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Prologue

[image: Image]

I HAD ALWAYS suspected that there were dark and forbidding secrets in Wyndemere House, a nineteenth-century Gothic Revival mansion that had been in the Davenport family for nearly eighty years. The secrets lingered in every corner like old spiderwebs catching dust in an attic long after the spider had died, and they echoed in every footstep as if they followed everyone about the house. As a child growing up there, I feared learning what they were. At times, when I thought a shadow had glided across the walls in my room like sliding ice or when I thought I heard the sound of what I imagined to be sobbing leaking through the ceiling from one of what I knew to be empty bedrooms above, I shuddered, embraced myself, and tried to avoid dreams.

Because the house was old and the stories about the Jamesons, the people who had lived in it even before the Davenports, were legendary tales about witchcraft and lost children, it never occurred to me as I grew up, living with my mother in what were the help’s quarters, that the one secret that would most affect my life was kept locked up in my mother’s heart. No matter where we lived, that secret would have festered until, like the black flower in The Scarlet Letter, it blossomed and left me naked and defenseless in a world where eyes could condemn and voices could sting like angry hornets.

The dark-gray stone-faced house with its louvered black vinyl shutters, towering brick chimneys, and gargoyles replicating those on Notre Dame in Paris couldn’t help but be forbidding, despite the great care that was taken to surround it with a variety of flowers, manicured hedges, beautiful fountains, and rolling green lawns perfumed with the aroma of early spring whenever the grass was cut. During the coldest wintry nights, the elaborate outside lights desperately tried to warm the mansion and help it look welcoming. Deer would come out of the surrounding forest and pose like models for statuary, as if they understood that the house loomed with as great an importance as anything else nature had chosen for their world.

Situated on more than fifteen acres abutting Lake Wyndemere, a five-mile-long lake on the border between New York and Massachusetts, the house was over fifteen thousand square feet and had seventeen bedrooms, six baths, and eight fireplaces. It had an elegant beige foyer with a Louis XVI console; a very large living room with neoclassical sofas, chairs, and tables; a dining room that could seat twenty; and a library, which Dr. Davenport used as an office, too. It was semicircular, with a wood-paneled ceiling, a fireplace, and walls of bookcases. All the rooms had intricately designed parquet floors. The main entrance had an open staircase, molded cornices, and a red-marble fireplace. Many rooms were warmed with Persian rugs and stuffed with antiques. There were elaborate chandeliers that drizzled light everywhere in the evening and on dreary winter days.

Throughout the spring and summer, there was always a variety of flowers in vases in every downstairs room and every bedroom in use upstairs. The flowers were changed weekly so that there was an ongoing mixed aroma that sweetened the air and subdued any stale odors that might come from vintage pictures, furnishings, and antiques, many created long before the house was built. Whenever windows could be thrown wide open, they were.

Most of the bedrooms were closed off and used rarely except for the occasional guest. When I was little and often followed my mother upstairs, Mrs. Marlene, the cook, whose parents had emigrated from Cork, Ireland, teased me by warning me never to open any of those closed doors, or “a ghost could fly out.”

If I looked too frightened, she would laugh and recite a limerick: A ghost in the town of Macroom one night found a ghoul in his room. They argued all night as to who had the right to frighten the wits out of whom.

Then she would laugh and hug me. I might smile, but I still never opened a closed door.

Now, as for almost the past ten years, my mother and I occupied two bedrooms at the rear of the mansion on the first floor, and we had our own small kitchen and den, all of it originally created for live-in household servants. Dr. Davenport and, my mother said, his first wife did not want any other strangers besides us living in their home. His second wife definitely did not. If anyone else was to live here, he or she would have to have one of our bedrooms. No workers, except my mother when the Davenport children were infants and she was their nanny, would be permitted to inhabit an upstairs bedroom. Instead, a team of maids and Mrs. Marlene, who had been working at Wyndemere for over twenty years, came and went six days a week.

On Sundays, my mother would take over most of the meal service, but Dr. Davenport and his wife would usually go to dinner at a restaurant Sunday night and my mother would have only the children under her watch. There was no cleaning on Sundays, nor was there anyone working on the grounds.

Years before I was born, Dr. Davenport, a cardiovascular surgeon, married Samantha Avery, the daughter of a prominent dental-equipment manufacturer. His parents approved the marriage and were supposedly even instrumental in bringing their son and Samantha together. Dr. Davenport’s father and Samantha’s were close friends and partners in some business ventures. My mother told me that what she called “posh families” often engineered marriages between their daughters and sons. It provided them with a sense of security to know that the expanding family would be like new branches on a well-established, firmly planted tree. “Birds of a feather stick together,” she said.

