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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 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 100

ORIANNA: NOW

‘Jesus Christ!’ Peter is back on his feet.

Rebekah spins around. ‘Have you lost your mind?’

Amos waves the revolver around like a wand. ‘I’d strongly advise you to sit down.’

I look at Luke, see that his face is impassive. Had he known that Amos was going to do this?

Rebekah is frozen in place. And then, with a monumental effort, she forces herself to move forward and stumble into a seat. Fury boils from her in waves hot enough to sear the tablecloth.

‘There’s a reason you’re all here today,’ Amos says. ‘I have an announcement. But before we get to that . . . You all know by now why Orianna has come back. She claims she didn’t kill Gideon. Now, you can believe her or not; frankly, I couldn’t give a damn. But in her time here, she’s made some intriguing discoveries, and tonight, we are going to drag the past into the light.’ His eyes darken. ‘Gideon was killed right here, on the grounds of this estate. I have never voiced the thought before, but I am certain I’m not the only one whose mind it has crossed in all these years . . . If Orianna didn’t kill him, then Gideon’s killer might well be sitting here at this table. Or at least may know who killed him.’

‘That’s preposterous,’ Peter begins. ‘Surely, you can’t believe her?’

‘Here’s what I think,’ continues Amos, ignoring him. ‘I think you’re waiting for me to drop dead. All of you. You think my death will free you in some way, of guilt, of responsibility. But Gideon, for all his faults, was my son, and I refuse to go to my grave not knowing what really happened to him.’

David tries again. ‘Amos—’

‘Shut up, David.’

I see Luke flinch. Susannah places a hand on her husband’s shoulder. David gazes off into space.

Amos turns to Rebekah. ‘Orianna tells me you were fucking Tommy Quinn when Gideon was killed. Is that true?’

Rebekah’s face turns scarlet. ‘I don’t have to listen to this—’

‘Oh, you’ll listen all right. High up there on your cross. Well, pity party’s over, daughter-in-law of mine. Now . . . answer the goddamned question.’

‘You have no right—’

‘He was my son! I loved him. And I will have a fucking answer!’

Her eyes blaze. ‘You think I didn’t love him? Is that it? You think I married him for his money? Whatever happened between Gideon and me, it was as much his doing as mine. If he hadn’t been out there screwing everything in a dress, maybe I wouldn’t have gone looking for a Tommy Quinn.’

The words strike Amos with the force of a blow. ‘Well, the truth has put its boots on today.’ A silence passes. ‘Very well, truth is what I asked for and truth is what we shall have. You’re right. Gideon was a bad husband. And I was a bad father. But the one thing I know, the one thing I’m certain of, is that I had nothing to do with his death. I can no longer say the same about everyone sat at this table . . . Who is Tommy Quinn to you?’

Rebekah looks like an animal caught in a trap. Finally, she says, ‘Tommy and I had a . . . We had something.’

‘And Gideon found out?’

‘Tommy told him. On the day of the festival. Just came right up and told him.’

‘Told him what?’

‘That he was in love with me. That Gideon didn’t deserve me.’

‘And you? Were you in love with him?’

Colour climbs into her face. ‘Tommy was everything Gideon was not. He made me feel as if I was the only thing that mattered.’

Amos picks up the revolver and taps the butt of it gently on the table. ‘You fell in love with a low-life junkie degenerate. Tommy Quinn may well have killed my son.’

Her head snaps up. ‘Tommy didn’t do it! He’s not . . . He’s not like that. He’s not the brute people make him out to be.’

‘He spent three years in prison. He’s a drug dealer.’ It is Peter who has spoken.

Rebekah flashes him a look of pure hatred. ‘And what about you, Peter? You hated Gideon. You knew Amos was going to put him in charge of the business. Gideon’s death gave you everything you wanted.’

Peter’s eyes burn into her. ‘As God is my witness, I had nothing to do with Gideon’s killing.’

Rebekah snorts. ‘I wouldn’t invoke God if I were you. Not at this table.’

I see Ruth flinch. I remember Amos telling me that Ruth is a religious freak.

Amos’s smile is a facsimile of mirth. ‘That’s the first sensible thing you’ve said in eighteen years. The truth is, God abandoned this house a long time ago.’ His roving gaze settles on Samuel. ‘Yesterday, I found out that a girl over in Turow, about Grace’s age, was doused in gasoline by her father and set alight. For no more reason than she wouldn’t fetch him his supper. Tell me, Padre, how do you reconcile your faith with that?’

Samuel clears his throat softly. ‘Man sins because God ordained it so. But God gave us the capacity to perform penance for our sins. To be forgiven. No man’s soul is unredeemable.’

‘Evil has an odour,’ Amos responds. ‘And by God, I smell that odour on us. I hear the serpent slithering in the Garden of Eden that Nathaniel built. The Wyclercs! . . . Let me tell you about my father. Nathaniel’s hands were steeped in blood. For a start, he murdered his brother and sister.’





