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Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      The apartment in Seattle wasn’t a palace. With its single room, its view of the trash cans out the back window, and no working stove, Anna Crawford was more than slightly nervous about giving her mother a video tour when she called. As the oldest of the Crawford children, Anna put significant pressure on herself in her career and her personal life— and the crummy apartment, which was the only one she could afford, let alone find in such a difficult market, wasn’t exactly how she wanted to present herself. 

      “But don’t worry. I’ve already called the landlord about the stove,” Anna explained after the tour. “And I’m sure I’ll be able to find something better by next year.” Anna winced at how frightened she sounded. 

      On her phone screen, Julia was small and smiley, sitting in a sunbeam on Nantucket Island. “Oh, honey. It’s your first place by yourself. We all start somewhere.” 

      Anna perched at the edge of her bed as her heart ballooned in her chest. 

      “I mean it, honey,” her mother continued. “Things were different for me because I met your father so young. But you? You’re twenty-three and at the very beginning of your writing career. Be patient with yourself.” 

      Anna’s smile matched her mother’s, even this far west across the continent. If there was anything the Copperfield Family of Nantucket Island had taught her, it was that life was long and apt to change and alter its course at any moment. It was important to enjoy every season you were in. 

      “Just don’t have a surprise pregnancy like your father and I did,” Julia said with a small laugh. “We had to grow up very quickly. If we’d been in a little place like yours, it wouldn’t have been pretty.”

      Anna laughed. “I’m sorry about that.”

      “It’s not completely your fault,” Julia teased. “Besides, it all worked out in the end, didn’t it? And your story will, too.” 

      After Julia headed out to finish editing a manuscript for her publishing house, which was now vibrant and successful in the wake of Bernard Copperfield’s first book in over thirty years, Anna dropped to her knees in front of her suitcase and began to do something she’d always dreamed of doing: she packed for her very first trip away as a travel writer. 

      Anna piled a sweater, hiking boots, jeans, leggings, workout clothes, and toiletries into her suitcase, thinking about how, as a girl, she’d written stories of faraway lands, imagining what the landscape in Antarctica was like, or what really lurked at the top of Mount Everest. Now, it was her job to go to faraway places, experience them, and write them down for other people as a way for them to experience them, too, if only in story form. It was a dream come true. 

      There was a knock at the door. Anna hurried up to open it to find Dean wearing that devilishly handsome smile of his. “There she is. The famous travel writer, Anna Crawford.” He took a delicate step in, his blue eyes glistening. “I wonder if she’ll run off and forget about the people she left behind?” 

      Anna wrapped her arms loosely around Dean’s waist. “Unfortunately for my career, I’m a bit attached to this handsome teacher I know here in Seattle. I can’t stay away for long.” 

      “Who is this handsome teacher?” Dean feigned anger. “I’d like to tell him he’s not good enough for you.” 

      Anna kissed him, then tugged him deeper into the apartment, giddy with laughter and love. She and Dean had met last summer and found themselves wrapped up in a whirlwind romance. After their second date, they’d hardly spent a day apart, except for when Anna visited her family in Nantucket. Once, Dean had managed to come with her, spending a weekend feasting on Greta’s cooking, chatting to Bernard about his philosophies on teaching, walking the beaches, and falling deeper in love with Nantucket (and, Anna knew, with her). 

      “This is a huge assignment,” Anna groaned as she zipped her suitcase. “I don’t know if I can do it.” 

      “You’re up for it,” Dean told her. “I’ve never met a better writer than you, you know.” 

      Anna grimaced. “You have to say that.” 

      “I don’t have to say anything.” Dean placed his hand on her shoulder and rubbed it tenderly. “I fell in love with your brain during our very first conversation, and you’ve been a surprise to me ever since. Besides, didn’t your new boss at the travel magazine swoon over your first article?” 

      “I should have written something worse,” Anna suggested. “Now, anything I do will seem lackluster in comparison.”

