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Sutton

Nobody warns you that watching someone die can get boring. Sutton Beaumont had learned that over the last two years, one Sunday visit at a time. Today’s visit, though, would be anything but boring.

She braced herself for that change on the drive over to the family’s estate. She braced for it again in the foyer, when their maid, Rosa, took her coat. And once more when the elevator opened onto the east wing and she stepped off on the third floor.

Sutton had made a point to visit this part of the house every week for the last two years, out of some sort of misplaced pity for the occupant. Something told her she wouldn’t be visiting much more after today.

Outside of her grandfather’s doors, Sutton put her ear up against the wood. C-SPAN played on the TV, a tinge of normalcy on this abnormal day. The medical equipment keeping the family’s patriarch alive, beeped with what they all knew would be for the final times.

“For heaven’s sake, Sutton, eavesdropping? You should’ve grown out of that by now. As a child, it’s cute. Now, at your age, it’s unbecoming.”

Sutton backed away from the door and turned to face the voice. Aunt Margot’s quick discovery of her didn’t surprise Sutton. If there was one thing the woman was good at, it was knowing the whereabouts of the people around her.

“The priest is coming in ten minutes. Go in and say your piece before he arrives.”

Sutton cleared her throat and interlaced her hands together. “I will, but I need a minute to think about what I’m going to say.”

“What’s there to think about? That man has been dead long before today. In a few minutes, we’ll just be making it official.”

“He’s still alive, Aunt Margot.”

“Hardly,” Uncle Matthew interjected as he came from around the corner. He was checking his watch, his mind clearly on the steps that would follow once their father’s heart stopped. “Go on, Sutton. This is the time to say your goodbyes. Make it count.”

Sutton nodded, tempering down her frustration at how fast this was moving. It wasn’t her place to question what Aunt Margot and Uncle Matthew thought was best. She took a breath then stepped inside, closing the door behind her.

Caleb Beaumont had been a large man once. His pictures in the family photo albums showed he’d developed broad shoulders and silver hair by forty. In them, he looked every bit of the titan the Times had described him as.

The man in the bed was still him, technically. Same jaw. Same hands, though the knuckles were swollen now and the veins pronounced. Things to be expected living to 101. What was gone was everything that made Caleb someone people once feared and respected. Things Sutton couldn’t name without feeling cruel for doing so.

She pulled the chair close to him and sat. “Hey, Grandpa Cal. It’s me. Sutton. It’s hard to know what I should say to you. I guess I want you to know how much I’ve appreciated this time with you. The stories you told me about my mom always made my week. I’ve never felt closer to her than when you’ve talked about her. Even though they’re not mine, I’ll cherish those memories forever. Thank you for giving them to me.”

He looked at her the way he sometimes did. Searching, like she was a word on the tip of his tongue. His eyes moved over her face with what could have been seen as recognition if you didn’t know better.

“Sutton,” he said, and for a second, she forgot to know better. “Go on and tell your mother I need my boots cleaned and brought up to me.”

“Grandpa, Eleanor… she’s not here,” she said gently, the same way someone would correct a child. “She’s gone, but you’ll get to see her soon. Can you promise to say hi to her for me?”

He frowned. “I didn’t ask for Eleanor. I asked for your mother.”

“Grandpa, it’s Sutton. Eleanor’s daughter. You know me, don’t you?”

“I know who you are, girl. You’re Vera’s mutt.”

That name. She recognized it. She had found it once, years ago. It’d been in a ledger her late grandmother had kept in a shoebox buried in the back of her closet, which Sutton had absolutely not been snooping through.

She remembered seeing the year 1863. There was a column of names and a column of numbers. Vera, child of Ruth, age 5. A child, a human being, marked down like inventory. Record-keeping that told you everything about a family without meaning to.

“No, Grandpa. That’s not—”

“I said go tell your mama. I want her to clean my shoes. You don’t do it right. You always miss a spot.”

