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For Jake Pyne




After every war


someone has to clean up.


Things won’t


straighten themselves up, after all.


Someone has to push the rubble


to the side of the road,


so the corpse-filled wagons


can pass.


Someone has to get mired


in scum and ashes,


sofa springs,


splintered glass,


and bloody rags.


Someone has to drag in a girder


to prop up a wall.


Someone has to glaze a window,


rehang a door.


—Wisława Szymborska, “The End and the Beginning”




[Rape Culture’s] most devilish trick is to make the average, non-criminal person identify with the person accused, instead of the person reporting the crime …


—Kate Harding, Asking for It




PROLOGUE


ALMOST A DECADE earlier, a man with a .45-70 Marlin hunting rifle walked through the front doors of Avalon Hills prep school. He didn’t know that he was about to become a living symbol of the age of white men shooting into crowds. He hadn’t slept in four days. He was the kind of angry that only made sense outside of language. He had walked three miles from his new studio apartment above Harry’s Cottage Times Bait Shop, oblivious to the downpour, the thin rip along the seam of his right leather boot. Soaked. Unaware. He walked, a head without a body. A head with one single thought, looped and distorted.


Students attending all twelve grades were amassed in classrooms, a blur of uniform plaid, settling in after the first bell. Except for Sadie Woodbury. She was standing in front of an open locker, retrieving her lucky koala bear eraser and straightening her thick brown bangs in a heart-shaped magnetized mirror. The sparkling unicorn sticker at the apex of the heart was beginning to peel away from the plastic glass. It was class speech day in the fifth grade. She had five yellow index cards in her kilt pocket with point-form notes In Praise of Democracy in America. She tongued a mass of orange peach gum to the top of her mouth, flavourless, unwilling to discard it just yet. Her parents didn’t allow chewing gum. Amanda had pressed the white paper strip into her palm on the playground before the first morning bell.


She saw him behind her in the mirror’s reflection. He was a smudge of indecipherable movement.


THE GIRL WAS not part of the plan. He’d drawn a map using a feathered red marker on the back of a pizza box. There was no girl in the diagram. It used to be a ceremonial drug. It was called crystal. A jewel. Like all party drugs, it had purpose. It wasn’t like they make it seem now, on the commercials, like your life is over. They all had jobs and near-completed graduate degrees and they went to Burning Man and electronic music festivals and then back to work on Monday. He did it once or twice a year with friends and the point was to dance, dance, dance. Large groups of regular people. But friends who had jobs and babies now averted their eyes on the street. It didn’t used to be a big deal.


Except no one else did it anymore, and he had skin like punctured and torn fabric.


He stood still, staring at her, the gun hanging from a leather strap around his right shoulder. His grandfather used to hunt with that gun. Hounds at their heels. He had a daughter at this school. He’d forgotten about her too. He didn’t think it was possible, that a son could be disinherited, disowned, as an adult. That he would go “too far.” He never left this town. He didn’t go anywhere. He came to Sunday dinners when he remembered it was Sunday. He was struggling. But every addict is a liar. When he said that, he wanted to be excused from anything he did or said. He just needed to stop being punished by everyone.


SADIE CLOSED HER locker. The sound startled him. He blinked in a way that meant to wish her away from sight. He was not a killer of children, he knew, despite all evidence to the contrary. Even he had his standards, for fuck’s sake.


Who have I become? Am I a killer of anyone? These questions broke through the concentrated wall of destructive will, and then dissolved. He hadn’t thought this through. Hailstones pelted the arched front windows as it dawned on him. The black and white floor tile was messy with slush and the imprint of over six hundred children’s boots. He noted the weather and its impact on his body. He thought about turning back; but his focus returned. Nothing had been fair since his first black eye. He took the rifle off his shoulder. He cradled it in his arms as though it were a parcel to be delivered.


Even this he couldn’t do right. What kind of man can’t hold a gun?


If his dealer hadn’t gone to sleep finally, he wouldn’t have to be here.


Everyone is against him.


Especially her.


It’s always someone else’s fault, have you ever noticed that? Every story you tell, it’s always about someone who has done you wrong. But you’re the common denominator. She’d said this as she was pulling on a pair of beige cotton tights at the edge of her bed, getting ready for work, her hands shaking with rage. Her big toe poked through a hole in the right foot. He had been apologizing, begging her forgiveness for banging on her door in the middle of the night. When she’d let him in, he’d crawled on top of her and she’d had to push him off. But she wasn’t as strong as he was, and eventually she just lay still, clenching her jaw and willing him to die.


When will you ever take responsibility for your own life? When will you grow up? He didn’t have any money to give her for a morning-after pill. She’d grabbed a roll of twenties from the emergency cookie tin on top of the fridge. It was a bright red tin his mother had filled with Valentine cupcakes, before she had stopped talking to him and after she’d all but adopted his ex, whom she described as having “the patience of a saint.” You’re pathetic, she’d said. He’d crumpled in the corner, agreeing with her. That only made it worse. Your self-pity is disgusting. 


The rage spiked.


His grip around the rifle tightened. The pad of his index finger, slippery with sweat, touched the trigger. He remembered what the gun was for. But the girl looked to him so much like his own daughter, the one he’d last seen by accident, through a window at the community centre where she was practising gymnastics dance, twirling a long pink and green ribbon through the air.


SADIE STARED AT him for a beat, blowing a half-assed bubble that popped before fully forming. She wasn’t certain, from this distance, what she was seeing, but her heart had accelerated involuntarily. It took only a few seconds more to understand danger. The man lowered the rifle, pointing it at her, then put it back on his shoulder. She brought into focus some motion behind him.


