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Forward

The man introduced himself on the phone as Michael Tayson, the new Swithin headmaster. We havent had the pleasure of meeting yet, he said.

Of course, of course, Sylvie said quickly, sitting up straighter. It was almost 9 p.m. on a Sunday night. A strangely intimate time, she thought, for a chat. What can I do for you?

We have a bit of a situation, Michael Tayson said.

For a moment, Sylvie wondered if shed fallen through a pocket in time. Her sons, Charles and Scott, were still teenagers. They were upstairs in their rooms right now, doing their homework  or, in Scotts case, not doing his homework. It was Jerome Cunningham, the old headmaster, on the phone instead. He hadnt retired yet, the boys hadnt graduated yet, and Jameswell, James was still here, too, upstairs behind his closed office door. He could walk downstairs and she could still talk to him.

One of our students passed away this morning, Michael Tayson went on. Were not sure how, but there are suspicions it might have been a suicide. His name was Christian Givens, a freshman. One of the scholarship boys.

Sylvie murmured how terrible that was, how sorry she felt for his family. All her years on the board, theyd had a few deaths  some car accidents, a case of Hodgkins lymphoma. Never a suicide, thank God. Was he looking for suggestions about memorial services?

The church clock down at the end of Sylvies drive bonged out the hour. He was a wrestler, the man finally said. Your son coached him.

Oh, Sylvie whispered.

This is a delicate situation, obviously. We know how much you and your familywe know what youve done for us. But there might be questions. Well try as best we can to keep things out of the spotlight, but you have to understand it might not be possible. He took a breath. Scotts job is all right for now. The seasons finished. Next season, well see. This might blow over.

Sylvie stood up. Im sorry? What does this have to do with Scott?

She heard a chair creaking and imagined that the man on the other end, a man she hadnt yet met, was leaning back. Sylvie had been in the office the school reserved for the headmaster plenty of times, especially when Scott was a student. Jerome had never suspended Scott for anything, even though Sylvie assured him that he should treat Scott the same as any other student. She knew why he let Scotts transgressions slide.

Theres a rumor going around, Michael Tayson said. Apparently, theres a lot of pressure among the wrestlers. Some of the boys couldnt handle it.

The weight-loss pressure, Sylvie stated, to make their weight class. But doesnt that happen on all wrestling teams?

This wasnt the weight-loss stuff, no.

Okay

He coughed weakly. Im not saying its true. Ill say that up front. But Ive heard that if a boy doesnt perform well in the match, the boys surround him andIm not sure how to say this. They punch each other in the stomach. You know boys on sports teams. You know how fraternal they all get. The team means everything to them, and maybe they saw the beatings as a way to motivate weaker team members. But it might have also been bullying. Some people call it hazing.

Sylvie frowned. Hazing, she repeated slowly.

I also heard that Christian was one of the boys whodidnt perform well, the headmaster said. I doubt you remember him from the matches  he was awfully small, didnt get to compete much. Kept to himself. Maybe he wasnt cut out for the wrestling team but, as you know, we encourage boys to participate in sports, so

Outside, the porch light made the wet tree branches glitter. How many people know about this? She thought of the community talking, people outside the Swithin family. Some might grab onto a story like this and hold tight. The schools reputation suddenly felt delicate and precarious.

Weve tried to keep it quiet, he answered.

Who told you this crazy idea?

II cant say.

There was a tingling sensation in her stomach. And are you implying Scott encouraged these boys to? She trailed off, touching the mantelpiece.

Of course not, Michael said. Thats not

What about the head coach? Mr Fontaine? What does he have to say?

Hes in England, visiting his mother. He left after the season ended. Were trying to reach him.

And how many boys on the team corroborated this story?

I didnt hear it from any of them, Mrs Bates-McAllister.

There you go. Sylvies heart was beating fast. Someone made this up. You know how teenagers get with rumors. You know how they embellish things. Something can be whispered to one person and by lunch its a huge scandal.

