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      I think of Verity whenever I encounter the scent of burnt sugar.

      The sickeningly thick and cloying smell of cotton candy makes me feel that I’m standing underneath the live oaks in the front yard or beneath the gondola in the azalea garden. Verity, when viewed from a distance, was like a candymaker’s confection. It was boxy in shape, like a candy box, like a petit four, with a cupola on top, the most salient feature of the house, that could have been a sugared pecan.

      By the time I got to her, Verity had begun to fade. She’d been sampled too many times.  Her charms fading, she was no longer the belle of the ball. Verity will fall, like the House of Usher, and, in my mind’s eye, only the spiraling staircase will remain. It will be the last thing standing. It will wind itself into the sky, replicating like a strand of DNA (Mr. Louis would have been proud of that metaphor) and burrowing into the clouds like a spirochete.

      So now you have the picture of her in your mind, don’t you?  The elegant old house, as faded and as desperate as a Tennessee Williams heroine, the staircase, soaked in moonlight, and perhaps a room or one of the parlors, minus a wall or two, where the grand piano still sits, stranded within the peeling wallpaper and clinging vines. At times, a stray cat will walk across its ivories, producing a poignant note or two that nothing human will hear.

      Sometimes, at night, I dream that I am walking up the stairs at Verity. I walk around and around, the fingers of one hand trailing along the textured wallpaper. I climb and I climb but I never get tired. I walk to the second floor, the third floor and finally the cupola on the fourth floor.

      It is made of windows, this cupola, and, gratefully, I walk towards them. I want to walk its length and look over the tops of the trees to the lake. I want to hear the sounds the woods make at night. But when I look out the window I see nothing but a wasted land, scarred and pitted with mass graves. Arms and legs loll from the hastily dug holes. I see mothers burned, still holding their children. I see men lying in blood-soaked soil, their rib cages exposed, mouths torn open, ropes around their necks. As I watch, the kudzu vines, dull and dark, grow over the land, over the poor exposed bodies, crawling over the ground like a living moving thing, threading itself through empty eye sockets and between the white stalks of exposed rib cages.

      One day, the earth will heave and pull Verity down. Gravity will press down upon the beams and shatter them. Or perhaps the lake water will rush through its rooms, down its famous staircases and drown the old house at the root.

      I know I will not be there to see it. I can only dream of it, as I know I will, until I die.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Chance Encounter in a Café

          

        

      

    

    
      I was sitting in a coffee shop when I saw Louis Blanchette for the first time. I must have seen him before he saw me. I was hyper aware of my surroundings even then. You could not grow up as I had done, in a childhood like mine, without living in a state of general vigilance.

      Anyway, that comes later.

      I believe I was reading a book, Faulkner’s The Sound and the Fury. Louis sat at the table next to mine. It took him a few minutes to introduce himself. He was in his late forties, fit and trim. He was wearing a cream-colored linen suit and he carried a wooden cane. He could have been Mark Twain. He had the same sort of gravity. He ordered an americano. He sipped at it and stared out the front window at the quiet streets of Conway, a town of maybe a few thousand people.

      “Young lady, you are not, by any chance, here about an ad for employment, are you?” he said.

      “No, but I could be,” I said.  “I’m between jobs at the moment.” I didn’t know anything about an ad. I peeked at him over my copy of The Sound and the Fury. He appeared to be ignoring me in an attentive kind of way. I fingered my cranberry scone, popped a crumb into my mouth. Louis Blanchette stirred. He crossed and uncrossed his legs. He was thinking of something. From time to time, he gripped his cane and sighed heavily. He smelled faintly of leather and tobacco and something else, something faintly floral.

      My phone beeped testily. He was texting me again. I sighed audibly and woke up my phone.

      You will experience the death of your dreamline.

      I put my phone to sleep. My phone beeped at me again.

      “I don’t know how young people these days get any reading done with those things chirping so defiantly,” Louis said. He wasn’t looking at me. He was still looking across at the Conway Hardware store.

      “It is hard to find anywhere to read anymore,” I said. I put the book down. I felt him lean towards me slightly. He was reading the spine.

      “You have to read that one twice before you can begin to understand it,” he said. His voice was deep and low. He had the kind of voice that carried but was breathy and intimate at the same time. I felt the full thrust of his manly slightly floral scent. “Poor old Quentin.”

      I put my book down. “This is my second attempt at it,” I said.

      “Your second attempt at reading it for the first time?”

      “Oh no, I’ve read it before in college,” I said, brightly. “I had to write a paper on Faulkner for my master’s thesis.”

      Louis half-turned towards me, still caressing the silver head of his cane. “You are an English major, then?”

      “Oh yes. I could never have majored in anything else.” I smiled at him. I knew what a smile like mine could do to a man his age.

      “I’m pleased to know that young people today still read the great literary geniuses.” He sipped at his americano and returned to his contemplation of the nearly empty street. I studied him while he gazed enigmatically out the window. His suit was very fine, beautifully tailored. If he’d been wearing a white hat, people might have called him Big Daddy.

      “And what, if you don’t mind my asking, was the general thrust of your thesis on the incomparable Mr. Faulkner?”

      I giggled. I pushed a lock of my very blonde hair behind one ear, a gesture I knew to be girlish and winning. I remembered my recent ex-boyfriend, how he liked to read Faulkner’s Nobel Prize acceptance speech aloud.

      “It was called The Red and Dying Evening: The Human Heart At War With Itself in William Faulkner’s The Sound and the Fury.”

      The man’s eyes widened just slightly. “Well, that is certainly an atmospheric title and a long one.”

      “I thought the length was fitting considering the source material.”

      Louis Blanchette smiled, a slight crinkling at the corners of his eyes. “Clever girl,” he said. He leaned towards me again, with a conspiratorial air. “Are you a Compson or a Snopes?”

      I took in his expensive clothes, his aristocratic deportment, his mannered air that lay a millimeter away from absurdity. “Actually, I think I am quite like Caddie Compson.”