“But that doesn’t sound very romantic,” I said.

I was fourteen when my mother described all this with more detail than she ever had previously. It had become more important for me to hear about love and marriage, so I asked as many questions as I could about everyone, especially the Davenports. Overnight, it seemed, I was capable of falling in love at the wink of an eye and with a soft smile singling me out from my tuft of girlfriends. My girlfriends and I emerged from the same cocoon of puberty held together with strings of desperate phone calls about potential boyfriends, pajama-party confessionals, and flowering hormones. We were at the age when one mutual giggle could sweep us—a special cluster of smiles, swaggering hips, budding breasts, and growing self-confidence—down a school hallway. Other girls in our freshman high school class envied us, and older boys began to stop to take notice.

“Romance, Fern,” my mother said in her inimitable dry way that some claimed was natural to British people, “is the least of it when it comes to marriage.”

“Not for me,” I replied. “Nothing will be more important. How can anyone permit her parents to decide with whom she should spend the rest of her life? Ugh.”

I was more like a rubber band these days, snapping back. Defiance had become instinctive and necessary in order to assure myself, my friends, and any boy who would show interest in me that I had matured and had a mind of my own. I wanted everyone to believe that I could say things, tell things about myself, without having to run home to my mother to first get confirmation. I was headstrong and determined that people should see me for who I really was and not lump me in with some stereotype assigned to girls without fathers. With the air of independence I was projecting, I might as well have already been eighteen and out on my own in the world.

All my girlfriends, some coming right out and admitting it, were jealous of my poise and assurance.

“You’re not afraid of anyone or anything,” Evelyn Porter told me when I cut Barry Austin, a senior, down to size after he had made a disgusting remark about my rear end. I told him his nose was longer than his penis so he could walk safely into a glass door when he had an erection. He turned a new shade of bloodred, looked at the surprised delight on my girlfriends’ faces, and fled.

“If you act like sheep, they’ll act like wolves,” I quoted from my mother’s repertoire.

“I wish I had your nerve,” Evelyn said.

All the girls around us nodded, wishing they were more like me, but then later they would surely comfort themselves with the knowledge that, unlike them, I had no father, and my mother was someone’s nanny before she had become a house manager. Although that sounded important on the surface, I knew that most thought of her as just a glorified housemaid. The more painful reality was that we never had a home of our own or a family in the United States.

My mother had never been married.

I was a mistake, the result of some unexpected and overwhelming rush of passion that pressured her to close her eyes and cast caution to the wind. She was so adamant about not discussing it with me, no matter when or how I brought it up, that I began to feel like a virginal conception. Whenever girlfriends who thought they had become intimate enough with me asked about my father, I answered the way I always had: “I don’t know, and my mother has sworn to herself never to say.”

“Doesn’t it bother you?” most of my girlfriends wanted to know.

“Why should it?” I countered defensively. “It’s too late to matter,” I’d say, even though in my heart of hearts, I knew it still did and always would. It kept a haze around me, staining me with subtle condemnation. People were supposedly more liberal-minded about such things nowadays, but I was more often than not the target of hypocritical eyes or words like not that it matters to me.

Oh, it mattered.

In fact, after I had first landed on the beaches of adolescence and I realized that boys were hovering around me more than they ever had, I became keenly aware that some of them had the impression and shared the belief that a girl born out of wedlock had inherited promiscuity and was an easy score. They believed that, like my mother, I would definitely go all the way, likely on the first date, something my very existence acknowledged for them. I had to be stronger and defiant. They could whisper about my mother and me behind my back, but few had the nerve to say anything nasty on the topic to my face.

Besides, my mother did not sleep around. She had no dirty reputation. People who had gotten to know her well respected her. None saw her as a loose woman. In fact, I couldn’t find much evidence of any boyfriend in her life, no old pictures or old love letters tied with a pink ribbon and stuffed in a carton of memories. That part was frustrating. I needed clues. How did all this happen? How did I come to be here with her?

My mother had left her home in Guildford, England, when her music teacher, Mr. Wollard, convinced her she could be a singing star in America. She was the lead in all the school musicals. She told me she had even sung in a pub occasionally on weekends. My grandparents were against her stopping her education and rushing off to get her name in lights. My grandfather was a banker and, according to my mother, very conservative. She called him a typical Royalist. When she finally decided to follow her dream and quit school to go to America, my grandfather became very angry. But she was stubbornly ambitious and wouldn’t back down.