There was a long pause. Im not suggesting I believe it, the headmaster said. Im just explaining what Ive heard. We take everything seriously, as you know. For now, Im arranging for a few people to meet with Scott. It will be an independent council of teachers, none of your colleagues on the board. I dont want this to get out of hand, either for us or for you. Your family has done so much for the school, after all. And I know there have been some attempts athow shall I put this? Some attempts at character assassination, I suppose, regarding certain members of your family in the past. I assure you that I intend to be discreet.

Sylvie ground her nails into the fabric of the sofa. Character assassination. Discreet. He had a way of making the words sound so dirty. This is unprofessional. She paced around the room. You shouldnt call someone in to talk to them about a rumor. And you shouldnt come to me with something like this unless you know.

Calling Scott in to talk to him seems fair. If there was a rumor going around about someone else on the staff, another teacher, another coach, youd want us to feel that person out about it, wouldnt you, Mrs Bates-McAllister?

When Sylvie pressed her hand to her forehead, she felt a muscle in her temple throb, a tiny flutter under her skin. She glanced out the window in the kitchen; Scotts car wasnt in the driveway. She dared to think of what he was doing. Lifting weights at the gym. Playing video games. Driving the Mercedes too fast, whipping around the turns and grinding the gears. She thought of the jobs hed held  the stint as an auto mechanic, mostly learning the ropes so he could soup up his own car, which hed since crashed. Pouring concrete, coming home covered in gray film. Even that time he caddied at Jamess golf club, though that had lasted only a day  hed said the golfers were racist, giving him accusing looks like he was going to walk off with their clubs. Shed felt urgently optimistic with each job he took, praying that this one would be his true path, the thing that set him straight. He quit each job after only a matter of weeks.

Something else appeared in her mind, too. When Scott was ten or eleven, she had come upon him in the basement. He was crouched in the corner, watching something. A mouse was trapped under a large glass vase, slowly suffocating. It clawed the sides of the vase, its little paws scrambling. How had it gotten there? It took her a few moments to understand. Scott! shed cried out, but her voice was so weak, so ineffectual. Always so ineffectual. When hed done nothing, shed pushed him aside, lifted the vase, and let the mouse go. Scott had looked at her crazily. She complained about mice in the basement all the time  didnt she want them dead? But it was Scotts expression as hed watched the mouse flail under the dome that had made her set it free. The look on his face was one of iron-cold indifference, like hed almost enjoyed the poor creatures suffering.

Oh God, she thought now, a rushing feeling between her ears. Oh God.

Mrs Bates-McAllister? the new headmaster said softly into the phone. Are you still there?

Thank you for calling, she said in the strongest voice she could find. But I think what youre suggesting

Im not suggesting anything, he broke in. Youve misunderstood

is a mistake, she finished. She hung up.

The living room was foolishly quiet. The antique armchair was tilted toward the bookshelf at a rakish angle. The old etchings of The Swithin School, commissioned by Sylvies grandfather and handed down to her when she had inherited this house, were at perfect right angles on the walls. Sylvie looked at the framed photograph of her grandparents that sat on the top of the sideboard. Her grandfathers cunning, sepia-toned eyes seemed more narrowed than usual, as though hed heard both sides of the phone conversation.

Oh, how shed cared for everything in this house. How shed taken pride in all its details, how shed preserved it to the letter, thinking that keeping everything exactly the same would embalm the spirit and ideals of her grandfather forever. This house essentially was her grandfather  the local press had dubbed it Roderick, the middle name he often went by. But the resemblance didnt stop there. The old leather books on the shelves were like the smooth tops of her grandfathers hands. The curled vines that climbed the stone walls were his thick mass of hair. The scalloped cornices on the porch resembled his moustache. When Sylvie walked through certain rooms, she could still smell her grandfather, spicy yet clean, like tobacco and books and linen. She sometimes glimpsed a flicker out of the corner of her eye, a glimmer in a mirror, the wattage in a light bulb adjusting just so  all signs, maybe, that he was watching.

Hazing. She couldnt quite connect it to the meaning the new headmaster had given. She saw a fogged window instead, fresh with dew. A method pastry chefs use to brown the top of a crme brle. Hazing. It was too artful a word to have such a connotation.

Well, she said aloud, and brushed her already-clean hands on her pants.