      This time he laughed out loud. “No, you are far too resourceful to be much like that tragic young girl. I can tell.”

      I had said the right thing. My air of tragedy allowed him to tell me of all the things I could be, should be, would be.  He asked me about my family. I told him about my mother. I invented a woman, a slightly eccentric former hippie type.  She was my only family, I said. She was often ill, I said. I’d been her primary caretaker since I was a preteen. This much was almost true.

      “We were a family of two,” I said.  We were sitting by this time at a local diner where he’d invited me to lunch. “She was very ill with a catastrophic form of rheumatoid arthritis. “She’d always wanted to be a novelist. I get my great love of reading from her. But her illness made it so hard for her to concentrate. She had to stand to write. She couldn’t even bend at the waist. At times, she could hardly even move her head.”

      Louis shook his head in sympathy. Once attentive, he was a wonderful listener. He made careful eye contact. He often repeated what I said, as if he wanted me to be certain he was taking it all in. At one point, he got up to go to the bathroom. My phone beeped.

      You are not a victim you bring this on yourself

      I put my phone to sleep. I figured Louis Blanchette wouldn’t approve of texting. When he took his seat, I told him that I’d paid for college with the money my mother had left me. I wanted to write too, I said, and her dreams would come true through me.

      “Of course,” he said, crinkling again at the eyes. “Children often want to realize the unfulfilled dreams of their parents. What have you written?”

      I sighed. “Not much, I’m afraid. I went to the coffee shop intending to start writing a novel, some kind of Southern gothic, part Flannery O’Connor maybe with a dash of Eudora Welty.”

      “One should always aim high in pursuit of the arts,” he said. Our waitress appeared. Louis handed her his credit card. He brushed a few crumbs off the table (he’d hardly eaten at all) into his palm. He scattered them onto the plate in front of him. Then he refolded his napkin. “I have to ask you something quite unusual.”

      “Please do,” I said, brightly.

      “You see, I need someone to teach a young ward of mine. I’m afraid his mother neglected him quite pitifully. He has never been exposed to culture, to a love of reading and thinking and discussion such as the one we’ve been having.”

      “How sad,” I said.

      “Yes, it is a sad situation. To date, he has not responded to the example I have attempted to set for him,” Louis said. “I’m afraid he grieves terribly for his mother. He is angry a lot of the time, given to profanity and tantrums and so on. He needs someone closer to his age, someone who knows about the Internet and social media but also appreciates the written word, a life of careful thought.” He looked directly into my eyes. “I want you to come and teach him for the summer. I am offering you a job.”

      I inhaled sharply. “Oh my goodness, I am so flattered by the offer but the truth is I have no experience in teaching. I have been trying to get a job at a day care, actually, but they wanted someone with some teaching experience.”

      “Ah, yes, you see, it was meant to be. You are looking for a job with a day care and I happen to run a day care of my own, so to speak. I can see there is a certain serendipidity at work here. I had a feeling about you when I saw you sitting with a beaten copy of The Sound and the Fury. I immediately hoped you were the girl who had answered the ad.”

      “Really?” I flushed. I was genuinely pleased by his attention to me. “I don’t know what to say.”

      “You should say yes. I have a great big house a few miles outside town, on the river. It’s a famous house called Verity. Have you heard of it?”

      I’d heard of it. Everyone in Conway knew about Verity.

      “I think I might have seen a picture of it once,” I said.

      “It is my most cherished thing,” he said. He looked out the window again. I wondered if he sat at Verity, in its famous cupola, staring out of the windows. “It’s been in my family for generations. One day, I hope to turn it into a museum. I am very dedicated to its upkeep. The maintenance of the house consumes quite a bit of my time and, unfortunately, I am not particularly good with children. I am quite desperately in need of someone. The boy is lonely and unhappy and I can do nothing for him but this.”  He opened one hand as if he were dropping something unseen.” He looked into my eyes without smiling. “Will you accept the position? I will pay you three times what you would make at the day care center. Room and board would be provided, of course. I have already prepared a nice room on the third floor, not far from the boy’s room. You would have every weekend off, to do with as you please. You may even have the use of a car. We have an unused Mercedes, a recent model.”

      He went on. There was a lake, a famously sculpted garden, a gazebo, spectacular views and so on. Verity had, he was careful to mention, reliable Internet access.

      “I do not care for the Internet, myself, but I understand that young people today cannot be without it.”

      I pretended to think his offer over. I pressed my lips together and wrinkled the skin over my eyebrows. After a few moments of this performance, I accepted the job.

      Mr. Louis (he insisted that I call him Mr. Louis) would send a car for me the following Thursday. I was to meet the car and driver at the café. I was to bring all of my things, except for any furniture that I might possess. Furniture I would have to store and he would be happy, of course, to cover the cost of rent for the summer. Pets, however, he could not abide. Indoor animals were not tolerated at Verity.

      I possessed not a single stick of furniture and I had never owned a pet in my entire life. Every stitch of clothing I owned (all thrift store purchases) were hung in the closets or neatly folded into the drawers of my soon to be ex-boyfriend’s expensive condo on Bourbon Street. I would miss that condo with its soaring vaulted ceilings, its cypress floors and the bright afternoon light streaming through its Jefferson windows. In the evening, when my ex was out with his male friends, I would stand on the terrace, red wine in hand, and listen to the sounds of the street, the raucous cries, the laughter so faint it could have been ghostly.

      That was the memory I would take from that place. The feeling of standing in the hot afternoon sun, the cold glass, the fruity wine, the clamor of the street.

      “You can’t go there. That place is notorious,” he said. My boyfriend was trying to talk me out of moving out. I knew he had another girl, waiting in the wings.

      “Notorious for what?” I asked.

      “That family. They are just odd, like, really private, like Harper Lee private. They hardly ever go anywhere. And there have been rumors.”

      “Nothing wrong with that,” I said, as I put my clothes in my bag.

