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Our lives are seasonal.

We die and are reborn like leaves.

It permits us to hope.

—Caroline Bryer
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PROLOGUE

The very day my mother was killed in an automobile accident and my mother’s companion, Nattie Gleason, was seriously injured, Mrs. Lawson, Grandfather Sutherland’s head housekeeper, descended on my school like a hawk and practically flew me out and off to Sutherland, my grandfather’s mansion. The horrid news was stabbed into me with quick, factual, unemotional statements on the way to the estate. I wanted to leap out of the moving limo, but where would I go?

My father was already living with his new family in Hawaii, where he and his new wife continued working as FAA air traffic controllers. At the time, he wanted nothing to do with me. In his mind, I should have been his spy, told him more so he would have been prepared for the shock of having his wife fall in love with another woman. Somehow, in his mind, his adultery was justified because it was heterosexual.

“Men live by their own rules,” Nattie once said. “After all, first there was Adam. And where did Eve come from? Adam’s rib. They’ll never let you forget it.”

As soon as Mrs. Lawson and I arrived at Sutherland that dreadful day, I was taken to a bedroom almost hidden away down a side corridor. After my mother’s funeral, I was essentially confined to that one dark and stark room. It was there that I was subjected to months of aversion therapy.

“Therapy” was a very kind way of describing what Grandfather’s expert, Dr. Kirkwell, did to me until she considered me “sexually safe,” which, in her mind, meant I would not be inclined to develop into a gay woman. She was demanding and frightening, even when she smiled. My hope was that I would never mature into a woman like her despite how intelligent and respected she was. I often wondered if there was anyone who would or even could love her.

What was worse than being someone who couldn’t be loved? That was who I felt I was then.

After my therapy, I was released into the rest of the world of the mansion and restricted to homeschooling with my only peer contact being my troubled, brilliant cousin Simon. Simon was two years older chronologically but decades older academically. He was one of those child prodigies who could graduate from college at the age at which most complete the fourth or fifth grade.

But Simon was no one for me to envy, especially after I was able to know him better. I realized he had no meaningful friendships, just some former classmates for whom he might answer a math, science, or history question. For as long as I knew him, no one invited him to his or her house. He never talked about going to a party. His happy smiles were as rare as white peacocks.

Later, however, there was something far worse for Simon. Whether he did so deliberately or not, Simon caused the head housekeeper’s fatal fall. Mrs. Lawson went tumbling down the mansion’s curved stairway, landing awkwardly and twisted at the bottom. Simon had a mental breakdown because he feared that Grandfather would blame and dislike him for what had happened. For Simon at the time, Mrs. Lawson’s death was far less important than how our grandfather would react to it. That was how much he idolized our grandfather.

Maybe Simon and people similar to him, people who had such superior intellects, suffered emotions more deeply.

Mommy once said Simon couldn’t pretend. “Your cousin is unable to make things easier for himself by escaping reality. Your aunt Holly cried to me about that often. Sounds funny to complain about a child who can’t dream his or her way out of reality, but believe me, I know about that.

“My imagination helped me escape Sutherland every day I lived there. Warm feelings of affection have to be nurtured. One look would tell you that in our Sutherland garden, flowers of love wilted and languished. They were rarely if ever watered with compassion and tenderness.”

When she told me about Simon’s inability to avoid reality and her desperate use of living more in her imagination, I wondered if that eventually would be my fate as well, especially because of my aversion therapy. I was force-fed statistics and logic condemning homosexuality. Dr. Kirkwell was telling me that I should see everything in the world that way; I should make all my important decisions based on cold, hard evidence and never on the basis of a feeling, no matter how deeply I felt it.

But I didn’t want everything to be factual, scientific. I wanted to believe in fairy tales and good ghosts as well as bad. Goodness knows, even though I had hated her, I wished I could pretend that the day Mrs. Lawson died hadn’t happened. I was a little more like Simon about it; I couldn’t erase it or cover it with something bright and happy. It stuck out in my memory like a sock leaking out of a closed drawer.

Simon was not a violent person. When he was angry, he confined his responses and actions to satirical comments or just dirty looks. Sutherland was a fertile garden for sarcasm and nasty innuendo. Disapproving faces, some ancestral, flashed on the walls of my grandfather’s mansion.

Whether I imagined it or not, I felt constantly judged, even by the housekeepers. Often, they would pause to watch me pass by as if they anticipated my shouting out some obscenity or threat. Sometimes I was afraid to touch anything and found myself tiptoeing through rooms and halls. It was as if I wanted to be merely a shadow of myself. Was I reliving my mother’s life here? Of course, I wondered if that was what Grandfather wanted at the time. Maybe he thought he was punishing my mother through me.

My mother never got along with her father and continually reminded me how unhappy she had been with her childhood at Sutherland, despite how beautiful it was and how envied she was growing up with tennis courts, a pool, and even a golf course on the property. It was truly an impressive mansion, with its gray-silver stone exterior and grand, oval-shaped mahogany doors. The massive structure overlooked hundreds of acres. My grandfather had the gardeners create a brook close to the house with water running over rocks that was then pumped back up to run over them again.