“Your grandfather Arthur showed me the door like he would some ragtag beggar,” my mother told me. “It broke my mother’s heart. He forbade my even writing a letter. I left with whatever I could pack in a beaten old suitcase that had belonged to your grandmother. If it wasn’t for my older sister, Julia, I wouldn’t have even known when my father passed away four years ago. Now, when I think about it, I don’t know what was in my head besides those soapy ambitions. I really never got past being a waitress. So much for Mr. Wollard’s prediction that I’d be the next Madonna.”

“But why Wyndemere? It’s not close to New York City. What brought you here?” I had to know.

She told me that when she was really down and out because the girl with whom she was sharing rent on the small apartment in New York had left and she had gotten nowhere with her singing, a friend of a friend introduced her to Dr. and Mrs. Davenport, who were in New York at the time. They were looking for a nanny, and both liked her and were impressed with her enough to hire her. My mother said she took the job to care for the Davenports’ baby son, Ryder, who was due in two months. She thought it would tide her over for a year or two and she would save enough money to return to New York and continue pursuing her dream.

But then, on a particularly icy winter afternoon a little past the first year, Samantha Davenport lost control of her vehicle while coming down a particularly steep hill and ran off the road and down an embankment, the car doing a somersault and landing on its roof. She wasn’t wearing her seat belt and broke her neck. She was dead for hours before the vehicle was located.

I never knew her, of course, but from the pictures I had seen of her, I thought she had been a very attractive light-brown-haired woman who never seemed to have lost her little-girl eyes and smile. When I mentioned that to my mother once, she said, “That’s exactly who she was, a little girl, so protected and spoiled she didn’t have to grow up. You grow up when you need to face challenges, especially challenges when you’re alone. I had to grow up fast,” she added, but not bitterly. Of course, I wanted to know all about that, every nitty-gritty detail of her journey that brought her to who she now was.

However, getting my mother to talk about her past was like pulling pieces of packing Styrofoam off your clothes. Her standard reply to a question about her history, and therefore mine, when I pursued more detail was, “I’ll tell you some other time.”

“Some other time” seemed to move further and further into the distant future, and after a while, I stopped asking questions. I was too busy now writing my own history. Helping me do that was Ryder Davenport, who was two years older than me. When he was six and I was four, we began to play together. It wasn’t until Dr. Davenport remarried that the boundaries for me in the mansion were more strictly enforced. In fact, Bea Davenport, his second wife, wanted my mother and me out of the house entirely, but by then, my mother was managing the staff and assisting in the kitchen and was available to be a nanny again, this time to Dr. Davenport’s and Bea’s daughter, born a year after their marriage.

I never understood why she agreed to it, but Bea Davenport permitted their daughter to be named after Dr. Davenport’s first wife, Samantha. Ryder almost immediately began to call her Sam, and the name, despite Bea’s objections, stuck. In fact, when Samantha entered school, she enjoyed her friends calling her Sam, even though her teachers refused to do so. Of course, I called her Sam, too, which was another thing that didn’t endear me to Bea Davenport.

Bea wasn’t as pretty as Samantha Avery, but she, too, came from a posh family. Her father was head administrator at the hospital where Dr. Davenport operated on his patients and through various charity events became acquainted with Bea Howell. My mother told me he was a man who simply had no patience for what she called “the courting game.” Although she didn’t say it in so many words, I knew she believed Dr. Davenport married Bea Howell because it was convenient. A man like him needed a woman at his side who could qualify as an important doctor’s wife, and it wasn’t terribly long afterward that he became the head of cardiology at the hospital.

Bea had gone to Vassar but had no interest in developing any sort of career besides becoming a doctor’s wife. Dr. Davenport wasn’t the first to date her, but he had the most impressive status and was already quite wealthy, two qualifications she required before she would give a man a second look.

“She’s the type who holds her head up and back so high that you can examine her sinuses,” my mother once muttered. I had no idea what she meant then, but she warned me not only to keep out of the new Mrs. Davenport’s way but to avoid her shadow as well.

I know Ryder never liked her. It was something that helped make the two of us closer allies in the big house. As soon as Sam was old enough to understand, she wanted to be our ally, too. She looked more like her mother than she did her father. She had her mother’s coffee-bean brown eyes, her slightly long, thin nose and thin lips. Bea’s dark-brown hair was closer to black, and so was Sam’s. But regardless of how her mother treated Ryder and me, Sam craved our friendship and followed us about like a puppy.

