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Prologue
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For as long as I could remember, the only person I could share my deepest secrets with was Luke Casteel, Jr. It was as if I were truly alive only when he was with me, and in my secret putaway heart, I knew he felt the same way, even though he had never dared say anything about it. I wanted to look at him, look into his soft dark sapphire eyes forever and ever and tell him what I really felt, but the words were forbidden. He was my half brother.

But there was one way I could look continually at him and he at me without either of us being self-conscious about it or feeling someone would discover our secret, and that was whenever I painted him. He was always a willing subject. With the easel between us and my world of art serving as a window, I could stare closely at his perfectly shaped, high-cheeked, bronze face and I could capture the way those unruly, jet-black strands of hair always fell over his forehead.

Luke had my aunt Fanny’s hair, but my father’s deep blue eyes and perfect nose. There was strength in the lines of his mouth and in his sharp, smooth jawline. I couldn’t help seeing the clear resemblances to my father, and even to myself. He had the same tall, lean build Daddy had and kept his shoulders back the same way. The resemblances always saddened me because they reminded me that Luke wasn’t simply my half brother; he was my illegitimate half brother, born out of a passionate indiscretion between Daddy and my aunt Fanny, my mother’s sister, something we all understood was best kept unmentioned.

We tried to leave it behind us, stuffed away in the shadows, even though we both knew people whispered and gossiped about us in Winnerrow. Although my family was the most prominent in Winnerrow, we were a very odd family indeed. Luke, Jr. lived with his mother, who had been married twice: once to a man much older who had died, and once to a man much younger, who had divorced her.

Everyone in Winnerrow remembered the court hearing over who would win custody of Mommy’s and Aunt Fanny’s half brother Drake, after their father Luke and his new wife Stacie were killed in a car accident. Drake was only about five at the time. The argument was settled out of court, with Mommy getting custody and Aunt Fanny getting a lot of money. Drake hated to hear about it, and more than once got into a fight at school when some boy teased him about “being bought and paid for.” Mother said Drake had her father’s temper anyway. He was hand-some, muscular, and very athletic, as well as very bright and determined. Now he was a student getting his M.B.A. at Harvard Business College. Even though he was really my uncle, I always thought of him as a big brother. Mommy and Daddy raised him as they would raise a son.

Most everyone in Winnerrow knew about Mommy, how she was born and raised in the Willies, how her mother had died giving birth to her, how she had lived in a shack most of her young life, and then gone off to live with her mother’s rich family, the Tattertons.

She lived at Farthinggale Manor, or “Farthy,” as she often called it whenever I could get her to talk about it, which wasn’t very often.

But Luke and I talked about it.

Farthinggale Manor . . . it loomed high in our imaginations . . . this magical, yet sinister place, a castle filled with a thousand secrets, some of which we just knew had to do with us. It was still the home of the mysterious Tony Tatterton, the man who had married my great-grandmother and who still ran the great Tatterton Toy empire, now only loosely associated with our Willies Toy factory. For reasons Mother would not discuss, she refused to have anything to do with him, even though he never failed to send us all birthday and Christmas cards. He had sent me dolls from everywhere in the world every birthday for as long as I could remember. At least she let me keep them . . . precious little Chinese dolls that had long, straight black hair, and dolls from Holland and Norway and Ireland with colorful costumes and beautiful, sparkling faces.

Luke and I wanted to know more about Tony Tatterton and Farthy. Even Drake was very curious, although he didn’t talk about it half as much as Luke and I did. If only our home, Hasbrouck House, was as open and revealing about the family’s past as it was on holidays when Mommy and Daddy’s friends and their families wandered freely through it. There were so many lingering questions. What finally had brought my parents back here from the rich, lavish world of Farthinggale Manor? Why did my mother want so much to return to Winnerrow where she had been considered lower than everyone because she was a Casteel from the Willies? Even when she had been a teacher here, she hadn’t been fully accepted by the rich, snobby townspeople.

So many secrets haunted the shadows around us, hanging in the corners of our minds like old cobwebs. For as long as I could remember, I felt something was supposed to be told to me about myself, but no one had told it: not my mother, not my father, and not my uncle Drake. I sensed it in the silences that sometimes fell between my parents and between them and me, especially between my mother and me.

I wished I could come to a clear, clean canvas and lift my paintbrush and pull the truth out of the blank white sheet before me. Maybe that was why I had always been obsessed with my painting. Hardly a day passed when I didn’t paint something. It was as much a part of me as . . . as breathing.
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ONE

Family Secrets
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Oh no!” Drake exclaimed, coming up behind me without my realizing it because I was so involved in my painting. “Not another picture of Farthinggale Manor with Luke, Jr. gaping out a window at the rolling clouds.” Drake rolled his eyes and pretended to go into a faint.

Luke sat up quickly and brushed the strands of hair off his forehead. Whenever anything embarrassed or unnerved him, he always went to his hair. I turned slowly, intending to scowl at Drake the way Miss Marbleton, Luke’s and my English teacher, would every time anyone misbehaved or spoke out of turn; but Drake wore his impish smile, and his coal-black eyes glimmered like two dew-covered stones. I couldn’t make myself angry at a face like that. He was so handsome, but no matter how often he shaved, he had a dark cloud in his complexion. My mother was always running her hand over his cheeks affectionately and telling him to shave away the porcupine quills.

“Drake,” I said softly, practically pleading with him not to say anything more that might embarrass Luke and me.

“Well, it’s true, Annie, isn’t it?” Drake persisted. “You must have done a half dozen pictures like this with Luke inside of Farthy or walking about the grounds. And Luke wasn’t ever there!” He raised his voice to clearly remind us that he had been. I tilted my head to the side the way my mother did when something suddenly occurred to her. Was Drake jealous of my using Luke as an artistic subject? It never occurred to me to ask him to pose because he rarely sat still long enough for me to paint his likeness.

“My pictures of Farthy are never the same,” I cried defensively. “How can they be? I’m working only from my own imagination and the little tidbits I’ve been able to pick up here and there from Daddy and Mommy.”

“You would think anyone would realize that,” Luke remarked, his eyes remaining fixed on his English literature textbook. Drake widened his smile.

“What, has the great Buddha spoken?” Drake’s eyes danced with glee. Whenever he could get Luke to rise to one of his taunts, he was happy.

“Drake, please. I’m losing my mood,” I pleaded, “and an artist has to seize the moment and hold it the way you would hold a baby bird . . . softly, but firmly.” I didn’t mean to sound so pretentious, but there was nothing I hated more than Luke and Drake getting into an argument.

My beseeching eyes and pleas worked. Drake’s face softened. He turned back to me, his posture relaxed. Mother always said Drake strode through Winnerrow with a Casteel’s pride. Because he was six feet two with broad shoulders, a narrow waist, and muscular arms, that wasn’t hard to imagine.

“I’m sorry. I just thought I could wrench Plato here away for a while. We need a ninth man for softball over at the school,” he added.

Luke looked up from his textbook, genuinely surprised at the invitation, his eyes small and inquiring. Was Drake sincere? Since he had come home for his spring break, he had spent almost all his time with his older friends.