THE MAN THOUGHT, Fuck it. I can turn it around. I can turn it around. This doesn’t have to be the way it ends for me. I can change. I CAN CHANGE! All at once he was euphoric, coming back into his own body.


SADIE’S FATHER, GEORGE Woodbury, was a science teacher with a spare that morning. As the man stared at Sadie with a trancelike smile on his face, George yelled a string of astounded gibberish before tackling him. Sadie gripped the eraser, imprinting half moons in the gummy texture as it gave way to the pressure. A trickle of urine ran down her left leg, soaking her green cotton knee socks.


In the midst of their graceless pas de deux of grappling, the gun discharged an aimless bullet. It hit the windowpane behind them with a crack; a fireworks display of shards rained down on both men, shocking them into momentary submission. The janitor emerged from around the corner and wielded his mop to help secure the gunman to the ground. George’s chest was heaving, his sweater vest stuck with chunks of glass. It looked as though the man had fallen during a game of Limbo. He was pinned. He yowled, rabid, face in a bloom of madness.


Sadie stood stationary as chaos began to reign around her. The emergency task force. The volunteer firemen. The organized rows of oblivious children marching past her with their hands on their heads, heading towards the parking lot where they were counted and then released to their parents. Her father cradled her in his arms as though she were still a toddler. “It’s all okay now, Sadie. Everything is fine. You’re safe,” he’d said as she saw a blur go by, her chin tucked into his corduroy shoulder. The smell of electric-blue dandruff shampoo. Ivory soap. She hadn’t been lifted up by anyone in years.


The story came out later that the gunman, the recently disinherited son of a wealthy business owner, was the school secretary’s boyfriend. He had come to kill her, and then himself. The front page of the newspaper declared George Woodbury a hero for ambushing the armed man. “It was just instinct,” he’d said. “I saw my daughter. I saw the man with the gun. I knew it was better that he get me than her, than the other children. I did what anyone would have done.”


Most people, when they read that line from the front page of the Avalon Hills Gleaner or the back of the news section of the New York Times, asked themselves, Could I have done that? Who am I in this world if not someone who would do just that?


After the incident, Sadie spent an hour every Wednesday with Eleanor Rockbrand, a child psychologist with an office above the stationery store on Peabody Street. She would doodle intricate butterflies in the margins of her feelings journal, and talk about the banal details of her days at school. She didn’t tell her that she had kept the koala bear eraser, and carried it with her everywhere. If she didn’t, she would be overcome by heart palpitations. Even now, at sixteen, if she forgot it at home, she would go back to retrieve it. It didn’t smell pleasant anymore, and the koala’s eyes had rubbed into a stoner blur. She sewed a special pocket for it on the inside lining of her uniform skirt. After that, Mr. Woodbury won Teacher of the Year every year without exception, until the second incident, the one that split the town in half.


NO ONE IN the Woodbury family had a particularly memorable face. George could be recognized by his trademark brown tweed jackets with the corduroy elbow pads, and his perpetual armload of books and papers. Everybody knew him, from school or from the many boards and committees he sat on. He was a fixture in town. He remained the man from Woodbury Lake who’d saved the children. The older people knew him as the son of George Woodbury Senior, at one time the sole general practitioner in town, turned real estate tycoon and land developer.


But even after George’s face was splayed bare across page-one newsprint for the second time in a decade, it was hard to conjure the precise shape of his nose, the angle of his chin. He was a type of every older white man who could be a politician or a dentist, someone advertising a credit card on television. His wife, Joan Woodbury, under five foot two with the practical haircut of every nurse on the trauma ward, also blended into the faceless mass of small-town life. There were four Woodburys before their son Andrew grew up and moved away. They motored around together in the Volvo through all kinds of weather, to track meets and debates, school plays and speech nights. When Joan thought about her family, they appeared in her mind as a foursome around the table every night at six o’clock sharp, or driving down route 32, stopping for ice cream at the Lakeside Super!Soft!Serve! Their faces paled in winter, reddened in summer. No one stood out as particularly attractive, until daughter Sadie was midway through her sixteenth year and morphed into a striking young woman. There was a practical sort of utility to their bodies, draped in corduroy with sturdy hemlines, shirts of strong cotton blends. Say the words wealthy and Protestant and picture a family. That’s them, or close enough.


No one saw it coming.




PART ONE


THE FIRST WEEK




SUNDAY NIGHT




ONE


SADIE TURNED SEVENTEEN years old on top of her boyfriend, Jimmy, in the Woodbury family boathouse. It was a white wooden structure with turquoise trim, both colours frayed and chipped around the edges, on the shore of Woodbury Lake in rural Connecticut. Jimmy had a small tattoo of her name in an Old English gangster-style font cupping his right pectoral muscle, a secret hovering underneath his crisp school uniform shirt and blazer. She had gripped his sweaty hand in the tattoo shop in Boston when they’d stolen away for an hour on class trip day. He’d peeled back the bloody gauze on the bus afterwards, kids crowding around in quiet awe. A lot of students in their class had tattoos—including a girl whose entire back was covered in a passage from a Father John Misty song—but no one had proclaimed his devotion to a girlfriend so permanently before. Sadie thought that she’d get his initials tattooed sometime, maybe inside a tiny illustrated heart. “I can’t handle the pain,” she’d say, but it was the permanence that felt dizzying.


