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      Nantucket Island broke from the glittering ocean. It was a lush oasis dotted with iconic vacation homes for the rich and famous, featuring miles of white, sandy beaches and an unforgettable and transportive historic district, one that romanticized the island’s hundreds of years of remarkable stories. Layla Johnson leaned against the railing of the ferry, her face against the wind as her reddish-brown locks whipped out behind her. Tears shimmered from her eyes and painted her with long, skinny stripes. This was the place where she’d fix everything wrong with her life. This was the island where she’d find herself again. 

      Layla hadn’t been to The Copperfield House since 1993. Back then, Greta Copperfield had been her number-one rival amongst women novelists in North America, a pretentious competition that had demanded all literary magazines and publishing houses to take sides. “Who do you like more? Copperfield or Johnson?” Journalists had written Think Pieces, and numerous universities had had classes comparing their work. Unlike men, who might have gotten even more competitive and volatile due to such rivalry, Layla and Greta instead struck up a wonderful friendship. And when Greta stopped writing in the wake of Bernard’s prison sentence, Layla had been sad to say goodbye to her only worthy opponent. Greta’s prose had improved Layla’s prose. That was the nature of competition. 

      But now, Layla was fifty-three years old, and she was in the midst of the worst writer’s block she’d ever encountered. Her brain was filled with cement. She hadn’t had a creative idea in what felt like a decade, an era that had demanded so much from her emotionally that she often wasn’t sure if she still wanted her career or her life. Maybe she didn’t want to be Layla Johnson at all anymore. She was the only one who knew about her writer’s block, of course. Her editor and her agent were both quite sure she would deliver a brand-new book by the end of November, just as she’d said she would. 

      At least Layla was still capable of lying. Maybe that was proof her fiction-writing wasn’t dead. Not fully, anyway. 

      Because Layla lived in New York City, she didn’t own a car. The little black Cadillac ELR she’d opted to rent was sleek and sophisticated, and as she drove from Nantucket Harbor toward The Copperfield House, her heart was in her throat. This was the first “adventure” she’d allowed herself in years. Probably in no time flat, she would sizzle with an idea for a story again. That was the reason people went on writer’s retreats, wasn’t it? It brought you out of your shell and ignited that creative spark. It forced you to see everything from new and unique perspectives. 

      The only problem was, of course, that it was the first day of September— which meant she had to write a new book in three months. That was a nearly impossible feat. The Copperfield House had better work its magic on her. 

      Greta Copperfield waited for her on the front porch of the gorgeous Victorian, shifting gently on the attached swing. Layla stopped the engine and stepped out of the car, her legs stiff after the drive. Although Greta was now in her early seventies, she seemed to float down the porch steps, her skin glowing with vitality. What was that woman’s secret? Even when Layla had been a twenty-three-year-old rockstar in the literary world, Greta had always looked more sophisticated, better-dressed, with skin that seemed incapable of wrinkling and voluminous hair. At that time, she’d been forty years old. 

      “Layla Johnson, as I live and breathe.” Greta kissed Layla on both cheeks, the way she’d learned to do in Paris, and held her elbows, taking her in. She smelled like lilacs and the sea. 

      “Greta. It’s so good to see you.” Layla felt breathless. During the twenty-five years when Greta had been a recluse in this house, Layla hadn’t dared reach out to her, and now, she wasn’t entirely sure why. Had she been afraid of her, of the changes that had happened to her? Or had she just been too caught up in her own drama to care about someone else’s? 

      She wasn’t proud of the answer. 

      “Let me help you with your things,” Greta said. 

      “Oh! No. I can do that.” Layla hurried around the back to open the trunk. There, she’d packed two suitcases and her laptop bag. 

      The screen door screamed from the porch, and Greta called out, “Quentin! Come say hello to Layla. And please, help us with these bags, won’t you?” When Greta turned back to face Layla, she wagged her eyebrows and added quietly, “I have a full house these days. Plenty of men to do the heavy lifting!” 