Once, when my mother and I were looking at the water bubbling over the rocks, she said, “It gives him a godlike feeling because he can change nature, create lakes and rivers as well as mountains if he wants. He even imports different species of birds to see if he can get them to survive here, make it their home.”

Despite how other people would find that amazing, she sounded bitter, even sickened by it.

Truthfully, regardless of its majestic beauty and opulence, I couldn’t say I ever totally enjoyed going to Sutherland for grand parties and dinners. There was always something shadowy and unhappy about the experience, whether it was created out of my mother’s disagreement with my grandfather about her political thoughts or emerged from some family reference that caused an argument about his or her value as a Sutherland. It was as if the mansion forbade unrestrained joy, even on Christmas.

With all this troubled history born in my grandfather’s mansion, anyone would think I would flee from the very thought of ever considering Sutherland my home. In a sense, it was almost a betrayal of my mother to do so, perhaps more of a betrayal of myself.

But in the end, that was what I did: I embraced it, all of it, all its history and the pride of being a Sutherland. It was impossible not to think we were special, even though I knew the warning, the ancient advice, that one should be wary of vanity, the devil’s favorite sin. Arrogance thinned out the ice beneath your feet. Like Grandfather and all my ancestors, I could very well fall into the cold and dark. But when you’re skating with such adoration around you and everyone, especially every servant, is pandering to your needs and wants, after a while, despite how you want to cling to humility, you become deaf and blind to anything other than yourself.

After I had disappointed my father during a trial period of living with him and his new wife and children in Hawaii, I accepted my inheritance of a troubled and harsh family past and a future that wove itself through corridors of unexpected darkness, with skeletons grimacing because of their envy, their arrogance, and their incestuous passions and lust.

I had no one else to blame for my risk of becoming one of them, a Sutherland, except maybe fate, which maliciously brought me back and stood behind, beside, and above me, whispering into my ear while I slept and smiling gleefully at me in the shadows of every corridor, satisfied that it was having its way. For quite a while, it did.

However, my story is different from the story of some other victim of fate, because I realized that when you are captured by a strong current and unable to swim against it, you can do one other thing. You can swim faster toward where it is taking you and take away some of its control.

And that’s just what I did.
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CHAPTER ONE

Before Mrs. Lawson’s death and my leaving for Hawaii, my cousin Simon enjoyed unraveling family secrets for me. He convinced me to go down to the long and vast basement where many of the Sutherland surprises and mysteries were buried, the most dramatic being the grave of my great-grandfather’s illegitimate child, Prissy, the daughter of the African American maid with whom he had actually had a secret love affair. She was the help, a servant. Yet he had risked his name and reputation to continue his love affair.

In a letter Simon said Great-grandfather had written to a friend but never mailed, Great-grandfather said she had the most beautiful sable eyes and a smile that brightened the gloomiest day. I would have thought it to be a wonderful forbidden romance, if it wasn’t for what had resulted.

Prissy, who had been born with progeria, or accelerated aging, had been kept in the bedroom where I had been kept during my aversion therapy treatment. Her existence was an embarrassment to the Sutherlands, as Mrs. Lawson had me believe I was. I was given Prissy’s clothes to wear. Seeing her grave in the basement was so unexpected, and it was probably the most shocking thing I had seen in Sutherland. Her birth and death had been successfully kept hidden from the rest of the world. I had heard no reference to it, not even from my mother.

There were many more secrets buried in cartons and trunks in what I considered the Cemetery of Memories, a cemetery that included Grandmother Judith’s diary. In her diary, which Simon had found in the basement before I went to Hawaii, poor Grandmother Judith revealed that she really hadn’t belonged here. For her, marriage to my grandfather had become a form of entrapment. She was caged and looked for ways to avoid the condemnation of the Sutherland spirits, spending her time on charities and doing whatever she could to be away from Sutherland.

I wondered if Grandfather had ever read it before sentencing it to what he thought would be eternal darkness. If he had read it, why wouldn’t he have destroyed it along with so many other unpleasant facts? It was truly like everything to do with Sutherland was a holy relic, even things that would ordinarily embarrass other families.

Simon was gleefully right: there was much to learn in the shadows, in the corners, and under the dusty old sheets in the basement, and he was an effective guide, having spent so much time alone there, fascinated by his discoveries. No one enjoyed privately sharing something as much as someone whispering a forbidden truth.

It was the reason Simon had emerged from his self-isolation at Sutherland to greet me at the front door when I arrived from my failed trip to Hawaii and my supposedly new family. He had a new forbidden truth. He was as gleeful as ever and so anxious to share it with me.

Despite my personal disappointment, sadness, and even fear of returning to Sutherland, I was willing, even anxious, to hear about Simon’s discoveries. He was driving the shadows out of Sutherland and perhaps in an odd way turning it into a true family home for both of us, because you couldn’t live in a house with so many unsolved family mysteries and think of it as a home.