“Cal, I’m not Vera or her child.”

“Yes, you are. Quit talking back to me. Go on and tell Vera before I tell my grandfather you were misbehaving and he docks your mama’s pay. He went without paying her for a long time. He can stop again.”

Sutton looked at the hands she’d held. The face that had looked down at her from the top of the stairs every Christmas morning. A grandfather who had never been that affectionate to her until his memory declined. The man who had never once, not in sixteen years, told Margot to lay off of her and Sutton’s heart dropped.

It didn’t break. No, she hadn’t raised her hopes high enough for it to. But it did settle. Like a thing that had been balancing for a long time finally coming down to rest.

Sutton stood and smoothed her jeans. “I’ll let her know.”

Aunt Margot and Uncle Matthew were still outside the door when Sutton returned. “Well? Is he settled?” Margot asked, barely looking up from her phone.

“He thought I was their old slave’s daughter.”

“Sutton, he’s dying.”

“I’m well aware of that.”

“Then you’re aware his disease does things to the mind. His mind is in a whole other time than his body. It doesn’t mean anything.”

“Margot is right,” Matthew interjected. “Whatever he said wasn’t personal. You need to learn not to take so many things to heart.”

Sutton could add that to the list of things she needed to learn with being a part of the Beaumont family. A list she’d kept handy in her head since she was five. Learn to not speak before you’re spoken to. Learn to smile at every person you meet no matter how they treat you. Learn your place and never step out of it.

Sutton looked at her aunt and uncle. Her jaw ached from everything she wasn’t saying. Her bit-down nails were still able to leave indents into her palm. She unclenched her fist, one finger at a time, and said nothing. She’d gotten very good at saying nothing.

“What we should be focused on,” Margot segued, “is Preston’s announcement. We’d planned to announce his mayoral bid three weeks from today, but your grandfather’s impending death throws a wrench into that.”

“It doesn’t have to,” Matthew countered. “The optics of a death in the family can work for a campaign if handled correctly. The problem is, it can also derail a campaign if not managed right.”

“We need to be in the former. The only way we’re going to be is if our family presents a united front during this trying time.”

Our family. Sutton almost laughed. She’d been trying to join that club her whole life and they kept moving the goalposts. Yet some part of her had kept chasing after them anyway. Hoping that each time would be different, deep down knowing that it wouldn’t be.

They were her mother’s family, her blood. Half of it anyway. Sutton had thought that would count for something.

It didn’t.

It never had.

“Sure, Margot,” she said. “United front.”

“Good. Now go downstairs. I laid out a navy suit for you in the guest bedroom. Put it on for the press outside. If you’re going to stand beside the Beaumonts, the least you could do is look like one of us.”

Sutton nodded and honored Margot’s request by heading downstairs. At the bottom of the staircase, she glimpsed at the portrait of Edward Beaumont Sr. on the wall.

There, her great-great-grandfather hung on an oil canvas, the man who had raised Caleb after his own father had died young. He was also the man who’d built the family’s fortune on the backs of people who looked like her father. Sutton had always hated that painting. A hatred that had never wavered, but only grew with time.

14 days. She’d done the math so many times that it didn’t feel real for it to be so close. In 14 days, it would be her 21st birthday and the trust her parents had set aside for her would finally be hers. 14 days until she walked out of this house and never looked back.

Sutton looked up at Edward Sr. in his gilt frame. Looked at the way the painter had drawn him as a golden beacon, the center of everything. She wondered if Vera had ever stood in this hallway and counted down the days too.

Sutton wasn’t Vera or her daughter. She was not a mutt. She was not a Beaumont in any way that counted to them. But she was almost free.
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Sutton

Sutton stood on the altar steps, her back straight, her hands clasped in front of her black dress. She took her position on the left of the casket, exactly where the lighting director had told her to stand. Beside her, Aunt Margot whispered, “Chin up. The lens is on the left pillar. Look somber.”