      “Listen, I need to tell you something about them, the Blanchettes,” he said, sitting down on the edge of his bed.

      “I’m listening,” I said

      “There have been rumors about the house for a long time now, that it’s haunted. I think they kept foster children there for a while and nothing good came from it. Now it seems they have this new kid that no one’s ever heard of. And besides you don’t even like children.”

      “Sure, I like children,” I said, stuffing some underwear into my bag. I did not, in fact, have any feeling for children one way or the other.

      “You don’t have a degree,” he said. He was beginning to pace. His voice rose into petulance. “You are completely unqualified for the position.”

      I zipped my bag shut. I looked around at his expensive condo. “Your place is nice. I’ve enjoyed it here but onwards and upwards, as my mother used to say.” I slung my bag over my shoulder. “Verity is a legendary house in need of my services.”

      “And what are your services exactly,” he said.

      I smiled at him and made my way to the door. “There’s no need for this,” I told him.

      He glared at me. “When they are done with you, they will throw you away.”

      I felt his glare at my back as I walked out the door.

      The following Thursday, I sat at a table outside the coffee shop. I had my bag (I didn’t own a suitcase), my phone and some cash. I woke up my phone. It beeped immediately.

      What are YOU making it mean?

      I put my phone to sleep again. I was to be paid in cash. I’d told Mr. Blanchette that I had recently closed a checking account and hadn’t had time to open a new one. He seemed to buy it.

      I sat in front of the café, hair beneath a cap, sunglasses on my face, and wondered if anyone could have guessed where I was headed. Did they know that I was going to spend the summer at Verity? Could they see by the tilt of my head as I read my book that I was off to work as a governess, that most romantic of occupations? And at a famous old house, no less?

      I certainly did not cut the same figure as Jane Eyre. I was soft and yielding where she was severe and clipped. I was pretty and she was plain. She was full of heart and I was not.

      At least, that is what my mother always told me.

      A man across the street slid his glance my way. I felt it crawl over my torso and my legs before it climbed back to my face. I ignored him. I had a place to stay for the next few months. There was no need to respond to the glances I received from men.

      I pulled a brochure for Verity out of my pocket. The house was striking but oddly shaped. The bulk of it was boxy, with two small columns cut into its front and a wide octagonal cupola right on top, as if it were wearing a jaunty hat. The house, famous for the bifurcated staircase that wound around the rotunda’s perimeter, was made of cypress wood, those trees that stood around lakes and rivers like eerie sentinels.  Two white columns flank the principal entrance. If one were to stand and lean over the railing in the windowed cupola, one could see straight down to the foyer of the first floor. You could watch the enormous antique chandelier as it swings slightly, like a pendulum over a pit.  There were also tall ceilings, deep windows, marble fireplaces, ornately decorated cornices, heavy mahogany handrails, sparkling crystal things and drawers full of silver and so on. As I read of its wondrous oddities, I imagined a woman walking through its rooms, her skirts grazing doorways, the slide and hiss of silk over stiff petticoats.

      I wondered, in a moment, if this unseen woman ever sat on her cast-iron railed terrace and listened to the cries coming from those in the sugar fields. Did she hear them as they were whipped? Did she overhear her husband discussing with his overseer matters of concern to his business, such as the steam-powered equipment that snapped at the enslaved men, the general morale of the bondsmen he tortured and abused?

      It was growing warmer. I took off my baseball cap and let my long thick hair fall over my shoulders. If this Mr. Blanchette was not going to show up, I would need to attract someone else. My mother always told me that my hair was my best asset, the thing that would attract a man.

      “They can’t help themselves when they see that hair,” she said. “Not that they can help themselves any of the other times.”

      I thought of my most recent ex-boyfriend’s condominium in the French Quarter. I would miss its high ceilings and the Jefferson doors that led to the small patio courtyard. I’d grown up in a series of hotel rooms that smelled of cigarettes and sweat stained linen. I couldn’t exactly describe the smell of his beautiful and historic condominium. He had a diffuser that he kept stocked with different essential oils, mostly patchouli or sandalwood but that wasn’t the smell I’m referring to. His place smelled of something ineffable, a series of unnameable associations.

      It smelled of money.

      That was the smell I’d noticed wafting from Louis Blanchette too.

      It was hot in front of that coffee shop. I was beginning to sweat. My mother believed men did not like to see women sweat. She claimed to be hypersensitive to smells, like Jean-Baptiste Grenouille. As a teenager, I’d sneak away from her, out the window, into the street and when I returned, she claimed she could tell where I’d been by smelling the clothes I’d worn.

      A dark Mercedes pulled up finally and disgorged a tall person in jeans and a white button-up shirt. He looked to be in his 30s. He leaned against the hood and blinked at me.

      “Are you Cami Martin?”

      “Yes, apparently.”

      “What’s that mean?  Why did you say apparently.”

      I took off my sunglasses and smiled at him. I was hoping my smile would visibly soften him but it produced no discernible response.

      “No particular reason.”

      He stared at me for a few beats. Then he sighed. “I’ll get your bags,” he said.

      “I have only this bag,” I said. “I’m afraid I have a lot of stuff in storage right now and I don’t really need most of it so I only packed some essentials.”

      I had nothing in storage. The clothes I wore were gifts from my most recent ex-boyfriend, an expensive cream-colored sundress with espadrille sandals.

      “You can ride up front. I’m not the chauffeur,” he said.

      I opened the passenger side door to the backseat and slid my bag onto the seat. I settled myself on the front passenger seat, the book on my lap. I tried to sneak a peek at the driver. I did not want to look at him directly. He had blonde hair, brightened and stiffened by the sun, full lips and grey eyes that were bright inside the apricot skin of his face. He was not unpleasant to look at but he wasn’t exactly handsome either. The hands that gripped the leather-covered steering wheel were quite fine, however. Those I could safely admire from the corner of my eye.

      “How far is it to Verity?” I asked. It felt odd, calling a house a name. I felt a little self-conscious, as if I were out of my socio-economic depth, as if I were an upstart and a social climber who spoke awkward French, a Becky Sharp without the dulcet singing voice.

