attention-grabbing cover thrust at me while browsing the web, a result, no doubt, of my accumulated search history. I had ignored it, just as I’d ignored the handful of other books that followed in the wake of my conviction, shrilly proclaiming answers to the questions that still plague both the townsfolk of Eden Falls and conspiracy theorists up and down the country. Collectively, they aren’t worth the paper they are printed on.


The mystery of Grace Wyclerc’s disappearance remains unsolved.










Chapter 13


ORIANNA: NOW


Gerty leaves me to it, returning fifteen minutes later with a glass of lemonade.


She stands there, watching me work. ‘I remember the first time I set eyes on your mother. Practically saw her step off the bus into town. By rights, I should have hated her. An outsider, looking the way she did. But I saw something in her that day. The way she walked. The way she refused to look away. She was dirt poor, but she had attitude. She knew she was worth more than the world had given her. Made me feel the same way too, I guess.’


I feel the churn of a familiar emotion: uncertainty – about who my mother had truly been. Throughout my childhood, Christine remained a figure both close and distant, a woman whose priorities were never clear – at least not to me. My mother held on to a past that predated her arrival in Eden Falls. That she harboured secrets was something that only became apparent at the very end of innocence.


‘Why didn’t you fight Uncle Howard for access to your son?’


If Gerty is taken aback by the question, she hides it well. ‘I tried. For a while. But Howard had all the cards. He showed the judge what a shining future our son would have with him. Proved what a bad mother I’d been. Neglectful. Too busy being a career superwoman. In the end, I had to make a decision. Watch my son being torn apart, or let him go.’


‘You don’t miss him?’


‘I don’t have to. He calls me often enough. He’s living in Washington, interning at the White House, if you can believe that.’


‘And you never thought about . . . ?’


‘Getting back in the saddle? Oh, there have been others, child. None that stayed.’


I look down at the book open before me. It details the earliest days of the mining operation that had made the town’s fortune, a miniature gold rush that brought men from all over the country to the town. Several photographs show them lined up outside the mine, in plaid work shirts and work boots, sideburned and dirt-faced, ghostly eyes fixed on the future. Other shots depict the growing town. Cheap, timber-framed and cedar-shingled homes, giving way, as the town prospered, to grand municipal buildings, streets lined with shops, each with its own little cross above the lintel. A Christian conurbation growing out into the surrounding forest.


‘What is it like here? Haven’t things changed at all?’


‘You know that old saying? “The more things change, the more they stay the same”. Well, that’s Eden Falls in a nutshell. The Wyclercs still rule the roost – Amos and his sons are the only authority around here that matters . . .


‘No, that’s not quite true. Something has changed. Gideon’s murder changed us. The Wyclercs won’t let us forget it, leastways not until Grace’s body is found. This much I’ll say: that girl deserves a Christian burial.’ Her eyes meet mine. ‘The truth doesn’t always set you free, child. Are you prepared for that?’


How can I explain to Gerty that I have lived with that nameless terror for eighteen long years? That it is a part of me now, the constant fear that the temple of innocence I have erected in my imagination might crumble in the wake of revelation. But what else can I do, except cling to hope? To let go would be to spiral down into the fathomless depths.


‘How did my mother die?’


A momentary fear flaps its way through Gerty’s eyes. She is saved from answering by footsteps echoing across the library floor.


I look up to see two men approaching, both in the uniforms of the Griffin County Sheriff’s Office.


A needle note of fear pierces my ribcage.


The two men stop, and for a moment, there is an uncomfortable silence, the only noise the sound of the fan clicking above.


I realise that I recognise the older of the two: Abner Pence, a fixture in the town’s police department since I was a child. A third-generation cop, twitchy and soft-spoken and wholly unsuited – it had always seemed to me – to the profession that fate had picked for him.


Beside him is a much younger colleague, with the build of a linebacker, shoulders practically bursting out of his uniform. His face glows with an obvious love of the job, a zeal I find disturbing.