      Layla laughed. It must have been bizarre for Greta to have all of her family back after so many years alone. Layla lived by herself and felt a crippling sense of loneliness most days. She couldn’t imagine having her space invaded like that. 

      Quentin Copperfield was, of course, the most famous of the Copperfield children. Although he wore frayed jeans and a white t-shirt, he walked with the confidence of a man in a five-thousand-dollar suit, and his smile was terribly handsome, one Layla knew well after his many years as the most-renowned nightly news anchor in the United States. He’d quit earlier this year, and the station had initially struggled to replace him. 

      “Layla! Welcome to our home,” Quentin said, shaking her hand. 

      “Thank you,” Layla said. “Last time I saw you, you were a teenager! All you talked about was going out to Los Angeles to be an actor.” 

      “And he did, for a time.” Greta beamed. 

      Quentin palmed the back of his neck. “Luckily, I got out of it after doing my third commercial for organic dog food. I thought there had to be some other way to make a living.”

      “Seems like you did all right for yourself,” Layla said. “What are you doing now?” 

      Quentin gestured vaguely toward The Copperfield House. “My wife and I moved here this spring, which has been a Godsend. Both of my daughters are away at NYU for the autumn semester, but my son is still here.” 

      “That’s James. He’s a wonderful kid,” Greta said. 

      “My daughter helped me with a documentary this summer,” Quentin said, “and as that’s being edited, I’m working on another with a friend named Henry. He lives over on Martha’s Vineyard.” 

      “A documentarian,” Layla said. “Sounds like a wonderful next step.” 

      “It’s certainly not as stressful as the nightly news,” Quentin assured her, swinging both suitcases from the back of her trunk. “And you couldn’t talk me into living in the city again right now. This fresh air has done me a world of good.” 
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      Greta showed Layla both entrances to The Copperfield House— one through the family side of the house and another through the back so that Layla could come and go without running into fifteen different Copperfields on the way. 

      “But you’re practically family,” Greta assured her. “So please, come over to our side of the house whenever you want to.”

      Layla blushed as she followed Greta up the residency staircase. “I don’t think I came to this side of the house last time.” 

      “No! I remember you stayed in one of our guest bedrooms,” Greta said. “We had a stacked residency calendar that year. It must have been 1993?” 

      “Great memory,” Layla said. 

      “I had a lot of time to reminisce,” Greta offered. “Ah. Here’s your room.” 

      It was a quaint room, approximately ten feet by ten feet, with a bay window that overlooked the Nantucket Sound. Quentin had placed Layla’s suitcases directly next to the bed, and a wide, clean mahogany desk sat near the window, demanding to be written at. 

      “It’s gorgeous,” Layla said, touching the chair in front of the desk and willing herself to dream up a new story. 

      “It’s my favorite room on this side of the house,” Greta confessed. 

      “Are the writers here yet?” Layla asked. 

      Greta shook her head. “They arrive in two days. They’re all ecstatic to be working with the great Layla Johnson.” 

      Layla blushed again. If only they knew how inadequate she felt right now. “You said in your email you have their writing samples?” 

      “Ah! Yes.” Greta opened one of the drawers on the desk and pulled out a stack of manuscripts. “We got many responses to the ad. It was difficult to whittle it down to just three writers.”

      It had been Greta’s idea: a writer’s workshop, helmed by the “great” Layla Johnson. It was a way to rejuvenate The Copperfield House residency after its long hiatus, bring more money in, and, as she put it, celebrate the next generation of writers. Because Layla had felt so stuck in life and in writing, she’d agreed without thought. But now, the idea of coaching three writers terrified her. What could she tell them? She’d forgotten every single writing rule. 

      Their names were Evie Randall, Bella Hawkins, and Victor Atkinson. They had all gotten their masters in fine arts (MFA) in writing, and they were all between twenty-eight and thirty years old. The thought of them peering up at her with expectation made Layla shiver. 