Chapter 101

ORIANNA: NOW

The revelation silences the table, hangs over us like a guillotine.

I see the others stare at Amos, the day’s dying light frozen in their eyes like shards of mirrored glass.

‘My father left his younger siblings – the twins, Esther and Jude – behind when he first came to Eden Falls. They had no one else except each other. They became close, closer than nature or God ever intended for a brother and sister. When they finally got to Eden Falls, and my father found out, he locked them in the chapel and set it alight. They burned to death.’

Something dark and wet stirs inside my guts.

‘Nathaniel spent his life trying to understand the nature of evil,’ Amos continues. ‘The monster inside himself that had made him commit such a terrible act. He never could. In the end, he believed he had no choice but to carry out the ultimate act of penance. He threw himself into that boar pit. He told me he was going to do it, the night before he died. I didn’t believe him.’ A shudder trembles his shoulders. ‘That’s who we are. The blood pumping through your veins.’

‘That isn’t true. It simply isn’t,’ Peter says eventually. ‘You’re drunk.’

Amos swings his gaze around the table. ‘This family is a lie. This whole goddamned town is a lie.’ He picks up the revolver. ‘So tell me, my pantheon of the Philistines, why shouldn’t I believe that one of you killed Gideon?’

‘Amos. What are you doing?’ David’s voice cuts across the table. ‘This isn’t going to bring Gideon back.’

His words, spoken so quietly, hum with a power that gives Amos pause. His hand trembles. His eyes lose focus. For an instant, I see him as he is: an old man nearing death, bleary-headed with fatigue, grief, and its close cousin, remorse. The angel of darkness hovers at his shoulder; a dead light glimmers in his gaze.

Susannah stands, put her hands on David’s wheelchair. ‘I’m taking him home.’

We watch as she begins pushing him away.

‘Wait.’ Amos’s voice is a croak. ‘I called you here because I want you to know – I want all of you to know – that I’ll be changing my will. My controlling stake in Wyclerc Industries will pass to Orianna.’

A gasp is pulled from Peter’s throat. His chair clatters back as he storms to his feet. ‘What the hell are you talking about?’

‘Did I stutter, Peter?’

‘You can’t— you can’t do that.’

‘I assure you, I can.’

‘This is insane.’ His hands ball helplessly at his sides. But Amos is looking at David.

For a long moment, David says nothing, and then he nods.

After they leave, I turn to Luke. His face is unreadable.

I hear Rebekah rise to her feet. Without a word, she turns and walks away.

Peter remains rooted to the spot, white-faced, staring at his father as if at an escaped lunatic. Beside him, Ruth wipes her lips with a napkin and stands. Samuel joins them. ‘I’m heading back to the church. Mrs Abernathy is hosting an evening recital. Peter, perhaps we should take our leave?’

His brother ignores him. Instead, he points a shaking finger at me. ‘You won’t see a dime of that money. I’ll go to my grave before I let you get your murdering hands on it.’

‘I don’t want the money. I never asked for it.’

Peter swings his finger towards Amos. ‘You’re out of your mind if you think I’m going to let you do this. I’ll fight you with everything I’ve got.’

‘What have you got, Peter? I own the controlling stake in Wyclerc Industries. I made you CEO. I can just as easily take it away from you.’

‘You wouldn’t.’ The full horror of the situation is dawning on him. He puts a hand on his wife’s shoulder to steady himself. ‘You can’t.’

‘Come on, Peter.’ Samuel slips a hand through his brother’s arm, then gently leads him away.

‘Well,’ says Martha as the sound of their engines fades, ‘that was enormous fun. I should get out of bed more often.’

I pick up my glass and drain it. The whisky is smoky and warm and leaves a dark taste in my throat. I look at Amos. ‘Why?’

‘If you live long enough, you can learn to stomach anything. Except mendacity.’

‘This was pointless. I didn’t come back to Eden Falls for your money.’

‘My fortune, what’s left of it, is better off in your hands than theirs.’

‘You really have lost your mind.’

‘Perhaps . . . there was another reason I asked you over.’ He nods at Cletus.

I watch as Cletus walks to a side table, removes the cover from a steel cloche, and returns with a cake, filled with white cream and ribbons of strawberry jam. He bends over it and lights three candles bunched in the centre.

‘Happy birthday,’ Amos says.

Something indescribable wells inside me. My mother almost always forgot my birthday, running around at the last instant – a haphazard affair, at best. There were no friends to invite over, no gifts worth the name.

I glance at Luke. He offers up a strained smile. Is this his doing?

‘I don’t need this.’

‘Humour a dying man.’

‘That’s not fair. You think you can make me . . . what? Forgive? Forget? Because you’re dying?’

‘I don’t need your forgiveness. You’re my granddaughter. Nothing you or I say can change that. Now, blow out the fucking candles.’