His watch beeped midnight as she pressed his wrists to the tarp that separated their bodies from the splintery floorboards. Her long brown hair formed a tent around his face, which smelled of sixty-proof sunscreen, an organic brand redolent of almonds. Sometimes she rubbed it on her hands to smell during the day when he wasn’t around. She made a birthday wish for continued academic success while pressing both thumbs to his radial arteries. She knew that if he had a wish, it would be to stay with Sadie forever, to suspend time so that there would be only her and him. She was a Virgo, and therefore infinitely more practical.


She curled her toes, pulled away, her lips bruised and pillowed from kissing.


“Wanna?” He wrestled his arms away from her grasp and cupped both hands around her ass and squeezed, pulling her even closer.


“Swim first,” she said, sitting up but still straddling him. “The lake is so still right now, it’s the best time.”


Outside, the September air aped mid-July heat.


Jimmy pulled her in for a pre-swim kiss and sang “Happy Birthday” into her mouth. They could hear the slight waves under the boathouse, occasionally a dog barking across the lake. Sex was a relatively new thing. An amazing thing. The primary reason for hanging out in the otherwise damp and spider-filled world of the Woodbury family boathouse.


A raccoon they’d nicknamed Conan O’Brien wobbled across the roof and pushed his face against the screened-in skylight, pawing at a rip in the seam. He had a distinct patch of reddish fur above his eyes. Sadie turned towards the noise to lie beside her boyfriend, pinning her shoulder blades to the floor. The boathouse ceiling peaked in an A-frame and was jammed with Woodbury family detritus going back to the 1970s. Between the rafters: yellowed life jackets, canoe paddles, a rusty-handled tricycle, deflated water toys, and decaying file boxes labelled with words like 1997 Taxes.


“He wants to celebrate your birthday,” Jimmy said.


“He just loves an audience.”


They’d been back at school for one week. Their senior year in high school at Avalon prep had begun with aplomb. They were both in the accelerated stream, their sights set on prestigious universities, afternoons filled with student government meetings, sporting events, community volunteer hours, making out between the rows of woody ancient texts in the school library. The week had been busy and thus ordinary. This was the last weekend that anything would feel normal until they were halfway through college.


Conan sat by the ancient weather vane atop the boathouse, watching as the couple peeled off their simple tanks and cut-off shorts. They ran naked out onto the dock, launching knees to chests in cannonballs, breaking up the swarms of night insects circling the lake in a uniform frenzy.


Sadie thought about how her body would pop up with a force equal to the weight of the water that was displaced, something her father taught her as a child that she found hard to grasp while it was happening. Her body cooled instantly. She launched forward into the darkness, a swim of pure muscle memory, with Jimmy in pursuit.


They reached the floating dock near the middle of the lake, clambering up the ladder slick with wet moss. They sat with their knees touching under the full moon, Sadie twisting the lake water from her hair and then retying it with the elastic band around her wrist. She crossed her arms over her breasts. Jimmy reached under her elbow to touch her right nipple.


“Did you know that dog bites are twice as common on a night when there’s a full moon?” she asked, pulling him towards her.


“Is that a fact?”


“Anecdotally,” she said. Their lips were almost touching. She ran her hand along his jaw, feeling the faint stubble. “My mom noticed it at the hospital. Every full moon, a few dog bites. Then she found a study that confirmed it.”


Jimmy lifted her breast to his mouth. Could they have sex on the floating dock without being seen or heard? She moaned, cupping one hand around his head. A dog barked again across the lake. Doubtful. They pulled apart.


“Mr. Eglington,” Sadie said, giggling. He was always on his deck with the binoculars. Jimmy nodded, thankful for the darkness.


Sadie picked at the scab on her knee that had dried in the shape of Florida. A chunk of Key West broke free under her nail.


THE WOODBURY HOUSE was dark except for two glowing squares of kitchen light. A quarter of the way around the lake, at Sadie’s best friend Amanda’s house, Carter the family dog continued to bark ceaselessly as a police car pulled into the driveway. The red and blue lights blinkered in a lazy swirl. Sadie and Jimmy stared as though they would be able to tell just by looking why the cops were there.


“That’s weird,” Jimmy said. “Should we swim over?” He dipped a toe into the still water.


“Nah, it’s late. Let’s just call her when we get back.”


Jimmy curled up into a ball and somersaulted back into the lake. Sadie watched him tread water for a moment and then followed. When they reached the shore, they pulled on their clothes on the strip of rocky beach. Conan gripped the bark of the largest oak tree, shimmying upwards, teeth tearing a sheaf of mouldy paper from 1997 Taxes, green eyes aglow.


JOAN WAS DRYING the last dinner plate, about to go wrap Sadie’s birthday presents, but her husband George took the dishtowel from her hand and replaced it with a glass of red wine. She took a sip, turned back to the expansive bay window, trying to make sure Jimmy and Sadie were not in any trouble. She hated when they swam at night. She would get flashbacks of a teenaged girl she’d worked on at the hospital who had drowned and come back to life but remained essentially brain-dead. The image would be of the girl’s cold arm hanging off the gurney as she was wheeled down the hall at the trauma centre.


George kissed her cheek. “Come sit down, the kids are fine. Remember those nine hundred years of swimming lessons? Those ceremonies with the badges?”


“Maybe I should go check on them anyway,” she said.


George gave her an affectionate squeeze. “The water is so calm right now. They’re okay.”


She joined him at the table, placing an open Tupperware of lemon squares between them. She looked at the wine, tilted her glass in his direction in a gesture of what’s up?


Marriage is so much about embedded routines. That night they’d had grilled salmon and rice noodles, sautéed greens. The same as every Sunday night. Usually George was watching the news by now, head leaned back and mouth agape with a slow, murmuring snore. Joan glanced towards the window again, unable to stop herself from getting up and leaning over the sink on her tiptoes, pressing her forehead against the glass. All she was able to see in the moonlight was a dark blur of water beyond the edge of the hill, and the tip of the long wooden dock. George made a whirring sound and a helicopter motion with his hand, gently mocking her overprotective nature.