Pence touches his brim. ‘Gerty.’


‘How can I help you, Abner?’ Gerty’s voice is stiff, confrontational.


‘Apologies for the intrusion, but we’re here for Orianna.’ He directs his gaze in my direction. ‘Ma’am, I need you to accompany us to the station house.’










Chapter 14


ANNIE: THEN


The call comes just before I go into my next session with Orianna.


It is Michael, and he is pissed.


‘You said you would be there.’


‘I’m sorry. I don’t know what to say. I double-booked myself.’


‘If that’s the case, tell me why our son gets second billing?’


My stomach hollows out. I want to hit back, but control myself. ‘That’s unfair, and you know it.’


‘Is it, Annie? If I were a psychologist, I’d say it’s all part of a pattern.’ His voice drips with angry sarcasm.


Michael. Once, my big, beautiful husband. Now a man who not only cannot stand the sight of me, but would willingly tie me to a stake and light the pyre himself.


‘I’m walking into a patient session. I’ll call you later.’


He begins a protest, but I shut the phone on him, knowing it will just make things worse.


For a moment, I hold the phone against my cheek, eyes squeezed shut. Then I continue down the corridor and enter the therapy room.


It’s been three weeks since last we met.


I know it’s bad form to go into a session upset, but Michael has that effect on me.


You’d think by now we might have worked it out.


Physician, heal thyself.


The door opens, and Barney enters, with Orianna trailing him.


‘Miss Annie.’


I return his greeting, then watch him leave.


Orianna doesn’t immediately sit down. She seems jittery, wanders about the room, stops in front of the framed verse, reads aloud. ‘ “If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness.”


‘Do you think I’m going to confess to you? And if I do, will you “purify” me?’


‘That’s not my role here.’


‘Oh no? Are you telling me the DA – whoever it is now – won’t be thrilled if you come out of here with a signed confession? The Girl in Cell A finally comes clean. Closure. For the justice system, for America. You’ll get to write a book, do the talk-show circuit. On the sofa with Oprah.’


‘Would you like to sit down? So that we can continue our chat?’


She flashes me a look I cannot quite interpret, then walks over and falls into her seat.


I pick up my notebook and pen. ‘We began to talk about Eden Falls, your life growing up there. If you had to frame that time into a few words, what words would you use?’


Her eyes are fixed on the barred window. When she eventually looks back at me, something flares deep in her irises.


‘Prejudice. Loneliness. Pain.’ She stops. Then, ‘Outsider.’










Chapter 15


ORIANNA: NOW


The Griffin County Sheriff’s Office is headquartered in Eden Falls, housed in a tall whitewashed building with little of the library’s historical presence. The presiding aesthetic is functional, with only the odd detail hinting at a personality: a cantilevered concrete awning above the entrance; an engraved wolf’s head above the front door; and a lunette in the upper elevation, like a witching eye, at odds with the rectangular sash windows that line up in rows over the rest of the south-facing façade.


Inside, I discover a hot hush, like the atmosphere inside a reptile tank.


The reception is cramped, with a couple of worn benches shoved against the walls, a bulletin board overcrowded with so much paper it looks like an art installation, and a low counter, behind which sits a red-haired, youngish man in uniform, feet kicked up on the counter, a phone trapped between shoulder and chin, thumbing a sports magazine.


As we enter, his eyes widen. He jumps up, presses the phone to his chest. ‘You got her?’ He seems incredulous, as if his colleagues have apprehended the number one pick on the FBI’s Most Wanted list.


‘Is Hank still in his office?’ asks Pence.


‘Yes, sir.’


 


I am led down a corridor to a frosted glass door.


Stencilled on the glass: Sheriff H. W. Faulkes.


Pence knocks diffidently, waits for a reply, then leads me inside.


The office is large, with a well-set window that lets in natural light.