For some reason, she didn’t inherit the doctor’s or Bea’s height and was always tiny, fragile. Ryder nicknamed her Sam the Bird. Her mother hated the way she would trek behind us everywhere, especially me, and often came to our quarters to drag her back into “the house,” as she called it, threatening to lock her in her room if she left the house again. It was as if my mother and I lived in a truly separate building, with dandruff as well as dust floating in the air. Bea was not above putting Sam immediately into a hot bath as soon as she discovered she had been here.

So there we were, the three of us, growing up in one of the area’s most famous houses on beautiful property but with me always feeling worse than a poor relative, especially with my mother continually warning me not to push too hard to do too much in the great house. She was keenly aware of Bea Davenport’s disapproval of our being “underfoot,” as my mother would say. That meant I would have to tiptoe and never raise my voice. I was to be “easily ignored.”

“She should be as surprised to see you as she would be if you had just moved in insidiously,” my mother told me. I was only ten at the time and had to rush off to my computer to look up the word. My mother, although she really had not gone further than a public-school education, had the vocabulary of a college graduate and loved to read, which probably helped make me an A-plus student.

I tried to follow my mother’s wishes for how I should behave in Wyndemere, but despite what Bea wanted or my mother’s thoughts about how discreetly we had to live in this great house, destiny, woven in secrets, had other plans for us all, and especially for me. What I learned before I was very old was that every day you could be reborn through the education you had and the work you did, or you could simply disappear with the memory of you absorbed in some soon-to-be-forgotten cloud drifting off to the horizon.

Can you ever remember a cloud?

What I finally realized was that life was simply the challenge to be meaningful to someone else besides yourself.

Because of the way we lived and how I was brought up, and especially because of the great secret I would someday know, no one would be more surprised than I would that I was ever meaningful to anyone besides my mother.

There were times I felt I wasn’t even meaningful to myself and never would be.
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FOR MOST OF my youth, Saturdays and Sundays were not the jewels of the week that they were for my classmates and friends. Unlike other girls my age, I couldn’t invite anyone to sleep over or have a birthday party with my classmates as guests. Bea Davenport had laid that rule on my mother. She didn’t want strange children coming to the house and gawking at Wyndemere or disturbing the grounds. I couldn’t have breakfast, lunch, or especially dinner with Ryder or, for that matter, Samantha when she was no longer an infant. Bea Davenport wouldn’t permit me to be in either of their rooms by the time Ryder was eight and Samantha was five, and she continually discouraged both of them from coming to mine even when they were older.

For Samantha, that was like reaching into the candy jar when no one was looking. The moment her mother left the house, she would drop what she was doing and sneak through the hallways to stand in my bedroom doorway, hoping I would invite her in to play or just to talk. When Ryder was older, he was more in his stepmother’s face about it, marching right past her to come to see me and often, again out of spite, inviting one of my friends to go rowing with us on the lake. Bea was furious about that and got Dr. Davenport to discourage it by telling Ryder there were insurance concerns. He was to use the rowboat only when either he or Bea was present, which was rare.

I did recall the two times Dr. Davenport took my mother and me, Ryder, and Samantha out in his motorboat, but we were all very young and he wasn’t as busy as he was now. In fact, his motorboat was so neglected; it was in need of repair. It bobbed at the dock like some forgotten relative trying to get his attention.

Bea Davenport did other things to keep us in our place. To this day, my mother and I were forbidden to enter the house from the front. Even when there was two feet of snow, we would have to go around to the rear entrance to get to our rooms. It was the same entrance where most deliveries were made, with my mother there to accept them. If Bea could, she would have stamped our foreheads with the word servants.

With a voice that was strident and nasal, Bea would snap the rules at us frequently, especially adding newly conceived prohibitions like staying out of the gazebo and off the tennis court. If I did go through the house for any reason, I wasn’t to touch anything. I recalled how she had one of the maids clean and polish the banister after I had gone upstairs with my mother, especially when my mother was caring for Sam. My mother always had my hands washed before we approached the Davenport children, but that didn’t matter. It was as if I had some disease inherent in my skin. I remember feeling very dirty whenever I was in Bea’s presence. She looked at me closely, searching for some blotch, some smudge, anything to confirm her suspicions that I was not only imperfect but infectious.

My mother was never to touch her jewelry and, of course, to be sure no maid ever did. Because my mother was the house manager, a title Bea would never pronounce, any mistake was her fault, down to having what Bea considered the wrong brand of margarine. It did no good, either, to protest that Mrs. Marlene had been serving it for years. There was a new sun shining on this house now. Furniture and paintings were shifted about, and window shades were opened and closed differently to move shadows from their traditional nests. Bea was always redecorating something. Only Dr. Davenport’s office was off-limits to her.