Joan surrendered with a laugh and sat back down. George raised his glass in a cheers, and pulled at the side of his lips before speaking. “Honey, for weeks I’ve been receiving these cryptic messages in my office mailbox,” he said, handing her two scraps of torn loose-leaf paper, both folded in half, that he’d pulled from his blazer pocket. One read People Are Watching You, and the other Be Careful.


“Teenaged nonsense.” She sipped her wine, swirled it around, and set it back on the table. She was excited to see Sadie open her presents in the morning at breakfast.


“Or so I thought, but today Dorothy told me to call a lawyer. She knows everything, working in the front office all day long, of course. She said there’s a rumour you’re being set up. It was all so Hollywood movie–sounding that I laughed at her. But she looked deadly serious. She wouldn’t tell me anything else. Dorothy was acting strange—stranger than normal, anyway.”


“She’s such a nutbar, Dorothy. Set up for what? Did you believe her?”


Dorothy McKnight was the secretary, and she irritated both of them, especially at parties, always wanting to talk about conspiracy theories and how Barack Obama was a Muslim.


“So I called Bennie during my spare this afternoon—he’s the eldest son of my father’s lawyer. You know, they’re always at our Christmas parties?”


“Isn’t he a kid?” asked Joan.


“No, he’s forty, if you can believe it,” he said. “I called him again tonight. I’m on edge, Joan. I just wanted to tell you this. I don’t know what’s happening.” He took another generous sip of wine.


“A practical joke? It’s so strange.”


George shook his head. “I really don’t know.” This was a phrase George—learned, stoic, opinionated—rarely used. He prided himself on knowing the things that mattered.


SADIE AND JIMMY jogged up the dirt path, wet bare feet on the stones between the bramble that curled into the sloping backyard. They were breathless when they reached the plateau, pausing where a row of kale and lettuces grew, waiting to be culled on her mother’s gardening day the following weekend. The rectangular in-ground pool that bordered their back deck made its usual hum of white noise. A circular hot tub, currently on the fritz, faced out onto the lake, edging out over the sharp lip of the hill. Ornate gardens sculpted carefully to appear wild surrounded the pool. Sadie leaned down and rubbed some lavender between her palms, cupping her hands around her face to inhale the warm scent on her way to the side entrance.


They snuck up the back stairs, rubbing their wet heads on the threadbare sunburst swim towels hanging from the coat hooks by the door to the basement. Jimmy traced a finger along Sadie’s spine, causing her to pause, shiver, and bat his hand away before she stepped over Payton, the fat sleeping tomcat on his designated fourth-step nap space. She headed for the kitchen barefoot, in search of iced tea. The plan to sneak up to Sadie’s room and finish what they had started was immediately thwarted by the unusual presence of her parents, seated at either end of the kitchen table.


The Woodbury parents were the academic sort, floating brains in denial of the body. Sadie reasoned that it was better not to talk about sex with them, to ensure that both she and her parents retained the privacy they both needed. It was less denial, she reasoned, more maturity. The same way that they all went to church on Sundays but never talked about God. Some things were meant to stay inside our own heads. When Jimmy stayed over, she was never sure if they knew or not. She did know that neither party was eager to discuss it.


When they entered the kitchen, the adults reacted with a sudden and uncharacteristic silence. Her mother’s brownish-grey bob was pushed back behind her ears with the help of her glasses. Joan usually had two facial expressions—tired from work or happy to have a day off. Her face betrayed a sense of resigned incredulity. She never drank after dinner.


“What’s up with you guys? You’re not usually up this late.”


“Nothing,” Joan said, in a way that sounded the opposite. She picked up the container of lemon squares and held them out to Jimmy, who put a whole one in his mouth and grabbed a second, grinning appreciatively while he chewed.


“It’s past midnight …” Sadie sing-songed expectantly. Joan stared at her daughter for a few moments before realizing what she meant.


“Oh, happy birthday, darling!” Joan said, half present.


“Yes, happy birthday, beautiful daughter,” said George, standing up to give her a hug.


Sadie felt a brief moment of birthday excitement, and then the house seemed to shake with a pounding on the front door, followed by an insistent baritone call: “We’re looking for George Alistair Woodbury!”


“What’s going on?” Sadie said, peering through the kitchen entrance and down the hall to the foyer. Red and blue flashed through the open windows, a light show for the symphony of cicadas. She approached the door tentatively. George sat back down at the table, staring into his glass of wine.


“Sadie, don’t. I’ll get it,” Joan said as she approached the door, peering through the peephole cautiously. She opened it slowly to find two plainclothes detectives and several uniformed officers.


“Hello, ma’am, is your husband home?”


They made it only a few feet down the front hall before spotting him through the living room, still at the kitchen table. He stood, knocking over his glass. It pooled, then slowly dripped onto the kitchen floor.


For months Joan would replay this moment, trying to decipher the look on her husband’s face. Was it guilt? Confusion? Indignation? Stoicism? Acting? But nothing, not even a revolving camera of omniscience, a floating momentary opportunity to narrate, would allow anyone to truly understand the truth about George. He became a hard statue, an obstacle, a symbol.


The father and the husband, from that moment, had been transformed.