“I’ve discovered a new and very important secret,” he whispered, with his eyes blazing, and then he stepped aside so that I could enter his world. “You must come right up to my room,” he added, with that Sutherland tone of command, loud enough for Aunt Holly to hear. He leaned in again to whisper. “We’ll wait for the right opportunity.” He reached for my hand, which surprised me.

“Let her get settled in first, Simon,” Aunt Holly said, obviously not knowing what he was referencing. I could see she thought that whatever it was, it was part of his dark condition. On our way home from the airport, she had stressed how slowly and carefully I should engage with Simon.

“He is still like a time bomb. You can see it ticking in his eyes. It breaks my heart, but I try to look undisturbed and not make matters worse. It’s frustrating when that’s all you can do as a mother.”

Emerson, my grandfather’s limousine driver for decades, was carrying my suitcases and waiting behind us. He had started driving for Grandfather in England, and when Grandfather found a loyal employee, he’d import him to serve no matter where in the world he or she was living.

Simon looked surprised at what Aunt Holly had said. It was as if he had never known I had left and been gone that long. It gave me an eerie feeling. Perhaps he had envisioned me in my room all this time, maybe even had gone there and believed he had seen me, even spoken to me. He obviously either ignored the luggage or refused to see it.

“There’ll be plenty of time for you to talk once Caroline settles in, Simon. Maybe you can join us for lunch outside today,” Aunt Holly said, with a wide smile full of motherly hope.

“Not hungry,” he said. “And it’s not lunch conversation.”

He glared at the luggage now as if it were all some unwanted donation, started to turn, and stopped. There was actual pain in his eyes because of my silence while he paused. I could see he had wanted me to defy Aunt Holly and join him. I wanted to assure him I would, but before I could promise anything, he turned away again and hurried into the house, rushing toward the stairway as if he was afraid to be seen out of his bedroom. I looked at Aunt Holly, who sighed deeply.

“I don’t know which is a bigger challenge for you, Caroline, Hawaii and your father or Sutherland and Simon,” she said. “It’s sad to see him so indifferent to reality and worse to see you feel guilty about it.”

I was going to just burst out with an explanation, describe the importance of the Cemetery of Memories for him. However, she stepped into the mansion quickly, as if she wanted to clear the way for me and make it safe.

Mrs. Lawson’s replacement, Mrs. Fisher, came hurrying down to the foyer to greet us. Her thick-heeled black shoes echoed on the tile, reminding me of Grandfather’s mahogany walking stick when he walked through the house. She approached us with her right hand on her right hip bone, as if she was a western gunslinger. She wore a flowery white short-sleeved blouse and an ankle-length black skirt. She didn’t look as old as Mrs. Lawson, but she didn’t look that much younger. Maybe she was in her late fifties.

“Age is a sneak, especially for women,” I overheard Nattie tell Mommy once. “It oozes into your body like water into a napkin. You don’t see it spreading; it just does.”

I think they were doing their makeup together at the time.

“Well, hello there, lass,” Mrs. Fisher said. “You’re a pretty little thing, aren’t you?”

Thing? I thought. Why call me a “thing”? I didn’t ask, but I didn’t smile either. I stared at her the way Mrs. Lawson would say was impolite. Maybe it was Nattie’s fault because she had described herself at my age so well that whenever I looked at an older person, especially someone over fifty, I would wonder what he or she had looked like at my age. I’d dwell on it so intensely that I didn’t hear what he or she was saying. Often, I had thought that Mrs. Lawson was never a young girl. She skipped years like you would skip over a pond of dirty water. In a different way, she suffered what Prissy had suffered.

Mrs. Fisher had silvery gray eyes and graying brown hair trimmed at the nape of her neck and at her cheekbones, the hair so straight it could have been ironed. Her nose was a little too long but not really sharp. Her lips looked crooked, but maybe that was just her smile, which she held so long, it seemed to weaken into a disapproving smirk when I didn’t smile back or say anything. Little brown age spots were scattered on her forehead and on the crests of her cheeks, as though God had tossed them at her like an afterthought as he was returning to heaven.

“I’m Mrs. Fisher,” she quickly said to break my silence. “Your new head housekeeper.”

Mine?

I looked at Aunt Holly. Emerson paused and said, “Mum,” to her and then walked on ahead with my luggage. We had started to follow when Mrs. Fisher stopped us by putting her hand up like a security guard.

“Mr. Sutherland wants to see her immediately,” she said, nodding at me. Then she looked at Aunt Holly and added, “Alone.”

As soon as I had set foot in Sutherland, I thought a cold bolt of lightning had been shot through my breast. This just added ice to it. I couldn’t even take a deep breath. Mrs. Fisher turned and held her right arm out and down, dividing me from Aunt Holly and urging me to hurry along. When I didn’t move, she loudly whispered, “He’s waiting. You don’t want to keep your grandfather waiting.”