His brow shimmers with perspiration. He looks ready to pass out.

My mouth is suddenly dry. I glance again at Luke. He nods at me. I see Grace hovering at his shoulder. Grace gives a slow smile. Her face blurs, changes, until it is my own face at Luke’s shoulder.

I blink. The apparition vanishes.

I stand on unsteady legs, blow out the candles.





Chapter 102

ORIANNA: NOW

Afterwards, as we dig into crystal bowls of brandy-and-butterscotch ice cream, I tell Amos about the lynch mob at the town hall. He frowns. ‘Once upon a time, they wouldn’t have dared cross me.’ He massages his chest, as if the thought of the coming conflict has given him heartburn.

‘How do you feel today?’

‘Like a bear ate me up and shat me into a tin can.’

‘Why won’t you accept treatment?’

‘Never fight a battle you know you can’t win.’ He clasps his hands around his belly. ‘What was it like? In prison?’

I want to tell him that he has no right to ask me that. No birthday cake can make up for what he has done to me, to my mother, the years stolen from us both.

He senses my thoughts. ‘Forget it. Forget I asked.’

‘I met a woman in there. A cellmate. She’d murdered two people. She would tell me about lost light. The light that illuminates the human soul. Each time we commit acts against our better nature, we lose some of that light. But she believed we could get it back. That lost light. All we have to do is turn the dial.’

‘Amen to that,’ says Martha.

‘Why were you so hard on Rebekah?’ I ask Amos. ‘Do you really think she could have had something to do with Gideon’s death?’

‘I don’t know. A part of me wants her to be guilty. At least I’d have an answer. But then, I think of Grace. Rebekah loved her, doted on her. She’s kept her room like a mausoleum, exactly the way it was on the day she vanished. I can’t believe that Rebekah had anything to do with whatever happened to Grace.’

I consider his words. ‘What if Tommy Quinn killed Gideon, and Grace somehow found out? Perhaps Quinn did something to Grace, to stop her from telling anyone. Perhaps Rebekah doesn’t know.’

Luke speaks up. He has been so quiet, I have almost forgotten he is still here. ‘That’s quite a leap.’

A silence passes.

‘Cletus,’ Martha says, ‘I think you should get Amos back inside. He looks beat.’

I expect Amos to throw a hissy fit at being treated like a child. But he says nothing as Cletus helps him to his feet.

‘That stuff about Nathaniel,’ I say. ‘Why’d you tell us?’

He looks down at me with a greater measure of sadness than I have seen in human eyes in a very long time. ‘Because there are some secrets a man cannot take to the grave. There’s only one thing I’m certain of any more, Orianna. If there is a heaven up there, I will never see it.’





Chapter 103

ANNIE: THEN

I stop at a gas station about an hour from the town.

My car, a ten-year-old Subaru, is a luxury I can ill afford but cannot do without.

The gas station is resolutely uncharming, a throwback to the era of wild-grass-edged tarmac, dungareed attendants, and a hostility to outsiders that might as well have been painted onto the flaking signboard hanging from the low-slung canopy.

I wander into the office-cum-shop, grab a bottle of water and a bar of chocolate, hand my credit card to the old soak behind the counter. Who looks at it as if I have just handed him a live grenade.

‘Can’t take plastic. Machine’s busted.’

I curse, dig back in my wallet, find just enough bills to cover the charge.

The decision to go to Eden Falls isn’t a spur-of-the-moment thing. I have been planning it ever since I took the case, but knew that I would have to get to know Orianna first, otherwise it would simply be an exercise in curiosity. Like a book tourist visiting a place they’d read about in a favourite novel.

There are some who consider this sort of thing a blurring of professional boundaries.

But there is also a breed of modern psychotherapists who believe in a holistic form of treatment. Like archaeologists, the things we dig up in therapy can only attain meaning when given context. Sometimes, you have to go out and find that context.

Our last session convinced me that the time was now right for a field trip.

Orianna’s admission that she once harboured thoughts about killing her father hadn’t quite turned out to be the revelation I had hoped for. It was an admission without admitting anything. At that point, she hadn’t known who her father was, so her threat meant little. Then again, had such an admission come out in court, it could easily have been used to demonstrate a long-simmering anger, which had finally exploded the day Orianna discovered that Gideon was her father.

Or perhaps Orianna is playing games with me.

Rehashing the trial, the forensic analysis, has shaken her, of that I am sure.

But she remains closed off to me, some inner part of her held back.

How can I get to that hidden part of her?

I need to immerse myself in the environment in which she grew up – the environment that made her, had led her, inexorably, to that moment in the woods, in the cabin, with Gideon.

I need to go to Eden Falls.





Chapter 104

ORIANNA: NOW

My mind is still whirring when I reach home.

The Scotch, the evening, Amos’s gambit in declaring me his heir.

