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      The moment after I finished Tiffany Tumbles, I wrote the opening to Crystal Caves. I knew that Crystal was going to end up in New York, but I had no idea until I wrote that opening how miserable she would be. Or why.

      Materially, Crystal is the lucky one of the sisters. She has moved in with a family that has so much money they don’t care how much she spends. But she’s truly on her own, with her half-siblings, the new world, and the people at her school. While she has learned a lot about American culture from movies and TV, she hasn’t really experienced it before, and she never experienced that joy that is high school.

      She has a lot to learn. And she has reasons not to do so.

      Crystal makes some unexpected choices in this novel, but they make complete sense to me, given what she’s going through. She dictated those choices, by the way. The initial outline for the book (written for a publisher who ultimately never saw the pitch) had her life going in a very different direction.

      I wrote Crystal’s story fast, because she was in a lot of pain, and I wanted to have the hurting stop. Yes, my characters are real to me. They talk to me and dictate their choices and make their own way in the world.

      Even though she ended up wealthy, Crystal’s way is harder than most. And she survives it just fine. She discovers a few things that neither of her sisters learned, and she effects change that surprised everyone.

      Even me.

      I hope she surprises you as well. In some ways, Crystal is the most courageous of the three sisters. You’ll see why as you read Crystal Caves.

      
        
        —Kristine Grayson

        Las Vegas, Nevada

        December 11, 2018
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      MY MOTHER CALLS me the Unexpected Consequence of a Momentary Lapse of Judgment. My older brother calls me the Unwelcome Visitor. My younger siblings don’t call me anything. They seem to think I’m going to be leaving soon.

      Which, I suppose, makes sense, considering none of them knew I existed until July. Apparently, Mother never told anyone where she went those summers when she came to visit me. But Mother doesn’t tell anyone anything. It’s one of her trademarks. She’s an Independent Woman, and proud of it.

      I guess someone had to force her to visit last June. That same someone reminded her that I am an Obligation, and she can’t simply ignore that, much as she wants to. Or maybe they just told her all the other mothers were taking their children away from Daddy, and she had to too.

      For an Independent Woman, Mother is awfully quickly swayed by public opinion.

      My real name is Crystal, and apparently, I have a last name as well, which I didn’t know until I came to New York, and the nanny—the younger children have a nanny, and I was told she would mind me as well because I’m “special” (which they all think means I’m of lesser intelligence than the rest of them when really, I’m probably smarter, just with a different life experience)—handed me a student identification card for a school that I’m apparently enrolled in, a building identification card for this fortress in which we live, and a credit card embossed with my name on it.

      My new name.

      Crystal Chandler.

      Here’s where it gets confusing, or at least, where it gets confusing to me. My last name is Chandler. So is my mother’s. My stepfather’s last name is Wright, which is also the last name of my younger siblings. My older brother’s last name is Lieberman because, apparently, he, like me, has a different father than the other children.

      Only he got to keep his father’s last name, and I got my mother’s—probably because my real father has no last name.

      He doesn’t need one.

      The entire world knows him as the Greek God Zeus.

      I shy away now whenever I say that. The modern world hears that as craziness, but it’s the truth. And here’s more truth: I lived with my father, and his children—all of whom are my half siblings—for my entire life. Until July, I had magic. At that time, I gave it up for something called a normal life.

      I do regret that decision now.

      Here’s what the “normal life” consists of:

      A bedroom on the third floor of my mother’s Park Avenue apartment. In the castles where I was raised, this apartment would be called a wing. It’s large. Apartments in my previous homes had two rooms. This one has three spacious floors with more rooms than I’ve seen (I’m not allowed in the servants’ quarters) and feels as big as Mount Olympus itself.

      The windows in the apartment either overlook the skyscrapers and other buildings that make up New York City, or they overlook Central Park. I received a park view—something I “deserved” for the “dislocation” of being in a new place, which is what my stepfather said as he made the room assignment. My older brother, whose name is Ethan, by the way, but prefers to be called E (I think of him as EEEEEEE) groaned about this—apparently we’re on the same floor, only a few meters from one another—but everyone ignored him.

      Everyone always ignores him, which, I’m guessing, is the reason he picks on me. But more about that later.