Behind a cluttered desk sits the sheriff of Griffin County, Henry Faulkes.


A wild energy races through me. I have to hold myself back from charging at him.


Eighteen years ago, Faulkes had been chief deputy; even then he’d been the real power in the sheriff’s office, old Don Gantry having already announced his decision to retire at the end of his latest four-year term. In most counties around the country, sheriffs are elected officers and owe at least some measure of allegiance to the people they serve. In Griffin County, the appointment is made by the county’s municipal leaders. In effect, this means that the sheriff is a Wyclerc family puppet.


Faulkes had been the man who’d arrested me. The manner in which he’d conducted himself remains raw in my memory.


The sheriff is a big man, fleshy, like a warthog, in a half-sleeve khaki dress shirt, out of which poke burly arms covered in a mat of coarse, peppery hair. His head resembles a statue carved by primitive man: square, with a heavy chin, a greying buzz cut and a thick moustache that someone, long ago, must have told him gave him either gravitas or sex appeal. It does neither.


‘Leave us.’


Pence and his young partner depart, the door clicking shut softly behind them.


Faulkes scrutinises me from deep-set eyes. The rub of age, combined with the rigours of small-town policing, have worn him down. My eyes drift to a triptych photo frame on the desk, images of an unattractive woman and two equally unattractive children.


It is a shock to imagine Faulkes as a married man, a father.


I watch as he reaches into a drawer, takes out a shallow tin, pulls off the lid with thick fingers, and extracts a cheroot. He fishes a lighter from his pocket, strikes it twice, three times, until the flame catches.


‘You look like her,’ he says eventually. ‘Christine.’ His voice rasps like sandpaper against tree bark.


My mother’s name in this man’s mouth incites a reckless anger. I bite down hard on my tongue.


He waves me into the seat before his desk.


I hesitate, then, reluctantly, sit.


‘It was a mistake coming back here,’ Faulkes begins.


‘So everyone keeps telling me.’


‘Tell me why I shouldn’t have Abner put you back in his patrol car and scoot you right out of town?’


‘I’d come right back.’


‘Do you really want me to arrest you?’


‘On what charge?’


‘I’m sure we can find something. The thing about ex-cons is that it don’t take much to make people believe they’d cross the line again.’


I feel pressure building against the inside of my skull.


‘Did your mother ever tell you about me? No?’ His mouth turns up in a parody of a smile. ‘I remember it as if it was yesterday. A summer’s night, not long after she got here. She’d been out – she was a real party gal, Christine – ran herself into a ditch up near the Duckett place. I happened to be passing by on my way home. She was so drunk her eyeballs were floating. I was going to let her off with a citation, but she decided to take a swing at me. Assaulting a sheriff’s deputy . . .’ He kisses his teeth. ‘If I’d have hauled her in, the judge would have thrown the book at her. Might have cost her that fancy position up at the Big House. And without that, who was she? Just another out-of-towner with a great ass and no money.’ He blows a jet of smoke sideways. ‘Sobered up right quick, I’ll give her that. Begged me to go easy on her. Offered to fellate me. Right there, by the side of the road.’ He blinks in the smoke. ‘When I heard what happened to her, I damned near cried.’


My hands close around the sides of my chair with such force I think I might crush the wood to powder. Hank Faulkes had been one of those who had never let my mother and I forget that we were different. That we weren’t genteel enough – nor white enough – to deserve his respect.


Don’t let him get to you.


He grinds the cheroot into a plastic ashtray, then leans forward. ‘You coming back here is a provocation. You think the Wyclercs are going to sit on their hands while you parade yourself under their noses?’


‘I don’t much care what anyone thinks.’


‘You ought to. This town is no bigger than when you left it.’ He waves a hand at a bulletin board. Behind the glass is a picture of Grace Wyclerc, the word MISSING prominent at the top of the yellowing flier. ‘You being here is an insult to her memory.’
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