“Well, I . . .” Luke looked to me. “I had to study for this unit test,” Luke explained quickly, “and I thought while Annie was painting me . . .”

“Sure, sure, I understand, Einstein. Einstein,” Drake repeated, gesturing toward Luke, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “It’s not all books, you know,” he said, spinning to face him again. This time his face was serious. “A lot of it has to do with getting to know people, getting them to like you, respect you. That’s the secret of success. More executives are coming off the playing fields than out of the classrooms,” he lectured, waving his long, right forefinger. Luke said nothing in response. He ran his fingers through his hair and fixed that stoical, yet piercing, analytical gaze on Drake, something Drake couldn’t stand. “Ah . . . why I am wasting my breath?”

Drake turned to my painting again.

“I told you that Farthy was gray, not blue,” he corrected softly.

“You were only five at the time you were there and you said yourself, you were hardly there. Maybe you forgot,” Luke said, quickly coming to my defense.

“You don’t forget the color of a building as big as that!” Drake exclaimed, pulling in the corners of his mouth. “No matter how young you are at the time or how short you stay.”

“Well, you once told us there were two outside pools and then Logan finally corrected that, telling us there was only one outside, but one indoors,” Luke continued.

When it came to Farthy, both he and I were as exacting as we could be, cherishing whatever small details and truths we knew. So little had been given to us about it.

“Is that so, Sherlock Holmes?” Drake replied, his eyes growing smaller, colder. He didn’t like being corrected, especially by Luke. “Well, I never said there were two outside pools; I just said there were two pools. You just don’t listen when I tell you something. It amazes me you’re doing so well in school. What’dya do, cheat?”

“Drake, please!” I exclaimed, grasping his wrist and squeezing softly.

“Well, he doesn’t listen. Unless it’s you who does the talking,” he added, smiling, content because he had struck a sensitive spot. Luke blushed, his blue eyes swinging my way briefly before he turned away, his face turning sad.

I looked beyond him, just over the first rise in the Willies at a wisp of a cloud that the wind had molded into the shape of a tear. Suddenly I felt like crying myself and it wasn’t only because of the conflict between Drake and Luke. It wasn’t the first time this melancholy mood had come over me like a dark cloud passing over the sun. What I did realize was that the sad feelings often stimulated my desire to paint. Painting brought me relief, a sense of balance and peace. I was creating the world I wanted, the world I saw with inner eyes. I could make it forever spring or make winter dazzling and beautiful. I felt like a magician, conjuring something special in my mind and then bringing it to life on the empty canvas. While I was sketching in my latest image of Farthy, I felt my heart grow lighter and the world around me grow warmer and warmer, as if I were lifting a shadow off myself. Now because Drake had really interrupted the mood, my sadness returned.

I realized Drake and Luke were both staring at me, their faces troubled by my gray expression. I fought back the urge to cry, and smiled through the shadow over my face.

“Maybe each of my paintings of Farthinggale Manor are different because it changes,” I finally said in a voice barely above a whisper. Luke’s eyes widened and a smile rippled across his soft lips. He knew what that tone in my voice meant. We were about to play the fantasy game, to let our imaginations wander recklessly about and be unafraid to say what other seventeen- and eighteen-year-old teenagers would find silly.

But the game was more than that. When we played it, we could say things to each other that we were afraid to say otherwise. I could be his princess and he my prince. We could tell each other what we felt in our hearts, pretending it wasn’t us but imaginary people who were speaking. Neither of us blushed or looked away.

Drake shook his head. He, too, knew what was coming. “Oh no,” he said, “you two don’t still do this.” He covered his face in mock embarrassment.

I ignored him, stepped away and continued.

“Maybe Farthy is like the seasons—gray and dismal in the winter and bright blue and warm in the summer.” I was looking up as if everything I thought was suggested to me by the patch of blue sky. Then I shifted my eyes toward Luke.

“Or maybe it becomes whatever you want it to become,” Luke said picking up the thread. “If I want it to be made of sugar and maple, it will be.”

“Sugar and maple?” Drake smirked.

“And if I want it to be a magnificent castle with lords and ladies-in-waiting and a sad prince moping about, longing for his princess to return, it will be,” I responded, lifting my voice above his.

“May I be the prince?” Luke asked quickly and stood up. “Waiting for you to come?” Our eyes seemed to touch and my heart began to pound as he stepped closer.

He took my hand, his fingers soft and warm, and stood up, his face only inches from me.

“My Princess Annie,” he whispered. His hands were on my shoulders. My heart pounded. He was going to kiss me.

“Not so fast, Twinkle Toes,” Drake suddenly said, leaning over and pulling up his shoulders to make himself look like a hunchback. He folded his fingers into claws and came toward me. “I’m Tony Tatterton,” he whispered in a low, sinister tone, “and I’ve come to steal the princess from you, Sir Luke. I live in the darkest, deepest bowels of the castle Farthy and she will come with me and be forever shut up in my world to become the princess of the darkness.” He pealed off an evil-sounding laugh.

Both Luke and I stared at him. The look of surprise on both our faces made Drake self-conscious. He straightened up quickly.

“What drivel,” Drake said. “You’ve even got me doing it.” He laughed.

“It’s not drivel. Our fantasies and our dreams are what make us creative. That’s what Miss Marbleton told us in class recently. Didn’t she, Luke?” Luke only nodded. He looked upset, deeply wounded, his eyes down, his shoulders turned in the way Daddy’s would be when something disturbed him. Luke had so many of Daddy’s gestures.

“I’m sure she didn’t mean making up stories about Farthy,” Drake responded and smirked.

“But don’t you always wonder what Farthy is really like, Drake?” I asked.

He shrugged.

“One of these days, I’ll take off some time from college and just go there. It’s not far from Boston,” he added nonchalantly.

“Will you really?” The idea filled me with envy.

“Sure, why not?”

“But Mommy and Daddy hate to talk about it,” I reminded him. “They would be furious if you went there.”

“So . . . I won’t tell them,” Drake said. “I’ll only tell you. It’ll be our secret, Annie,” he added, looking pointedly at Luke.

Luke and I looked at each other. Drake didn’t have our intensity when it came to talking about the past and Farthy.

Occasionally I would sneak a look at the wonderful pictures of Mommy and Daddy’s fabulous wedding reception held at Farthinggale: pictures of so many elegant people, men in tuxedoes and women in stylish gowns, tables and tables of food and servants rushing about everywhere, carrying trays of champagne goblets.

And there was a picture of Mommy and Tony Tatterton dancing. He looked so debonair, like a movie star; and Mommy looked so vibrant and fresh, her cornflower-blue eyes, the eyes I inherited, dazzling. When I looked at that picture, it was hard to believe that he could do anything so terrible to turn her against him. How sad and mysterious it all was. It was what often drew me back to the pictures, as if studying them would reveal the dark secret.

“I wonder if I will ever see how elegant and fabulous it really is,” I said, half as a question and half as a wish. “I’m even jealous that you were there at the age of five, Drake. At least you have that memory, as distant as it is.”

“Sixteen years,” Luke said skeptically.