      “That’s impossible,” Dean said kindly. 

      Dean carried Anna’s suitcase to her beat-up car, which she planned to drive to the ferry that would ultimately take her to Orcas Island. With its rocky coastline, its thick emerald pines, and its adorable towns, Orcas Island was a perfect vacation destination for explorers, families, and foodies alike— and Anna had been assigned to write about a brand-new restaurant that was getting buzz in the town center. Her editor had told her to meet up with a friend of his, another travel writer named Everett, who’d lived on Orcas Island since last year and written about it extensively since. Anna planned to meet Everett that evening for dinner and hoped he would give her the ultimate “secret” about how to become a successful travel writer, one who could make traveling, eating, hiking, drinking good wine, and shopping a non-stop lifestyle. To Anna, travel writing seemed the most glamorous life of all. 

      Dean placed the suitcase in the trunk and kissed Anna with such tenderness that she felt weak in the knees. 

      “I’ll miss you, you know,” Dean whispered. 

      “I’ll miss you back,” Anna said. 

      “You’re staying at the Harbor Inn?” 

      “Yes,” Anna affirmed. “I’ll probably check in by five or so, then head over to meet Everett and his fiancé.” 

      Dean’s eyes glistened, and he cupped her hands in his and then kissed her fingers gently. Anna’s heart lifted, and she was again struck with the solid realization that one day, she would marry this man. There was no other way. 

      Anna drove from Seattle to Anacortes, where a ferry awaited to take her to Orcas Island. She parked her car in the belly of the ferry, then locked it and hurried out to the top desk to watch as land receded along the horizon behind her. A shiver raced up her spine. 

      This was it; she was really doing it. At twenty-three years old, she was in love, chasing her career dreams, and out on an adventure all by herself. 

      Just before Orcas Island appeared in the distance, Anna’s little sister, Rachel, texted from the University of Michigan. 

      
        
          
            
              
        RACHEL: Hey Anna! Good luck tonight on Orcas Island! 

      

      

      

      
        
          
        RACHEL: It’s so exciting! 

      

      

      

      

      

      Anna smiled into her phone and typed back a thank you. She then studied her little sister’s profile picture on the messenger app, which showed a beautiful young woman just a few years younger than Anna. They’d been raised together with their brother, Henry, in a suburb of Chicago called Bartlett. Anna hadn’t been back to Bartlett in just about a year, at which time her father, Jackson Crawford, had told his family he’d taken a position in China. Little did Anna and her siblings know that Jackson’s announcement of the job change had also served as a divorce announcement. Her parents’ divorce had been officially finalized at the end of the previous year. 

      News of her father’s abandonment of her mother had shattered Anna’s heart. Since Jackson’s departure, she’d hardly spoken to him at all and had told Dean that, in many ways, she felt she no longer had a father. 

      Once Julia had arrived on Nantucket, however, she’d reconnected with her high school sweetheart, Charlie, with whom she’d fled to New York City at the age of seventeen. Charlie was a professional carpenter, incredibly handsome, with two girls of his own. His wife had passed away a few years ago, which meant that both he and Julia returned to one another, battered and bruised. Together, they worked on healing from the tremendous pain of their past. 

      It was just about the most romantic thing Anna knew. 

      Anna drove her car from the ferry and onto Orcas Island with the windows cracked. The breeze through the car was fresh and clean, smelling of pines and salt water. Anna imagined several years down the road when perhaps she and Dean would bring their children here to hike, swim, and eat delicious seafood. She imagined Dean with a toddler on his knee, laughing at Anna with immense joy reflecting from his face. 

      Anna parked behind the Harbor Inn and hauled her suitcase to the front desk, where a chipper woman in her forties greeted her and checked her into her room. Because Anna still wasn’t an “important” travel writer, her editor had booked her a small room with a double bed and a view of the parking lot. Anna took a photograph of it and sent it to Dean, saying, “Maybe in ten years, they’ll give me a room by the sea.” Dean wrote back with a laughing emoji and said, “At least the sea is only a few minutes’ walk away.” 