      By the way—and this isn’t unimportant—my stepfather, Owen Wright, is the only person in the household who calls me by my name. He’s the only one who treats me with a bit of respect, although he does look at me like I’m an alien creature.

      And, compared with the rest of this clan, I am. I have my mother’s coloring—none of the others are blessed with it. That means I have bright red hair (auburn, my mother says, but I’ve seen auburn, and I ain’t got it. What I have is bright red), bone-white skin, and bright green eyes.

      What I lack is my mother’s figure. I got my figure from the Greek God side of the family. I’m large-boned and large-breasted, something that is certainly not in fashion in New York. Even though I don’t have an ounce of fat (I know this because the first thing my mother did was drag me to her personal trainer so that I could lose weight, and the trainer did a body fat index on me and said I was less than 21% fat, which, Mother snapped, had to be impossible because I was so large [her word, “large,” not anyone else’s] and the trainer took me to the nutritionist, who confirmed it. They said, Mrs. Chandler, your daughter is just a big, healthy girl, to which my mother responded, How do we change that?).

      I’ve seen three fashion designers, one of whom specializes in plus-sizes (which I’m not, according to that lovely woman) and now I have my own buyer, who makes sure I look as thin as possible, given my large bones and elephant nature.

      These people here also want to change my hairstyle—I cropped off all the red because it was unusual on Mount Olympus too (most everyone there is dark-haired, olive-skinned, and dark-eyed, except my favorite sisters, Brittany and Tiffany. Brittany’s a blonde, and stood out even more than I did, and Tiff has the dark hair and dark eyes, but her skin color is dark chocolate, which made her as odd as me and Brit).

      These people here want me to get something called a perm and have “natural” curls, which will accent my face. I figure it’ll accent my “largeness” and have so far refused.

      Mother also wants me to get rid of my tattoos, which are all little images of me at various ages (except the miniature roses scattered in between). Apparently, there’s a doctor who can remove these things and “not leave scars,” which I had to look up. Scars are scary. He’s not touching me. I like my tattoos, and no one can take them away.

      Although they did manage to take away my diamond studs. I wore one in my nose and the other in my belly button (as well as one in each ear). Mother says they’re unladylike, and she doesn’t care that they’re in fashion. She believes I must look my best at all times, which is becoming more and more clear that I must look what she considers to be my best at all times.

      I used to wear green because it accents my eyes. Now I wear this rosy-taupe color that gives my skin “some color” and “tones down” my hair. I can’t wear crop tops or low rise jeans, and heels are out of the question unless I pair them with a skirt and a loose top.

      I have volunteered for prison, and I’m not sure how to get out.

      Not that my previous life was much better. There, I lived on top of a mountain—actually on a cloud above the mountain, but that wasn’t immediately obvious—and couldn’t leave either. However, I could spell myself anywhere I wanted, which I most certainly cannot do here.

      I bitch about that a lot. I bitch about everything a lot, but no one pays attention. Even when they do pay attention, they don’t believe me, so what’s the point of talking?

      I thought nothing could make me miss my previous life, but this place does. Theoretically, it’s nice. I have a huge bed all to myself (in Olympus, Brit and Tiff often crawled in with me—usually to annoy me) and a private suite to one side, and my own bathroom, which has a dual shower that can be set with computer controls.

      I spent one entire day exploring that bathroom, learning all its gadgetry. If Olympus is about magic—and it is—this place is about gadgets. Just my bathroom alone has the coolest stuff. We won’t discuss the commode (because we’re not supposed to) but, suffice to say, it has both an automatic flusher and a scentilator, which immediately clears odors from the air and adds perfume. And then there’s the mirror cabinet with its own remote control—I can make the mirror rise or turn or become a makeup mirror (it shows your pores) with the touch of a button from across the room. And the shower: the shower is heaven. Not only does it have two different heads, like I said, but they can steam or pound; make the water feel hard or soft; or add shampoo and soap if you use those settings.

      Then there’s the Jacuzzi, which took me two days to figure out because I’m not asking anyone here how to do anything. But now that I have it figured, I practically live there. What else is there to do around here?

      I can shop, of course. That’s expected. Besides the wardrobe I’ve had to buy, I’ve also bought Egyptian cotton high thread count sheets (because I saw them on sale), a down comforter (even if it is a warm fall for New York), and a puppy. The only thing I’ve ever had to take back was the puppy. The housekeeper informed me, followed by my stepfather, E, and my mother, that animals are not allowed in the apartment because they’ll ruin the floors.