She climbed up the staircase and stood in front of Jamess office door. It had become her ritual to linger there a moment before going in. Sometimes she even knocked, as if he could still be inside. The room was colder and darker than the rest of the house. James had only been gone for two months, but the office had lost his essence  the general chaos of his papers, the constantly illuminated message light on his office lines phone. All the books had been put away on the old bookshelves. Jamess desk, a clean, modern thing of glass and metal that had long ago replaced Sylvies grandfathers old, mahogany mammoth, had been wiped down weeks ago, not a fingerprint marring its surface.

A month ago, Sylvie finally found the key to Jamess filing cabinet nestled behind one of the books on the shelves. It sat on the base of the lamp now, waiting. Sylvie could easily imagine sliding it into the lock on the filing cabinet. She could almost hear the click of the barrel releasing, the metallic hiss as the drawer opened. Judging by how James handled everything else in his life, she guessed that he saved the most significant documents of his life on paper, in hard copy, not stored on his computers hard drive. All she had to do was unlock the drawer, riffle through a folder, and finally have a name to connect with how hed hurt her. That was all it took to know.

She remained in the office for a minute or so, daring herself. Then, when things began to get too close, she turned around and left the room.



PART ONE





1

Joanna Bates-McAllister  ne Farrow  had always thought her husband Charless adopted brother, Scott, was an asshole. A mooching, ungrateful, intimidating asshole, to be precise, though shed never admit the scary part, especially now. According to her mother-in-law Charless delivery had been so painful and damaging that the doctors had told Mrs Bates-McAllister that it would be dangerous to conceive again, so she and her husband had chosen to adopt. Theyd gone through all kinds of hoops to bring Scott into their home. And look how that turned out, was what they all seemed to think, though no one ever said it aloud.

The Bates-McAllisters had willingly converted a whole section of their estate into a bachelor pad for Scott, furnishing it with high-tech electronics, a kitchenette and even a separate entrance, never encouraging him to leave even though he was twenty-nine years old. Charles told Joanna that, while in high school, Scott didnt hang out with a single student that went to their private school, Swithin, but instead with kids from public school. And not the public schools in the suburbs, either; Scott gravitated toward kids without parents, kids whose brothers dealt meth, kids whose fathers were in jail, kids whose knocked-up sisters had a crack habit.

By the end of high school, Mr and Mrs Bates-McAllisters standards for Scott had fallen so laughably low that they were relieved Scott had made it the whole way through Swithin without getting expelled, developing a drug addiction, or going to prison. Joanna had known lots of guys like Scott in her day. He was the kind of guy who always managed to have something pithy and painfully intuitive to say, even though he did miserably in school. What a pity, adults would whisper, crossing to the other side of the street when he came near. Wonder what went wrong? Joanna had dated a few watered-down versions of Scott in the past, their self-absorption impossible to crack, their indifference for her breaking her heart, their roughness touching something deep inside her.

But, despite Scotts hard edges, when Charles told her that his brother had been implicated in a boys death at school, Joanna could not believe that he would encourage boys to beat the shit out of each other for something as trivial as high school wrestling. Nor did Joanna think he had anything to do with someones suicide.

How was she supposed to imagine it going down? She tried to picture a fluorescent-lit, ripe-smelling wrestling room. The boys were in a huddle, having lost their match. They noticed Scott approaching and anticipated a pep talk about how they were going to practice harder and do better next time.

And then, what, it tilted? Sure, a lot of people had it in them to say, You, you, and you. In the center there. Practice isnt working, but maybe this will. Joanna doubted if Scott cared enough to do something like that. It was high school wrestling, for Christ sake. Scott didnt seem to care about anything else; why start with that?

It was possible, she supposed, that hed heard the boys were performing silly hazing rituals but hadnt witnessed it firsthand, and then had let it slip his mind, figuring the boys would just work it out themselves. Really, who wasnt guilty of letting things happen without doing the appropriate things to stop them? Once, when Joanna lived in Philadelphia after college, shed watched out her apartment window as a young guy robbed an old woman. The man knocked the woman to the ground and ran away with her purse  it was black patent leather, with an old-fashioned chain strap  and Joanna just stood stock-still against the kitchen counter, her hand to her mouth. And lately  more and more  Joanna felt as though she was watching her own life pass by without intervening. It was like, she sometimes thought, her true self was becoming smaller and dimmer, and again all she did was stand there, her hand at her mouth, simply staring.