“Still, he can close his eyes and remember something, see something,” I insisted. “What I see of Farthy is only what I create out of my imagination. How close have I come? If only my mother would be willing to talk about it. If only we could visit. We could ignore Tony Tatterton; we wouldn’t even look at the man. I wouldn’t say a word to him, if she forbade it, but at least we could wander about and . . .”

“Annie!”

Luke jumped to his feet as my mother stepped around the corner of the house where she had obviously been listening to our conversation. Drake nodded as though he had expected her to make such an abrupt appearance.

“Yes, Mommy?” I retreated behind my easel. She looked at Luke, who quickly shifted his eyes away, and then she approached me, avoiding any look at my canvas.

“Annie,” she said softly, her eyes filled with a deep, inner sorrow, “haven’t I asked you not to torment yourself and me by talking about Farthinggale?”

“I warned them,” Drake said.

“Why don’t you listen to your uncle, honey. He’s old enough to understand.”

“Yes, Mother.” Even as sad as she looked, she was beautiful, her complexion rosy, her figure as firm and as youthful as it was the day she and my father were married. Everyone who saw us together had the same reaction, especially men. “You two look more like sisters than mother and daughter.”

“I’ve told you how unpleasant it is for me to remember my days there. Believe me, it is no fairytale castle. There are no handsome young princes waiting to swoon at your feet. You and Luke shouldn’t . . . pretend such things.”

“I tried to stop them,” Drake said. “They play this silly fantasy game.”

“It’s not so silly,” I protested. “Everyone fantasizes.”

“They act like grade-school children sometimes,” Drake insisted. “Luke encourages her.”

“What?” Luke looked at my mother, his eyes lighting with fear. I knew how important it was to him that she like him. “No he doesn’t,” I cried. “It’s just as much my fault.”

“Oh, please, let’s not dwell on it,” Mother pleaded. “If you must pretend, there are so many wonderful subjects, places, things to think about,” she added, changing her tone of voice to a lighter, happier one. She smiled at Drake. “You look so collegiate in your Harvard sweater, Drake. I bet you’re anxious to get back,” she said, and then turned to Luke. “I hope you’ll be as excited about college as Drake is, Luke.”

“I will. I’m looking forward to going.” Luke glanced at my mother and then quickly turned back to me. For as long as I could remember, there was that shyness in Luke whenever he was in my mother’s company. He was normally shy anyway, but he was afraid to have her catch him staring at her, and I couldn’t remember him having long conversations with her, or with Daddy for that matter, even though I knew how much he admired them.

“Well, it’s wonderful how well you have done in school, Luke,” she told him, hoisting her shoulders back and raising her head with what some in town called “her defiant Casteel pride.” I knew most of the women in Winnerrow were jealous of her. Besides being beautiful, she was a successful businesswoman. There wasn’t a man who didn’t adore her and respect her for being as efficient as she was sweet. “We are all proud of you.”

“Thank you, Heaven,” he replied, brushing his hair back and pretending interest in his textbook while his heart was bursting with happiness.

Suddenly he looked at his watch.

“Didn’t realize the time,” he said. “I’d better be heading home.”

“I thought you were going to eat with us tonight,” I protested before he could step away.

“Of course you should eat with us tonight, Luke.” My mother looked with adoration at Drake. “It’s Drake’s last night home before his return to college,” she said. “Would Fanny mind?”

“No.” A subtle, sarcastic smile appeared at the corners of Luke’s mouth. “She won’t be home tonight.”

“Okay then,” my mother said quickly. She didn’t want to hear the details. All of us knew about Fanny’s escapades with younger men, and I knew how much it embarrassed and bothered Luke. “It’s settled. I’ll have another place set.”

She turned, her eyes resting for a long moment on my canvas. I looked at it and then quickly turned to her to see if there was any sign of recognition in her face. She tilted her head slightly, her eyes suddenly far off as if she had been serenaded by a distant song.

“It’s not finished yet,” I said quickly, afraid she might say something critical. Even though both she and Daddy had been very supportive of my painting ever since I had begun, paying for all the lessons, providing me with the best brushes and paints, I couldn’t help but feel insecure. Daddy had such wonderful artisans in his factory, some of the most talented people in the country. He knew what real art was.

“Why don’t you paint a picture of the Willies, Annie?” She turned and pointed toward the mountains. “I’d love to hang something like that in the dining room. The Willies in spring with its blossoming forests full of birds; or even in fall with the rainbow colors of the leaves. You do so well when you paint a scene in nature.”

“Oh Mommy, my work isn’t good enough to be displayed. Not yet anyway,” I said, shaking my head.

“But you have it in you, Annie.” Her blue eyes softened with love and reassurance. “It’s in your blood,” she whispered, as though she were saying something blasphemous.

“I know. Great-grandpa whittled wonderful rabbits and forest creatures.”

“Yes.” My mother sighed, the memories bringing a soft smile to her face. “I can still see him, sitting on the porch of the shack, whittling away for hours and hours, taking a shapeless piece of wood and turning it into a lifelike little forest creature. How wonderful it is to be artistic, Annie, to come to a blank canvas and create something beautiful on it.”

“Oh, Mommy, I’m really not that good yet. Maybe I’ll never be,” I cautioned, “but I can’t stop wanting to be.”

“Of course you will be good, and you can’t stop wanting to do it because . . . because of your artistic heritage.” She paused as if she had just told me some great secret. Then she smiled and kissed me on the cheek.

“Walk in with me, Drake,” she said. “I have some things I’d like to discuss before I forget and you’re off to college.”

Drake stepped over first and gazed at my painting.

“I was just kidding you before, Annie. It’s good,” he said, practically under his breath so my mother wouldn’t hear. “I know how you feel, wanting to see bigger and better things than Winnerrow. Once you leave this one-horse town,” he added, turning a little toward Luke, “you won’t have to spend your time pretending you’re somewhere else.”

With that he joined my mother. She threaded her arm through his and they started toward the front of Hasbrouck House. Something Drake said made her laugh. I knew Drake occupied a special place in her heart because he reminded her so much of her father. She loved walking through Winnerrow with him, arm in arm.

Sometimes I would catch Luke staring at them together, a look of longing in his face, and I understood how much he wanted to have a real and complete family. It was part of the reason he loved coming over to Hasbrouck House, even if he only sat quietly and watched us. Here there was a father, the father he never had, but should have had, and here there was a mother he would have rather had.

I felt Luke’s eyes on me and I turned around. He was staring at me, a troubled, sad look on his face, as if he could read my thoughts and knew how sad I felt for all of us sometimes, despite our wealth and position in Winnerrow. Sometimes, I found myself envying much poorer families because their lives seemed so much simpler than ours . . . no secret pasts, no relatives to be ashamed of, no half brothers and half uncles, not that I would trade away anyone in my family. I loved them all. I even loved Aunt Fanny. It was as if we were all victims of the same curse.

“Do you want to continue with your painting, Annie?” Luke asked, his blue eyes bright, hopeful.

“You’re not tired?”

“No. Are you?” he asked.

“I never get tired of painting and I never get tired of painting you,” I added.