If there was even the smallest impression that my mother and I were a little more than household servants, that impression was crushed the way you might stamp down on an insect. I think that was the reason she made the front entrance so sacrosanct. We couldn’t come through if we took off our shoes. We couldn’t come through even if we could remove our inferior souls.

Most of the time, the pathway to the rear was cleared of snow. Mr. Stark, who managed the grounds, the long driveway, and all the outside fixtures, was very fond of my mother and me and was at the house especially early on weekdays in the winter to be sure we had an easy time going in and out. He was twenty years older than my mother, but I was sure, being a widower, he dreamed of her being more to him than simply a fellow employee. He’d leap at an invitation to have dinner with us and never forgot my mother’s birthday or mine. Despite his balding head of gray hair and the deep wrinkles worn into his face, he was stout and fit. My mother called him a walking tree trunk, even to his face.

“George, you have bark for skin,” she would say, half-kiddingly, especially when he wore a coat too thin for the colder weather. But there wasn’t anything she could say that wouldn’t bring a smile to his face.

In fact, there were times when I wondered if George Stark might be my father. He had been working at Wyndemere long before my mother arrived here, and once, when my mother was in the mood to tell me about her early days and my birth, she admitted she had needed help caring for me as well as caring for Ryder when I was born about two years after him.

“Mr. Stark’s daughter Cathy helped me out for your first year. She stayed in what is your room. Dr. Davenport approved, but of course, that was before his second marriage. By the time his new wife moved in, I was able to handle both you and Ryder, so Cathy went home.”

“I wondered why you always had me call her Aunt Cathy,” I said.

“Just a kindness. She has a younger brother, Stuart, but they don’t see each other much. Sometimes you have to adopt a family,” my mother said. “It’s too bad some nice young man in Hillsborough hasn’t discovered how wonderful a wife Cathy Stark would make. The hospital here is lucky to have her nursing in the ER. Whatever she does, she does with great dedication and responsibility.”

Aunt Cathy was always so glad to see me and never forgot to bring me a present on my birthday and Christmas, just as her father never forgot. Suspicion ran deep, but I didn’t see much resemblance between myself and Cathy or with Mr. Stark. Maybe that was because I romanticized too much about my real father, dreaming of a handsome and exciting young man who had swooped in one day and swept my mother off her feet. It was why I searched so hard for some clues, a letter, something. It was easy to imagine what it would say. Sometimes I invented the idea that he was already married at the time or that he was from a family so rich and powerful that the idea of his marrying my mother was practically science fiction.

In fact, I used to compose the love letters I imagined he would sneak into the house.

Dear Emma,

I was thinking so hard about you today and remembering how comforting and wonderful your smile for me could be that I forgot an important appointment. My wife was upset and demanded to know what I was thinking. I am so tempted to tell her. I am thinking about the most beautiful woman in the world. I am thinking about her kiss and how she embraced me. I am thinking of the minutes and hours that were precious jewels in my bank of memories, and I am thinking about the child we created out of our love.

I made up different names to use as his signature, most taken from great romances I had read for extra credit in literature class, like Antony from Antony and Cleopatra or Tristan from Tristan and Isolde. I even signed one Romeo. As soon as I finished my letter and had read it at least ten times, I would tear it into shreds, afraid my mother would find it and be upset. It was always like ripping up a beautiful dream. Yet it was something I thought I might never stop doing, even when I was older and entering high school.

Hillsborough was the township we lived in, and Ryder, Sam, and I attended Hillsborough Central School, which had the elementary school adjacent to the junior-senior high school. I went to school on a school bus, but Ryder and Sam were driven to school by Dr. and Bea Davenport’s limo driver, Parker Thomson, a forty-five-year-old African-American man with premature chalk-white hair that made it look like a piece of a cloud had settled on his head. He had been one of Dr. Davenport’s patients and was devoted to him. He was always very nice to me, waving and smiling whenever he saw me, but less so when Bea was present.

Ryder wanted me to ride with him and Sam, but Bea Davenport forbade it, and to my surprise and disappointment, Dr. Davenport rarely challenged anything she had decided regarding the house or the help. I thought he might make an exception when it came to me, but he didn’t and was quick to dismiss Ryder’s appeal to override his stepmother’s rules. When I complained to my mother, she said perhaps he didn’t want the distractions that came from domestic arguments.

“A cardiac specialist and surgeon like Dr. Davenport certainly doesn’t want to leave the house for the hospital with any unnecessary worry on his shoulders. He could miss something important, and someone might die.”