Joanna and Charles had been in bed when Sylvie called with the news. Joanna picked up the phone, saw Sylvies name on the Caller ID, and quickly passed it to Charles without saying hello, feeling too shy and intrusive to talk to Sylvie herself. Charles took the phone, waited, and then pushed back the covers, slid on his slippers, and padded out of the room. Now wait, Mom, he said as he walked down the hall. Just a second. He said what? And that has to do with ushow?

Charles came back to the bedroom a little later, his face ashen. The phone was in his limp right hand; his left hand worked the top of his head. Joanna knew right away something was wrong. She also felt a twinge of annoyance that hed gotten up from the bed to have the conversation away from her. Why didnt he feel comfortable with her listening? Theyd been married for six months; would these boundaries between them ever go away?

Theres some sort of trouble with my brother at school, was all Charles had said. Hed climbed back into bed beside her and turned the television to a tennis match, cranking the volume high. Shed pressed him for information, but he hadnt told her much else, staring glazed-eyed at the screen. Most of the details were still tangled in Joannas mind. She didnt understand whether there was any evidence that hazing had happened, or whether the school could point fingers at Scott and, by association, Sylvie, or what would happen if they did. Nor did she know if Charles believed, deep down, that Scott was capable of such a thing. He hadnt said one way or the other.



It was the next day, as they were on their way to Charless childhood home, when Joanna dared to bring it up again. So, is your mom worried about her place on the board? she asked.

Charles gave her a sidelong glance. Why would she be worried?

Joanna sighed. He was going to make her spell this out, then. Because of the boys suicide. Because of  you know  what people are saying. I thought you said the school was super-judgmental. If one family members bad, theyre all bad.

Why would you think that? Charles said.

Sorry. And then she added, I didnt go to that school, Charles. Remember? I dont know what to think about it.

You should know better than to think that.

Charles had recently had his hair cut, the ends hung bluntly just above his ears, reminding her of the crisp bristles of a broom. He still went to the same barber whod cut his hair when he was a boy; he was fiercely loyal in that way, patronizing the same business establishments for years, diligently keeping in touch with old prep school friends, and even remaining faithful to inanimate, unresponsive things like old jogging routes and brands of breakfast cereals.

And anyway, I dont think its going to go that far. Its just a stupid rumor, Charles said as they swept past the large vacant lot that sold Christmas trees in December. You know how kids talk.

They turned up the winding street that would eventually lead to the house. Sylvie had invited them over for dessert that evening. Charles had announced the invitation only an hour ago upon coming home from work. It was a sharp contrast to the protocol by which Sylvie usually summoned them for visits, emailing them days ahead of time, negotiating both their schedules to see when was best for all. Sylvie wasnt the type to demand they come only when it suited her  that was Joannas mothers territory. If Joanna had to make a guess  and she always had to guess, because none of the Bates-McAllisters would ever tell her directly  shed say that todays invitation was a response to whatever this was with the wrestlers.

Joanna sat back in the passenger seat, letting the iPod shed been fiddling with fall to her lap. So what happened, anyway? Howd the boy kill himself?

I dont know, Charles answered.

Your mom didnt tell you?

I dont think she knows, either.

Was there a suicide note?

No. They dont even know if its a suicide. Theyre doing an autopsy to find out.

Joanna paused, considering this. My mother said Scott should talk to a lawyer.

You talked to your mother about this? His face registered a dart of annoyance.

It just slipped out on the phone today, she admitted.

You had to run and tell her, didnt you?

It just slipped out, she repeated. She adjusted her seat belt. So, do you have any idea whos supplying these hazing rumors?

No. He took one hand off the steering wheel and ran it over his head.

Who could it be?

Joanna, I dont know.

Why arent you curious?

Why are you? But he said it quietly, almost tepidly.

The trees formed a canopy over the road. Small green buds dotted some of them, but others were bare. I just worry, thats all, Joanna said. Your poor mom. After your dad and allshe doesnt need this.

Charles pulled the lever for the wiper fluid. The windshield wipers made a honking sound and slid the soap across the glass. Probably not.