TWO

Birthday Gifts
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Luke’s and my eighteenth birthday was a very special day for us both. My parents came into my room that morning to wake me. Daddy had bought me a gold locket with his and Mommy’s pictures in it. It was on a twenty-four-carat gold chain and glittered brighter than any charm. He put it on me and kissed me and hugged me so hard, my heart fluttered. He saw the look of surprise on my face.

“I can’t help it,” he whispered. “You’re a young lady now and I’m afraid I’m losing my little girl.”

“Oh Daddy. I’ll never stop being your little girl,” I cried.

He kissed me again and held me to him snugly until Mommy cleared her throat.

“I have something I would like Annie to have now,” she announced. I couldn’t believe what she had in her hand: something I knew was more important to her than the most expensive jewels she had. In fact, I couldn’t think of any possession that was more precious to her, and now she was going to give it to me!

I thought about the days when I was a little girl before I was old enough to begin school. I remembered my mother spending what seemed to me to be hours and hours brushing my hair in her room by her vanity table while we listened to the music of Chopin. She would take on this dreamy look, a small smile playing on her beautifully shaped lips.

Near us on another, but much smaller table, was what I used to call her dollhouse, even though it wasn’t really a dollhouse; it was one of the few examples of a Tatterton toy we had in our home. It was a replica of a toy cottage with a maze of hedges near it. I wasn’t permitted to touch it, but sometimes, she would take the roof off and let me look at the inside. There were two people in there, a man and a young girl. The man was sprawled on the floor, his hands behind his head, looking up at the young girl, who seemed to be listening intently to something he was saying.

“What is he saying to her, Mommy?” I asked.

“He’s telling her a story.”

“What kind of a story, Mommy?”

“Oh, a story about a magical world where people are always snug and warm, where there is only beauty and kindness.”

“Where is this world, Mommy?”

“For a while it was in the cottage.”

“Can I go to that world, too, Mommy?”

“Oh, my darling, sweet Annie. I hope so.”

“Were you there, Mommy?”

I could still see her face just before she answered me. Her eyes brightened bluer than the sky ever was, and the smile on her lips widened and deepened until her whole face grew softer and more beautiful. She looked like a little girl herself.

“Oh yes, Annie, I was. Once.”

“Why did you leave, Mommy?”

“Why?” She looked around as if the answer were written down on a piece of paper she had left somewhere. Then she swung her eyes back to me, the tears glistening over them, and she embraced me. “Because, Annie . . . because it was too wonderful to bear.”

Of course, I never understood and still couldn’t. How can something be too wonderful to bear?

But I didn’t think more about it. I wanted to look in at the tiny furniture and dishes. They were so perfect, I wanted to touch them. But I was forbidden to do that because everything was too fragile.

And now she was giving it to me. I looked at Daddy. His eyes were small as he stared intensely at the cottage. I never knew what it meant to him.

“Mommy, no. It means so much to you,” I protested.

“And so do you mean so much to me, honey,” Mommy said, handing me the cottage. I took it into my hands carefully, lovingly, and quickly put it safely down on my dresser.

“Oh thank you. I’ll cherish it always,” I said, knowing I would not only because it had been so special to her, but because whenever I was permitted to look in at the man and the woman, I thought about Luke and myself running off and living happily ever after in such a cottage.

“You’re welcome, honey.”

My parents stood there smiling at me, both looking so young and happy. What a wonderful morning to awaken, I thought. I wished my eighteenth birthday would go on and on forever, that my whole life was just one long, happy day when everyone was in a pleasant and glorious mood and all of us were kind to one another.

After they left, I took a shower and dressed and stood before my closet, spending time considering what I would wear on such a special morning. I decided to wear the pink angora sweater and white silk skirt, an outfit similar to the one the young girl in the toy cottage wore.

I brushed my hair down and pinned it back at the sides and put on very light pink lipstick. Happy with myself, I rushed out of my room and bounced down the soft, blue carpet stairs. As if all the world were celebrating my birthday, the sun was shining with a rich golden splendor. Even the leaves and long, spidery thin branches on the weeping willow trees just outside the front windows looked translucent. Everything green was greener. Every flower that had blossomed was brighter. The world was full of color and warmth.

I stopped at the foot of the stairs because there wasn’t a sound in the house . . . no one talking, no servants moving about.

“Hello? Where is everybody?”

I went into the dining room. The table was set for breakfast, but there was no one there. I looked in the living room and sitting room and den, but there was no one in any of those rooms. Drake, who had come home from college the night before, just for my birthday, wasn’t even up and about.

“Mother? Daddy? Drake?”

I even went into the kitchen. The coffeepot was perking, eggs were scrambled and readied for the skillet, slices of bread were in the toasters ready to be pushed down to be toasted, the juice was poured into glasses and placed on the silver trays, but there was no one in the kitchen. Where was Roland Star, our cook, or Mrs. Avery, our maid? And I hadn’t seen Gerald Wilson, our butler, in the hallways or standing quietly in a corner.

“What is going on here?” I smiled with confusion and excitement. Finally, I went to the front door and opened it to look out.

There they were: my mother, my father, Drake, the servants, and standing off to the side, Luke, all of them with this Cheshire cat smile on their faces.

“What’s going on here?” I asked, and started out. “Why are you . . .”

And there it was. Somehow, the night before, my father had snuck a brand-new Mercedes convertible onto the driveway. It was light blue with sparkling aluminum wheels. They had it wrapped in two large pink ribbons. Before I could say anything, they all broke out into a rendition of “Happy Birthday.” A lump came to choke my throat as I walked around and around the car and saw the license plate with my name.

“Happy birthday, Annie honey,” my mother said. “May you have many, many more as happy as this one.”

“I don’t think that’s possible,” I cried. “How could I ever be happier than this? Thank you, everyone.”

I kissed Daddy and hugged Drake.

“I don’t know about anyone else,” my father announced, “but I’m starving.”

Everyone laughed and the servants filed past, kissing me and wishing me a happy birthday as they all went back to their duties. Only Luke lingered behind. I knew no matter how he was treated, he always felt like an outsider.

“Come along, Luke,” my mother called, seeing how he remained just where he had been standing. “Logan and I have something special for you, too.”

“Thank you, Heaven.”

My mother looked at Luke and then at me and then joined the others. Luke didn’t move.

“Come on, silly,” I said. “It’s our special day.”

He nodded.

“What a beautiful car.”

“We’ll take a ride in it right after breakfast, okay?”

“Sure,” he said, but he looked confused. “Heaven invited my mother, but she has a hangover. I don’t know if she’s going to make it,” he explained.

“Oh Luke, I’m sorry.” I took his hand. “Let’s not let anything make us sad today, and if anything does, we’ll go right to the gazebo and travel away from it.” That made him smile. When we were very little, we would spend a lot of time there. It became a special place for us, a center for our fantasies. Without ever coming out and saying so, we understood that whenever we wanted to do or say something special, we would go to the gazebo.

Stepping up the three steps was like rising up out of the real world. It was a large gazebo, with a circular bench attached to the railings. My parents had had it repainted a bright white and green. There were small lanterns spaced along the ceiling beams so at night it could be lit up, something Luke and I thought made it even more magical.