I couldn’t deny he was a very busy and dedicated doctor who, according to my mother, “took his responsibilities as seriously as a bishop who had to report to the Almighty. Few men have life and death in their hands as many times a week as Dr. Davenport has,” she said. But that still seemed like a weak excuse for his disinterest in what went on at Wyndemere.

From what I knew of him and from the way I heard people in the community talk about him, it did seem as if he walked on water. If there was anyone I really tiptoed around, it was Dr. Davenport, but he really never chastised me for anything more than not listening to my mother or obeying her strictly. From time to time, whenever he did see me, he asked how I was doing in school, but his questions were quick and to the point. Invariably, he would simply say, “Keep up the good work,” quickly stroke my head like he might pet a kitten, and that would be that. I didn’t think he really cared all that much whether I did well in school or not. He was simply being polite. For some people, good etiquette was sewn into their skin. It was as automatic as breathing. Still, it meant something to me to catch his attention, even if only for a few seconds a week, usually outside the house and away from Bea Davenport’s disapproving eyes.

Dr. Davenport stood just a little over five foot ten, but he always seemed taller to me. I was always afraid to look him in the eyes. When I was little and my mother told me he operated on people’s hearts, I thought he could see and know everything about someone, even his or her thoughts. His eyes were sterling-silver gray and piercingly intense whenever he spoke to anyone, especially me. He was very handsome in a distinguished sort of way, always closely shaven, his lips firm and straight. He went to an old-fashioned barber who cut his pecan-brown hair so precisely that there was never a strand too long or too short. Everything about his appearance was perfect. He wore a shirt and a tie like a uniform. My mother said he was one of those rare doctors “who actually practice what they preach.”

His day began with an early-morning run along the banks of the lake, even on very cold days, and he watched his diet. When he did have a day off, he would go rowing on the lake for hours. As a consequence, he had a lean body and a ruddy complexion. What attracted my attention especially when I was little was how long his fingers were. If he shook hands with someone, his hand seemed to wrap completely around the other’s. Everything he did, he did purposefully, slowly, as if placing something on a table was as critical a motion as the first incision to begin a heart operation.

He was as careful about his words as well. Whenever I heard him talking to Ryder or Sam, I smiled at how precise he was about what he wanted them to do or remember. He always repeated the important things, and when I asked my mother about that, she said, “Dr. Davenport believes few people listen the first time, and he’s used to dictating medical information, how many pills to take, how often, and what to avoid while taking it.”

“Maybe he thinks everyone’s his patient, even his children,” I said. “Even me!”

She gave me a strange look and then nodded. I caught her smiling to herself and wondered what I had said to bring some humor to mind. Maybe it was because she had thought something similar about Dr. Davenport but would never say it. She would never do or say anything even slightly disrespectful when it came to him. I don’t think it was because she thought he was so much better than everyone, including herself, as much as it was because she had been here when he had suffered the loss of his parents and his first wife and then had cared for his children.

I used to be jealous of how well and lovingly she took care of Sam especially. I was three when Sam was born, and for those early years, at least, because my mother had me to care for, too, when Aunt Cathy wasn’t available, Bea Davenport permitted me to be beside my mother when she looked after Sam. But I was forbidden to touch her. Sometimes when Bea wasn’t in the house, however, my mother let me hold Sam’s bottle while she drank. A real live baby, as opposed to a doll, was fascinating to watch. My mother assured me that Sam recognized me and smiled at me. I think she was trying to contain my jealousy.

Anyway, that was also how Ryder and I were able to spend more time together when we were little, when I accompanied my mother to do something for him or care for Sam, especially when Bea Davenport was out of the house. She was always attending this or that charity function and getting her picture on the society page of the local newspaper. Ryder got used to me being around him and loved to teach me how to work some of his toys. We would watch television together often during those years, too. Until Bea Davenport built “the Berlin Wall” between us in the house, Ryder used to say, “We’re all like brother and sisters.”

He wasn’t saying that now, and it wasn’t only because Bea Davenport insisted there be boundaries between us. No, there was another reason, or at least I hoped so. Deep in my heart, I felt it when he looked at me thinking I wasn’t aware of it, but, like other boys at school, he suddenly realized I was capable of stirring him up, and maybe I could even be found in one of his sexual fantasies. I knew I had some about him. Well, maybe more than some.

One day recently, when he came to my room after school because I had asked him to help me with my math homework, which was really just an excuse to be close to him, he appeared sooner than I had expected. I had just started to change my clothes and was in my bra and panties when he stepped through my open doorway. My mother was in the kitchen helping Mrs. Marlene.

“Oh,” he said, his face bursting with what I thought was delightful surprise, a rich crimson shade.