      I opened my book and read a few pages.

      “What are you reading?” he said.

      I lifted the book so he could glance at its cover. “Lolita,” he read. “That’s an interesting cover.”

      The book’s cover featured two pink walls, somewhat suggestively creased by a corner. Lolita, it read, by Vladimir Nabokov, in a font meant to look like the lettering of an old-fashioned typewriter.

      “You’ve read it?” I asked, brightly.

      He nodded. Then he turned up the radio. I was almost amused by his rudeness.

      From the back seat, my phone beeped. I’d received another text message. I turned the page of Lolita and ignored it.

      The radio was playing Dream Lover by Bobby Darin. I do not know why I remember this detail. It has no significance whatsoever and yet, I remember it. I’ve always wondered at it. Why should hearing the song now remind me of our first meeting, the first time I saw Verity?

      “Aren’t you going to check your texts?” he asked. He still had not looked at me.

      “No, I don’t want to right now,” I said. “I like to read in peace, if possible.”

      “Haven’t you read that book before?”

      “Yes, I have. How did you know?” I put a laugh into my voice, into the question, as if it was perfectly normal to make assumptions about the reading material of a stranger.

      “I just assumed you’d already read it,” he said. He had a good voice, deep and resonant. I followed it inside my head as if there was a discernible melody to it.

      “Mr. Blanchette must have mentioned it,” I said.

      “No, he didn’t.” He inhaled sharply. He gripped the steering wheel with his shapely hands. “You look like the bookish type.”

      I laughed. “That’s the first time anyone has ever said that to me right off the bat,” I said. “What’s your name?”

      “Christopher Blanchette,” he said, his voice lowered a register, as if he’d just imparted information that had heretofore been kept secret. “I’m a friend of the family.”

      “That must be nice,” I said.

      My phone beeped again.

      “You sure you don’t want to check that?  I don’t mind,” he said. “It’s a long drive.”

      “No, really.  I don’t mind. It’s not important.”

      He worked the muscles in his jaw. “Most girls think of nothing but their phones,” he said.

      “Guess I’m not like most girls,” I said. I’d put too much chirp in my tone. I could have sworn I saw him flinch at the sound of it. I pretended to read. He could be someone I could use.

      “Do people call you Christopher? Or Chris?”

      “Christopher. No one calls me Chris.”

      “Everyone calls me Cami. I don’t think anyone has ever called me Camille.”

      Christopher gave a soft grunt by way of a noncommittal assent.

      “Are you a bookish type too?”

      “I guess so,” Christopher said. “I’m working towards a PhD in English.”

      “I guess Mr. Blanchette really does care about literature then. Isn’t that rare nowadays?”

      Christopher shrugged again. I began to ask him questions about the books he’d read, his favorites, what did he intend to write his doctoral thesis on? Most young men, I’d learned, love to discuss the things they loved. If a pretty young girl showed interest, they might just talk all day. My mother had taught me this trick when I was still very young.

      “Act as if they are fascinating as hell,” she said, exhaling cigarette smoke from between cardinal red lips. “Act like you can’t get enough information about whatever it is they love the shit out of, even if it bores you fucking silly.”

      “I’m guessing Mr. Blanchette has quite a library, right?” I asked, trying to keep the chirp out of my voice.

      “Yeah, I guess so. I don’t borrow his books though. I have my own library. Mr. Blanchette is very particular about his things.”

      “Of course he is. I didn’t bring my personal library. I didn’t want to carry all those books. I just brought my Kindle.”

      Christopher turned his head sharply to stare at me. “Didn’t Mr. Louis tell you? There’s no Internet at Verity. There are no TVs, no computers. I’m the only person at Verity who has Internet.”

      “Oh, well, we’d better exchange phone numbers then.”

      “That doesn’t bother you?”

      “No, I figured as much,” I said. “Mr. Blanchette seems old-fashioned. I mean, he dresses like Mark Twain.”

      Christopher actually smiled. “Yes, he is very old school.”

      “Anyway, I’m a writer. I want to write while my novel this summer. The Internet is a black hole in many ways. I’ll be better off without it.”

      “Your novel,” Christopher said, suddenly alert. “What is your novel?”

      In actuality, I’d never written a word of anything even remotely resembling a novel. I’d never written a story or acted in a play.

      I heard her voice in my head, ringing like a finger trailing in water.

      “I don’t know yet. I haven’t written it,” I said.

      Christopher was animated now. “Haven’t you thought about it? Haven’t you written an outline? You have to have an outline, right?” he said.

      “I’m just going to wing it, Jack Kerouac style. I’m going to just let it pour out of me onto the page.”

      Christopher adjusted himself. I’d hit a nerve.

      “That sounds like a good idea,” he said, unconvincingly.

      He fell silent. I watched the land outside the window again. It was a dull green, as if the brightness had been burned from it by the heat of the sun. I could hear the sawing of the cicadas through the sound of the car’s air-conditioning. I began to read Lolita. Humbert Humbert’s voice took up space  inside my head, a drone that was nearly as maddening as the abrasive scrape of the cicadas’ wings.

      A few years before, I’d gone to visit my mother. She was living at a trailer park that the locals called the Sideshow. She was holding one of her monthly yard sales. She sat in a folding chair, barefoot, a lipstick-stained cigarette bobbing on her lower lip. Her wares, an old girl’s bike, the ribbons faded and limp, an assortment of children’s shoes, old clothes, a few woven baskets, and several bolts of brightly colored cotton fabric radiated from her folding throne chair, as if they were the corpses of her conquered enemies. My mother never said hello or goodbye, to anyone, for any reason. She barely acknowledged anyone’s presence or absence, even when she was clean. I fished a folding chair out of her wares and unfolded it next to hers.

      “Hey, Mom,” I said.

      “How you doin’, sweetie?”

      “I’m all right. I just dropped by to see if you needed anything.”