EARLY MONDAY




TWO


JOAN WATCHED AS George was cuffed in the foyer of their home. Sexual misconduct with four minors, attempted rape of a minor. The words didn’t make sense. The police were gentle with him, and he did nothing to resist but offer up a face blooming in perplexity. Joan was baffled by her own reaction. Politeness. WASP accommodation. She just let them take him away, standing there as detectives filled the house like a swarm of unwanted bacteria. She didn’t know what to do. She did nothing. The shock and shame consumed her. She noted a blush creeping over George’s stubbled neck and face as he tried to maintain some semblance of authority. He was still wearing a blazer, his collar loosened, his tie draped over the back of his chair at the head of the kitchen table. It felt as if she were being forced to watch someone attack him and she felt a violent urge to protect him at all costs. But she stood still, watching.


“We’ll get this mistake sorted,” he said. “You’ve nothing to worry about, Joan. Tell the kids it’s just an error.” He leaned over and kissed her. His tone was assured, commanding, but Joan noticed that his right eye twitched in an insistent triple staccato, as it did when he was getting a stress headache.


A search warrant was placed in Joan’s hand, which she gripped out of instinct but did not read. She was overcome with dizziness, and leaned into the coat rack, watching as the police car drove away through the front stone gate.


“Ma’am,” said a nameless officer, “can you show us to your husband’s computer?”


“Certainly,” she said. Certainly? Who speaks like that? What the fuck are you looking for? How would you like to hand your computer over to a stranger wielding infinite power? Certainly echoed in her head, mockingly, as she walked up the stairs, a stranger’s steps mimicking her own.


She was in crisis mode. To remain calm was to her advantage. Politeness gets you further than outrage. Joan had been an emergency room nurse for almost twenty-five years. Hysteria helps no one. Triage is second nature. But this time she had no idea what to do first, let alone what to do next, and so she followed the most identifiable chain of command. There was a ringing in her right ear that got louder as she watched while the heavy-set cop with one wonky eye unplugged the computer and lifted it, trailing the cord behind him as he walked back into the hallway, then turned to survey her briefly before continuing down the stairs into the living room, the kitchen, pulsating with sweat. She gripped the banister. She stopped herself from kicking him in the back.


She picked up the phone and called her sister Clara in the city. “I need you to come here. George has been arrested. Please call Andrew too. I can’t explain right now, the house is full of cops.” Clara’s alarmed voice came through the receiver, but Joan couldn’t accommodate her questions. She was being approached by a man in an expensive suit who had appeared at the door, which was now propped open with one of the decorative garden stones from the front yard. A ladybug. He was red-faced with hypertension, and sought her out from the crowd.


“Joan! I am your husband’s lawyer, Bennie.” He reached out his hand to shake hers, and then took her arm and led her into the living room.


“How did you know to come?”


“George called me earlier this evening, said it was urgent.”


“But it’s so late.” His grip was solid, paternal, and it made Joan want to fight him off. Something felt off, his arrival out of the blue. He motioned towards the couch, directing her to sit, before sitting himself on the edge of the coffee table across from her like a child.


“What’s best right now is if you just let the police do their job and co-operate. We’re going to get everything sorted.”


She watched as police continued to carry everything of value into their trucks, or throw it about the room like robbers in a cartoon. She slowly blinked the room back into focus.


“Do you want to post bail?”


“Of course,” she said. If your loved one is trapped somewhere, you do what you can to get them out. It was primal.


“There has been a mistake,” she said.


Bennie didn’t agree, he just stared at her briefly and looked down at his iPhone.


“You should be at the station with my husband,” Joan said to Bennie.


“My associate is there on my behalf. We have the whole firm working on this.”


“This is a big deal? Why the fuss? This is a misunderstanding,” she said.


“This is going to be very high-profile, Mrs. Woodbury. I need you to brace yourself.”


AS GEORGE WAS being processed at the police station, it seemed to Joan that everyone in the town knew immediately. She was not certain how it happened, because she sure didn’t tell anyone, but everyone knew almost as soon as she did. They talked. It must have felt nearly involuntary—it was simply too beyond the realm of possibility to not talk about. Humans crave connection, after all, even when it’s about another’s misfortune. Perhaps especially then.




THREE


JIMMY AND SADIE sat on the loveseat, their heads still wet with lake water. Jimmy held on to Sadie’s hand the way he had on the Cyclone in the summer. A female police officer in uniform sat across from them on the La-Z-Boy, right leg propped on her left knee like a table, and opened up a spiral-bound notebook. Sadie dug her nails into her bare legs, and then twisted her drying ponytail around her fist.


“Was your father ever inappropriate with you?”


“No.”


“Did he ever talk about sex too frequently, or in an odd way?”


“No.”


“Did he walk in while you were changing?”


“No.”


“Did your friends ever mention feeling uncomfortable around him?”


“No. This is totally insane.”


“I get that this is confusing to you, but we have to follow procedure.”


“It’s not confusing. You’re making it pretty clear what kind of person you think my father is, and you are wrong. There are real criminals in the world. My father is not one of them.”


Sadie tried to stay alert, sit up straight, answer honestly, anything to get them out of the house, but this was too much. She twisted her ponytail around her fist for the twentieth time.


The police officer didn’t offer any words of comfort or contradiction after her outburst, she just kept asking questions as though she were conducting a survey.


“Have your father’s moods changed lately? Has he been irritable?”


“No. My father is … honest, kind. He never even looks at women,” she said. “He’s a nerd. He knows what’s right and wrong. God, he gave me this.” Sadie pulled out the red plastic whistle she always wore around her neck. She’d tied the leather string with a double knot and just never took it off. “It’s a rape whistle,” she said, a frustration building in her chest. She blew it sharply. Everyone in the room was silenced, looked in her direction. She spat the whistle out, the taste of stale plastic and trapped lake water lingering on her tongue as everyone went back to destroying their home. She felt as though she were having one of those dreams where she was screaming but no one could hear her.