I shrugged and reached for my sweatshirt slowly. “It’s the same as my two-piece bathing suit,” I said. Of course, it wasn’t. My panties were almost transparent, but I wanted to impress him with how sophisticated I was and how mature my body had become.

He nodded and went to my desk to look at my math text while I put on my jeans. He concentrated on explaining my math problem to me, but both of us sensed something had changed between us. Suddenly, he was affected by how close to him I stood and if we touched our arms or grazed our shoulders. It seemed like he couldn’t wait to leave that afternoon, but I was confident it was because of how he was reacting to me rather than any displeasure with me.

“I’ve got a ton of homework myself,” he blurted when I assured him I understood the math problem. I had to shout “Thanks!” after him. He was practically running down the hall to get away from himself as much as from me. Anyone else might have been offended, clamoring with annoyance. What, do I have bad breath or something? But not me. I knew Ryder too well. Something unexpected had stirred inside him, something that had already stirred in me as well. It was true, I thought, that girls grew up faster than boys.

My girlfriends would often tease me about Ryder. They had all sorts of romantic scenarios in mind because we lived in the great house. Most of what they imagined were really wishes for themselves, understandable wishes. Ryder was even more handsome than his father, and he had the same firm, athletic build. I was sure he had inherited his father’s intelligence, being a straight-A student.

I don’t know when exactly I had begun to notice the smallest things about him, delicious things. I liked the way he would sweep his dark-brown bangs away from his eyes when he grew serious about something. Ever since he was fourteen, Ryder had wanted his hair longer than his father wanted him to have it. I think that was more a result of his stepmother Bea’s negative comments about how he dressed and looked. I knew he often did things just to displease her, which usually resulted in Dr. Davenport having a heart-to-heart talk with him in his office. Ryder told me that it was almost like being called to the principal’s office in school. I was fascinated with his descriptions of these sessions.

“He looks like he’s about to take my pulse first, and he asks me questions like a doctor trying to diagnose what’s wrong with you. ‘Why did you do this? How do you feel when you do things like this?’ By the time he’s finished, I do feel sick,” Ryder said. “I always expect him to say ‘take two aspirins and behave’ or something.”

I felt sneaky knowing all this. After all, it wasn’t my business. It was as if I had listened at the door. I never told my mother what he had told me, however. I didn’t want her to think ill of him, not that she could, and to me it always seemed Ryder had more affection for my mother than he certainly did for his father’s second wife. After all, my mother had practically brought him up herself. I knew Bea resented that, and it was probably why she was so adamant about keeping us in our servants’ mode. We weren’t permitted to forget that we were the hired help, not for an instant, even on our birthdays. Ryder would get us presents and usually say, “This is from my father and me,” making a point of not including Bea.

Ryder had his mother’s eyes, which were a soft blue or what my girlfriends called “dream eyes.” His smile always started with those eyes and then rippled out over his high cheekbones and his nose with its high, prominent bridge, down to his firm, straight, “kissable” lips. He had a slightly cleft chin and was self-conscious about it, probably more so when he entered his teenage years. Nervously, he would put his right forefinger over it whenever he was in deep thought. No one else but me seemed to notice that. His mother had also had that cleft chin. I could see it in the beautiful headshots of her in frames on Dr. Davenport’s office walls the few times I had been in there. But her cleft was even slighter than his.

Once, years later, when I was more comfortable talking to him, I put my finger on his cleft chin and told him what I had noticed him doing. He shrugged and revealed he had studied up on it.

“In Persian literature, you know, the chin dimple is considered a facet of beauty.” He leaned toward me and, in a whisper that titillated me as much as a kiss might, added, “It’s a well into which the poor lover has fallen and become trapped.”

I was self-conscious about the way I blushed, so I snapped back at him with, “Yes, but yours isn’t deep enough to trap a fly.”

Ryder could be arrogant sometimes and too full of himself. He was honest enough to admit that to me and tell me, “You’re the only one who reminds me I put my pants on one leg at a time.”

I wasn’t sure I was happy about that. It wasn’t how I wanted him to think of me. It sounded too much like being a good friend, even a sister, and I was dreaming of more. But those feelings were yet to come. They were still embryonic, inside an egg far from being hatched. And boy, were those thoughts forbidden in the world of Wyndemere House. Nothing could damage the Davenport image of being special.

Inside its walls, we were truly a world unto ourselves. Sometimes I believed the Davenports thought their personal history was as important as the country’s, especially as it involved Dr. Davenport’s father and mother. Awards, plaques given to them from high government officials, huge portraits of ancestors who looked like noblemen or princesses, even queens and kings, hung over fireplaces and in the entryway. When I was five my mother told me most posh families felt that way about themselves. “The blue bloods,” she said, “think they were chosen to have special privileges.”