      “I guess I have some reading to do,” Layla said. 

      “Don’t worry yourself too much,” Greta told her. “Settle in a little bit. Enjoy the beach and the island. It won’t get too cold around here till the end of September.” Greta snapped her fingers. “I just remembered the last time I saw you!” 

      Layla laughed with surprise. “I’m drawing a blank.” 

      “It was your wedding!” Greta smiled. “It must have been 1995. I told Bernard I’d never seen a more gorgeous couple.”

      Layla’s smile fell, and she twirled her wedding band on her finger. “Oh. Yes. It was a magical day.” 

      “How is Brad? I hope he’ll visit the island while you’re here?” 

      Layla’s heart pounded in her ears. “I wish he could. Unfortunately, he died.” 

      Greta’s face fell. “Oh, my goodness. Layla, how crass of me.” 

      Layla shook her head. “Don’t worry about it.”

      “No. I stepped out of line,” Greta said. “And I’m sorry. When did it happen?” 

      “It’s been a few years,” Layla explained. “Much longer than I’d like to admit. I just can’t bring myself to remove the ring.” 

      Greta nodded. “I can understand that. All those years Bernard was in prison, I kept my ring on, too.”

      Layla understood the heaviness of that. For the entirety of those twenty-five years, the world had been convinced of Bernard’s guilt. Nearly a year ago, the Copperfield siblings had come together to prove Bernard’s innocence— and the world had woken up to the injustice that had occurred. 

      “And they really can’t do anything to Marcia Conrad for what she did?” Layla asked. 

      Greta shook her head. “Last we heard, she’s holed up in a mansion somewhere, hiding. We doubt she’ll ever work again. I imagine she’ll publish a tell-all memoir in the next few years.”

      “Her side of the story,” Layla said sarcastically. “She probably will.”

      “But we can’t worry ourselves with her anymore,” Greta said. “We have Bernard back. All my children are here. And we’ve entered into a wonderful new era.” She took Layla’s hand and squeezed it. “You’re a part of that new era, too. I’m so glad you’re here. I read your most recent novel last week to prepare. Gosh, it was marvelous. You know your way around beautiful sentences. You always have.”

      Layla had labored on that book obsessively. Her heart had been black and blue, so much so that now, she didn’t dare pick up that novel, as it reminded her of the weight of her fear. 

      “Dinner is at seven-thirty,” Greta said as she breezed toward the door. “Please, make yourself at home. My children can’t wait to see you again. Welcome to The Copperfield House.”
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      Samuel Garreth had dreamt of this moment for the past twelve years. His fingers shook as he unbuttoned his orange prison jumpsuit and stepped out of it, tossing it into the laundry hamper in the corner. The clothes he’d been wearing when he’d come in were no longer here— it was impossible to know where they’d ended up, and he was too nervous to ask. But the prison supplied him with a pair of cheap-looking jeans and a navy polo. Never in his wildest dreams would he have worn something like this polo, yet he was so grateful to be in anything that wasn’t orange. 

      The car waiting for him on the other side of the gate still had its engine on. It was a drizzly, gray day in early September, and Samuel opened his arms to the sky above and inhaled deeply. This was his first moment of freedom. This was it. 

      The man who jumped out of the driver’s seat wasn’t the grizzled old man he’d known in prison. Bernard Copperfield looked well-fed and happy, and his gray and white hair had been styled to sweep over his head. He wore a wool sweater and a pair of slacks, and he wrapped his arms around Samuel as though he was his father— and said, very quietly, “You did it, Sam. You’re free.” 

      Samuel sat in the passenger seat of Bernard’s car and clutched his knees. He hadn’t been in a car in a very long time, obviously, and it felt as though they were going too fast, speeding along the highway. The radio played a song he’d never heard before, and he was struck with the realization that everything, even bad pop music, had gone on without him. 

      “I know it’s weird,” Bernard said at a stoplight, glancing at Samuel. “You don’t have to explain it to me.” 