      “Nah, I don’t need nothing.” She glanced at me briefly, as if to reassure herself that I was who she thought I was. “I see you’re still reading them trash novels.”

      “This one’s a classic,” I said, holding up the very same copy of Lolita.

      “What the hell is that about?”

      I told her the story in a few words. My mother’s attention span is notoriously short. It was necessary to speak in short clipped sentences if I wanted to be understood. She nodded a few times during the summation I gave.

      “An older man schemes to kidnap and serially rape his stepdaughter. He’s obsessed with her, won’t let her out of his sight. All he can think about is how sexy and beautiful a twelve year old girl is.”

      “What happens at the end?” she said. Her caramel-colored hair was poofed into a mushroom shape. She was squinting at me so I knew she was interested.

      “Little Dolly runs away. Humbert shoots the man who took her away,” I said.

      My mother laughed out loud, throwing her head back.  Her teeth were yellow and carnivorous. “That sounds about right. That’s all they want, a young thing they can hide away and fuck to their heart’s content.”

      “I don’t think all men are like Humbert Humbert,” I said.

      My mother pursed her lips and made a raspberry noise. “Well, you’re young.”

      The black Mercedes slowed and turned onto a dirt road. I thought of the true crime documentaries I’d watched, not any particular one, just all of them at once.  It suddenly occurred to me that I was riding in a car with a stranger headed towards an old house full of strangers. I could hear the narrator’s voice in my head.

      She was a young woman, full of life, who took a wrong turn.

      She trusted the wrong people.

      She was in the wrong place at the wrong time.

      She was too young to see what was happening to her.

      There was no way she could have known.

      Maybe they’d find my body out in these woods one day, naked and splayed out in some ritualistic way, the victim of a sexual sadist or a deranged drifter. Someone might start a podcast about me.

      Her body was found in the conservatory. .

      She was killed by Miss Scarlett with a candlestick.

      There was blood everywhere.

      As Verity pulled into my eyeline, I smiled. I felt warmed by her, her faded gentility, her black shutters like false eyelashes, her wide white columns like the long teeth of Little Red Riding Hood’s wolfman. Christopher helped me carry my bag to the front porch.

      “We’re going in the front way?” I asked. “Even though we’re the hired help.”

      Christopher ignored me. He stopped as we stood between the two white columns.

      “I have to say something to you. Mr. Blanchette is very particular, about his routine, about his collectibles, about everything really. Just do what he says, okay? I know you can think for yourself. I can tell by the way you talk and act.” Christopher tightened his mouth and ran a hand through his light gold hair. “He can be – well, he can be difficult. Just be mindful of that.”

      “Oh, no problem,” I said. This time I did not leave the chirp out of my voice. “I love this house already. It’s even more impressive in person. What a marvel.”

      Christopher didn’t seem to mind that I’d just said “what a marvel,” as if it were the 1950s.

      “I just don’t want you to be uncomfortable.”

      I smiled again. “I feel like I’ll be safe here.” My phone beeped.

      “You’d better check that now,” Christopher said. “Mr. Louis doesn’t want those things in the house. He says they give Miss Audrina migraines.”

      “Oh, of course,” I said. Placing my bag on the wood of the porch floor, I fished out my phone and woke it up.

      YOU ARE NOTHING BUT LIES. ALL OF YOU LIES, YOUR BRAIN SYNAPSIS AND YOUR HEART MATTER AND YOUR LYING SHITMOUTH, NOTHING BUT LIES LIES LIES.

      I put the phone to sleep again. Smiling at Christopher, I picked up my bag and stepped into Verity.

      The heavy wooden door closed behind us like jaws.
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      I saw the chandelier first because I’ve always been distracted by shiny things. Verity’s chandelier was like a jeweled pendant hanging from the neck of a giant woman dressed in a white evening gown.

      “This is it,” Christopher said. “Mr. Blanchette is probably in his study.”

      I walked to the center of the foyer, directly underneath the glittering crystal of the chandelier. If a person, standing there, were to look up they could see all the way to the ceiling of the fourth floor. The chandelier took root at the very top of the house within an ornately carved medallion on the ceiling.

      “Are you all right?” Christopher asked.

      “Of course. I’m just a little overwhelmed,” I said. I put a hand over my heart to signal my sincerity.

      “Is anyone going to give me a tour of the place?”

      “Uh – yeah. This is Mr. Blanchette’s study hour so he’s indisposed. I can give you a quick tour.”

      I craned my neck upwards to stare at the fourth floor ceiling medallion. “I can’t stop looking at that.”

      “She’s architecturally unique among antebellum homes. She’s the only one on the Sugar Road that has an octagonal cupola. There used to be several antebellum homes along the Sugar Road but they were burned in the Civil War or fell from neglect. Verity has been carefully preserved.”

      “She’s so quiet. I can hear everything. The birds outside sound like an orchestra.”

      “Mr. Blanchette loves the quiet. Miss Audrina suffers from chronic migraines and noise aggravates them.”

      Christopher was staring at me again. He looked slightly bewildered, as if he’d forgotten about me during the drive and had only just now remembered that I had arrived.

      “Then we’ll have to whisper,” I said, in a stage whisper.

      Christopher came closer. “That chandelier is original. It’s gas-fired.”

      “Holy shit,” I whispered.

      “You should take off your shoes. It’s hot today. Miss Audrina suffers the most on hot days.”

      Verity was a Greek Revival style house, built into an H-shaped two-story structure with a hip roof from which rose another two stories. There were four rooms on each floor, radiating from a curved wooden staircase that wound its way through each floor like a curving spinal cord.

      “Mr. Blanchette’s rooms are on the first floor. Miss Audrina’s are on the second floor. She stays inside most days and seldom comes down. Her health doesn’t permit it.”

      “Oh, gosh, I’m so sorry,” I said. I was sincerely sorry. I knew what it was like to be locked away.