“It’s my birthday,” Sadie said. “I’m seventeen. We have plans to celebrate. This can’t be happening.”


The cop showed no emotion. She transcribed whatever Sadie said. When she leaned over to write, a tattoo of a swallow was visible underneath her clavicle. Her ponytail ended in a web of split ends touching the collar of her uniform shirt. Her gun lay so casually on her hip. There are guns in our house, Sadie thought. Our anti-gun house is full of steel and bullets. They had an old rifle in the basement, but it was ornamental, historic, passed down for generations. Sadie couldn’t even look at it; that’s how much guns scared her. She flashed to the man with the gun at school. The rain on the black and white floor tiles.


“I think that’s enough,” Bennie said, sitting down beside Sadie and Jimmy, shutting down the conversation. “All other questions should go through me.”


Joan, who had been following the detectives around, walked into the room holding a dripping mop, which was oozing soapy water into the carpeting.


“Can I go pay bail now? This is ridiculous,” she said, looking at her watch as if she were in a waiting room and the doctor was hours late.


“He’ll be arraigned Tuesday morning, and bail will be set then,” Bennie explained.


“He has to sleep … in jail, for two nights?”


“It’s late, and the paperwork takes a bit of time.”


THE DETECTIVE LOOKED at her. It was the same look she gave people at the hospital when they were being entitled and clueless, acting as though the emergency room was an extension of their living room. Joan noted the scar on his left cheekbone, spreading out like a tree limb towards his ear.


“Burst appendix, last spring. Your wife’s name is Josie. You’ve got twin boys.”


The detective took a step back and cocked his head to the left in a question.


“I was the head trauma nurse on duty when you came in.”


He had been stoic at first, and then a classic baby, like most men when they get sick, especially cops and other authoritative types. He was wailing and afraid. His wife left the twins, six years old at the most, to wander through the waiting room. Groups of other cops showed up, demanding and dramatic, and caused problems.


The detective blushed a little. “Yes, that sure, uh, was painful.” He laughed as though they were engaged in casual small talk. She knew then that he’d mistaken her for some Woodbury Lake society wife, someone he could delight in bringing down. His body language changed after that. He softened, convinced the group to gather and head out the door quickly, with a nod and a motion of his hand.


Joan paced the house cleaning up, talking to her sister Clara and son Andrew on the speakerphone as they drove towards Avalon Hills. The drive normally took over three hours, but she knew they’d be speeding, and there wouldn’t be much traffic in the middle of the night. In his early thirties now, her first-born returned home infrequently for short weekend visits. He was often too busy for anything beyond Christmas and Thanksgiving. His agreement to drop everything and drive in the middle of the night surprised Joan, though she felt relief that she’d soon be joined by other adults. She could not fall apart with only Jimmy and Sadie around to watch. Not that falling apart was really in her character. But she knew that the dissociative state she was currently functioning in had a time limit.


Joan stood at the window waiting for Clara’s headlights, while Jimmy and Sadie slept curled up on the couch. She watched as Clara clicked the gate open with the extra remote she had clipped to the rear-view mirror of her mini Smart car and pulled up beside Joan’s Volvo. She got out of the car and ran up the stone steps. Andrew got out more slowly, stretching his long legs and cracking his neck in the moonlight.


Clara, her angular face smudged with raccooned eyeliner, her salt-and-pepper bob slightly askew, pulled her older sister into a hug. An editor at a beauty and lifestyle magazine in the city, Clara described herself as “lucky to be a satisfied spinster” and liked to use the house as a refuge. She had her own suite on the second floor that served as a vacation property of sorts, with its own small kitchen and bathroom. Clara’s perfume filled the room before she did, a spicy floral scent hovering. She draped a long black coat over the living room couch and it slid to the floor like liquid.


Clara pulled away from Joan’s embrace, both women’s faces streaked with tears. Sadie, woken by the commotion, picked up the coat and hung it on the wooden rack by the entrance. Clara spoke dramatically, as though addressing a crowd. “I’ve taken a week’s leave from work, and I can take care of things while we figure this out,” she said, turning to Sadie and embracing her again. Andrew took his mom in his arms and hugged her.


“How was the drive?” she asked, as though it were any other visit. She didn’t know what else to say, how else to speak.


“My knees touch my chin in that car, and we drove like someone was chasing us with guns, but we’re here,” he said, pulling away from her embrace. “This will be over before it begins. They can’t have enough to hold him, and there has obviously been a mistake. Let’s just stay as calm as possible, okay?”


Clara nodded, sat in the reading chair—George’s ancient recliner he insisted on reupholstering in lieu of throwing out—and went to work unlacing her tall leather boots. Andrew was gaping at the curving wall by the front staircase—and that’s when Joan first noticed it too. The family photographs had all been taken, leaving light white squares of lack against the ivory walls that had darkened with age. He walked up three wooden steps on the carpeted liner and pressed his palm inside a square of white. “They’re fucking overreacting, aren’t they? What could they need with my graduation photo? Do they think it’s lined with heroin?”


He turned to survey the room. Sadie and Jimmy on the lounger and ottoman, eyes open again, like drowsy, cornered rabbits. Despite Joan’s best efforts, the mess was still everywhere.


“They do this to destabilize the family, to show they’re serious. It’s not as though they think they’ll find anything in our Kodak moments,” he said, returning to the living room, sitting cross-legged in front of the long antique coffee table. He pulled a laptop from his shoulder bag. “I’ve done some research on his charges. Is his lawyer still available by phone? We should talk to him right away.”