      It made me angry enough to nearly ruin the floors myself.

      My younger siblings—all boys—watch TV most of the time or play games on their Xboxes or use the computers to download things that they’re not supposed to have. E is trying to get into Columbia, so he studies all the time.

      We’re supposed to have dinner as a family—and we kids usually do—but Mother and Owen almost never make it. Their phone calls are predictable—usually one hour before the meal should start, one or both call to say that they’ll be late. Often, late is after bedtime.

      When I first got here, we kids would sit there and stare at our food. Or, rather, I’d stare at the room. It’s pretty big, with huge windows that overlook the park. After about three days, I got tired of staring at the food so I just decided to eat, and E decided to bring some thick textbook to the table. The younger three started bringing their tablets. The three of them would stick ear buds in their ears and play games or watch whatever show they’d somehow missed the night before.

      If it weren’t for the housekeeper, I wouldn’t show up at all. But she fetches me like I’m the puppy and brings me into the formal dining room to make certain I “interact” with my new family.

      Yeah. Interact.

      Here’s the interaction:

      Day Four.

      E looks at me from his specially prepared meal—apparently, he’s doing something called kosher, which I don’t completely understand—and says, “So who’s your dad?”

      Like that’s appropriate dinner conversation.

      Me, I’m eating roast beef with baby potatoes and some grilled asparagus. It’s not bad. The younger three have shoved their potatoes and asparagus aside and are focusing on the beef like it’s the only real food in the world.

      They look up when E asks the question.

      Here’s the thing about the younger three. They’re “stair-stepped”—the oldest being ten, the next nine, and the youngest eight—and they look like miniature Owens, which means they have dark hair, blue eyes, and skin that’s almost gray. (I think, in a place with real sunlight, it might be some kind of mid-level white—but here, gray. I kid you not.) The only way I can tell these three apart is by height.

      The oldest—Danny—puts his elbows on the table, like he’s actually interested. So the middle one—Fabian (called Fabe, which rhymes with babe)—does the same. And the youngest, Gordon, scowls at both of them, as if they’re betraying him by paying attention to me. Which they are.

      I stare them down, and they look away. Maybe I’m wrong. Maybe they don’t call me anything because they’re scared of me, not because they think I’m leaving soon. Or maybe they do think I’m leaving soon and they’re scared of me.

      I don’t know.

      E says, “Aren’t you going to tell us? I mean, your father is a mystery man.”

      Mystery man. My father isn’t a mystery man. There’s been more written about my father than any other man alive. Well, that’s probably not true—but there’s certainly been more written about him than about their fathers. Combined.

      “What did Mother tell you?” I ask, trying to dodge the question. One of the big rules I got before coming here is that I can’t tell anyone the truth about my father. Not because my mother is ashamed of him (although I think she is—or maybe she just doesn’t believe the magic stuff) but because the mages—the magical people I come from—don’t want the mortals (that would be E and the three siblings, as well as Owen and the staff and anyone else I come into contact with) to know about the magical universe.

      I got this instruction so many times before I landed in New York that my stomach twists just thinking about it.

      But E doesn’t seem to notice how twisty I am. Instead, he shrugs his shoulders. “Mother says that he’s some major Greek tycoon, like Aristotle Onassis or something.”

      “I Googled that Onassis guy,” Fabe says. “He was ugly.”

      “But rich,” Gordon says, like that’s a good thing.

      “He’s been dead forever,” Danny says.

      “He’s not my dad,” I say.

      “Mother says he’s like your dad,” E says.

      “Sure,” I say.

      But something in my tone—maybe the dripping sarcasm—makes E set down his fork.

      “Is Mother lying?” he asks. And I can’t tell from his tone whether he thinks Mother lying is a good thing, a bad thing, or something I’m supposed to deny.

      “Mother has her own version of reality,” I say.

      “What’s yours?” Danny asks—and there’s no mistaking his tone. Completely hostile.

      “My version of reality?” I ask. “It’s a little different.”