And I think you should help Scott. Youre his brother. Dont you think you should?

Well, he hasnt asked for help.

People dont always ask, she reminded him.

He hasnt done anything wrong.

Joanna touched the smooth, slick buttons on her jacket. She was tempted to ask Charles if he really believed that.

Dont worry about it, okay? Charles said, putting on his turn signal. Its not a big deal.

They were at the turnoff to his parents house. It was so ensconced by the trees it was easy to miss. Charles pulled up the long, snaky drive. A pine near one of the turns had fallen against a few other trees, reminding Joanna of a happy, drunken girl propped up by her friends at the end of a long night. They pulled into the circular drive behind Sylvies car, the newish Mercedes she often parked outside, and Scotts car, the slightly older Mercedes that Sylvie had given to him. Scotts Mercedes had dings on the side, worn tires, and a speckled half-moon of rust across the front bumper. The back bumper was plastered with stickers, many of them irate and instructive. One bumper sticker near the window said Free Mumia; it featured a picture of a black man with a beard and dreadlocks whod been wrongfully imprisoned. According to an article Joanna read on Wikipedia, this Mumia guy had been accused of committing a crime because of preconceived notions about his past, his looks, his blackness.

The house loomed ahead of them, a turreted estate over a hundred years old that Charless great-grandfather had passed on to Sylvie. It was made all of stone, with a low stone wall around it, a little balcony on the upper floor surrounded by a wrought-iron terrace, and a six-car detached garage across the drive. The house had numerous out-croppings and gables and cupolas and a brass weathervane in the shape of a rooster at the very highest point. There were three patios, a sun room, and a lap pool out back, and the whole thing was surrounded by thick, shapely pines and an elegant garden. Whenever Joanna beheld the estate, she got reverent chills. She always felt like she needed to be on her best behavior here. It was like what her mother used to say to her when they went to Mass at the drafty, icon-filled, stained-glass Catholic Church in Lionville, Pennsylvania, where shed grown up: Dont make any noise. Dont touch anything. Gods looking at you.

Sylvie was already standing on the large brick side porch, her hands clasped at her waist, a brave smile on her face. As always, she was impeccably dressed in an ironed lavender skirt and a perfectly tucked-in eyelet blouse. She even wore heels, little lavender things to match the skirt, and pearls looped twice around her throat. She dressed this way to go to the grocery store, to go for a walk. The ring Charless father had given her a few months before he died glimmered under the porch light.

I made banana bread, Charlie, she said after everyone hugged. Your favorite.

They entered the house through the kitchen. Dim golden light dappled through the stained-glass window and across the white-painted wooden cabinets, the ancient, rounded Sub-Zero refrigerator, and stout, space-age MasterChef stove. The smell of banana bread drifted comfortingly through the air. Sylvie had put an old classical record on the turntable, presumably plucked from the collection that belonged to her grandfather.

Sit, sit, Sylvie urged, gesturing toward the kitchen table. A bunch of vacation property brochures were spread out on the surface. As Joanna and Charles sat down, a very different sort of song thumped through the walls to their left. Joanna cocked her head, listening to the drubbing beat, the muddy bass, the muffled shouting. She tried to meet Charless eye. Scotts suite shared a wall with the kitchen.

So listen  were so behind! Sylvie said, fluttering from the oven to the cupboards to the sink and then repeating the cycle all over again, though bringing nothing to the table. We havent picked out a vacation house for this summer! But I think I found a good one. Its on the water in Cape May. July seventh to the twenty-first.

She plucked a magazine from the pile on the table and leafed to a marked page. Here. It has seven bedrooms. It seems like a lot, but you know those houses  theyre all huge. Really, I wonder if we should just buy a place instead of rent. Then we could decorate it the way we want.

Charles shifted in his seat. Joanna wondered if he was thinking what she was thinking: planning a vacation in the middle of a scandal seemed inappropriate. Only, was that what this was? A scandal?