      Anna, dressed in a black turtleneck and a pair of dark green pants, slid golden earrings into her ears, spritzed herself with perfume, then hurried out the door to meet Everett and his fiancé. Anna walked down Main Street as the sky cooled to a hazy bluish green, and bars and restaurants snapped on their welcoming orange lights. Behind windows, tourists and locals alike sat at thick wooden tables and pinched lemons over slabs of pink salmon, dining to their hearts’ content. 

      Everett had agreed to meet Anna at the very restaurant she’d been asked to review, as he already had a good relationship with the owner and could make a nice introduction. Anna stepped through the thick door and into the warmth of the restaurant, scanning the tops of diners’ heads for the sight of Everett, whom she’d only seen photographs of in travel magazines and his website. Previously, Everett had been a sought-after photographer and had even cut his teeth taking photographs of celebrities before he’d switched careers to write full-time. 

      “Anna?” A confident voice boomed behind her, and Anna turned to find Everett and a beautiful woman in her forties smiling at her. “I thought that was you,” Everett continued. “We just got here. We didn’t mean to creep up on you.” 

      Anna laughed and stretched out her hand to shake his. “It’s so good to meet you in person!” 

      Everett nodded. “You too. It’s so awesome you could make it out.” He said it as though he meant it, which was a rare thing in the world of arts, Anna knew. “This is my fiancé, Charlotte.” 

      Charlotte shook Anna’s hand next and complimented her writing. “Your recent article blew me away. I told Everett he better watch his back.”

      Anna felt herself blush and was unsure of what to say. Luckily, the server approached to seat them, and the three of them were soon at the most beautiful table, which featured a view of the harbor. After they ordered drinks, Everett told her that previously, he’d lived out on Martha’s Vineyard with Charlotte but that he hadn’t been able to turn down the job on Orcas Island. 

      “Martha’s Vineyard! You’re kidding!” Anna felt herself open up. “A lot of my family live on Nantucket.” 

      “No way.” Charlotte leaned forward. “I was born and raised on Martha’s Vineyard. Were you born and raised on Nantucket?” 

      “Not quite,” Anna explained. “It’s a long story.”

      Everett spread his hands out above the table. “We have all night.” 

      The server arrived with their drinks and a few appetizers, at which time he explained the owner wasn’t there that evening— and asked if they wouldn’t mind coming back tomorrow for the interview. “He’s very sorry. Something came up.” 

      “Of course,” Anna assured him. “It’ll be good to get a feel for the menu before I speak with him, anyway.”

      Everett’s eyes twinkled. “I see you already have good instincts around being a travel writer.” 

      “I don’t know about that.” Anna sipped her chardonnay, letting the flavor roll over her tongue. “But goodness, this wine is divine!” 

      “Isn’t it? I can’t get enough of this place,” Charlotte said. “Every time I come out to visit, I demand we come here.” 

      Anna’s smile widened. 

      “So, tell us,” Everett urged. “What is this ‘long story’ about why you weren’t raised on Nantucket?” 

      “Well, my grandparents raised my mother and her siblings there,” Anna tried, stumbling into the story. “But in the nineties, my grandfather was wrongfully accused of stealing millions of dollars from friends and associates on the island, and…”

      “No!” Everett was stick-straight in his chair.

      “Your grandfather is Bernard Copperfield?” Charlotte looked aghast. 

      Anna winced. “So, everyone knows him?” 

      “Everyone knows him,” Charlotte affirmed. “He’s mythologized around Martha’s Vineyard.”

      “The nerve of that Marcia Conrad,” Everett shot. “I can’t believe she’s not in jail for what she did.”

      Anna sighed. “I know. It’s horrible, isn’t it? But my mom led the charge in proving my grandfather’s innocence. She’s the one who published his book, as well.” 

      “You come from a pretty impressive family,” Everett complimented. “But I have a feeling you didn’t use any of their names to get to where you are today.” 