We were practically the only ones to ever use it. It was more like a decorative piece. I couldn’t remember a time my father had ever been in it. Drake never cared for sitting in it. He would much rather sit in the study, even on sunny warm days. Unless, of course, I wanted to go out there and he had nothing else to do. Then he would go along, but complain endlessly about the bugs or the hard wooden benches.

“We’ve got to go there anyway,” Luke said. “I’ve got something for you,” he added.

“And I’ve got something for you. See? This will be a wonderful day. Happy birthday.”

“Happy birthday, Annie.”

“Good. Now let’s eat. I’m starving. All this excitement made me hungry.”

He laughed and we rushed into Hasbrouck House.

*  *  *

Luke was wrong about his mother. Aunt Fanny made one of her usual dramatic entrances. We had all just sat down to have breakfast when she came bursting through the front door.

“Jist like ya all not ta wait for me,” she declared, her hands on her hips. She was wearing a wide-brim black satin hat with a bright green ribbon and had her hair pinned up. Luke must have been right about her hangover because she wore her sunglasses in the house. Aunt Fanny often wore something outlandish, especially whenever she visited us. I thought she was just trying to annoy Mommy, but my mother never seemed to pay much attention to Fanny’s clothing. Today she wore a dark green, short leather skirt and leather vest over a frilly pink blouse. All her colors made her look like a Christmas tree.

“We are sitting down nearly a half hour late as it is, Fanny,” Mommy said.

“Oh, are ya?” She swept her hat from her head in one motion and sighed. Then she stepped forward and pulled out the gift-wrapped box that was snugly under her right arm. “Happy birthday, Annie darlin’.”

“Thank you, Aunt Fanny.” I took it gracefully and turned to the side so I could unwrap it without disturbing the table. Daddy sat stone faced, his hands folded, his chin against them. Luke looked down at the table and shook his head. Drake wore a wide smile. Of all of us, Drake enjoyed Aunt Fanny the most. I think she knew that because she always looked his way and winked as if there was something special between them.

Her gift was rather unique and quite unexpected—a hand-carved, ivory jewelry box that played “Memories” from the musical Cats when it was opened. Mommy’s eyes widened. She was impressed.

“That’s beautiful, Fanny. Where did you get it?”

“Got somethin’ you couldn’t git in Winnerrow, Heavenly. Sent a . . . gentleman friend of mine ta New York City, specially fer ya, Annie.”

“Oh thank you, Aunt Fanny.”

I kissed her and she beamed.

“Luke’s gift is home. Too big ta carry around. Got him his own color TV.”

“Oh. That’s very nice, Luke,” Mommy said, but Luke only shook his head slightly. He didn’t watch much television. He was a reader.

“Wish ya two had been born a few months apart,” Aunt Fanny said, taking her seat at the table. “Woulda made it easier come ya birthdays.” She followed that with a peal of laughter. “Well what ya all gaping at? If this is breakfast, let’s eat. I ain’t et since . . . early yesterday,” she added, and laughed again.

Despite Aunt Fanny’s wild antics at the table and loud comments now and then, we all had a wonderful time. This birthday was the most magnificent and wonderful birthday of my life. It was truly a unique day, a day filled with music and laughter and sunlight, a day that would take up pages and pages in my diary. And I couldn’t wait to have Luke pose for what I would call his “Eighteenth Birthday Portrait.”

Everyone made me feel like a princess. Even the servants had bought me presents. Then, another special thing happened.

Before I could take Luke for a ride in my new car and then sneak away to the gazebo, my mother called me aside and asked me to go upstairs with her. We went to her and my father’s bedroom. It was an enormous room with a great king-size bed that had a hand-carved hickory-wood headboard and large hickory-wood pillars. It looked like it would take a dozen men to lift it.

Over the bed was one of the few things I knew my mother had taken from Farthinggale Manor, and because I knew it came from Farthinggale Manor, it was always something extraordinary, even magical to me. Of course, as an artist, I appreciated it as well. It was a painting of the old cabin in the Willies with two old people seated in rockers on the porch.

My mother had redecorated and redesigned the room a few times since coming to Hasbrouck House. Now she had elegant, blue satin drapes lined with gold over the windows. The wall covering was a light blue velvet cloth and the matching light blue carpet was so thick and soft, I loved walking barefoot over it.

Two of the newer and younger craftsmen at the factory had been employed to build customized dressers and closets out of the same rich hickory wood as the bed. My mother’s vanity table had been extended nearly the entire length of the right wall, which was now covered by a wall-length mirror. She took me directly to the vanity table and opened a middle drawer.

“There is something I want you to have,” she declared, “now that you have turned eighteen. Of course, you will wear it only on special occasions, I’m sure, but nevertheless, I wanted to give it to you today.”

She reached in and took out the long, coal-black jewelry case that I knew contained her most precious diamond necklace and matching earrings.

“Oh, Mother!” My lips gaped open at the realization of what she was about to do.

She opened the case and held it toward me. We both stared down at the sparkling diamonds. I could see that when my mother looked at them, she remembered special moments. How I wished that simply by wearing them, they would give me all the secrets of our past, plant my mother’s precious memories into my mind as well, and teach me what wisdom and knowledge she had gained from her painful as well as her wonderful experiences.

“This belonged to my grandmother Jillian, who lived like a queen.”

“And who wouldn’t let you call her Grandmother,” I whispered, remembering one of the few things she had told me about her life at Farthinggale Manor.

“No.” She smiled. “She was very, very vain and wanted to hold onto her youth and beauty forever, clinging to every fabrication, to every illusion with the tenacity of a drowning woman clinging to a slab of driftwood. Beautiful jewelry and beautiful clothing were some of the things she clutched. Of course,” she continued, that gentle smile still on her lips, “she had the face-lifts and the spa treatments and bought all the miracle ointments. She wore hats with wide brims whenever she was in the sun because she was afraid the sunlight would bring on wrinkles.

“Her skin did stay smooth and her complexion rich,” she continued. I held my breath, for this was one of the longest descriptions of her grandmother she had related to me and I didn’t want it to end. “And although she was twenty years older than Tony, those who didn’t know, couldn’t tell. She would spend hours and hours at her vanity table.” My mother’s smile widened.

She paused, lost in a memory for a moment.

“Anyway,” she said, regaining her awareness, “this is something I inherited and it’s something I want you to have now.”

“They’re so beautiful, I’d be afraid to wear them.”

“You shouldn’t be afraid of wearing and owning beautiful things, Annie. There was a time when I was. I used to feel guilty having so much and remembering how poorly I and my family had lived in the Willies.” Her blue eyes suddenly took on a determined look. “But I soon discovered that the rich are no worthier than the poor to inherit and enjoy the richest and most wonderful things this life has to offer.

“Never think you’re better than anyone because you’ve grown up privileged,” she continued with a vehemence that told me her words were offspring of much pain and suffering. “The rich are often driven by the same base motives as are the very dirty and very poor. Maybe even more than the poor,” she added, “because they have more idle time to drift into their private madness.”

“You learned these things at Farthinggale?” I asked softly, hoping she had chosen my eighteenth birthday as the occasion to tell me all her darkest secrets.