And its brand new, Sylvie went on, pointing at the tiny pictures of the houses interior: a country kitchen with white bead board on the walls, a master bedroom with lavender striped curtains, a shed that was filled with beach balls, bicycles, plastic kayaks, and kites. It wont have that smell; you know that old beach smell? Even the nicest houses get it sometimes. She flipped through the catalogue to another page. Though this ones nice, too. Its closer to town. Its hard to decide. She looked up at Charles, her face softening as if a thought had just struck her. Honey, dont think you have to come for the whole time. I know you have to work. But at least for a week, right? And then for the weekends?

The volume next door rose higher. Joanna glanced at Charles again, but his eyes were fixed stubbornly on the rental magazine.

And well need so many supplies, Sylvie added. She grabbed a Lands End catalogue from the bottom of the pile. Ive marked lots of things. She turned to a page that displayed flashlights, travel mugs, a fondue pot. We could make smores on the beach, she crowed gaily. Wouldnt that be fun?

Huh, Charles murmured vaguely.

Sylvie folded her hands over the magazine. How is work, by the way?

Charles shrugged. Busy. You know.

Dealing with any interesting clients?

There was an abrupt, fuzzy thud next door, and then a faster-paced song. Joanna flinched, but she didnt bother glancing at Charles again. He was obviously ignoring it.

Not really, Charles spoke over the noise. Same ones.

And Joanna? Sylvie turned politely to face her daughter-in-law. Hows the new house coming along?

Joanna smiled. Good. Lots of boxes still to unpack, though.

Have you met any neighbors?

She looked down. Uh, no one yet. But Im sure we will soon.

Sylvie nodded. Joanna could tell she was searching for something more specific she could ask her about  a hobby, maybe  but was coming up with nothing. Excellent, she finally said. And then, Goodness. The bread.

She scampered to the oven, slid on two mitts, and pulled the banana bread pan from the tray. Steam curled around her face, fogging her small, wire-framed glasses. She carried the pan over, removed one of her oven mitts with her teeth, and set it on the table. Then she placed the pan on top of the mitt. The knife slid easily against the sides of the pan, and more steam gushed out. She pushed the pan to Charles and he cut himself a thick slice and put it on his plate. He used the side of his fork to cut off a bite.

Joanna waited and waited. Just as he was about to put the bite in his mouth, she touched his arm and said in a voice far whinier than she intended, Charles?

He looked up; she nudged her chin toward the pan. He lowered his fork. Oh. Sorry.

He began cutting her a piece, but she changed her mind and waved him away. Ill be back, she muttered, standing.

Joanna, Charles protested. I didnt know you wanted any. You dont usually eat dessert.

Its fine, she said loudly, wheeling out of the room. I justthe bathroom. She rounded the corner into the hall.

It was probably silly to feel slighted over banana bread. More than that, Joanna just felt too weird sitting there, looking at vacation houses, chatting about work, ignoring what was obvious, especially with Scott fiddling about with the stereo one wall away. Nothing seemed to ever get to the Bates-McAllisters, though. Joanna certainly hadnt been raised like this. If Scott was her brother and her parents were faced with such a scandal  and if her parents were still together  at least they would confront the problem head-on. Her mother would be a hurricane of panic, making sweeping what-will-the-neighbors-think-of-us statements. Her father would be smacking a fist into an open palm, declaring hed never wanted to live in such an arrogant, stick-up-your-ass part of Pennsylvania in the first place  he was from the western part of the state, where what one drove and where one shopped and the way one pronounced certain vowels didnt matter as much. His anger would just make her mother panic more  If only you wouldve tried harder to fit in, Craig, this might not have happened, she might say  and that, in turn, would stoke his fury, and theyd circle each other like two worked-up dogs, their bad energies becoming so toxic that a bite was inevitable.

Joanna walked down the houses grand hall, which was lined on both sides by heavy, gold-framed oil paintings of scenic vistas of foxhunts, Scottish moors, and generals on horseback. Charles had first brought her to Roderick to meet his family two Julys ago, and though shed been building up the Bates-McAllisters and their estate in her mind long before she and Charles met  though Charles didnt know anything about that  the house had lived up to every one of her expectations. Sylvies assiduously tended-to garden had been abloom, the tiki lamps by the pool cast soft shadows across the slate patio, and there was a full moon over the roof, so perfectly centered that it was as though Sylvie and James had commissioned it to hang there for them alone.