      Anna thought back to her studio apartment back in Seattle, where she couldn’t even make ramen noodles on the stove. “I like the idea of being recognized for my own talent rather than my connections to my family.” 

      No way would she mention her father, Jackson Crawford. It was almost a sure thing they’d heard of him, as he’d been the most-viewed nightly news anchor throughout the late winter and had been instrumental in putting cousin Scarlet’s boyfriend, Owen, behind bars. But Jackson was someone Anna wanted to wash her hands off completely. It just had to be that way. 

      “And what do you do, Charlotte?” Anna asked. 

      Charlotte laughed and squeezed Everett’s upper arm. “I’m just a wedding planner.”

      Everett scoffed. “She’s not just a wedding planner. She’s planned some of the most elaborate weddings I’ve ever experienced. She’s in such demand that she’s booked months in advance. She’s just being modest. It’s actually how we met. I was on Martha’s Vineyard to photograph Ursula…”

      “Pennington?” Anna shrieked. “That was such a dramatic-looking wedding! I was fascinated with it when it happened.” Anna had been in college at the time and had scoured magazine pages, obsessing over the celebrity wedding with her girlfriends. It had been a different time. 

      “Ursula had plenty of money to play around with,” Charlotte breathed. “But ultimately, she and her fiancé were married in a tiny church, not far from the swankier location they’d initially picked.”

      “And Charlotte and I were the only ones in the audience,” Everett said, eyeing Charlotte lovingly. 

      “That’s beautiful,” Anna said, dropping her gaze. 

      “And you, Anna? Are you seeing anyone?” Charlotte asked brightly. 

      Anna felt herself gushing. “I started seeing a middle school teacher last summer. He’s from Ohio originally but moved out to Seattle for college. He swept me off my feet.”

      Charlotte’s eyes were alight. “If you ever need a wedding planner, just say the word.”

      “Thank you. I don’t know how we could ever afford you, but thank you.” Anna’s heart swelled. 

      The food came soon afterward, taking their minds off of the far-away islands of Nantucket and Martha’s Vineyard. Anna ate her weight in salmon, mussels, roasted potatoes, savory salads, and a tantalizing creme brûlée, and then admitted she was stuffed full. 

      “I’ll be back tomorrow,” Anna said after they’d paid the bill. “I can try the rest of the menu, then.”

      “How long are you staying?” Everett asked as they stood to leave. 

      “I’ll be here for about a week,” Anna explained. “My editor wants me to get a good feel for the island and scout for more stories.”

      “Let me know if you need any help,” Everett said. “I don’t like the idea that journalists are so secretive about their stories and tips. We need to help each other, you know?” 

      “That’s wonderful,” Anna replied. “I have a hunch you’re one of the only journalists who feels that way.”

      “He is,” Charlotte said, wrinkling her nose. 

      On the street, Charlotte hugged Anna goodbye, and Everett shook her hand, congratulating her again on her previous article and her newfound career. Anna then floated back to her hotel, sensing that this was one of the best nights of her entire life. She was on top of the world.
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      Anna entered the Harbor Inn reception area, shivering from the sharp chill of the April evening. The woman behind the desk greeted her by name and smiled. “Hello, Anna. I hope you had a wonderful dinner?” 

      Anna paused and smiled back, grateful for the friendly welcome. “It was absolutely delicious. This place is pretty magical, isn’t it?” 

      “It is. I hope the rest of your stay is just as magical, if not more.” 

      “Thank you,” Anna said. “Goodnight.” 

      Anna hurried up to her bedroom with its view of the parking lot, laughing to herself about how ridiculously wonderful it all was. When she reached the door, she slid her key into the lock, already planning a hot bath, podcast, and then bedtime soon after. 

      Anna pressed the door open, stepped into the room, and immediately shrieked. There, seated on the edge of her bed, was the shadowy outline of a man. She whipped her hand to the left to turn on the light to reveal none other than Dean, her handsome boyfriend, who sat on her bed surrounded by what looked to be one hundred roses. Anna’s knees were weak. 