      Samuel tried to laugh. “I can’t believe it. The sky is so huge.” 

      “Is there any place you want to go?” Bernard asked. “Any food you’re craving?” 

      Samuel tugged his ear nervously. “I feel like I’ve lost all sense of what I like and don’t like. Maybe my taste buds are completely different.” 

      “Greta is preparing a feast for tonight,” Bernard told him. “I think she sees it as a challenge, bringing you back into the world of culinary delights. But I understand the need for a greasy sandwich or French fries on the way. We have a bit of a drive, and dinner isn’t for another eight hours.” 

      Samuel rubbed his hands together and gazed out the window. “Maybe a burrito?” he said, surprising himself. 

      “Mexican it is,” Bernard said, drawing his car into a nearby parking lot, where he removed a long, thin cell phone from his pocket. Twelve years ago, Samuel had had an iPhone and had been relatively addicted to it. His fingers no longer itched to touch something like that. 

      Bernard checked the area for the best Mexican restaurants and charted a course for a place twenty minutes away. “Is that far enough from the facility?” he asked Samuel knowingly. 

      “I don’t know if anything is far enough away,” Samuel answered honestly. 

      The Mexican restaurant wasn’t busy, thank goodness. A family sat in the corner, eating tortilla chips and salsa and talking quietly, and a man in his thirties sat in a booth by himself, playing on his phone. Samuel and Bernard grabbed a booth along the wall and sat across from one another. This reminded Samuel of the number of hours they’d sat just like this, playing chess and talking about anything that came to their mind. In prison, you had nothing but time. 

      A waitress arrived with waters filled with huge ice cubes. The water was painfully cold and delicious, and Sam could not get enough of it. He also ordered a Cherry Coke nervously, realizing, as he did, that he hadn’t spoken to a woman in twelve years. Although the waitress was in her twenties and probably saw him as an old, forgettable guy, to him, she was a revelation. Her blond hair was brighter than his memories of the sun, and her fingers were feminine and thin— so unlike the hands of the men in prison. She hardly looked at him as he ordered a burrito with chicken. But as she turned, he yelped, “Sorry! Actually, I’d rather have a burrito with steak. And refried beans. And queso dip. Please.” 

      Now, she looked a bit peeved, and she scribbled out his old order and revised it. “You sure about that?” She laughed gently. 

      “Sorry.” Heat filled his neck and his cheeks. “I’m starving.” 

      “I understand. When I’m really hungry, I don’t know what I want to eat, either. I’ll bring those drinks and chips out for you guys, okay?” 

      After the waitress disappeared into the kitchen, Samuel placed his face in his hands and heaved a sigh. 

      “It feels like a lot right now. I know,” Bernard said gently. “When I got out a year and a half ago, I spent months holed up in my study. I slept up there. I barely spoke to my children or my wife. I didn’t know how to live in the world anymore.”

      “But you seem great now,” Samuel said. 

      “I don’t feel great all the time,” Bernard admitted. “But my family has been my saving grace. And I hope we can be there for you, too.” 

      Bernard had written Samuel with the idea six months ago.

      His letter said:

      “We want to offer you a room at The Copperfield House for as long as you want to stay. You will need to give your parole officer an address, and mine is as good as any. Besides, I need help with a few repairs, and I know how handy you are.”

      This came from a brief stint they’d done together, a class making small pieces of furniture— a chair, a nightstand, a table. Samuel had relished the class, throwing himself into it as a way to forget the horrors of everything else. It had been around that time that his divorce had gone through, and he hadn’t heard from his children in many months. He’d needed that furniture class. It had saved his life.

      “I appreciate that,” Samuel said. “I don’t have anywhere else. Gosh, I sound pathetic. I can’t even pay for my own burrito.” 

      “I’m buying you that burrito,” Bernard reminded him. “It takes time to get back on your feet. You can’t put too much pressure on yourself.” 