“Yes,” she murmured. I waited breathlessly for her to say more, but then something snapped and she pulled herself up and out of that stream of memories instantly. Her eyes widened and brightened as if she had just come out of a hypnotic state. “But let’s not talk about anything unpleasant. Not today of all days, honey.” She leaned over and kissed me on the cheek and then placed the diamond necklace and earrings into my hands. “It’s time to pass them on to you. Of course, I might come to you once in a while and ask to borrow them.”

We both laughed as she hugged me.

“I’ll just put them safely away and then go down,” I told her as I rose from her embrace. I want to take Luke for a ride in my new car.”

“And don’t forget Drake. He’s looking forward to it, too, Annie.” Mother was always insisting on my being close to Drake.

“But there are only two seats!” I cried out in dismay. I would have to chose between them and risk hurting the feelings of one or the other.

“Drake came all the way from college for your birthday, Annie. He made such a special effort. Luke is always here, and anyway, you spend far too much time with him. I’ve noticed you haven’t had a date for months now. Other boys in town are probably becoming discouraged.”

“The boys in my class are silly and immature. All they care about is going somewhere and drinking themselves into a stupor to prove their manhood. At least I can have an intelligent conversation with Luke,” I pleaded, aware that I was close to whining.

“Still, Annie,” she said, lowering her eyes, “it’s not healthy.” Her words fell like heavy drops of rain because I knew what she was saying was right. I nodded and tried to find a voice that didn’t quiver.

“I feel sorry for him.”

“I know, but soon he’ll be going off to college to start his own life and you’ll be traveling through Europe and meeting different people. Besides, his mother has money for him and he is very intelligent, your class valedictorian. There’s no reason to pity Luke now. Why,” my mother said smiling, “I bet he would resent it if he knew.”

“Oh please, never tell him I said that!”

“I would never do such a thing, Annie. Don’t you think I care for Luke and realize what he has had to go through and live with all these years? It’s why I admire him for what he has become,” she concluded, stroking my hair. “Now, go on, put your diamonds away and take Drake for a ride and then take Luke. There will be no tears or sad words today. I absolutely forbid it. I might even have the mayor of Winnerrow pass an instant ordinance against it,” she said, laughing. I smiled away my worries.

“Thank you for being so wonderful to me,” I told her.

“I could be no other way, honey. I love you too much.”

She kissed me again and then I hurried off to put the diamonds safely in my jewelry drawer. When I went downstairs, I found Drake, Luke and my father in a serious discussion about the economy. They were arguing about the trade deficit and the need for protective legislation. I listened for a moment, admiring the way Luke held his own against the two of them. Then I burst into the study to announce rides in my Mercedes would begin.

“We’ll do it by age,” I said diplomatically. “First Daddy, then Drake, and then Luke. Three times down Main Street and back.”

Daddy laughed.

“Can you imagine what the residents are going to be saying?” he asked. “They’ll think we’re just parading our wealth.”

“If you’ve got it, flaunt it,” Drake boasted. “I don’t see the point in being ashamed of wealth. It’s a phony, liberal attitude.”

“I’m just talking about a ride,” I protested. They all turned to me and then suddenly, the three of them broke out into laughter because of the expression on my face and the way I was holding my hands on my hips. “Men,” I said, and started to turn away.

“Oh Annie,” Daddy quickly said, and rushed to put his arms around me. “It’s just that you’re so cute when you’re angry. Come on, let’s see if that car is worth all the hullabaloo.”

I took them each for a ride. Drake insisted I stop at the luncheonette so he could visit with some old friends for a few minutes, but what he really wanted to do was show off the car. Luke was reading a magazine on the gazebo when Drake and I returned. Drake decided to complete one of his college assignments so he could have the rest of the day off and go out to dinner with all of us later.

“I’ll be right there,” I called to Luke and ran into the house and up the stairs to my room to get his gift. Mommy and Daddy looked up surprised as I rushed by the sitting room.

“Slow down!” my father called. “Or you’ll be eighty before you’re fifty.” I heard him laughing at his own joke as I closed the front door behind me and flew around to the gazebo, my heart pounding. Flushed with excitement, I bounced up the steps and plopped down beside Luke.

“Happy birthday,” I said, and thrust out my hand. He studied the small package a moment and then plucked it out of my palm.

“Might be keys to another Mercedes,” he jested. He opened the package and then lifted the cover of the small box to display the black onyx, solid gold pinky ring. “Wow!”

“Look inside the band.”

He turned it to read the tiny inscription that said, “Love, your sister Annie.”

It was the first time either of us had written anything that acknowledged our true relationship. Luke’s eyes moistened with feeling, but he kept the tears imprisoned within their lids, not wanting to seem unmanly by shedding them, even out of happiness. I saw him try hard to close off his emotions and clamp down hard on them.

“Put it on,” I said quickly. He slipped it over his finger and held it up in the sunlight. How the stone sparkled.

“It is so beautiful. How did you know I liked this jewel?”

“I remember you said so once when we were looking at a magazine.”

“You’re amazing.” He stared down at the ring and ran the tip of his right forefinger over it and over it. Then he looked up quickly, his eyes bright with mischief. He reached behind himself and brought forward a flat, thin box in pink gift wrap. First, I opened the card.

Amazingly, as if we had both agreed that our eighteenth birthday should end all pretense, his card was “To a Sister on the Occasion of her Eighteenth Birthday.” Whenever he gave me a card, he often wrote his own, more personal lines next to the printed ones.

The years may come and go, and time, like the magical maze we’ve dreamt about, might separate us. But never fear my ability to solve the puzzle and find you wherever you might be.

Happy Birthday,

Luke

“Oh Luke. These words are gift enough. More precious to me than even my new car.”

His smile was small and tight.

“Open the gift.”

My fingers trembled as I tried to tear away the paper neatly. I wanted to save it, save the ribbon, save every moment and everything associated with this wonderful day. Under the paper was a cream-colored box. I lifted the cover and saw tissue paper. Peeling it back, I gazed down at a bronze picture of a large house, beneath which was inscribed, “Farthinggale Manor, Our Magic Castle, Love, Luke.”

I looked up with some confusion and he leaned forward, taking my hands into his as he explained.

“One day I was looking through an old trunk of my mother’s in the attic and I came upon this newspaper clipping she had saved. It was from the social pages and it had a write-up of your parents’ wedding reception. In the background of this picture of the guests and the party, was a clear view of Farthinggale Manor. I took it to a photographer who isolated the building in the photograph and then had the bronze replica made. That’s actually it.”

“Oh Luke.” I ran my fingers over the embossed metal.

“Just so wherever you are and whatever you do, you’ll never forget our fantasy game,” he said softly.

“And I never will.”

“Of course,” he said sitting back quickly, aware of how closely our faces were to one another’s, “that’s the way it was years and years ago. Who knows what it looks like now.”

“It’s a wonderful gift,” I cried, “because it has special meaning for us. Only you would think of something like this. I’ll have to keep it hidden from my mother. You know how she gets when we make any references to Farthy.”

“Oh, I know. I was going to suggest that myself. I don’t have to have any other reasons for her not to like me.”