I glanced at Aunt Holly. I knew she disapproved of how Mrs. Fisher was speaking to me. Her eyes darkened, and her body stiffened.

“Go on. I’ll wait for you,” she said, practically speaking through her clenched jaw.

“Oh, I can show her up afterward,” Mrs. Fisher said.

“She doesn’t need to be shown up. She’s lived here,” Aunt Holly said sharply.

Mrs. Fisher held her wooden smile for a moment and then relaxed.

“Of course. She’ll be fine,” she said. “She’s been through far more than most young girls, losing a mother so tragically and then upsetting her father by doing something so foolish on a beach that she almost drowned. Poor thing. He sent her back like a defective tool or something.”

She clicked her lips while she looked at me.

“I’d hardly call her that, Mrs. Fisher,” Aunt Holly said sternly. “And I don’t think it is to anyone’s benefit to put it into headlines like news bulletins.”

“Oh, you’re right. I do apologize about how that must have sounded. I’m sure she’s a strong one. She’ll rebound quickly from all of this,” she added, waving her hand across the front of her face as if she was fanning away some bad odor. “We’ll all be here for her.”

Just how much about me had Grandfather discussed with her? Did she know the details of the aversion therapy, too? Did she know all about Nattie?

“Of course we will,” Aunt Holly said, really more to me.

Mrs. Fisher softened her expression again and provided a warmer smile, but I didn’t smile back or say a thing. Aunt Holly squeezed my hand gently, and I started toward Grandfather Sutherland’s office, imagining the waves of rage he would send at me the moment I entered.
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CHAPTER TWO

I knocked and heard his gruff “Come in.” He said it twice, as if he had been waiting for hours, even though I knew he would know exactly when I had arrived.

I opened the door slowly and stepped in as soon as I could squeeze through. Then I closed it and leaned back. He looked like he hadn’t moved from his seat or changed his clothes since I had left for Hawaii. He had been quite optimistic about it and had given me money and my mobile phone then, along with his warnings and hopes.

“Sit,” he said, nodding at the chair in front of his desk. He leaned back in his leather chair and then pressed his fingertips against each other as if he was about to say a prayer. Usually, that meant he was about to criticize someone or quietly issue a stern warning.

I glanced to the right at his secret inner office. Were my mother’s ashes still in the urn on a shelf in there? Simon had been the one to tell me about it. An empty coffin had been lowered into my mother’s grave. It was one of the deepest-buried secrets at Sutherland. But believing the urn was still there, and that in a real sense my mother was close to me, gave me some comfort.

I sat, my back straight, my hands folded in my lap, and I looked at him as directly as he was looking at me. I didn’t know if I was imagining it or wishfully thinking it, but I thought I saw a soft smile leaking into his face. Maybe he couldn’t see how I was trembling beneath my facade of courage and that pleased him. I often thought my grandfather expected people would fear him as much as if not more than they respected him. Anyone who showed courage, especially his granddaughter, interested him more.

However, he quickly retreated from whatever pleasure he had felt and sat forward, his hands flat on the desk, looking like he would simply growl. His lean jaw was firmer, smoothing away the shallow wrinkles. I was always intrigued by how his gray hair hadn’t conquered all the rust-colored strands. For a moment, I was fixated on the tiny patches of color, as I had often been. It was as if the man who had once had a full head of hair that striking rust color was battling hard and somewhat successfully against age. He had some secret, some power.

I knew he was very handsome in his youth. My mother admitted that, according to Grandmother Judith, when he was a young man he had a smile that could charm a witch. In his place was this elderly but regal-looking man whose power seemed to radiate and subdue anyone who confronted him. In the moment of heavy silence, I struggled to keep any tears from even beginning to form. I wasn’t going to plead for his sympathy. Surprising as it was, he didn’t look like he wanted that from me anyway.

“Why do you think you got into trouble so quickly over there?” he asked.

I could see in his eyes how important my answer was going to be to him. No excuses, no shifting of blame, nothing that could shield me even dared to come to mind at that moment. That was how powerful Grandfather’s stare could be: it could certainly stop any self-serving thoughts, especially anything even hovering around dishonesty.

Simon once told me that Grandfather was the only one who could tell what Mona Lisa was thinking. I didn’t understand what he meant until he showed me a picture of the painting.

Besides, I had wondered the same thing about myself. What had led to my quick downfall with my father?

“I trusted too quickly and was too desperate to have friends.”

He simply stared for a long moment, as if my words were being translated, and then he sat back again. This time, there was no misinterpretation of his slight nod. There was a glimmer of approval, and for anyone summoned before my grandfather, that was enough to let hope breathe.

“I always forget the great need you young people have to have friends. You would think that would be a need more when you’re older.”

“Didn’t you when you were young?” I asked, feeling even more courageous now.

“You have no better friend than yourself,” he said sharply. “I knew that the day I was born.”