Why did he do that? It isn’t as if I need any more enemies.

And yet, somewhere deep inside, the coals of a long-banked fire smoulder.

Wasn’t I owed something by them?

They had stolen my life, sentencing me to years imprisoned in a six-by-eight concrete box. They had hounded my mother to her death. They deserved to pay.

It is all too much to process.

And then I feel it.

I spin around, look back into the darkness. Is there someone out there?

Fear creeps over me. I have to fight for control.

The crescendo of wolves rises once more in my ears. I know it isn’t real, but the sound drowns out all rational thought. I clap my hands to my ears and walk to the cottage.

Slipping inside, I go for the gun, then return outside.

I walk around the cottage and follow the lake shore into the woods.

When I reach the tree I had marked with an X, I move around it, treading carefully, before moving on.

I am barely fifty yards further along when I hear a metallic snap, followed by a scream.

I race back, find the figure writhing in the dirt, right leg caught mid-shins in the boar trap. One hand flails at the ground, the other yanks ineffectually at the trap’s metal jaws.

I raise the revolver and take careful aim.





Chapter 105

ANNIE: THEN

I drive into town past a wooden signboard.

 

EDEN FALLS

Population: 2000

 

Graffiti is scribbled across the bottom of the board, but I can’t make out exactly what it says.

The ride in is short, and before long I am drifting through the centre of town.

I park on a side street off the town square, then wander back in, checking out the cluster of civic buildings – a courthouse, a library, the town hall – and a large bronze statue of a man grappling with a wolf. The plaque on the base reads: Nathaniel and the Wolf.

I remember Orianna telling me about Nathaniel, Eden Falls’ founder. Amos’s father; Gideon’s grandfather.

The town appears to be very much as Orianna has described in our sessions, and depicted in maps and drawings that she has made over the years. Clearly, very little has changed here. But then, in my mind, I always imagined Eden Falls as one of those small American towns untouched by the ravages of progress, a little blister of civilisation where time, like in Shangri La, remains forever arrested.

There are few residents out. The promised cold snap has settled in, though there is no snow on the ground. Yet. When it arrives, we are told to be ready for eight-feet-high drifts. Old folk snowed in. The collapse of civilisation as we know it.

I imagine Orianna drawn back here, like a homing pigeon, following the completion of her sentence. More than once she has expressed her determination to return to Eden Falls and figure out who had really killed Gideon . . . How would she cope, being back in an environment she remembers with such hostility? What terrors of the mind might that unleash? More importantly, how would the locals treat her, bulldozing her way around the place, pointing fingers, throwing around wild accusations?

 

I have a rough plan for the day.

I start by taking a half hour for coffee and a bite to eat at a local diner, then find my way to the Griffin County Sheriff’s Office.

Inside, I ask for Sheriff Hank Faulkes.

A young man with a blond mullet goggles at me, a fantastical creature with the big-city accent and shoes that probably cost more than he makes in a month.

It’s a wonder he doesn’t say golly.

I am led down a corridor and into a cramped but tidy office where Sheriff Faulkes registers surprise at my presence, but not shock. I had called ahead and been rebuffed.

‘How can I help you, Miss . . . ?’

‘Ledet. Dr Annie Ledet.’

I take a seat without waiting to be asked, forcing him to follow suit. ‘I am a forensic psychotherapist, currently engaged in the treatment of Orianna Negi. I’d like to ask you some questions.’

His jaw works silently. Then he gets up, walks to a sideboard, picks up a coffee pot. ‘Get you a cup?’

‘Sure.’

When we’re both settled, he looks at me over his coffee. In his eyes is the wariness of the country boy for the city slicker. Michael’s folks had looked at me like that the first time I’d met them on their big ol’ Iowa farm.

Faulkes is a small man, lumpy, with a crew cut. Clean-shaven. He doesn’t look much like the man Orianna has described to me. But memory can distort more than material facts; it can reshape those for whom we have strong feelings into altogether transformed creatures that take possession of our minds. I have seen it many times, especially in cases of child abuse; the abuser turned into a giant, a monster residing permanently in the victim’s memory.

‘Treatment?’ he says. ‘How exactly do you treat a girl who blew her own daddy’s brains onto a wall?’

‘Orianna claims she didn’t do it.’

‘You city folk are all the same. Suckers for a hard-luck story.’

‘I didn’t say I believed her. The point is that she believes it. She cannot remember the killing. My job is to get her to the point where she can access those memories, so that she – and we – can see exactly what happened that day.’

‘What happened is that she murdered a man in cold blood. And then lied about losing her memory in the hope the law would go easy on her.’

‘You think she’s faking? All these years?’

‘I do.’

A silence. Faulkes continues to look at me.

‘What was she like, growing up?’

‘She was a handful. Like her mother. A loner. Always in trouble.’

‘Violent?’

‘On occasion.’

‘Can you name any specific episodes?’