      Christopher touched my elbow very gently, as he pointed towards the staircase on the right, as if I were Miss Scarlett at the Twelve Oaks ball.

      “We’ll start on the third floor. That’s where your rooms are and Quentin’s.”

      I’d nearly forgotten about the boy I was so enraptured by the house. I let my hand trail along the shining wood of the handrail as we padded up to the third floor landing.

      “This is your floor,” Christopher said.

      “I have the whole floor? All of these rooms?” I said. There were four rooms arranged along the landing. I followed Christopher into a room to the left.

      “This is your bedroom,” he said. He looked almost pleased. “All of the furnishings are from the antebellum era. Mr. Blanchette insists upon it. He’s quite eccentric in many ways but one of the smartest men you’ll ever meet.”

      “I got that impression,” I said. I felt tears fill my eyes. I thought suddenly of my room at the Sideshow trailer park, walls made of oniony paper and filmy dirty carpet beneath my feet, the rancid smell of cigarette smoke hovering in the air. In the other room, I could hear my mother talking to one of her boyfriends.

      “This is the Red Bedroom,” Christopher whispered. He put his hand on my elbow again. “It was turned yesterday by a housekeeping team.”

      “I have a Red Room,” I whispered. I could feel an ugly face cry coming over me. Young men hate to see women cry. My mother had told me a hundred times not to cry in front of them. “I feel like Jane Eyre.”

      Christopher didn’t smile. I could feel his gaze on my back as I wandered through the room. The bed was of dark heavy wood, ornately carved, with a red silk canopy. There was a small couch and table and two chairs arranged before the marble fireplace. The windows dripped with more red silk. The crown molding gave the room the look of a Grecian temple, as if I’d come to restore myself with healing waters or pray for the death of a hated enemy.

      “Look over here,” Christopher whispered. “Mr. Blanchette had this moved over here especially for you.”

      It was a carved cherry wood writing desk, lovingly tricked out in gold.

      “Jesus Christ,” I whispered. I touched it gingerly.

      “I’m afraid Mr. Blanchette doesn’t allow laptops in the house,” Christopher said, almost apologetically. “I have an Internet connection at my place, if you need it.”

      “How do you do your work?’ I asked, only mildly interested. I was still soaking in the room.

      “I live in the old office outside. It looks like a tiny Grecian thing. It’s secluded. I don’t live in the house.”

      “I see,” I whispered. “You must like your privacy.”

      Christopher nodded. “Mr. Louis is very old-fashioned in so many ways. He doesn’t want someone my age living in the house with a girl like you.” He immediately looked away, as if ashamed he’d said too much. “I believe he said it might make you uncomfortable at night.”

      I laughed. I couldn’t help it. “Oh no, I’ll be just fine, believe me.”

      He mumbled something but I couldn’t make it out. I wondered, briefly, what he’d meant by “a girl like me.”

      One night, while in my trailer room, I woke to find one of my mother’s boyfriends  ( I can’t remember if he was Steve or Trevor or Julian) trying to get into bed with me. I screamed. My mother burst into the room with a table lamp and beat Steve or Trevor or Julian on the head with it. Then she made me ride to the hospital with her. A week later, my mother took Steve or Trevor or Julian back. To make it up to me, she took me to the library every Saturday.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      “I’m wonderful,” I said. “I’m so excited. What’s next? Do I get to meet Quentin now? That’s his name, right?”

      Christopher gestured towards the staircase. “He’s – uh – this is his naptime.”  He walked me to the other two rooms on the third floor. “These rooms are seldom used. They’ve been shut up for a while now. The senior Mr. Blanchette lived here with his wife Lara. Lara was Quentin’s mother.”

      “A May-December romance then?”

      “That’s putting it mildly.”

      “Where is Lara? Mr. Blanchette didn’t mention her.”

      “She died when Quentin was just a baby.”

      “Oh, I’m so sorry. Poor little guy.”

      “It was very sad,” Christopher said. He turned to face me. “Her death caused a small scandal. It’s best if we don’t mention it to Mr. Louis and Miss Audrina. They are both quite sensitive about it.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it,” I said. “It’s nothing to do with me, anyway.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Please take me to the cupola. I’m dying to see it. It must be quite a view, right?”

      “It’s something.”

      It was something.

      The windows wound around the staircase, around the medallion on the ceiling. If you leaned over the staircase you would be gripped by vertigo.

      “You can see all the land around from here,” Christopher said. “On clear days, you can see the river. I think that’s why the Yankees didn’t burn the place down. It was useful to them.”

      Looking out the window, over the churning trees, underneath the shifting clouds, I felt the familiar quiet that such visions brought me. Up here there were no human problems, nothing to forgive or regret, no memories of bad things, not even memories of good things. The birds didn’t care for anyone’s problems. The squirrels could give a damn. The insects crawling among the bark and over the leaves didn’t give a solemn shit about anything but their own survival. I admired them, all the things that just didn’t care, all the things that moved according to the inexorable logic of the machinery inside them. I must live, they said. I must live. I must live.

      “Did you say something?” Christopher whispered.

      “No, I don’t think so,” I said.

      “Your lips were moving. I thought I heard you chanting.”

      I laughed, a little too loudly. “I was singing a song I heard earlier at the coffee shop. It’s stuck in my head now.”

      He showed me the gardens, including a very old magnolia tree, nearly three stories high. We walked through the woods, down a narrow path, to a large lake.

      “There’s a covered deck across the water,” Christopher said, pointing at the opposite bank. “I think Quentin fishes there sometimes.”

      “He fishes by himself, by a lake? Isn’t he like five years old?”

      Christopher sighed and nodded. “He needs someone to watch over him. Mr. Louis and Miss Audrina aren’t used to children. And I don’t always have time. I have work and school.”

      Christopher lived in a small guest house behind Verity, hidden behind a clump of trees.

      “It’s the only place with Internet access so if you need a computer, you’ll have to knock. I work at a bar about ten miles back towards Conway. I keep odd hours but if you need Internet access, you can always stop by.”