“Isn’t that lonely?” I quickly asked, sounding like a lawyer in a trial.

He didn’t smile. “Independence is more valuable. The more friends you have, the more vulnerable you are, as you’ve already discovered.”

I didn’t respond, but I was sure he could see I didn’t agree.

He sighed. “Speaking of that, I should have realized how susceptible to bad advice and ideas you still were. Drugs, nearly drowning?”

“I didn’t mean to…”

He put his hand up.

“Don’t start making excuses. If you put yourself in a place where someone can take advantage of you, it’s all your fault. Recognize the mistake and correct it.”

My father had used practically the same exact words.

“Okay,” I said in a small, low voice. His eyes widened. “Okay,” I said, loudly and firmly.

“Good. I have no intention of prolonging this conversation. As I said, you don’t have to dwell on having friends, but I realize you can’t continue to be homeschooled here. To get right to the point, there is a private school I will have you attend. It’s not very far from here. Emerson will take you and pick you up. If he’s busy, my man Sanders will handle the transportation.”

“Private school?”

“It’s where your uncle Martin went and where your aunt Holly went as well, The Oaks. It’s a small school compared to the public ones. And expensive,” he added. “Misbehavior can lead to expulsion, and parents, grandparents, whoever paid the tuition, lose it. I don’t like losing money. I think of everything I dislike, I dislike that the most.”

“So maybe I should just go to public school,” I said. I could almost hear my mother coming back at him. “That way you have no risk.”

“NO. We don’t need that,” he said in his usual confident manner. His words were stamped in my ears. “It’s better you go to a place where no one has preconceived ideas about us born out of gossip. The faculty at The Oaks does not gossip. They know they would be dismissed immediately. The families sending their children there are well established and respectable. Just as we are.”

We? I thought. I couldn’t remember him including me like that before when referring to the Sutherlands.

“It sounds snobby,” I muttered, loud enough for him to hear.

“It’s special, not snobby. ‘Snobby’ is a word envious people use. Besides, there are tuition grants for those who can’t afford it but qualify. I make considerable contributions to the school that enable them to award those scholarships. Truth is, my money created it.”

“If the faculty knows that, maybe I’ll be treated like some princess. That might be worse than gossip.”

Now he did smile, but it was a smile of sarcasm. “Hardly. You’ll be treated tougher because you are a Sutherland. The principal, Mrs. Rich, won’t tolerate even a minor infraction of the rules. There is a golden rule that was set down, and she enforces it strictly: no favoritism. Net worth… do you know what that means?”

“I think so. Like adding up everything you own and all the money you have.”

“Good enough for now. Anyway, Mrs. Rich blocks that out of any student’s biography.”

Mrs. Rich? I thought. Was that her real name, or had she changed it in order to be a principal in a school for the wealthy?

“Although it’s early August, you will be taken to the school to tour it and to meet Mrs. Rich. The school year there begins a week before Labor Day. It’s a longer school year. There are fewer holidays, but the faculty is paid twice what public-school teachers make.

“This personal one-on-one visit with Mrs. Rich will be the only advantage you’ll enjoy. Of course, Mrs. Rich has been made aware of your social issues. Out of respect for me, she will keep an extra eye on you.”

“She has more than two?” I said. Again, it was my mother’s voice.

He nodded, sat back, and looked out of his side window toward the golf course. There were three men playing. They were surely business associates, I thought, being rewarded for obedience.

“I know what you’ve inherited,” he said, still staring through the window. “I’m not as intolerant of the disagreements someone might have with me as you’ve been told. Sutherlands have spirit and courage. When it’s proper, I encourage it. They are the building blocks of self-respect. I expect that someday it will be the same for you.”

But according to Aunt Holly, it was not an expectation for Uncle Martin. Vaguely, I wondered why not and if I should bring that up, but I dared not challenge Grandfather now. I remembered how angry he would get when Mommy tried to stop him from being so nasty to Uncle Martin. It was practically the only time his face turned crimson in reaction to something she had said.

He turned back to me. “What you have to learn, something your mother didn’t learn or care to learn, is how to be more diplomatic. Sometimes you can be more successful going indirectly for something rather than head-on. Political. As you have more involvement with others your age, teachers, and so on, you’ll learn and understand what I’m saying. Something tells me you will understand better than your mother did.

“And to show you I have confidence in you, despite the unfortunate Hawaii episode, I’m going to give you a very important assignment while you are here now and when you come home from school and on weekends.”

Assignment? Would I have to write another letter to Daddy pretending it was from my mother or something similar? He rid me of that thought quickly.

“I wouldn’t have been so quick to pull the trigger as your father and his new wife did, but they have other issues, especially your father, who apparently has taken on more baggage than he had intended. Most men who marry or remarry women with children do. You have to have a lot of faith in the way this woman has brought up her children. It’s a crapshoot and I think he lost.”

“You mean Dina,” I said. Surely he didn’t mean Daddy’s stepson, Boston. “Do you know about everything that went on in Hawaii? Did my father tell you, give you daily reports or something? Do you know how she treated me and how…”

The expression on his face grew more stern.