      “Dean?” 

      Dean’s eyes shimmered with longing. He stood from her bed, adjusting his suit jacket as he approached her gently. “I didn’t mean to frighten you.” 

      Anna’s heart swelled with joy. Slowly, she closed the door behind her and took a step toward him, understanding that this moment wasn’t one she wanted to forget. Not ever. She had to find a way to remember every single second. 

      Dean leafed into his suit pocket and removed a very small velvet box. Anna’s throat was tight, so much so that she wasn’t sure she could speak. “Dean…” she finally managed to say again, her voice raspy. 

      Dean dropped to one knee in front of her and took her left hand with his. “Anna, I love you.” 

      Anna felt on the verge of falling to her knees before him, if only because she wasn’t sure her legs would support her a moment longer. “I love you, too.” 

      “And I love the life we’ve built together so far,” Dean continued. 

      “Me too.” Anna’s hand shivered in his. 

      “The moment I met you, I knew my life was different,” Dean breathed. “Beforehand, I’d never experienced real, true love— the kind that isn’t self-serving and takes no record of wrongs. But with you, even early on, I felt that our love was the truest thing of all. And I would love to keep building that love and our life together. If you’ll have me.”

      Anna’s shoulders were slack. All of her life, she’d envisioned a gorgeous engagement like this— yet she’d never thought it would come so soon. She was twenty-three and at the very beginning of her career. Her stove didn’t even work, for crying out loud. 

      But she knew in her heart that none of that mattered. Not as long as she and Dean had one another. 

      “Ask me!” Anna cried suddenly, laughing as Dean’s smile widened. 

      “You’re impatient,” Dean returned. “I’ve always loved that about you, too.” He then swallowed and asked, “Anna Crawford. Will you make me the happiest man in the world and marry me?” 

      Anna did drop to her knees after that. She threw her arms around him, whispered, “Yes! Of course I will,” and kissed him with her eyes closed. Around them, the rest of the world carried on with their lives as Anna and Dean solidified the only thing they truly needed: one another. 

      Afterward, Anna and Dean collapsed on the bed of the hotel and held one another, gazing at the glitz of Anna’s engagement ring and into one another’s eyes. Outside, a steady rain had begun to fall, and it soon mounted into a downpour, the raindrops pelting against the window. Anna cuddled closer to Dean and finally heard herself asking him about the logistics of the proposal. 

      “I asked the hotel receptionist over a week ago if I could do this,” he explained. “She was so excited.”

      “She acted like she was up to something downstairs,” Anna said. 

      “She has already received an epic tip for her help,” Dean added with a laugh. “She helped me bring all the roses to the room, as well.” 

      “I can’t believe it.” Anna closed her eyes for a moment as, suddenly, Dean stood from the bed and hustled for the mini-fridge. There, he took out a bottle of champagne and wagged his eyebrows. 

      “Let’s make a toast to our future,” Dean said. 

      Anna bounced up and grabbed two plastic cups from the bathroom, the ones normally reserved for brushing your teeth. The plastic cups and the champagne seemed to perfectly reflect the state of their current relationship. They were young, mostly broke, and willing to make anything work. 

      Dean uncorked the champagne, and bubbles floated down the neck before he poured. 

      “Dean?” Anna surprised herself with her own voice. “You’re the love of my life.” 

      Dean’s eyes widened, and he hurried forward to kiss her on the lips. “You’re the love of my life.” He then filled the plastic glasses, which they clinked together and drank from. Anna’s mind swirled with ecstasy. 

      Long after midnight, after they’d drunk the rest of the bottle of champagne and talked about their love till they were blue in the face, Anna sighed and said, “Do you have to go back to school tomorrow?” 

      Dean shook his head mischievously. “I have the rest of the week off.”

      Anna’s jaw dropped. “You’re kidding!” 