“I am somber.”

“No, you’re looking out into space. Be present with us.”

The us Margot was talking about excluded the man responsible for them being there that day. It may not have been obvious to the viewers at home, but it was to Sutton that this ceremony wasn’t for the man in the box. It was a production designed to project everything they weren’t, a loving family who could survive anything together.

The city’s elite and powerful figures filled the church to the brim. All of them had been eager to pay their respects to Caleb Beaumont, the patriarch of Charleston’s most influential family. Sutton stared blankly at the casket before her. Her eyes were dry, her heart unmoved by the tears rolling down the faces of those surrounding her.

Aunt Margot dabbed at her eyes with a handkerchief. Her black dress accentuated her ‘too frail to eat’ figure. She played the grieving daughter act well, despite there being little love lost between her and her father.

As the service began, the priest spoke about the great man Caleb had been, lauding his contributions to the community. Sutton tuned him out, her mind wandering to thoughts of her escape that was a week away.

She couldn’t wait to turn 21 and be free from the clutches of the Beaumont family. Free from the expectations and demands that came with carrying their last name. She had no intention of following in their footsteps or carrying on the family legacy.

As if reading her thoughts, her cousin, Preston stepped up to the podium. His tall frame cast a shadow over the congregation. He smiled, his teeth gleaming under the lights.

“Thank you all for coming today to celebrate the life of my grandfather,” he began, his voice as strong and confident as ever. “He was a man who dedicated his life to serving this city and making it a better place for all of its residents. And as I look out at this crowd, I see the faces of the people who helped him build this city from the bricks and salt marsh up. My grandfather used to say that a Beaumont doesn’t just live in Charleston. A Beaumont is Charleston.”

Preston romanticized the architecture as if sheer will had conjured their empire. Like everyone else, he refused to acknowledge the hands that dug the clay.

When Sutton was a kid, she’d asked about the smudges and squished spots on certain bricks. Her father explained they were handmade on plantations. They were molded and flipped under a scorching South Carolina sun by hands that were never paid.

If you ran your fingers along their cellar’s walls, you could feel the indentations of their fingerprints. Small marks of the children who’d flipped the wet molds before they went to the kilns. To the crowd, the bricks were symbols of endurance and Southern grit. To Sutton, it was Charleston’s history staring them in the face and still as ignored as the day they were made.

Preston bore on about service and building the city from the ground up. It was ironic given the only thing the Beaumonts had ever cultivated on their own was their mythos. Their lore went back generations and like the master manipulators before him, Preston knew how to spin it to his advantage.

Their grandfather hadn’t built the city, but he had owned the right pieces of it at the right time. The family’s influence stretched back to the post-war boom, where Caleb’s grandfather had transitioned from phosphate mining to real estate. He’d bought land that eventually became the King Street’s mid rises and the sprawling estates of South of Broad.

By the time Caleb took the reins, the Beaumont Group had been funding hospital wings and university seats. Not to mention the campaigns of every man who had sat in the mayor’s office for the last thirty years. Caleb orchestrated back-room deals that kept the gears of the city turning while keeping the power in the hands of the elite.

“I can say with certainty that he would want us to remember him by celebrating the legacy he leaves behind. From his acts of service to his dedication and love for this city and its people. My grandfather understood that leadership wasn’t a gift, but a debt. A debt we owe to our neighbors, to our history, and to our future.”

Sutton resisted rolling her eyes, knowing full well that Preston cared little for the everyman. He was a politician through and through, his every move calculated to advance his own interests. Caleb wouldn’t have wanted it any other way. When Preston’s dad died, Caleb took him under his wing to Margot’s dismay. The two had conflicting opinions on how best to prepare him to take over.

Nevertheless, Caleb had gotten his claws into him before the dementia took over. All the world had seen of Caleb Beaumont was a philanthropist obsessed with making Charleston as great as it could be. Sutton saw the less favorable side.