      I didn’t know what to think of him. He appeared to be preoccupied at all times with something unsaid, as if there were an unspoken conversation dangling in the air between us but he refused to acknowledge it. He dug his toe into the dirt, looked into the trees.

      “It’s hot here. It’s so hot,” he muttered. He turned to me suddenly. “The Blanchettes will ask a lot of you. They don’t mean anything by it. That’s just how they are. They’ve been out here so long that – well, anyway. I’ll walk you back.”

      Christopher walked me to the Red Bedroom and left me there without saying another word. I gingerly unpacked my bag, folding what I’d brought with me into the footed chest of drawers. In the top drawer, I found a red bandana, worn and threadbare. It must have belonged to the girl who lived here before me.  I ran my hands along the shining wood. There were four windows in the room, draped in silk, looking over the trees. I rested my face against the fabric. I flopped onto the bed. The mattress was firm, nearly hard.  I closed my eyes. It was warm in the Red Room but not too warm, just warm enough to remind me that I had not slept properly in a few weeks. It would take me months to tire of this place.

      “Ma’am? Are you the new one?” a voice said.

      I sat up in bed. There was a small boy person standing in the doorway.

      “Quentin? Is that you?” I said. “It’s so nice to meet you.” I slid off the bed and straightened my dress. “I’m Camille Martin. I’m your new teacher. You can call me Cami. Everyone does.”

      “Uncle Louis put you in this room,” the boy said. He had bright blonde hair. He breathed audibly through his mouth. “It did things to the last one.”

      “It did what? Who did what?”

      “Miss Amy left one day. She was the last one.”

      “What did the room do?”

      “It made her red.”

      I decided to ignore the weirdness of the remark.

      “Well, I’m not afraid of any old room. In fact, I like it here already. I think we’re going to get along very well. I think we’re going to have a wonderful summer.”

      “I want a roast beef sandwich,” he said. His arms were close to his sides. His face was utterly devoid of expression.

      “Well, is there anyone here who can make you a sandwich?”

      “There’s no one here but Mama and Papa and you.”

      “Oh, well then. Take me to the kitchen and I’ll see what I can do.”

      Quentin led me to the staircase. I began to make my way carefully downstairs. I didn’t want to awaken the sleeping southern aristocrats.

      “Wait up,” he said. He began to fumble for my hand. “Miss Amy always held my hand down the stairs.”

      I’d never held the hand of a child as an adult. I’d never had the opportunity. I’d never been a babysitter and I had no siblings. The boy looked up at me, face blank, as if it was the most natural thing in the world to hold my hand, to want to hold my hand. He curled his small fingers into my palm and waited for me to descend.

      The kitchen was wide, completely cream, and surprisingly modern. The boy sat at a small table within a bay window and swung his feet.

      “I like mustard,” he said. “My name is Quentin.”

      I began to open cabinets and drawers. There were glasses and plates and silverware carefully arranged. I opened the pantry door. There was next to nothing inside, just a half a loaf of white bread. I pulled it out and placed it on the counter. The refrigerator was one of those double-doored sterling models, very expensive. Inside was a jug of Milo’s tea and two packages of sliced roast beef. One of the packages was empty.

      “We’ll have to go shopping soon,” I said.

      “People come to give Uncle Louis and Aunt Audrina their food.”

      “They have their meals delivered? Every day?” Quentin nodded. He was watching me spread some mustard on the bread. “Do you have your meals delivered too?”

      “No, ma’am,” he said. “Miss Amy made me sandwiches and waffles. Sometimes Mr. Christopher brings me food from the place where he works.”

      I found a plate, poured the tea and slid the sandwich in front of the boy. “I’ll have to go shopping for us then.” I smiled at him but he was eating his sandwich like a savage.

      “Mr. Christopher can drive you when he’s here,” Quentin said. “Can you get doughnuts?’

      I nodded. “What kind do you like?”

      “White ones with sugar. Uncle Louis says sugar built this house.”

      “Verity was a famous sugar plantation once. Now it’s an important piece of history.”

      “Black people used to work here. Uncle Louis says I have a black person in me.”

      “He was just teasing you,” I said.

      “Sometimes Uncle Louis says bad words. I’m not supposed to say bad words.”

      When I was seven, my mother disappeared for nearly a week. On the sixth day, there was nothing left in the refrigerator but a rotten tomato and two inches of spoiled milk. I tried to drink the milk but it made me gag. I couldn’t even touch the tomato. When she was gone, I watched TV, every day, all day long. The people on daytime TV had nice white houses and green lawns with mothers who smiled and refrigerators full of food.  Every time a car pulled up to the trailer next door, I went over to the kitchen window to see if it was my mother come home.

      The boy wiped his hands on his dirty khaki shorts. “Do you want to skip stones into the pond?”

      “Sure,” I said.

      “Do you want some of my sweet tea?” he said. “It’s hot outside.”

      “Let’s save it for when we get back,” I said. “It’ll be a special treat.”

      “Okay,” he said. He placed his glass into the refrigerator.

      The lake was the size of a football field. It smelled of wet dirt and rotting leaves. The water was a dark amber color, ringed with trees. I watched as Quentin ran to the edge. He yelled something at me but the sound was lost in the tumult of cicada song. I jogged to catch up and was not surprised to find myself quite out of shape.

      “I collect rocks,” he said. “I find them all over. Sometimes Mr. Christopher brings me some. The best ones are kind of flat. Those skip the best.” He picked one up, tested its weight, and let it drop to the ground. He chose another and seemed satisfied with it.

      “This is a good one,” he said.

      I watched while he skipped several more rocks. He was an animated skipper of rocks, ducking and squatting and squinting at the watery distance.

      “Did you see that one?” he hollered back to me. “That was a good one.”

      “That was an excellent rock,” I said. I clapped for him.

      “What time do Mr. Louis and Miss Audrina wake from their naptime?”

      Quentin shrugged. “They sleep all day sometimes, I think.”