He thinks about this. ‘There was one time. She was carrying on with some kid named Jake Kristofferson. Ended up kicking the shit out of the poor boy. Put him in hospital. He didn’t press charges, didn’t speak about it till years later, after she was convicted of Gideon’s murder. Kid was too embarrassed to name her at the time – getting his ass handed to him by a girl.’

I am momentarily blindsided.

Jake Kristofferson is the boy Orianna claimed Grace had kicked into unconsciousness after he’d tried to get fresh. But, according to Faulkes, it was Orianna herself who had done that. She had lied to me.

Or rather, lied to herself, so that it was Grace and not her who was the aggressor. Placing herself at a remove from her act of violence.

What else from her past has she subtly redrawn in our sessions together?

‘What triggered these violent episodes?’

‘She was an angry kid. No father. Mother wasn’t around much, too busy peddling her ass all over town. You’re the shrink. Do I need to draw you a map?’

‘What happened to Orianna is intimately bound up in her relationship with her mother and the fact that Christine kept Gideon’s identity as Orianna’s father a secret. Did you ever ask Christine about that? About who Orianna’s father was?’

‘I did. She told me to go fuck myself.’

I hold my tongue, determined to maintain my composure in the face of his hostility.

‘What exactly happened to Christine?’

‘She lost her mind, is what happened. After the trial, she couldn’t find work in Eden Falls – the Wyclercs made sure of that. She had to take a bus out to Barrier every day. She had some friends there. Got herself a position as a hostess at some bar. By then, she’d been kicked out of the Big House. But she was stubborn. Wanted her due. Had this crazy idea she’d sue Amos, get him to hand over a share of his fortune, because Orianna was his grandchild. Of course, no lawyer worth their salt would touch the case, and the one she finally found didn’t get very far.’ He stops. ‘I guess, after a while, everything just became too hard. She gave up, that’s about the truth of it.’

‘You think she killed herself?’

‘Yes, ma’am, I do.’

I change tack. ‘I’ve had a look at the case files, the court transcripts. There wasn’t much attempt made to find any other suspects for Gideon’s killing.’

‘There was no need. All the evidence pointed to Orianna.’

‘So you had no doubt? Even though Orianna couldn’t remember what had happened?’

He takes a long, slow sip of his coffee. ‘None whatsoever.’





Chapter 106

ORIANNA: NOW

Gerty comes for me two hours after they haul me to the stationhouse and put me back in the cells. They don’t charge me, but Sheriff Hank Faulkes gleefully lays out the possibilities: possession of an illegal firearm, and criminal negligence resulting in serious injury. He tells me that the man in my boar trap has been taken to hospital. He doesn’t ask me who the man is. I suppose he has already found out, as I did when I asked him while he was screaming in agony, begging me to release him.

Gerty informs me that Luke is waiting outside.

‘I asked you not to call him.’

‘What did you want me to do, exactly? Use my magic wand to get you out of here?’ Gerty’s belligerent look is edged with worry.

She waits while they discharge me. Hank Faulkes looks on, expression inscrutable. ‘Third strike and you’re out.’

 

Luke is leaning against his truck. He straightens as I approach.

I stop in front of him.

And then I swing a fist, connecting solidly with his jaw. He falls back, trips and crashes to the ground.

A hand goes, instinctively, to his cheek. He is astonished.

I look down at him, eyes blazing. ‘You sonofabitch.’

He lifts himself off the sidewalk, smacks dust off his jeans. His colour is up, nostrils flared. ‘It wasn’t my idea.’

‘Amos?’

He nods, rubbing his jaw.

In that moment, Luke’s form seems to waver, flowing into the shape of my mother, then Amos, then Grace, and back again. I am overcome by rage.

I know that my anger, in part, stems from my paranoid fantasy that Luke and Grace might have had something going on, way back when, sneaking around behind my back. And with that comes another thought: what if I had found out? The rage I would have felt towards Grace, what would that have made me do?

Is that what I have blocked from my memory?

The thought chills me.

Luke pulls me back to the present. ‘You could have hurt him badly, Ori. What were you thinking?’

His voice comes from somewhere far away.

‘Were you fucking Grace? Back then?’

His eyes widen. ‘You’re sick, Ori.’ He stops, then, ‘I mean that your mind is damaged. After what happened, with Gideon . . . No one comes through that unscathed.’

‘You think I’m crazy? Is that it?’

‘You need help.’

My mind flashes back to my sessions with Annie Ledet.

‘You’ll never truly be able to shed the past. The question is whether you can come to terms with it.’

‘Let’s go,’ I say.
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The meeting with Hank Faulkes leaves me frustrated but not exactly surprised.

I am not about to change anyone’s mind here.

Frankly, I have no idea why I asked him whether he had doubts as to Orianna’s guilt. Going over the forensic evidence – and then learning that Orianna had once fantasised about killing her father – should have been enough to dispel any suspicions I might have had that she was anything but responsible for Gideon’s murder.