I took a breath. I had never been this courageous in front of Grandfather. Perhaps I had finally reached the point my mother had reached. Knowing all he had done to her, I thought he would open his mouth and blow me out of his office and that would be that. I’d be sent to some place where I’d be so isolated as to be forgotten. But he surprised me again.

“That’s not important right now. Suffice it to say, I don’t rely solely on anyone’s opinion of anything, including opinions about you.”

Had he had someone else keeping track of things in Hawaii? It was the first time I had heard him even suggest that he didn’t agree with my father. Dared I think I was truly being given a new start, a new chance to prove myself?

“What’s my assignment, then?” I asked.

“Simon,” he said, which nearly took my breath away.

“Simon?”

“I had high hopes for him and continue to, but there are many dark places for him yet to pass through. I’ve had the best medical care for him, psychiatric care, not that I put that much stock in it. The point is, he is lost right now. I want to see him regain his brilliance and his ambition. I’m sure it’s all still within him but just under a cloud. I want to know more about that cloud. Something even his psychiatrist can’t see is causing this… this extreme behavior.”

“He just thinks you’re angry at him about Mrs. Lawson.”

“No, it’s gone beyond that. That’s a psychiatrist’s easy way out. Don’t need to hire anyone for that. And I don’t want that whole issue discussed.

“I’ve offered Simon many opportunities to redeem himself, to live up to being the Sutherland he wanted to be. I observed how close he got to you before… it all changed. As far as I could see, you were a good influence. I know you have no psychiatric training, whatever that means, of course. In my opinion, he just needs…”

“A friend?” I ventured.

“Another portal.”

“I don’t understand—portal?”

“Another way out. What he tells you, you will tell me, and I will confer with Dr. Sachs, his psychiatrist, if I think there’s any value in it. Somehow those people twist simple things into Greek myths.

“I’m just concerned for Simon. Of course, I know he’s suffering inside from past actions, but there’s something else as well. Trouble with his father, his mother, maybe girlie things.”

“Girlie?”

“Whatever you end up calling it,” he said sharply. Flushes of anger seemed to rise and then fall in his face. “I’m not denying that you have your own troubles; it’s just that you struck me as being more understanding, maybe because of those problems.”

Problems? I thought. Was he thinking Simon might need aversion therapy? To start with, I wanted to tell him I hadn’t needed it; it was wrong to assume things about me. But I was afraid to spoil this moment between us.

“Look, don’t think of it as some sort of obligation I’m placing on you. What I’m saying is that you’ll have an open door to my office when it comes to being a portal.”

I said nothing. Portal? Wasn’t this being a spy? If Simon found out I had told Grandfather something he had said to me, what would happen then?

Maybe Grandfather could read minds.

“But I know young people,” he continued. “Don’t let him think you’re some sort of undercover agent for me. Understand? Don’t mention this. It will drive him deeper into the darkness. If you do what I ask, you’ll be helping him, not betraying him, and that will help me do what has to be done to restore him and make him potentially productive, Sutherland productive.”

Who’s going to help me? I wondered. I want to be productive. Maybe he read that thought, too.

“Mrs. Fisher is quite aware of our family difficulties. She’ll keep an eye out for both of you.”

“Someone else with three eyes?”

His face seemed to freeze. “Be careful, Caroline. There’s a difference between insolence and courage. Now, as I was saying, I’ve known Mrs. Fisher a long time. You can trust her. I don’t hire people I can’t trust or even if there’s a question of it. I can have her take you over for the school tour. Emerson is occupied with something else tomorrow.”

“Can’t Aunt Holly do that?” I quickly asked. “She went there. She’d be more familiar with it.”

He thought a moment. “I suppose. I’ll tell her.”

“I’ll ask her,” I said.

He finally smiled. “Okay. You ask her. Maybe it would be better for you to take a little more charge of your life, mainly your responsibilities. Go on and get settled in again. Every day is a new start. That’s the first thing I think of when I wake up.”

I rose. As soon as I turned my back, he said, “I intend to make sure your father is sorry he let you go. His patience is limited because of his past and his present choices, and limited patience leads to mistakes.”

It took me so by surprise that I paused with my mouth open, I was sure, when I looked back at him.

He nodded. “Just a moment,” he said, and opened his top desk drawer. “I want you to have this now. Consider it a bribe,” he said, and smiled.

I stepped back and took the box that I knew held Grandmother Judith’s sixteenth-birthday ring, the topaz. I opened the box and looked at it. Then I looked at him. His eyes were so focused on me that I couldn’t breathe.

“Thank you,” I said.

“Thank your grandmother. Remember, she had that in her will. Take good care of it. I’m sure you will.”

Was it possible? Did I smile with affection? It really did sound like he cared about me and I wasn’t just another burden or obligation. Did he really like me?

Could he really be my grandfather?

Wait.