“Why do you call them blue bloods?” I asked. I had seen Ryder cut himself and knew his blood was as red as mine.

“Aristocrats in the Middle Ages thought their blood was blue, and the term stuck,” she said.

“This isn’t the Middle Ages,” I said. Even back then, at the age of eight, I didn’t want to criticize Ryder and Sam, and I especially didn’t want to think badly of Dr. Davenport.

My mother shrugged. “You could never convince Simon and Elizabeth Davenport of that.”

I really didn’t know Dr. Davenport’s parents. His mother gave birth to him when she was nearly forty and his father was fifty. By the time my mother came to work for Dr. Davenport and his first wife, Samantha, his father was seventy-eight and a severe diabetic. There was a full-time nurse caring for him back then. According to my mother, Dr. Davenport’s mother was one of those women determined to defeat age.

“She practically put her plastic surgeon’s children through college singlehandedly and would spend hours in the morning working on her makeup before she would leave the house, usually to meet women overly made up like herself for lunch at some expensive restaurant. Her skin had been pulled and stretched so much it was practically transparent. You could see the veins in her face, which were always blue, convincing her she was truly a blue blood.”

Mrs. Marlene told me Elizabeth Davenport interviewed undertakers to find one who would be skilled enough to make her look alive in her casket. She said, “The woman actually went to funerals if there was an open casket to inspect the work they had done. I wanted to tell her what my grandmother had told me: Never resist growing old. Many are denied that privilege.”

These little stories about Dr. Davenport’s parents trickled down to me as I grew older. I knew they had slept in separate bedrooms almost the day after returning from their honeymoon. I was told that they always dressed formally for dinner, something Dr. Davenport still did, and they were always wealthy. Simon Davenport had assumed control of his father’s export-import business and had doubled its value. He had wanted Dr. Davenport to assume it, too, but Harrison Davenport was a brilliant student determined to become a cardiac surgeon. In the end, the business was sold, for what my mother called “an outlandish amount of money, enough to choke a horse.”

Simon Davenport died before I was born, and Elizabeth had a stroke and lived in her room with around-the-clock care until I was six. I saw only glimpses of her when I was still permitted to go upstairs to either Ryder’s or Sam’s room when my mother cared for them. My memory of her was of a tiny woman practically swallowed up in a bed with huge pillows and a headboard with embossed angels. I thought they were there to carry her to heaven, but when I told my mother that, she shook her head and said, “Too heavy a load.”

Too heavy a load? She looked like she was put together with chicken feathers.

I never realized she had died until weeks later. To me, the house wasn’t any quieter or darker, and I saw no one, not even Dr. Davenport, crying. Later, my mother told me she and Mrs. Marlene had gone to the funeral.

“Did she look alive?” I asked.

She smiled. “I thought she was going to sit up and complain about the uncomfortable coffin halfway through the service.”

I knew my mother was just being funny, but for a long time afterward, I had dreams about this wisp of a woman with her styled and lacquered rust-brown dyed hair wandering through Wyndemere House at night looking for some jewelry she was always accusing maids of stealing. When I told my mother about my dreams and visions, she did not laugh.

“Most ghosts,” she said, “are visible only to children. But you have nothing to be afraid of, Fern. Elizabeth Davenport thought children were a nuisance and wished people were born grown-up. I don’t think she was much of a mother for Dr. Davenport. From the way he talks sometimes, it was like she had completely forgotten she had given birth. Maybe she didn’t,” she added in an almost inaudible mumble.

There was another dark secret, I thought. It was no use to keep asking about it, either. My mother refused to follow and encourage gossip about the Davenports, especially when other members of the staff asked her questions.

“Never you mind,” she’d tell them. “Manage yourself. You’ve got enough there to occupy your mind for a lifetime.”

Even as they grew older, neither Ryder nor Sam seemed to care all that much about their grandparents and their family history. Sometimes, I thought because of my mother, I knew more than they did about their grandparents. Because I had so little when it came to family, I enjoyed the fact that they didn’t talk about their own very much. Their world, like mine, was quite enough, even though we practically lived on separate planets. With Bea Davenport’s heavy unwritten but clearly stated rules governing my behavior, it really was like visiting another house whenever I did cross over, either to help my mother with her chores or during a rare time when she and I were invited to participate in something. It was why I wasn’t very helpful when the girls in my class asked me questions about Wyndemere.
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