Shed been blind to the houses imperfections for a long time afterward, too. She didnt notice the wet wood smell. She didnt see the chips in the leaded glass or the stains on the intricate woodwork or the large brown patch on the ceiling from a previous leak. It didnt occur to her that the highboy was water-warped or that the oil paintings needed a professional cleaning or that the chandeliers were missing many of their crystals. And so what if one of the rooms was filled with nothing but piles of papers, old, cloth-wrapped paintings and a piano with chipped, yellowed ivory keys? So what if the library had a mouse hole the size of Joannas fist? So what if the oil painting of Charles Roderick Bates, Charless great-grandfather, which hung over the stairs, freaked Joanna out every time she passed by it? All old aristocratic homes had charming idiosyncrasies. And this was Roderick.

But lately, something in her had changed, and shed begun to see the house as, wellold. Unkempt, even. The rooms were always too cold, especially the bathrooms. The cushions on the living room couch were kind of uncomfortable, a sharp spring managing to press into her butt no matter which position she tried. Some of the unused rooms smelled overwhelmingly like mothballs, others like sour milk, and there were visible gaps amidst many of the bathroom floor tiles, desperate for grout. The most unsettling thing, though, was that when Joanna walked into certain rooms, it was as if someone  or something  was following her. The house and everything in it seemed human, if she really got down to it. And not like a sprightly young girl, either, but a crotchety, elderly man. The pipes rattled like creaky bones and joints. When she sat down in a chair  any chair  there was an abrupt huffing sound, like a tired laborer collapsing from a long days work. The radiators wheezed and coughed, and even spat out strange hints of smells that seemed to be coming from the houses human core. A whisper of soapy jasmine seeped from its plaster skin. An odor of ham and cloves belched out of an esophageal vent.

She stepped down the hall now, gazing at the black-and-white photographs that lined the walls. Sylvie had taken the pictures during a trip to the beach when the children were young. In some of them, Charles and Scott, probably about eight and six, were flying a kite. Charles had such a look of concentration as he held the kites string, as if a judging committee was watching. Scott was looking disdainfully off toward the waves. In the pictures of them in the ocean, Scott ran happily toward the waves, his arms and legs outstretched like a starfish, his skin so dark against the white sand. It was startling to see a photo of Scott so young and carefree, enjoying the same simple pleasures everyone loved. James skipped out to the ocean, too, equally exuberant, but Charles hung back, his expression timid and penitent. The last photo in the row was a close-up of the three of them. Scott and their father were soaked, but Charless hair still neatlycombed, bone-dry. Two smiles were genuine, the third seemed forced.

See anything interesting?

Joanna jumped. Scott stood at the bottom of the stairs. His hands were hidden in his sweatshirt pouch. His eyes glowed, like shed turned a flashlight on some wild animal in the woods.

Joanna pressed her hand to her breastbone. She could feel her heart through her thin sweater. HHow did you get here?

Scott gestured with his thumb toward the front door. The easiest way to get to the main house from his quarters was to exit through the door of his suite, walk all of four steps, and enter the house through the mud room, which led to the kitchen. Instead, Scott had walked the whole way around the outside of the house to this door, the front door. He had to know that Joanna and Sylvie and Charles had convened in the kitchen. The smell of banana bread was overpowering, even penetrating the thick walls.

So hed avoided them. Of course he had. He didnt want to see them. Was it because he didnt want to answer their questions about the schoolboy? Although that was laughable  they wouldnt ask him questions. One never asked Scott questions. Sylvie would flutter about, shove a piece of bread at Scott and hover over him obsequiously until he ate it. Joanna would make small talk, busying her hands with the bread knife or the catalogues. And Charles would sit silent, seething. Scott wouldnt have to face anything. They tiptoed around him even when he hadnt done anything wrong.

Scott raised his chin, gazing at her unflinchingly. Perhaps he knew what was going through her mind, what she was trying to figure out. She dared to peek back. He looked the same as he always did, disheveled and self-assured and lazily handsome. He obviously looked nothing like the other Bates-McAllisters, with their wide eyes and thin lips and ears that stuck out slightly. While Charles and Sylvies skin was pale, Scotts was more of an olive tone, always easily tanned, never blotchy. And his facial features were a curious, intriguing mix of cultures, too. It was among one of the many things the family never talked about  that Scott, when it came down to it, wasnt one hundred per cent white. It both was and wasnt there for them. They acted as though it didnt matter, yet Joanna wondered if, subconsciously, it affected their every reaction.