      Samuel wanted to roll his eyes. Another part of him wanted to suggest Bernard drop him back off at the prison facility where he belonged. Maybe he didn’t have what it took to make it on the outside. Not many did. 

      But the Cherry Coke was a revelation. Samuel drank from a straw and closed his eyes at the cherry sweetness. “I don’t remember it being that good.” 

      “It probably wasn’t,” Bernard said. “I had the sensation that I slept-walked through the first part of my life. Now that I’m out, I don’t sleepwalk anymore. I’m very awake to every experience.” 

      Samuel took a tortilla chip and dipped it into the chunky salsa. His tastebuds again exploded with flavors as he chewed and swallowed. “I don’t even know what to say.”

      “I don’t demand anything from you,” Bernard said. 

      Samuel settled into himself a little bit more. He ate another chip and felt his brain activating. It had been a long time since he’d eaten the soggy white toast in prison that morning. 

      “By the way,” Samuel said, deciding now was as good a time as any, “I was happy to hear they cleared your name.” 

      Bernard dropped his gaze, looking embarrassed. 

      “Why didn’t you ever tell me you weren’t guilty?” The question had been on Samuel’s mind for a year. “I mean, every other guy in prison told me how not guilty he was. You were the only one who didn’t go on and on about it. And yet, I have a hunch you were the only one who wasn’t actually guilty.”

      “That’s not for me to say,” Bernard offered. 

      “I guess I understand,” Samuel said after a moment. “You were never like the others.”

      “Neither were you,” Bernard reminded him. 

      Samuel shrugged. “But I was guilty.”

      “And you never said you weren’t.” 

      Samuel was quiet, remembering the hours and hours of wisdom-filled conversations he’d had with Bernard over the years. How had Bernard been able to stand it? How hadn’t he gone insane, knowing he wasn’t guilty? It was impossible to understand.

      The waitress returned with Samuel’s burrito and Bernard’s fish tacos, along with a heaping pile of refried beans and fried rice. It was more food than Samuel had seen at once in years, and his mouth watered. 

      “You want hot sauce?” the waitress asked. 

      “Sure!” Samuel sounded a little too excited, and she smiled confusedly at him before she left to fetch the hot sauce. 

      “Be careful with that stuff,” Bernard warned. “You haven’t eaten anything with real flavor in a while.” 

      Sam placed a droplet of hot sauce on the edge of his burrito, then used his knife and fork to cut a thick, cheesy, meaty, and spicy bite. When it hit his tongue, he closed his eyes and felt the twelve years of sorrow, loneliness, and rage flow away from him. And when he opened his eyes, he realized he was crying. 

      “I told you that hot sauce was spicy,” Bernard said. 

      But Samuel wasn’t crying because of the hot sauce. He could have added more of it, dousing the burrito just to prove to himself he was still alive. He was crying because of how overwhelming the world was when you thought it no longer belonged to you. He prayed he was up for it. He prayed he could open his arms to this next chapter the way Bernard had. He wasn’t sure he had the strength. 

      Bernard drove them to the Hyannis Ferry, where he parked the car and led Samuel to the top deck. It was September 4th, and you could feel the air spiced with autumn, with slowly dying leaves. This deep in the afternoon, it was in the upper sixties, and Samuel grabbed the railing of the ferry and raised his nose to the sky. 

      He hadn’t been to Nantucket since his twenties. That was thirty years ago, a few years after his wedding, after the birth of his first child. They’d left the baby with the grandparents and spent the weekend sunbathing, kissing on the pier, kissing everywhere, really, and going out to dinner. They’d felt on top of the world. They’d told each other they would be cool parents. They’d told each other nothing would change. 

      Samuel had never told Bernard he’d been to Nantucket before. He’d kept details about his family life separate, choosing to inhabit philosophical worlds with Bernard instead. But as Bernard drove off the ferry, Sam was accosted with memories from that long-ago vacation, so much so that he could practically feel his wife’s breath on his neck and hear the sound of her laughter. 