The side to him that had looked at her father, a self-made architect, and told him he was unfit to join their lineage. Her dad had been everything the Beaumonts pretended to be: hard-working, honest, and a true pillar of the community. But because he lacked the ‘pedigree’, they deemed him unacceptable. In reality, he had been a variable they couldn’t control.

Uncle Matthew sat further down with his arms crossed. As the family’s fixer, he knew where all the bodies were buried. He was the one who ensured that Caleb’s quaint views never made it into the newspapers, and that any legal challenge to the Beaumont interests was met with a barrage of NDAs. Matthew’s mindset was simple, everything had a price, and everyone had a place.

Sutton’s place, according to the lighting director and her Aunt, was at the end of the front row, ten steps away from the casket.

The longer Preston spoke, the more he drew the cameras to him. They zoomed in on his face, capturing every nuance of his expression as he spoke. His plan was working as he’d hoped it would and that made Sutton sick.

Caleb may not have cared that his death was being used to bolster Preston’s image, but Sutton did. She knew better than anyone that the Beaumonts were a selfish, self-serving family, but this was a new low.

“Today we mourn a great man. Tomorrow, we recommit ourselves to the vision he had for us. A vision of a united, prosperous, and disciplined city. A city my grandfather always knew Charleston could be.”

Preston stepped down to a roaring applause bouncing off the walls from the speakers. As he returned to his seat, he caught Sutton’s eye for a split second, and there was no mourning there. Only a sense of victory.

She turned her gaze back to the casket. Seven days. Seven days until this united front lost its most reluctant member.

Let them have their production. Let Preston have his springboard. In a week, it would be her birthday. In a week, the trust would be hers. And while Preston was busy running for Mayor, Sutton intended to run as far away from this family as the money could take her.

As the choir began a rendition of Amazing Grace, the cameras landed on Sutton. She didn’t cry or bow her head. Rather she waited for the red light to blink off, signaling that the performance was over.
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Sutton

The estate following a Beaumont funeral was never a place of genuine mourning. Sutton had seen that with her parents’ wake, her grandmother’s, and even Margot’s late husband. No matter how beloved the dearly departed was, the living Beamounts would never not take advantage of the chance to consolidate power.

Charleston’s political and financial elite had taken over the family’s mansion. You couldn’t walk anywhere without running into a powerful figure. Sutton had stood in line at the buffet table with donors in front and behind her. City council members crowded her by the refreshments table. And she had to dodge lobbyists to find a quiet spot to herself. An almost impossible task.

To an outside observer, it looked like a standard upper-class reception. Rich and powerful people honoring one of their fallen titans. But Sutton saw it as the high-stakes auction house it actually was. An event where her family and their attendees traded influence over hors d’oeuvres.

She stood near a marble pillar in the drawing room, trying her best to blend into the beige wallpaper. Apparently she wasn’t trying hard enough.

“Rougher day than usual?”

Sutton turned away from the crowd to see Amira behind her. Of all the people who could’ve come up to her, she was happy it was her. She wore an understated, plain gray dress. Nothing like the ostentatious designer fits of the other female guests. Amira’s smile was sympathetic like everyone else’s had been today. Hers was the only one Sutton believed.

“You have no idea. Or maybe you do since you’re sharing a front-row seat to this circus.”

“Oh, I’m fine. I’m not getting as much attention today as you are. You’re the one who’s getting the real shit end of the stick. I’m just here fulfilling contractual obligations.”

It was an open secret between them. Amira was Preston’s fake, PR-approved girlfriend. Aunt Margot had engineered their relationship to help Preston shed his infamous party-boy reputation once and for all. To secure the mayor’s seat, he needed to project a stable family man image. It didn’t hurt that Amira was South Asian, adding to Preston’s façade that he cared about POC and the issues affecting them. When really she was a diversity shield that let him pretend to be invested in POC communities without ever having to advocate for them.