Scott didnt seem any different, either. Certainly not weighted down by a boys death. Certainly not guilty about anything. The shame would be written all over his face, wouldnt it?

Joanna lowered her eyes, realizing shed been staring for too long. I should she said, ducking her head and grappling, idiotically, toward the kitchen.

Leaving because of me? he teased. When he smiled, he showed off long, wolf-like incisors.

Oh, no. No! Joanna halted. Her face felt hot. She scrambled for a pressing reason to be back in the kitchen but came up with nothing. That was the thing about people like Scott, shed learned: they knew exactly how intimidating they were. And they seemed to thrive on it, predatorily, gleefully.

Then Scott stepped forward until he was just inches from her. He remained there, appraising Joanna, making up his mind about something. He was so close that Joanna could smell cigarettes and soap on him. She could see the v-shaped fibers in his sweatshirt, and that the drawstring for the hood was tipped with silvery metal. He breathed in and out. She barely breathed at all. He could so easily reach out and grab her wrist and push her down. She felt very small next to him. Hummingbird-frail.

Boo, Scott whispered.

Ha! Joanna exclaimed, like she thought it was a joke. She jumped a little.

Scott receded, turning away from her fast. In seconds, he was at the front door. When his back was to her, he held up a dismissive hand over his head. Later.

The door banged shut. Joanna listened to his footsteps walking down the flagstone path. A car door slammed, the tires screeched. The heat kicked on, and an unsavory mix of dust, clove cigarettes, and varnish wafted through the vents. She remained in the hallway a moment, raking her fingernails up and down her bare arms. There was a wet prickle of sweat on the back of her neck. Her heart clunked in her chest.

Boo.

When Joanna returned toward the kitchen, she expected Charles and Sylvie to look up, instantly aware that something about her was askew. But their heads were pressed together close. They were whispering.

But, Mom, Charles was saying. The call. Dont you think

Theres nothing to talk about, Sylvie interrupted.

Joanna took a step back and dipped behind the wall. They hadnt seen her.

Still. You should call a lawyer, Charles hissed.

Joanna widened her eyes. So he did think the lawyer idea was a good one.

There was the sound of rustling papers. Whats the point of that? Sylvie asked.

Protection, obviously. It could mitigate things.

She murmured something Joanna couldnt hear. Then Charles sighed. But what about how Scott jumped me at the graduation party? he whispered. In front of Bronwyn? Remember? Do you think there could be a link to this thing with Scott and the boys?

No, his mother interrupted fast. Theres no link between this and that.

How can you be so sure? he cried. Sylvie didnt answer.

Joanna couldnt stand it anymore. She tiptoed back to the bathroom, flushed the toilet, opened the sink taps the whole way so that Charles and Sylvie would hear them gushing. She stared at herself in the mirror. Her mouth was a small, crinkled O. Her skin was pallid, almost yellowish.

Scott had attacked Charles? Hed never told her that.

She shut off the taps. And then she clomped across the living room, shaking the tension out of her hands. She even feigned a cough, as if all those other sounds werent enough. Sylvie and Charles were already snapped back to their usual selves by the time she walked through the doorway. They were waiting for her, smiling at her welcomingly.

Everything all right? Sylvie asked.

Of course. Joanna sat down, pulled an L.L. Bean catalogue to her, and whipped through the pages. Travel alarm clocks! Mattress pads! Monogrammed tote bags! Pictures of vacationing families, all of them guileless and trouble-free!

It was and wasnt a surprise. So Charles and his mother were worried about Scott, but they were leaving Joanna out of it. Maybe because she wasnt family, maybe because she wouldnt understand, maybe because she wasnt important enough to know. There were so many possible reasons why. But Joanna tried to conceal the mix of hurt and disappointment she felt as best she could, leaning over the pages, chuckling when they got to the travel section for pets. Imagine that.
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