      “What do you do all day by yourself?”

      “I climb trees and throw stuff. Mr. Christopher brings me sticks and I hit trees with ‘em.”

      “When did Miss Amy leave?”

      “She left a while ago,” Quentin said. He looked around for the next stick or rock. “I’m usually alone during the day. Mr. Louis and Miss Audrina come out for dinner.”

      “Who makes dinner?”

      Quentin shrugged. “Miss Amy did it for a while.”

      I’d taught myself how to cook years before. I’d left home to go and live with one of my mother’s exes. He insisted I cook for him.

      “No one is a freeloader around here,” he’d said.

      I spent days looking up cooking videos on You Tube. Every time he came home from work, I had the table set for him. I made so many things, roast beef, steaks cooked on the grill, fried catfish and sweet potato casserole.

      “Your mother couldn’t cook for shit,” he’d said. “Your cooking is much better than hers.” Then he slapped me on the ass as I took his plate to the kitchen. He was a complete shit, obviously, but he had a lovely Craftsman in a good neighborhood. I used to sit on the wide porch and listen to the sounds of the tree-lined streets while sipping at herbal tea. No one who passed by would have guessed what I really was.

      “I can cook for you, sweetie,” I said to Quentin.  I wondered if I should caress his hair. I often saw people caressing the hair of children. “I have to go to the grocery store though.”

      “Mr. Christopher will let you drive the car.”

      Together we walked to the small pillared house. Again, Quentin placed his small hand inside mine.

      Christopher answered the door after the third knock. He looked as if he’d just woken from a nap.

      “I need to go to the grocery store. I’m going to make dinner for Quentin. May I take the car?”

      “Uh, yeah, I have to be at work at 9:00 though.”

      “It’s only 2:00. It doesn’t take seven hours to go to the grocery store.”

      “Of course it doesn’t,” he said. “What’s up, buddy?” He and Quentin did a fist-bumping exercise. “I guess we aren’t very domestically inclined around here.”

      “No problem. That’s why I’m here.”

      “Is it?” Christopher asked suddenly, as if the thought had never occurred to him. He looked sheepish and slightly confused. I watched him as he began to search the messy room for his keys. He was a nicely put together man. I wondered if the women at the bar flirted with him, threw themselves at him. He was not conventionally handsome, exactly, but there was something about him, a kind of intelligence and awareness, I wondered what kept him here, at this enormous house in the middle of nowhere. I did not want to ask him that question. He may have asked me the same question right back.

      Quentin led me to the black Mercedes.

      “Get in,” I said to Quentin.

      “I’ve never been to the grocery store,” he said. He put his hands in his pockets. “I don’t know what to do.”

      “You don’t have to do anything. I’ll do everything,” I said.

      The boy clung to my skirts as I shopped. He stared at the shelves full of cereal. He only let go of me to touch a box of Apple Jacks in fascination. I bought the boy a bag of powdered doughnuts. On the drive back, he ate the doughnuts so enthusiastically that he nearly choked.

      “Haven’t you had doughnuts before?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “Only sometimes.”

      “Well, I’ll be sure to add them to the weekly grocery shopping list,” I said. The Blanchettes were lazy, it seemed. They’d let this child go hungry. They would surely be appreciative of someone who kept the refrigerator stocked with essentials.

      “Do you have friends living nearby, Quentin?”

      He shook his head amid a small cloud of powdered sugar dust.

      “You don’t have any friends?”

      “Only Mr. Christopher,” he said, with difficulty.

      “Do you know how long you’ve been living at Verity?”

      “My whole life,” he said.

      “I see. Well, I’m going to be your friend.”

      Quentin didn’t respond. He looked out the window. He rubbed his powdered hands on his shorts.

      “Thank you for holding my hand,” he said.

      We spent the afternoon walking the grounds, throwing rocks into the pond and hitting trees with sticks. The boy seemed pleased by my companionship. He did not complain when I couldn’t keep up. He spent nearly a half hour trying to find just the right stick for me to wield as a weapon. I was his new friend and he was happy to have me. It was as simple as that.

      “Do you like reading, Quentin?” I asked. We were sitting on a bench by the pond. Quentin didn’t respond. “I said do you like reading, Quentin?”

      “It’s hard for me,” he said. “Everything is hard for me.”

      “Well, I can teach you. I have lots of experience in teaching boys who love doughnuts,” I said, lying.

      I made a sausage and potato bake for dinner. Quentin attacked it as if he were Oliver Twist at the workhouse. I cleaned the kitchen. Quentin led me into his room where we watched a VHS of old Twilight Zone episodes on what appeared to be the only TV in the house.

      “We don’t have cable on it,” Quentin said. “It’s only for videotapes.”

      “That’s fine,” I said.

      I put him to bed. Tomorrow we would begin our lessons, I said. He put his arms around me and grazed my cheek with his lips. I closed his bedroom door and listened for sounds, any sort of sounds, anything besides the cicadas and the hum of the air conditioning.

      Had they been sleeping all day? I crept down the stairs to the first floor. I took off my shoes and left them on the bottom step. I padded around the circular landing, stopping in front of each door. I heard nothing until I got to the last door on the left.

      I heard voices behind the door. One of them was the unmistakable voice of Louis Blanchette.

      “I know that, Sister,” he said. “She can’t know, a poor unwanted child like that.”

      A voice answered, a female voice, querulous and inscrutable.

      “The two of them - they will see it. They have to see it, just as we have,”

      Miss Audrina’s voice was closer now to the door.

      “It will follow,” she screamed. “It is here.”

      I couldn’t stand to hear anymore. Miss Audrina’s voice was shrill, horrible. She sounded like my mother. I grabbed my shoes and walked outside. The floodlight had come on. Christopher wasn’t home. I woke up my smartphone.

      

      They are all dead now. I placed them around the table, dead. They are dead. They will eat the dead animals. They eat death. They are death. You did this. YOU DID THIS. YoudidthisYoudidthisYoudidthis.
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