And yet, being in Eden Falls, breathing the air of a place Orianna has described in such suffocating terms, seeing the hardness in Faulkes’s eyes, I cannot suppress the tiny voice in my ear that refuses to remain silent.

There are secrets here. Lies and secrets. Years old and hidden from view.

But even old secrets eventually burst into the light.

 

The Big House is exactly as Orianna has described to me, the very image of an antebellum plantation home – at least, to my mind. I park by the fountain and make my way to the porch, where I am met by a maid and led through the house.

Having heard so much about it from Orianna, I am slightly spooked by being here. It is almost as if I have walked these corridors before.

Amos Wyclerc is waiting for me in his office. I had called ahead. To my surprise, he had agreed to meet with me.

He is every bit as charismatic as Orianna has described. In the way that, say, Count Dracula is considered charismatic, possessing a dangerous magnetism that pulls me across the room. His eyes, in particular, are wolflike. And waiting.

We shake hands, and then he ushers me to a couch arrangement, offers me a drink. I decline, but watch as he pours himself a bourbon.

I go over my reasons for being here; my time treating Orianna. He listens patiently, then sets down his glass.

‘How do you treat madness, Doctor?’

It was an unexpected place to start. ‘I don’t believe Orianna to be mad.’

‘Then how do you explain it? How do you explain a young girl blasting her own daddy’s head from his shoulders?’

I shift on the couch. ‘She continues to claim she cannot remember the incident. That she didn’t do it.’

‘She was convicted of murdering my son. Striking him down in cold blood.’

‘She’s your granddaughter.’

The word momentarily silences him, and then: ‘In your sessions, does she talk about me?’

‘Yes.’

He looks grim. ‘I’m not the ogre she no doubt makes me out to be. I long suspected that Orianna was Gideon’s child. My granddaughter. But, given that both Christine and Gideon denied it, I didn’t push it. Sometimes, it’s better to let sleeping dogs lie.’

‘I’m sensing that you changed your opinion at some point?’

His mouth becomes a line. ‘For years, I accepted Christine and Orianna’s presence on the estate. Gideon had installed Christine here and, after Orianna was born, made it clear they would both stay, despite Christine’s unmarried status. He deflected suspicions that he was Orianna’s father, brazened it out when questioned. Besides, Christine always insisted that the true father was some stranger she’d shared a one-night stand with.’

‘You never told Orianna you thought she might be your granddaughter?’

‘No. How could I? It wasn’t my place.’

‘And any interest in her that you had . . . It all came to an abrupt end after Gideon’s murder?’

‘Yes. I blamed her. I felt betrayed. I believed Orianna guilty of murdering Gideon, Christine of enabling her. And so I cut them out of my life.’ He sighs. ‘It has taken me years to finally accept that, even if Orianna is my son’s killer, there is plenty of blame to go around. The way Gideon treated her was unconscionable. Refusing to acknowledge that he was her father, even though he kept her within touching distance.’

The confession is unexpected. ‘If you believe that, why haven’t you visited her?’

‘What good would that do?’

‘It might be crucial in helping me treat her, helping unlock her memories.’

‘The Girl in Cell A.’ His tone is intended to be mocking, but comes out as sad more than anything else.

‘If and when Orianna gets out, I believe she may well return to Eden Falls. How will you react when you have to face her again?’

‘Truthfully? I don’t know. She murdered my son.’

‘And you have no doubt about that?’

He is about to reply, and then hesitates.

‘As a purely theoretical exercise . . . is it possible that Orianna might be telling the truth? That someone else murdered Gideon and she just happened to find herself in the wrong place at the wrong time?’

‘No,’ he says. But there is a tremor in his voice.

I decide not to push. ‘I’d like to talk about your family. About the Wyclercs. About Peter and Ruth. Martha and David and Susannah. Samuel. Rebekah and Gideon. And about Luke. Everyone who knew Orianna growing up on the estate.’

His long fingers tighten around his glass. Finally, he nods.

I take out my notepad and begin.

An hour later, I lean back, look him squarely in the eyes. ‘There’s someone else I want to talk to you about. I want to talk to you about Grace.’
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Amos is behind his desk.

When I storm in, he leans back in his chair and sticks a lit cigar in his mouth, battening down the hatches.

‘Why did you do it?’

‘It was necessary.’

‘How long?’

‘Does it matter?’

‘How long was he following me?’

‘Didn’t he tell you?’

I stand there, visibly shaking with rage.

‘His name is Rattigan. That boar trap of yours made a mess of his leg. He might have lost a foot. I had a talk with him this morning. He won’t be pressing charges.’

‘How long?’ I practically spit the words.

‘Since the day they let you out.’