      “Welcome to Nantucket,” Bernard said proudly. “As far as I can tell, it’s the best place in the world. I hope you learn to love it as much as I do.” 

      And five minutes later, as they turned down Bernard’s road, Samuel saw what could only be The Copperfield House. Bernard had spoken of it with such poetry that Samuel felt he would know it when he saw it— and he’d been right. It was an old Victorian with ornate trim around the windows, an enormous wrap-around porch, and a sprawling green lawn that petered out against the pristine, white beach. Flowers erupted from the gardens that lined the porch, and a beautiful older woman sat on the porch swing, writing in her journal. As Bernard turned the engine off, he bowed his head and said, “There she is. The love of my life.” 

      And Samuel remembered the only time Bernard had ever brought up Greta in conversation. It had been probably five years ago, during a depressive spell for both of them. It had been winter, and the prisoners were despondent; the guards had taken away several of their activities, and Samuel had never felt so bored. Only conversations with Bernard got him through. 

      “She was the smartest woman I ever met,” Bernard had said. “She made me believe in something about the world, something I’d previously believed to be a farce. And when she took me in her arms for the first time, I knew I’d found a home I never wanted to leave.”

      At the time, Samuel had thought, I know exactly what you mean. But he hadn’t been able to explain himself or the terror of his own broken heart, not to Bernard, not to anyone.
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      Layla’s first class with Evie, Bella, and Victor was set for two-thirty that afternoon. Although she’d already dined with them twice and seen them frolicking on the beach, all exuberant and lithe, she was terrified to stand up in front of them and pretend she knew so much more than they did. In fact, she was pretty sure she’d known much more about writing as a twenty-eight-year-old, if only because she’d been so brash back then. She’d assumed nothing could ever hurt her. She’d assumed her ideas were strong. 

      Layla had committed herself to reading Evie, Bella, and Victor’s writing before class. Just as Greta had said, they were brilliant writers with unique styles. Evie was more of a lyrical and emotional writer. Bella’s writing was visceral and sometimes a bit gross, although Layla knew that was in these days. Victor’s writing was very masculine; he reminded her of a young Philip Roth. She made a mental note not to tell him that, though. He didn’t need such a big boost to his ego. 

      Of the writers, Layla had a special place in her heart for Evie’s writing— but she knew better than to play favorites. That had infuriated her as a younger writer. 

      Greta had assigned the library as the meeting place for writing classes. Layla arrived a little bit early and checked herself in an antique mirror not far away, fluffing her hair, feeling older than dirt compared to these youthful writers. Fifty-three wasn’t old, per se. She knew that. She also knew she’d gotten a dye job just a few days before coming to the island in preparation for them. Did she want to blend in? Was she insane? 

      The three of them arrived a couple of minutes before two-thirty. Bella strode in first, a confident redhead with a sunburn on her cheeks and shoulders. She wore a dark green dress and a pair of sloppy-looking black boots, and she smiled easily as though nothing was difficult for her. Victor came next in a white t-shirt and a pair of jeans, looking like Jack Kerouac in the middle of his road trip. Next was Evie, who looked meek and pale, her black hair streaming behind her. Layla’s heart flipped over at the sight of the three of them. Although she and Brad had tried, she’d never been able to have children. These three were the same age as her children might have been. 

      “Good afternoon, all!” Layla leaned against a large desk and crossed her arms over her chest. Her hoop earrings waved gently against her neck. “Grab a seat wherever. It’s just the four of us, and Greta said to make this space feel like home.” 

      Victor sat in the middle of Evie and Bella. Bella crossed her legs while Evie placed her hands between her thighs and stared out the window. 

      “How have your first couple of days on the island gone?” Layla asked, stuttering slightly. 

      “They’ve been great!” Bella said. “I can’t believe this old house. And the view to the water is insane!” 

      “As is Greta’s cooking,” Victor added. 
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