“He just left. Here’s his card. He’ll be back tomorrow morning,” said Sadie.


“Sadie, I think you should go to bed,” Andrew said. Joan nodded, grateful someone else could take charge in that moment.


“I’m not twelve anymore. I want to know what’s happening.”


“I just think it’s best. You need to sleep,” Andrew said, more softly.


Sadie scoffed. “Mom, my room has been torn apart. I think it makes more sense if I just go crash at Jimmy’s house tonight.”


A detective had emptied Sadie’s dresser drawers on the floor, fingering her bras and panties with what seemed like excess enthusiasm. Sadie had folded her arms across her chest and stepped aside as he nodded at her then descended the steep ladder staircase to the second floor. She’d gathered up the mess in her arms and then thrown it all down on the bed and left.


“No,” Joan said, “everyone has to stay together.”


“Mom, my room is a disaster. I just want to go to sleep. C’mon, it’s still my birthday, right?”


“Sure, sure. Let me just call his mother,” Joan said, getting up and heading towards the phone, hands shaking.


“She’s asleep,” Jimmy said. “But don’t worry, it will be fine. Sadie can sleep on the couch.”


Joan absorbed this lie easily, kissing Sadie on the forehead. “Everything will be figured out tomorrow, Sadie. This is all a strange misunderstanding. I’m so sorry to have ruined your birthday. We’ll fix this.”


“Of course it is. Of course it’s a mistake,” said Sadie.


JOAN GOT UP to put on a pot of coffee. She pulled the bag of grounds from the freezer and pressed it against her face. Joan turned on the radio and heard the early morning broadcast.




“A high school teacher at Avalon Hills preparatory school, George Woodbury III, has been accused of alleged sexual misconduct with three female students, ranging in age from thirteen to seventeen, and the attempted rape of a fourth. All incidents are alleged to have taken place on a school ski trip this past February. The accusations have rocked the small town of Avalon Hills. Woodbury is the youngest son of the founder of the exclusive Woodbury Lake community, and a well-respected philanthropist, member of the town council, and leader at the Avalon Hills United Church. He is best known for having stopped a school shooting at the academy, garnering him an American Citizen Award for Bravery. The principal of the school could not be reached for comment but News Talk 1010 has learned that Woodbury was temporarily relieved of his duties yesterday and is currently being held until his bail hearing later. Stay tuned for more details on the official charges as the story develops.”





Joan left the radio blaring the early morning traffic, allowing it to sink in that George had lied to her; he’d come home knowing he’d lost his job, however temporarily, and didn’t say anything. He’d sat and eaten dinner and talked about Sadie’s birthday and their winter vacation plans as though nothing had happened.


WHEN SADIE LOOKED at her phone in the car, she had nine missed calls, all from Amanda. Two texts. The first one read Happy Birthday, my best girl. The second: I’m sorry. Sorry for what? Sadie texted back. Amanda didn’t answer.


“She texted me too,” Jimmy said, reading, “‘Tell Sadie I’m sorry.’”


Jimmy shifted into reverse, edging the car back towards the gate, and pressed the remote control clipped to the visor that slid the iron gates to the side. There was a closet-sized booth where a security guard used to sit when Sadie’s great-grandfather had built the house. She used to love to play pretend games in it when she was a child. As soon as they were through the gate, as Jimmy was preparing to do a three-point turn into the road, a man appeared in front of the car, startling them. Strangers were rare on Lakeside Drive, especially at night. Jimmy auto-locked the doors, while Sadie gripped the koala in her right pocket. The man pulled out a camera and snapped their photo.


“He must be a reporter,” said Jimmy. She exhaled loudly and reached over and laid on the horn to get him to move, her fingers on the steering wheel vibrating involuntarily. Her phone, synced to the car stereo system, began to play automatically, and at a high volume, a Wu-Tang Clan classic that shook the windows. The reporter kept clicking, yelling out questions, mouth in motion, but they couldn’t hear him.


“We’ll drive to Amanda’s house,” Jimmy suggested, but the reporter blocked their way, in the middle of Lakeside Drive, peering down at his camera, scrolling through his photos.


“Get out of the way!” Jimmy yelled to the reporter. Sadie laid on the horn again and he moved.


“If there’s one reporter here in the middle of the night, there’s going to be a million tomorrow,” he said as he turned on the high beams, illuminating the tree-lined winding road, only recently paved, that bordered Woodbury Lake. Sadie’s great-grandfather, a reclusive but wealthy man, had originally owned the lake and all the property that bordered it. Her grandfather had developed it all when he inherited it, selling to twelve families in the 1970s, who all built their dream lakefront homes. Originally a rural area far from the town, it was now the most prestigious address in the township, the suburban sprawl reached its borders, and it was almost walkable from town. Woodbury Lake was quiet and scandal-free, and Sadie knew this was going to be big news for that reason alone.


When she drove, Sadie habitually watched for bright-eyed bunnies and deer poking their noses out into the road, beeping the horn before turning around the blind corners to warn any oncoming traffic. When she was young enough to still be in a car seat, her father hit a deer. They were alone in the car. Though he’d told her to keep her eyes shut tight until Daddy got back in the car, she’d been unable to stop herself from staring as he dragged the deer through the triangles of the car’s high beams, hauling it by its hind legs into the ditch. When he got back into the car, he reached back and grabbed her hand and squeezed it, saying, “It’s okay, honey. The deer needs to take a long sleep.” His hands were slippery and wet, and he was crying while he spoke, and for weeks she asked him, “Is the deer still asleep? Can we go wake up the deer?” Her father was always a cautious, friendly driver, and she had inherited these traits.