Exactly what Amira’s prominent family was getting out of the arrangement, Sutton didn’t know. But she could recognize when someone was being forced to do something against their will. Amira was. It was because of that Sutton had always recognized a natural kinship with her.

Amira wasn’t a power-hungry social climber trying to claw her way into the Beaumont inner circle. By day, she worked as a researcher at her parents’ pharmaceutical company, preferring clinical trials to cocktail parties. From the conversations they’d shared over the past year, Sutton could tell that Amira despised Preston as much as she did. She was just that much better at hiding it.

“How are you holding up?” Amira asked, glancing to the front of the room where Preston was buttering up potential donors. “Earlier, I saw Margot tracking your every move like a racist retail worker.”

“I’m surviving as best I can. I’ve been standing here, counting down the minutes until I can escape back to my penthouse.”

“Been there.”

“How has this been for you?”

“Honestly? It’s one of the better events I’ve been forced into going to. Preston has been too busy sucking up to the guests to pay attention to me. I only had a stand by his side for a few minutes before he shooed me away.”

“I know he did that so he could mingle alone, but he did you a favor. Hearing him drone on about politics is the most boring experience I’ve ever been put through.”

“More than once, I’ve had to stop myself from falling asleep.”

Sutton chuckled but the humor of the situation died down. “Seeing him play the grieving grandson today… I don’t know how you do it. I think I rather get hit by a bus than act like I’m in love with Preston.”

“It’s hard, but I do it the same way you do.”

“Yeah, but I’m related to the Beamounts. At least I don’t have to kiss one.”

Amira cringed. “Yeah, you should consider yourself lucky there. Some days I think about faking a research trip to Antarctica to get out from under my parents’ thumb and his ego.”

“If you ever do, let me stow away in your luggage. I’ll help you study penguins or whatever it is you do.”

She smiled, her bright white teeth showing.“I like the sound of that. It’s a deal.”

Amira’s phone buzzed, interrupting their fictional plans. She pulled it out of her clutch and read the notification. “Duty calls. Lab results from a clinical trial came in, and my supervisor is having a meltdown.”

“Go. Save yourself.”

“I’ll see you at the next mandatory family humiliation ritual.”

When Amira slipped out the terrace doors to take her call, Sutton sighed. Her gaze traveled across the room, where Preston was holding court by the grand staircase. He was deep in conversation with real estate donors. Caleb was barely in the ground, but her cousin was already operating at full throttle.

Sutton inched closer, wondering what could’ve been so important it had to be discussed on today of all days.

“We’re going to make it easier and faster for developers to get building permits across districts in this city. There’s too much paperwork as it is, and it’s barring new businesses from opening in zones that need them the most. Our first order of business will be expediting commercial expansion in East Side and Union Heights.”

“I like the sound of that,” one realtor replied.

“You’ll like the sound of this too. We’re going to increase private security in those areas, so we can protect commercial assets and safeguard the property values.”

Sutton stared at her cousin, disgusted by him in more ways than one. Preston and his cronies were downright giddy at the prospect of pushing working-class communities off land developers wanted to gobble up. Then they had the nerve to frame it as a good thing.

Like bulldozing over generations of history to build luxury apartments and coffee shops was a public service. They were ignoring the families who would be left homeless in the wake of their greed. Or worse, they knew and they didn’t care.

Before Sutton could stop herself, the words were already out of her mouth. “Are you seriously making plans to gentrify neighborhoods at a wake?”

Preston stopped talking, his smile falling before he recovered. He chuckled, trying to lessen the awkwardness. It didn’t work. His investors murmured, looking at their shoes than at either cousin.

“Excuse us for a moment, gentlemen. I’ll be right back,” Preston said, catching Sutton by the elbow with a tight grip. He manhandled her away from the group, taking her outside through the patio doors.

The moment they were alone, Preston lost his golden boy shine, reverting to his true loury form. “What in God’s name is wrong with you
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