“Oh she likes you, Luke. You should hear how she talks about you. She is very proud of you, really!” I exclaimed.

“Really?”

I saw how important that was to him.

“Yes, really. She never stops talking about your being our class valedictorian. She thinks it’s just wonderful how you’ve overcome obstacles to reach great heights.”

He nodded with understanding.

“Tall mountains may be harder to climb, Annie,” he said, “but the view from the top is always worth it. Go for the tall ones. That’s been my motto.” He stared at me so hard. The mountain between us was just too tall.

“Come on now,” I said, gathering the card and wrapping paper with the gift. “It’s time for your ride in my new car.”

I took his hand and hurried across the lawn to the car. Afterward, I snuck my gift up to my room and put it with my most private and personal things. Drake came to me that night before we went to dinner to ask what Luke had given me. He knew about the way we had exchanged birthday presents since we were twelve. I showed the plaque to him only after he promised not to tell my mother. I didn’t show him Luke’s card.

“That doesn’t look like it,” he said when I uncovered the box. “Not the way I remember it.”

“But it must be, Drake. He found a picture and took it to the photographer.”

“I don’t know.” He shook his head. “Magic castle. You’re still really intrigued with that place, aren’t you?”

“Yes, Drake. I can’t help but be.”

He nodded, his eyes small and thoughtful. I put the gift away and we joined my parents for my birthday dinner. But that night, before I went to sleep, I took it out again and looked at it and wondered if Drake was right to continue to make fun of our fantasy game. Would I ever really find such a magical and wonderful place? I wondered.

*  *  *

One day a few weeks later, I received a letter from Drake. He often wrote to me to describe his college life or give me advice. Even though he could be a tyrant at times and at times cruel to Luke, I missed his wit and humor and big brother-like antics. I looked forward to receiving mail from him and having him call me from time to time. His letters were usually filled with anecdotes about college girls or fraternities and events at Harvard. He told me about the picture of the championship rowing team in which my uncle Keith, Drake’s stepbrother, a man neither of us saw much or heard from, appeared. So I wasn’t surprised to receive this letter from him. What surprised me was the thickness of it. The envelope was so stuffed, I thought he had put something else in it beside a sheet of his personalized stationery.

I sprawled out on my lace quilt and opened Drake’s letter.

Dear Annie,

I have news that I know will excite you. It has been very exciting for me, but you do your best to keep this from Heaven.

After your wonderful birthday, all the way back to college I thought about your fascination with Farthinggale Manor, and since your childhood days how you and Luke have built it into something fantastical. I decided the only reason you two act so silly about it is because you, as well as I, don’t really know much about it or about the mysterious Tony Tatterton, my step-great-uncle and your step-great-grandfather. So I did something I know would upset Heaven, but I did it mostly for you.

Annie, I wrote a letter to Tony Tatterton, introducing myself and asking him if I could come visit. What must have been moments after he received it, I received a phone call from a man with a very distinguished-sounding voice, who invited me to Farthinggale Manor. That man was Tony Tatterton and I accepted his invitation.

Yes, Annie, I have just returned from your magical kingdom and I have some rather sad, tragic, and yet fascinating news to tell you.

First, let me say it is a truly enormous place. And that wrought-iron gate is there. Oh, not quite as big as you and Luke always pretend it to be, but a rather big gate with large letters.

But, that’s where the fantasies begin and end. The house is dark and dilapidated. Believe me, I am not saying this because I have often ridiculed you and Luke whenever you pretended Farthinggale was your magic castle. There is nothing magic about it now; only something tragic.

The big doors actually squeaked when they were opened. A butler who looked as old as Methuselah greeted me and I entered the enormous building. The entryway seemed as big as the gymnasium in the Winnerrow High School, but it was dimly lit and the curtains were drawn everywhere so that I felt chilled.

I saw the long stairway and some of my childhood memories flashed across my mind. The butler showed me to an office off right, and there I met our Tony Tatterton. He sat behind a large, dark mahogany desk with only a single small lamp casting any illumination in the room. In the shadows he appeared gaunt, but when I was announced, he stood up quickly and had the butler open the curtains.

Although he didn’t fit my image of what a multimillionaire would look like, I found him warm, intelligent and very friendly. He was very interested in my career and as soon as he heard I was studying a business curriculum, he offered me an opportunity to work in his enterprises. Can you imagine?

Of course, our conversation dealt mainly with your mother and with you. He was very interested in learning about you. At the end I felt somewhat sad, for he looked so lost and lonely in that huge house, hungry for anything I would tell him about the family.

Of course, we never got to talk about the reasons why Heaven and he no longer communicate, but I will tell you this. After spending time at Farthinggale with Tony Tatterton, I wished the breach between them could somehow be mended.

When I see you again, I will go into greater detail. At last you won’t have to depend upon your and Luke’s imagination to discover what Farthinggale Manor is all about. You have a witness who will tell you the truth. You might not want to paint any more pictures of it, but maybe that will be good because you can go on to happier and brighter subjects.

Can’t wait to see you again.

Love,

Drake

I put the letter down. For some reason it had brought me to tears, tears I hadn’t realized were streaming down my face the entire time I had been reading Drake’s description of Farthy and Tony Tatterton. It was like I had been reading the obituary of a dear friend.

Drake meant no harm, I’m sure. He did only what he thought I would have wanted him to do, but in doing it, he had brought the curtain down on fantasy and illusion and on childhood dreams, and left me feeling empty and sad.

More than ever now, I wanted to know what it was that had driven my mother away from Farthinggale and left that distinguished elderly man alone in those enormous rooms and deep shadows.

I couldn’t help myself. My soft weeping grew more and more intense until I was sobbing like a baby. When I exhausted myself with it, I fell asleep with Drake’s letter clutched in my hands and woke with the ringing of my phone. I was so happy to hear Luke’s voice.

“What is it?” he asked immediately. There really was something special about us being born on the same day. We always seemed to know instantly when the other was upset.

“Drake has written me a letter. He went to Farthinggale and he saw Tony Tatterton.” For a moment he didn’t respond.

“Really?”

“You’ll have to come over so I can read it to you,” I told him. “Oh Luke, it’s not what we dreamt it was.”

“I don’t care what Drake’s written or what it really is,” Luke said defiantly. “Our dreams are important to us because they fill our lives with hope and light.”

“Oh Luke,” I said smiling at his determination to hold on to our precious, secret fantasies, “I hope you will always be nearby when I need someone to cheer me up.”

“Of course I will,” he promised.

But I couldn’t help wondering if that too was just another one of our childhood fantasies.



THREE

Scary Crossroads
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Drake couldn’t return from college until after the end of June because he had finals to take, but he phoned me a few days after he had mailed his letter to be sure I had received it and to tell me more about Farthy.

“Tony Tatterton showed me what was once Heaven’s room when she first came to Farthy to live,” Drake said in a voice lowered in confidence.

“He did!” My heart beat faster, louder, at just the thought of his being there, being where so many secret things involving our family had taken place. Of all of us, Drake had been closest to the answers to the questions that haunted. Were there any clues he might have missed that I would have seen?