Beware of those words, I could almost hear Mommy say from the inner closet.

You don’t know what your grandfather means by “I’m sure you will.” Don’t think automatically that he favors you. I fell for that a number of times when he said something complimentary about me. In the end, my father disliked me even more.

Those imagined words made sense when I remembered what she had said about Grandfather after my father had left us: “Your grandfather often enjoys making others feel sorry. He feeds on someone else’s misery.”

For the first time, I was confused. Was she right, or was she just like him because she would never permit herself to see any good in him?

Dared I doubt my mother?

Worse yet, did I dare trust my grandfather?
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CHAPTER THREE

Aunt Holly was waiting in the entryway, sitting with her legs crossed in the big brown leather chair. Her eyes were closed and her forehead crinkled like that of someone who had a headache. After seeing how Simon was, it wasn’t hard to understand why she would have one almost all day. As soon as I shut Grandfather’s office door behind me, her eyes snapped open. I could see the concern on her face. Had Grandfather bawled me out? Did he threaten me, take away all my privileges? Would I be locked away again but just in a different room from the last time or maybe even back in the same one?

She stood up as I approached her, her smile too full of worry to be bright.

Should I tell her everything? Should I risk losing her sympathy and concern for me? I wondered. Who had been a better friend to me recently than Aunt Holly? She took me secretly to see Nattie before she died. She took quite the risk to do that for me. Shouldn’t I take a risk for her?

However, the moment I did, Grandfather would know, and maybe he would never again confide in me as he just had. But I knew she was expecting me to reveal everything fully, maybe exactly the way Daddy had expected: without delay or caution. Still, I hesitated. Besides, wasn’t it Nattie who had advised me not to lie even when you think it’s necessary in order not to hurt someone?

“Then what do you do?” I had asked.

“What they do in politics,” Nattie had said. She knew; she had worked for the U.S. ambassador to France. “You just tell part of the truth.”

Now I told Aunt Holly, “Grandfather wants me to go to a private school, The Oaks, the school you and Uncle Martin attended.” I burst out with it as if I might otherwise explode. At least, that was one of the two big headlines, the other being basically that I would spy on Simon.

She didn’t look all that surprised, but she did become more thoughtful. “Really? I should have anticipated that and prepared you.” She shook her head. “Your grandfather is always one step ahead of the rest of us. His personal private school for the Sutherlands.”

“He provides scholarships for worthy young people who can’t afford it,” I said, trying to maintain my excitement.

The whole idea actually frightened me. What sort of a private school would Grandfather create? Would I be under a magnifying glass everywhere? Talk about spies… I could be in a nest of them. Could I ever trust my classmates? He might have lied to me. Everyone might know my secrets.

She nodded. “Yes. He basically created it, even though there are no mentions of Sutherland on any wall or a dedication. Ordinarily, he’s not that charitable. Anything he does is anonymous when it comes to charities. It’s almost as if he is ashamed to be known as someone who would help those in need,” she mused, mostly to herself. “Martin and I began in the seventh grade there. I was enrolled as soon as your uncle Martin was enrolled. My father had great respect for your grandfather. Practically used the same toothpaste. He has that effect on men about his age—always did, always will.”

“He didn’t send Mommy there, right?”

“No, but no one knows why he does or doesn’t do anything until he tells you,” she added. “Best guess is that he believed only his son who would be in his business should be well educated.”

“But he wants to send me there.”

“Yes. He does work in mysterious ways.”

She studied me in expectation of more information.

“He wanted Mrs. Fisher to take me to see it, but I asked if you could.”

“Of course.” She smiled. “I’d like a tour myself and to see what changes have been made. But did he bawl you out for what happened in Hawaii?”

“No. He just told me to correct whatever mistake I had made. The worst he said was that I was too trusting.”

“Really? I wish he’d be as kind to Martin. Okay. You might as well get your things unpacked. I’ll see about lunch. Maybe Simon will change his mind and join us now that you’re back.”

That frightened me a little. Everyone was seeing me as some sort of miracle worker, putting all their hopes for Simon on my shoulders.

“Didn’t he ever since I left?”

“Shortly after you left, he began skipping lunch or took something in his room. I tried having my lunch with him in his room whenever he did that, but he wouldn’t eat if I did. He’d say he wasn’t hungry or claim he needed to be alone with his thoughts. I’ve tried being insistent, but he turns to stone. Believe me, I’ve cried myself to sleep over him many times. He sulks so much at dinner that Grandfather probably would want him to eat in his room then, too. There is still a lot of work to do on him. For all of us,” she added with a hopeful smile. “He has a good doctor, not that your grandfather would let anyone less in the door.”

“Grandfather doesn’t believe in psychiatry when it comes to Simon. He believed in it when it came to Dr. Kirkwell and me,” I said, barely hiding my bitterness.

“I’m sorry I couldn’t do more about that.”

“Oh, I’d never blame you.”