      “Come on, Anna. This is one of the biggest milestones in our lives. I figured we could eat our weight in the local food, go hiking, and make friends with the locals. Maybe we can even pretend we live here.” 

      Anna’s heart opened with happiness. “Dean! Thank you.” She threw her arms around him, as she knew it wasn’t an easy thing to get time off from the school he worked at. 

      “Who knows where we’ll end up, Anna,” Dean said wistfully. “Maybe we’ll want to raise our children somewhere like this. Or maybe, just maybe, we’ll end up back on Nantucket with your family.”

      Anna sighed and placed her ear against his chest to hear its sturdy beat. He wrapped his arms around her, comfort against the chaos of the rest of the world. They were twenty-three and twenty-five with so much of their lives in front of them. It was remarkable to know that the rest of their lives had begun right there, in a very tiny room on Orcas Island.
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      Eloise Richards Clemmens lived alone on the Clemmens Farm on the outskirts of Muncie, Indiana. She’d lived there alone for three years since the death of her husband, Liam, who’d grown up on the farm and, after they’d met in the seventies, brought her there to live with him. Eloise had prayed for a beautiful future together, that they would have children, raise them on the farm, and live an honest yet happy life. Unfortunately, children had never come, and happiness had come in fits and starts. 

      It was a beautiful afternoon in April, in the upper sixties, and Eloise stood in a pair of overalls and gazed across the flat fields that surrounded the farmhouse and the barn. Sunlight sparkled against the dead weeds, which cut out from the soft spring earth. Since Liam’s death, she hadn’t had the energy to keep the farm going, and she’d hired other farmers to handle the land themselves, taking most of the profit along with them. But Eloise made more than enough to get by.

      Then again, Eloise was only sixty-five years old. It was possible she’d be at the Clemmens Farm all alone for the next twenty years. The thought chilled her to the bone. 

      Eloise walked back into the farmhouse to make herself a cup of tea and read the newspaper. In it, journalists wrote at-length about the rainy season, the soybean crops, and the local basketball and baseball teams. Eloise had been an Indiana resident since the seventies, but a part of her had always felt separate from all of it, as though she was reading a book but didn’t quite understand the language it was written in. 

      “You’re a Hoosier, through and through!” Liam had told her many times over the years, especially on their happier days together. “I can’t remember Indiana before you were in it.” 

      But it wasn’t true. Eloise still had dreams about her youth, when she’d been a girl on Nantucket Island— a gorgeous, sun-dappled place lined with white, sandy beaches and filled with rolling green hills and beautiful daffodils. She hadn’t been there since she was sixteen years old, but when she used the computer in the study, she googled images of the place and realized, with a lurch in her stomach, that her memories of Nantucket weren’t that far off. It really was heaven on earth. 

      The fact that she’d had to leave the island continued to shatter her heart, no matter how often she told herself it didn’t matter. “It is what it is,” is what she’d previously said about it. Unfortunately, even so many years after the fact, her departure was still the single-most horrific event of her life. 

      As the sun began to drop in the late-afternoon sky and fill the house with orange light, Eloise grabbed her spring jacket and walked out to Liam’s truck, which she’d enjoyed using since his death. High up in the driver’s seat, she was able to pretend she had a level of power that she really didn’t. She’d sold her car two years ago for a measly three thousand dollars to some high school kid who’d been very pleased with his newfound freedom. Her friends had thought she was nuts. “Who wants to drive such a big truck?” they’d asked. 

      Eloise drove the truck into Muncie, where she shopped at Kroger, filling her cart with enough food for the rest of the week— yogurt, cereal, fruits, vegetables, and even a kind of pasta made with chickpeas, which interested her. Since Liam’s death, Eloise had hardly eaten any of the things she’d previously cooked for him, like steak and pork chops. It was strange, she thought now, the little things that changed when your partner in life left you behind. She’d lost a bit of weight, yes— but she’d lost some strength, too. 
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