      “Spill,” Fabe says, and at first I think he means I’ve spilled my water, which I did the first night at this table, and you’d think I nearly ruined it. Legions of staff (we’re not allowed to call them servants) scurried in from the kitchen as if they’d been watching (and later, I learn they have—on closed circuit television or something like that, supposedly without sound) and wiped and polished and cleaned while one guy held my plate and asked me if I wanted to continue eating while he held it (creepy, I think) and another guy refilled my water glass.

      But then I realize that Fabe wants me to talk, and yet again, I’ve encountered slang I don’t know. Before we all came to the mortal plane, Tiffany made us watch a ton of movies and TV shows so we could get the English dialects and slang just right, but I’ve found that those things are worse than useless. What slang I learned is out of date, and my accent is hopelessly tinged with an odd mixture of ancient Greek and upper-crust British, and no matter how hard I try, I can’t get rid of it.

      “How does your version differ from Mother’s?” Gordon asks, his mean little eyes bugging at me.

      “Mine just has a little more magic than hers,” I say.

      “Huh?” E asks.

      I pull my plate closer and stab some asparagus. “I’m not supposed to talk about my father.”

      Which, of course, makes matters worse. Now they want to know everything, and they pressure me through the dessert course, which I’m not allowed to have because I’m “large.”

      So finally, I give up and say, “Yes, my father looks like Aristotle Onassis. Only, if you want the truth, Onassis looked like my dad because my dad has been around a long, long time.”

      “Onassis was really old when he died,” Gordon says in his snobby way. (I have no idea how eight-year-olds can be snobby, but this one sure is.)

      “He was married to that Kennedy lady, and she was old when she died,” Danny says.

      “Which is before you were born,” E says, and for all I know (and I don’t know a lot about this) it might’ve been before E was born too. I think it might have been before Mother was born, which is just weird all around.

      “So how old is your dad?” Fabe asks.

      I shrug. I don’t know this kind of math.

      “C’mon,” E says. “You have to know how old your dad is.”

      “Why?” I ask. “He doesn’t even know.”

      “How can he not know?” Danny says, like I’m the one lying about it.

      “Because,” I say, “he was born sometime after the world was created, but before people started measuring time.”

      They all look at me like I’ve just ripped off all my clothes and thrown them out the window.

      “You could just say you don’t know,” Fabe says.

      “I did say that,” I say.

      “Then you elaborated,” says Gordon the Snot. “You didn’t have to elaborate.”

      “You asked,” I say.

      “No,” Gordon says. “E asked.”

      Like it’s E’s fault for being curious. His gaze meets mine and he just shakes his head.

      “Some people don’t know how old they are,” he says to the other three. “Some places don’t have birth certificates, or didn’t, even in the middle of the twentieth century.”

      I decide to leave it at that, but Gordon doesn’t.

      “Is that true?” he asks. “Is Greece so primitive that it doesn’t have birth certificates?”

      “Greece has been around a lot longer than this place, buddy,” I snap.

      “So?”

      “So?” I say. “So most of your culture comes from us.”

      “Us?” Fabe says. He caught the personal tone in my reply.

      “Yeah, us,” I say.

      “I thought you’re American,” Fabe says. “Mother says so.”

      “Because Crystal’s an American citizen, dummy,” Danny says. “Anyone born to an American citizen is an American.”

      “Even if they don’t know where the Empire State Building is?” Gordon asks, keeping his gaze on me.

      They’re never going to forget that incident. I was standing at the edge of Central Park, looking directly at the Empire State Building, and that’s when I asked where it was. How was I supposed to know it was in my line of sight? How was I supposed to know what it looked like? I was lucky just to know it existed.

      “What do you care about culture?” Danny says. “You didn’t even know what Lincoln Center is.”

      “Leave her alone,” E says, and I look at him gratefully. He smiles, just a little. “So your dad is really old.”

      “Yes,” I say.

      “Then why was Mother interested?” E asks.

      “He doesn’t look old,” I say and then bite my lip. That gets into the magic. Mages don’t age the same way as mortals. We do age, but only with extreme magic use, and like usual, Daddy found a way to exempt himself from that.

      “How come?” Danny asks. “Plastic surgery?”

      “He’s not like Mother,” I say, and there’s a collective gasp around the table. I guess we’re not supposed to talk about Mother’s too-smooth face, either.

      “So how does he look young?” Gordon asks in that tone that just tells me he’s going to criticize whatever answer I give.

      So I smile at him. It’s my breezy, I-don’t-care smile. “He’s magic.”