The floor drops away beneath my feet. The confirmation of my worst suspicions hollows out my stomach. Four years – the years of my mandatory parole – of being spied upon. My every move monitored, even before I made my way back to Eden Falls.

‘Why?’

‘You know why.’

‘I want to hear you say it.’

He sighs. ‘Because I wanted to keep tabs on you. Because there was still a tiny possibility that you knew what had happened to Grace, that you might know where she was buried, and that you might go back there. Because you were the last link I had to Gideon’s death.’

‘All that talk about trusting me? It was all bullshit.’

‘I don’t believe you killed Gideon, not any more. I don’t believe you had anything to do with Grace’s death . . . What can I say? I hedged my bets.’

‘That’s how Luke knew where I was on the day I came back to Eden Falls. That’s why he showed up at Elvira’s place. Rattigan followed me back into town. He called Luke.’ I glance at Luke in disgust.

Neither man says a thing.

‘Was he there every night? At the cottage?’

Luke is shaking his head. ‘No. We asked him to cool it once you were back in Eden Falls. It would have been too obvious – this isn’t the big city. But after you were attacked, we thought it would be safer for you if he . . . if he . . .’ He falters.

‘Spied on me?’

‘Checked in on you.’

‘It was for your own good,’ growls Amos. ‘If you can’t see that without throwing a hissy fit, then there’s not much else to be said.’

Fury throbs through my jaw. ‘You’re going to turn this around on me?’

He flaps a hand. ‘We’ve got bigger fish to fry.’

‘No. We’re done.’

‘Weren’t you paying attention yesterday? I’m making you my heir. I don’t have much time left.’

‘I don’t want a goddamned thing from you.’ I turn and stride to the door, stop, look back. ‘You’re a shitty grandfather.’

‘So sue me,’ he mutters and plugs the cigar back into his mouth.

 

Luke catches up with me on the stairs. ‘If it hadn’t been for Amos, Faulkes would have thrown the book at you for possession of an illegal firearm.’ He runs a tired hand through his hair.

‘You knew. All this time, you knew.’

‘You’re acting as if it was my decision.’

I storm out of the house, hurl myself into the Chevy.

Luke follows me out, stands there, hands on hips, his expression halfway between remorse and exasperation.

My rage is magnified by the blistering heat inside the car.

The idea that for four years I had been silently observed, my most private moments spied on. And Luke had known all along.

The walls of the car move inwards, crushing my lungs.

This town. This goddamned town.

I cannot bear it a moment longer. I have to get out. I have to get out now.

I turn the ignition, step hard on the gas.

In the rear-view mirror, I see Luke’s arms drop to his sides, his head droop forward, sadness push down on his shoulders.
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After meeting with Amos, I take a detour – with the help of directions provided by Amos – to visit Gideon’s hunting cabin.

The scene of the crime.

My mind is awhirl.

The meeting with Amos has given me much to think on. His descriptions of the estate, what life for Orianna may have been like growing up here. The petty jealousies and rivalries of the Wyclerc family. I have learned, for instance, that Peter and Gideon did not get on. That Hannah Wyclerc – Martha’s daughter – Martha being Amos’s older brother, Abel’s, widow – left the family under a cloud many years earlier. That Amos’s grandfather, Noah, was hanged for murder. That Nathaniel, the town’s founder and Amos’s father, killed himself, possibly out of guilt arising from the arson-murder of his younger brother and sister, Esther and Jude.

Amos is unwilling to reveal all his secrets, but he has told me enough. There are revelations enough here for a team of therapists to dissect. I sensed a need in him to unburden himself. A weakening of his resolve. Perhaps he doesn’t quite believe that Orianna might be innocent, but he is willing to concede that there is plenty of blame to go around.

More importantly, he now understands what it is that I am trying to achieve.

He is as eager as I am that we somehow penetrate that dark veil in Orianna’s memory and get to the actual truth of what happened that day.

 

The cabin is a disappointment.

Sitting in an unkempt clearing, it’s a large, weather-beaten wooden box; there is nothing that immediately strikes me as out of the ordinary.

Inside, there is little to see. Everything of interest has been removed years ago for forensic analysis following Gideon’s murder.

My eyes linger on the wall where a lighter patch indicates the space vacated by the wolf’s head Orianna described to me in an early session.

The wolf holds a strong sway over her mind, symbolising as it does the Wyclerc clan.

But she had also described it as a pariah. A lone wolf.

It doesn’t take a therapist to realise that the wolf is how she sees herself.





Chapter 110

ORIANNA: NOW

I barely make it out of town before I am forced to pull over, overcome by nausea and dizziness. My head is in pieces. I look in the mirror. A pale, sweating face, a fever victim, looks back at me.

I walk between the trees, lean over and vomit into a gorse bush.

Drained, I lower myself to the earth, empty my mind of all thought. But a migraine has begun to throb at the base of my skull, hammering nails into my brain.