She smiled and then shook her head. “I know your grandfather is losing his patience. He has told Martin that a number of times since you left. Twice he almost put him back in the clinic. Simon won’t come home to us.

“I wanted Martin and me to move in here, but Dr. Sachs says that might reinforce Simon’s belief that there is no other world but Sutherland. He’ll never think of our home as his home.

“If your grandfather gives up on him, he’ll surely give up on himself. Whatever Simon’s processing now, he wants done here. Personally, I don’t think he ever could believe in anything more than he does in Sutherland. That is definitely one thing about him your grandfather enjoys.”

“But surely Simon wants you to be happy, too.”

“He doesn’t even talk to me that much, let alone his father. His psychiatrist thinks that is not unusual, considering his situation. It’s not easy for us to know what to do or expect. Despite his faults as a father, Martin is suffering over him, too,” she added, smiling. “That’s one good thing.”

What a funny way to put it, I thought. She’s happy Uncle Martin is suffering. “Misery needs company,” Daddy used to say. Now I was tempted to tell Aunt Holly what Grandfather had asked me to do, simply to help her feel better. Was I the only one he had told of his deep concern for Simon? For everyone else, he put on his usual demanding face. Sutherland rules, Sutherland behavior, was what he was demanding from them, not love or compassion.

Again, I thought it was curious how honest and concerned Grandfather had just been. Was he being honest? I wondered. Or was his concern for me tied to his concern for Simon? The failure of one of the Sutherland grandchildren was trouble enough. Two might seriously damage the family name. Who was the future of this family? Was that his real reason for thinking about us and not genuine sympathy and worry, a grandfather’s sympathy and worry?

Young people my age were easier to read and understand. They needed more time to hone their skills of deception. Would I ever reach Grandfather’s clever way of hiding his true emotions and feelings? Did I want to be like him? Once again, I would ask myself if I wanted to be a Sutherland, especially since I knew that my mother hadn’t.

Aunt Holly mistook my deep thinking for fear. “Don’t worry,” she said, taking my hand. “It’ll all be fine. We all have to have hope.”

I nodded. If she only knew how often I hadn’t even tried to hope, I thought.

She and I walked up the stairway together. I hadn’t been on it for a while, but the moment I took the first step, the images of Mrs. Lawson lying awkwardly and broken near the place where I now stood came rushing back and so vividly that they almost took my breath away. Aunt Holly saw the look on my face and glanced at the area that locked my attention. She said nothing for a few more steps and then paused, turning to me.

“Maybe you should rest for a while. Traveling all night, even if you slept some on the plane, can be very tiring, as well as all the emotional ups and downs you’ve experienced in the past day or so. Don’t worry about unpacking everything right away. It’ll keep. Just rest and freshen up for lunch.”

“Okay,” I said. My voice sounded so thin and insecure, the voice of someone who had become a little girl again.

We paused at the top, and I took a breath. Within the surrounding six or so square feet, everything about my life and Simon’s at Sutherland had undergone a dramatic change. Would I think about these things every time I went up and down these stairs? Would the images return in more vivid nightmares because I was back here? I shuddered as if a cold blast of wind had come swirling around the corner. Aunt Holly took my hand. Perhaps she thought about all this, too. Perhaps she had her own nightmares.

“Seriously, are you all right, Caroline?”

“I’m okay,” I said with trembling lips.

We walked to my room.

When Aunt Holly opened my bedroom door, I knew I wasn’t okay. It was as if all the bad memories had been waiting there for me. Images and words, especially Mrs. Lawson’s scream, came rushing back at me. The fears I had smothered under the bedcovers and the horrid moments during Dr. Kirkwell’s administration of aversion therapy, fears that I had locked away in the closet, as well as the uncertainties I had about Grandfather and the longing I had for my mother, came at me like a tidal wave.

I hadn’t realized until this moment how successful I had been at leaving it all behind me when I had arrived in Hawaii. It had been blown off by the trade winds, but now, for a moment, it felt like I hadn’t really been there—that it had been some wild, wishful dream. Whether she could see it all in my face or not, Aunt Holly put her arm around my shoulders and hugged me.

“I know that you wanted to leave this behind and start a new life with your father. I’m afraid you’ll have to do what I have done for so many years: take what you have and mold it to your needs and desires as best you can, hoping things will be different someday soon.”

“Changes don’t come easily to Sutherland,” I said. “If they come at all.”

She smiled, hugged me tighter, and laughed. “No one knows how smart you really are, but they’ll see. My money is on you, Caroline.”

She kissed my cheek and let go. “Do you want any help with anything?”

“No, I’m fine. You’re right. I’ll take a short rest before doing much more.”

“Okay. It’s turning out to be a beautiful day. I’ll go see about setting up lunch on the patio,” she said.

“Where’s Uncle Martin?”

“At the city office, his second home. Maybe his first,” she added with a grimace.

“What did he say when he learned I was coming back so soon?”

“Whatever your grandfather told him to say,” she said, then squeezed my shoulder and left.
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