      All four of them stare at me like I’ve smashed each plate on the dinner table.

      “Magic?” Danny asks.

      “Yes,” I say.

      “You believe that?” Fabe asks.

      “I know it,” I say.

      “Prove it,” Gordon says.

      “Look it up,” I say. Tiff used to say that to me, and I’ve been wanting to use that one on someone else for years.

      “How can I look it up?” Gordon asks. “I don’t even know what your dad’s name is.”

      I answer so fast that I don’t even give myself time to think about it. “It’s Zeus.”

      “Zeus what?” E asks.

      “Zeus,” I say, beginning to get annoyed.

      “One name?” Danny asks. “Like a dog?”

      “Like a god,” I say. “He’s the Zeus.”

      They stare at me again, and this time, I can feel the malevolence.

      “Jeez,” E finally says. “If you didn’t want to tell us about him, you could’ve just said so.”

      “Yeah,” Gordon says. “It’s not nice to lie to people.”

      “Or to make fun of them,” Fabe says.

      I, of course, never tell them that they’ve been making fun of me. I’m outnumbered.

      That was Day Four. They tried again on Day Seven, and one more time on Day Ten (and no, I don’t know if they waited three days on purpose or because that’s how long their attention span extends). I kept telling them the truth, and they kept accusing me of lying, and then they stopped talking to me altogether—except on those rare occasions when Mother or Owen came to dinner.

      Then we’d discuss our days or the books we were supposed to be reading or the shopping I still needed to do to make myself presentable.

      And that’s my home life. I have a life outside of the home. I’m supposed to go to school, and I do sometimes. But mostly, I shop. Because I can.

      So far, it seems, that credit card doesn’t have a limit—at least that I can find.

      Supposedly, that credit card is a perk of my new lifestyle. That’s what my real sisters, Brit and Tiff, say. They’re envious of the unlimited money because, they say, it’s hard to learn how to use the stuff properly.

      I haven’t really learned. I just use the credit card.

      I used it to get them each an iPhone, so we could talk and text whenever we wanted to. I sent the phones to them, and their mothers Freaked Out, like major big time.

      Their mothers called my mother, and it got ugly. My mother hates dealing with me, and she had to after that.

      So I was in trouble for being nice.

      Everything gets me in trouble. Just breathing gets me in trouble. And without the iPhones or my sisters, I can’t tell anyone how I feel.

      Because no one seems to care.
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      HERE’S THE THING that pissed off the mothers so badly (I think):

      Brittany, Tiffany, and I aren’t supposed to talk to each other except on Saturday afternoons. Brittany lives in some place called the Midwest and Tiffany lives in Oregon, which I can actually find on a map. We’re supposed to stay separate, at least until the winter holidays, so that we can develop our own identities.

      It’s our shrink’s idea to keep us apart. Megan—that’s our shrink—believes that we’ve spent too much time together. All three of us were born in the same week to different mothers, but of course we have the same father, and he raised us (well, he hired out the raising, but that’s a different story). We hadn’t been separated at all until this summer, and before that, we were so intertwined that we could almost hear each other’s thoughts.

      Our magic—which we weren’t supposed to have at our young ages, but Daddy had broken that rule too, like he breaks so many others—had intertwined too, and when Tiff decided she wanted to follow the normal mage’s path—no magic for female mages until after menopause (!)—we had to either go along or force her to keep her magic.

      If you’ve ever met Tiff, you know why forcing her was out of the question.

      So Brit and I went along because that’s what we always do. If Tiff wants something, we go along. If Tiff doesn’t want it, we don’t want it either.

      At the time, it didn’t seem so bad. But I’m rethinking it now.

      If I’m going to be honest—and I decided I was in writing this all down—then I have to say that we were all pretty miserable in Mount Olympus. We three girls only had each other for family (and our numerous other siblings, some of whom are so old that they can’t remember when they were born either) and Daddy had actually given us a job.

      The problem with the job was that it was more than full-time, and we weren’t qualified to do it. Maybe Tiff was. She’s the brains. Me and Brit, we’re just hangers-on. We kinda sorta got our revenge on Tiff by having her do all the brain work, but when I look back on it, I think we’re not quite that petty. It was just easier to let Tiff do the thinking for us, just like it was easier to let Brit do the crying for us.
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