Within minutes they were on the winding dirt driveway leading to Amanda’s house. It had originally been a log cabin, meant as vacation property for Amanda’s grandparents. When her parents inherited it, they’d moved in and renovated, adding several incongruous-looking wings to the house, all in a boxy modern style, with clean lines and tall, symmetrical grey surfaces. The blend of old and new was dizzying. Joan called it a “pretentious eyesore,” even though Dwell magazine had recently come to take photos of it. Sadie thought it looked as though it belonged to a group of committed off-the-grid activists preparing for the end of the world. Amanda’s father was an architect and her mother a painter. All of her mother’s paintings were of the same human-sized rabbits that looked like they were haunting the viewer. They had sold very well in New York in the 1990s, but now she couldn’t really do anything new. Amanda had told Sadie never to talk about it in front of her mother.


Jimmy parked the car beside one of Amanda’s father’s many oversized status vehicles. They got out wordlessly, shutting the car doors slowly to make as little noise as possible, and crept towards Amanda’s window at the side of the house. A fox darted across the lawn in the soft light of the full moon. Startled, Sadie grabbed Jimmy’s hand as they watched him retreat behind the smooth block of cedar hedges.


Amanda sat in her window seat, as though she was expecting them. Her thick brown hair was up in a messy high ponytail; she wore sweatpants and an old basketball T-shirt from their junior high team. She slid open her window and climbed outside.


“My mom cannot see you here, Sadie. She’ll fucking shoot you,” she said.


“What did I do?”


“Your father, apparently, came on to my sister on that ski trip last winter. It’s all coming out now. Apparently, four girls have filed charges.”


“It’s a lie. You know my dad. You’ve known him since you were a baby.”


“I know,” she said. “Maybe she’s lying. God knows she lies about everything to get her way.”


“Why would she do this, though? I don’t understand. Amanda, they came and took my dad away. He’s in jail. This isn’t a joke.”


“Sadie, I don’t know what to say to you. I’m not even allowed to talk to you. Apparently the cops said that.”


“Um, you’re my best friend. The cops can’t tell you what to do.”


“I think that if anyone can, it’s the police.”


“Who are the other girls?”


“I don’t know all of them, but apparently Miranda Warner is like the ringleader. She convinced everyone to call the police about the ski trip. My sister says she has the most convincing story, compared to everyone else.”


“Miranda Warner is such a mean girl,” Jimmy said, “no one will believe her.”


“Or everyone will,” said Sadie.


Above their heads, the lights in the long rectangular window of the living room flicked on. Amanda grabbed Sadie’s hand. “Get out of here, guys, or my mom will legit go crazy.”


They ran towards the car, then watched in the rear-view mirror as Amanda’s mother stood on the front porch, arms crossed, in her long red housecoat, the same one she had been wearing when she hugged Sadie’s young face to hers the first night she’d slept over, when she was seven years old, and Sadie was too scared to stay the entire night.


AT 4 A.M., Sadie sat curled on Jimmy’s couch with her laptop and typed in: prison sentences for attempted rape and average prison sentences for attempted rape of minors. She googled the definition of sexual misconduct, which could be just about anything, all of it varying degrees of horrifying. She scanned the list of potential articles without opening any of them. Then she typed in why men rape, before clicking her laptop shut. She volleyed between wanting to know everything and wanting to clip her own brain stem in order to remain unaware. She’d never thought about why before. It was just something girls were told to watch out for; she never thought of rapists as actual people she could meet or know in real life.


She re-opened her laptop, clicked on an essay, and read the first paragraph. Rape wasn’t about sex, it was about power. She rolled that around in her mind. Objectively, her father had more power than most people. He was respected, he was on several corporate boards, he had generations of family wealth and prestige. He flew first class, for pete’s sake. He didn’t really even need to work, but it was a passion. He won Teacher of the Year every year.


She felt blank.


It reminded her of a project she’d done on eating disorders. The disease is about control, not about being thin. This seemed too simple to her. After all, weren’t they willing to die to avoid being fat? It has to be a factor. How could forcing someone to have sex not be about sex?


Sex was so new to Sadie that she’d only told one person that she was no longer a virgin. She’d texted Amanda: Dude, the deed is done. Amanda had sent back laughter emojis, and then asked for the highlights. She wrote back: Uncomfortable. Sorta good. Over quick. She finally felt on equal ground with Amanda when they talked about boys; previously, Amanda had always had the upper hand.


Jimmy was upstairs sleeping. She didn’t want to wake anyone by walking around, even though sitting still felt like a prison, so she compulsively chewed at her thumb to keep herself from moving. In her own house it was possible to walk around at night and not disturb anyone, or be detected at all. It was double the size of Jimmy’s house, and she could slip down the east stairs from the attic, avoid the squeaky steps, tiptoe past the second floor where her parents slept, past the first floor, and into the basement playroom with the pool table and the giant TV—the only room in the house that looked modern. Every other room still looked the way it had when the first generation of Woodbury parents lived there. Whenever she put an electronic device down, it would look incongruous next to the gold-framed painting from the 1800s or the Turkish rugs or the rows of first editions of classic works of literature. George never cared if the children left a ring of hot chocolate on top of the blue cloth fabric of a first printing of Oliver Twist. “I like that the house looks lived in,” he’d say. There was always a pile of papers or magazines, odd collections of antique sculptures. It just looked old. And to Sadie, old was comfortable. Other people’s houses always looked sterile, like doctors’ waiting rooms. Too much glaring white and plastic.
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