“Or what was also your grandmother Leigh’s room. I got a little confused about that because one moment he was telling me about Heaven and the next he was talking about Leigh.”

“Maybe he’s the confused one; maybe he’s senile,” I suggested.

“I don’t think so. He still handles some of the business affairs for the Tatterton Toy Company, and when we began to talk about my career and the economy, he seemed very sharp and up on everything.”

“How does he look? Like he did in the pictures?”

“Not anymore. He’s completely gray, and when I saw him, he obviously hadn’t shaved for a few days. He was wearing what looked to be expensive clothing, but his jacket needed pressing, as did his pants, and his tie was stained. I don’t think the butler, a man called Curtis, is much good any longer. His eyesight is apparently poor and it takes him ages to move from one room to another.”

“Weren’t there any maids?” I asked, a little astounded. I would have thought a man as rich as Tony Tatterton was surrounded by a staff of servants.

“I didn’t see any, but I’m sure there must be at least one to clean up the areas he lives in. I met the cook because he helped serve the meal. His name is . . . get this . . . Rye Whiskey.”

“Oh, I remember hearing Mommy mention that name,” I squealed with excitement. Just hearing the name made the few stories from the forbidden past come alive for me. “He must be very old, too.”

“Probably, but he doesn’t show his age as much as the butler does. He was so grateful for another mouth to feed, he piled enough food for three on my plate. I liked him. He has a great sense of humor, and I could see he cares a great deal about Tony.”

“How I wish I had been there too,” I cried. Every moment would reveal a discovery and a new and better understanding of my family’s past, I thought. To walk up those stairs and step into what had been my grandmother’s and my mother’s room! Perhaps I would have seen something that would immediately solve the mystery of why my mother disliked Tony Tatterton so much and refused to go back, even for a visit.

Most of all I would be in Luke’s and my dream world. Would it prove to be anything like we imagined? Would it be the place where we could be free and true, where we would be isolated and protected from all the harsh, nasty, ugly, and distorted things that make life a burden sometimes?

To paint it as it really was! How exciting that would be. I could see myself set up on the big front lawn, the enormous building spread before me.

“You wouldn’t want to be there,” Drake said in a tone of discouragement. “Believe me. It was too sad. I promised I would keep in touch with him, so I think I’ll phone him in a few days. I rather like the possibility of working in his company, as an executive, of course. But don’t tell Heaven I said that.”

“Of course not.” Once again I was surprised at Drake’s willingness not only to keep all this from my mother but to pursue a relationship with Tony Tatterton, something which she would despise intensely. What sort of a man could Tony Tatterton be, I wondered, that he could have such a dramatic effect on Drake and be such a strong influence, even now?

“Well, anyway, I’ll see you in a few weeks. I’m afraid I will have to miss Fanny’s big birthday party, which is something I regret. She wrote to tell me she’s going to have a band, and that she’s having it catered. She’s invited loads of people, many of your parent’s friends, too. She even hired people to decorate her house and grounds. Can you imagine throwing yourself such a big celebration! I just know she’s setting up her own audience for one of her outlandish shows. Take notes so you can tell me all the ridiculous and embarrassing things she does. I imagine she will invite all her young boyfriends, who will gather around her like suitors at the feet of a queen. I laugh just thinking about it.”

“It’s not funny for Luke,” I said, sorry to see that even Drake had to make fun of Fanny. “He doesn’t even want to go! He dreads it!” I exclaimed.

“So?” Drake said with surprising indifference and insensitivity. “Tell him to hide in his room. I’ll call you again after I speak with Tony again, and let you know anything else of interest.”

I couldn’t stop thinking about what he had seen and what he had done.

“Oh, Drake, you were the only one of us who was ever there and now you’ve been back and will go again,” I whined like a jealous little girl. I couldn’t help it.

“You’ll be there, too, through me,” Drake promised, his voice softer, kinder, “and it won’t be any fantasy game. Talk to you soon. Bye.”

I couldn’t wait for our lunch break the following day at school, so I could tell Luke all about Drake’s phone call. I never expected him to be as excited as I was, because he didn’t have family roots at Farthy and wasn’t as concerned about the ancestors and the mysteries surrounding my mother’s past, but he usually got involved because of our fantasies. He sat munching on his sandwich listlessly and listened, but I could see he was terribly distracted and troubled. Unlike his usual self, he refused to talk when I questioned him. I thought about him all the rest of the school day, and after it ended, asked him to walk me home, just so I could question him some more.

It was one of those late spring days that was more like the peak of summer, with puffy, fat white clouds sliding lazily across the turquoise sky. As Luke and I walked along, we heard the clink and clank of ice in pitchers of lemonade. Elderly people sat out on their porches and stared out curiously. Once in a while we could hear someone say something like, “That’s the Stonewall girl,” or “Ain’t that a Casteel?”

I hated the way they pronounced “Casteel,” making it sound like a curse word, like a family less than human. I knew much of why people saw the Casteels the way they did was because of my aunt Fanny’s behavior over the years, and the fact that the Casteels were people from the Willies, mountain people who were not as educated and had a fraction of the wealth town people had. Town people were disdainful of the way Willies people dressed and lived, and a lot of that was understandable, but why couldn’t they see how wonderful Luke was and how much he had overcome? He was right. “Go for the tall ones!”

I especially loved this walk home from school in spring because the streets were lined with flowering trees and shrubs, lawns were fresh and kelly green, tulips, irises and azaleas were blossoming, walkways and patios were scrubbed clean. Starlings sat like sentinels on telephone lines, watching the traffic of cars and people below. Robins, perched on branches, peaked out with curious eyes between cool, rich green leaves. Only an occasional hummingbird flew nearby. They seemed to have endless energy no matter how hot it was. The world looked fresh and alive.

For most of the walk home, Luke was closed-lipped and walked with his head down. When I stopped at the entrance to the walk of Hasbrouck House, I could see he was unaware we had arrived.

“Do you want to sit in the gazebo for a while?” I asked hopefully, for I wanted to keep him with me until he told me exactly what was bothering him.

“No, I’d better get home,” he said, his voice filled with melancholy.

“Luke Toby Casteel!” I finally exclaimed, my hands on my hips. “You and I are not in the habit of keeping secrets from one another, even if they are painful ones.”

He stared at me a moment, looking as if he had suddenly woken up and realized I was there. Then he shifted his eyes away.

“I was accepted to Harvard yesterday on a fully paid, tuition scholarship,” he said with a surprising absence of feeling and excitement.

“Oh, Luke, how wonderful!”

He put his hand up to indicate that wasn’t all he was going to say about it, and then looked down again and gathered his strength to continue as I waited with a lump in my throat.

“I never even told my mother I had applied to Harvard. Every time I used to mention it, she would go into one of her tirades about the blue bloods and this ungrateful family that thinks it’s so much better than her. She would rant and rave about Uncle Keith and Aunt Jane and how they won’t ever call her or write her or acknowledge her existence. It bothers her that she was never invited to Farthinggale, not even to your parents’ wedding reception. In her mind she links it all together: Harvard, the Tattertons, wealth, and those she calls “Bean Town Snobs.”
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