I am losing myself in this place. Perhaps they were right. Annie Ledet. My parole officer. I should never have come back.

 

I return to the Chevy, take a bottle of water and wash out my mouth.

The thought of heading back into town is unbearable. I have to get away from Eden Falls, if only for a while.

My mind scrabbles around for a direction, the fingers of a drowning woman against the smooth hull of the boat from which she has fallen . . . I finally land on a task I had given myself after first visiting with Martha Wyclerc, but hadn’t yet got around to.

Hannah Wyclerc. Martha and Abel Wyclerc’s daughter.

Hannah, who’d quit the family decades ago and never looked back.

Something Martha had said about Hannah’s reason for cutting herself off from the rest of the Wyclercs, a veiled hint that it might have some bearing on my own search for answers. I have no idea how that might be the case – I was not even born when Hannah left the family.

But now seems as good a time as any to track her down. Something concrete to focus on. For a short while, I can set aside the feelings of betrayal and shame and suffocation that Amos’s actions have left swirling inside me.

I dig out the slip of paper Martha scribbled her daughter’s address on, plug it into the satnav on my phone.

Hannah lives in Woolrich, three hours away.

I take the two-lane parish road out of town.
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The house, a two-storey colonial with a flesh-coloured façade and flaking white trim, is fronted by a parched lawn.

A skinny middle-aged white man in a tight white tank top and shorts and raggedy facial hair is hosing down the grass, scrolling a phone with his free hand.

He looks around as I walk across the street towards him.

‘I’m looking for Hannah.’

He evaluates me for a moment. ‘Nice graffiti.’

I look back at the car where the words MURDERING BITCH blaze from the paintwork.

He seems to decide that I am harmless. ‘Out back.’ He returns to his phone. I catch a flash of porn.

 

A flagstoned path leads through a side door to the rear of the house.

A woman in leggings and a tan T-shirt is on all fours, face in a vegetable patch, soil baked as hard as ceramic. A steel watering can is on its side by her elbow. I see the heads of turnips, beets. A spool of chicken wire.

The woman registers my presence, twists around to squint up at me from under a wide-brimmed straw hat.

‘Hannah?’

‘Do I know you?’

‘My name is Orianna. Your mother gave me this address.’

 

We walk through a sunroom, along a cool, dark hallway and into a living room.

Plum-dark drapes, valenced and ruffled, hang beside sash windows. A worn carpet, the colour of boiled cabbage, stretches thinly over a wooden floor. A gilt brass floor lamp stands by a couch that looks like it’s been kicked around by mules.

‘Can I get you something to drink?’

‘No. Thank you.’

‘I have a feeling I’m going to need one.’

She walks out of the room, returns with two beers, sets them down on the rough-hewn coffee table. Wildflowers stand in a vase.

Hannah’s knees click as she lowers herself onto the couch. Her hair is thick, almost entirely grey, stuck to her forehead and the back of her neck in straggling curls.

‘I followed your trial. A long time ago now.’ She has the Wyclerc eyes. They remain on me as she sips at her beer. ‘Why are you here?’

I take a deep breath, then quickly explain my presence.

‘You’re a glutton for punishment, aren’t you? Why the hell did you go back? Nothing you do will make right the things you’ve lost. Your youth, your innocence, the last eighteen years. Take it from me. The best thing you can do is get as far away from Eden Falls as possible and never look back.’

‘Is that what you did? Why? What happened to you?’

She sets down the beer and settles her arms around her thin-shouldered frame. The silence stretches. Finally, she says, ‘I’ve been waiting over forty years for someone to ask me that question and mean it.’

‘Please. I need to know. Martha hinted it might have something to do with what I’m doing in Eden Falls. Reinvestigating my father’s killing, I mean.’

‘Your father.’ And in the way she says those two words, in the inflection that sinks her voice to a croak, in the light that dies in her eyes, the shape of the past becomes clear. A chill moves through me.

‘Gideon raped me. It started when I was seventeen. He kept it up for months until I hit eighteen and left town.’ Her T-shirt is dark at the chest. ‘I told my mother. I told Amos. No one believed me.’

My insides churn. My voice sounds brittle to my own ears. ‘I don’t understand. Why wouldn’t they believe something like that?’

‘Amos was blind when it came to Gideon. And my mother didn’t dare cross Amos. She wanted to stay in that house. She wanted to be near my father’s ghost.’ Her eyes blink rapidly. ‘You can’t understand a place like Eden Falls until you understand people like Amos and my mother. Morality plays second fiddle to decorum, or at least the appearance of decorum. Besides, it was Gideon’s word against mine.’

‘But why? Why did Gideon do it?’

‘Why do men do the beastly things they do? It was a . . . a sickness. He couldn’t control himself. I’m not excusing it, of course not. But I’ve come to believe that some people are born that way. Twisted.’

I feel a great hollowing out. This is the blood in my veins. Gideon’s blood
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