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        Autumn 1998

      

      

      

      The Copperfield House’s interior remained precisely the same after Bernard Copperfield was sent to prison. Photographs of Quentin, Alana, Julia, and Ella from many stages of babyhood, childhood, and awkward pre-teen and teenager eras adorned the fireplace and the walkways. A calendar continued to hang in the kitchen with February 1997’s picture of a snowman on a Nantucket beach. Holidays came and went without any holiday decorations to acknowledge the passing seasons. It was eerie, or so Ella’s friends told her when they came over. It was as though she lived in a haunted house. 

      Eighteen-year-old Ella carried a bag of groceries through the foyer, careful not to step on the floorboard that creaked. Upstairs, the television Greta had moved to the bedroom she now slept in alone produced a soft hum. It was rare that Greta ever left that bedroom. Ella could count on one hand the number of times they’d eaten meals together at the kitchen table. The dining room, of course, had been abandoned, as it had been the natural meeting place for the entirety of the Copperfield Family, plus any artists, writers, or musicians who spent time at The Copperfield House’s artist residency. 

      Just as she always did, Ella had shopped for enough groceries to keep herself and her mother alive for another week. Greta hadn’t set foot outside the bounds of The Copperfield House since Bernard’s trial. It was clear that Greta was a prisoner, just as much as Bernard was. 

      Ella lined up the groceries on the counter: orange juice, milk, a box of cereal, dry pasta, pasta sauce, slices of cheese, a loaf of bread, and mayonnaise. Once upon a time, the kitchen at The Copperfield House had been well-stocked with French cooking essentials. Garlic bulbs had been found in every nook and cranny. A permanent bowl of oranges had sat on the counter. Fine French wine had always been available for a quick pour. Unfortunately, Ella was no cook. Her talents were music-based only. Naturally, there had been a great deal of cereal in the past year and a half. Ella had no intentions of fixing that. 

      “Hello?” A beautiful yet very soft voice breezed in from the foyer. 

      Ella leaped to the doorway to find her best friend and bandmate, Stephanie. Stephanie loosened her backpack from her shoulder and eyed the thick dust that lined the baby grand piano. 

      “Hey, girl. Perfect timing. I just got back from the store,” Ella said, beckoning Stephanie into the kitchen. 

      Stephanie entered and lifted herself up on the counter so that she could swing her legs. “Mr. Jenkins was looking for you after school.”

      “Oh?” Ella had raced out of last period to hit up the grocery store.

      “Yeah. I told him you’d left already. He asked me to tell you to come and find him tomorrow,” Stephanie explained. 

      Ella groaned as she opened the fridge and placed the milk and orange juice on the shelf within the door. “He’s sent three letters home with me for Greta to sign.” 

      “Has she seen them?” 

      “No way. I wouldn’t do that to Greta. I learned how to do her signature years ago,” Ella explained. 

      “Maybe he caught on to you,” Stephanie said. 

      “God, I hope not. I mean, come on. Am I really going to need to do Calculus when the band gets famous?” Ella asked. 

      Stephanie wrinkled her nose. There was always hesitation in their conversation when Ella talked about pushing their band into the big leagues. Ella wasn’t sure where that came from. To her, becoming a musician was the only way forward. On top of it all, her family was basically dead in the water. She hadn’t heard from either of her sisters nor her brother in many months. There was no way on earth she would stick around Nantucket, waiting for something to happen to her. She was ready to go out there and make it happen for herself. 

      There was the sound of someone creaking up the front porch steps. Ella stepped out of the kitchen to watch as the mailman retreated, adjusting his mailbag across his shoulder. In the kitchen, Stephanie flicked on the local radio station, which played 1998’s song of the summer, “Cruel Summer,” by Ace of Base. Now that it was October, summer seemed so far out of reach. Even the memories were foggy now. 

      The mailman had left three bills— the phone bill, the television bill, and the heating bill. Because Ella now had Greta’s signature down pat, she often took care of these things with a flourish of Greta’s name at the bottom of a check book. 

      Beneath these three bills sat another envelope that was smaller, with sharper corners. Ella flipped it over to discover Bernard Copperfield’s beautiful handwriting. In the center, he’d written: 

      The Copperfield House. 

      Ella’s heart thudded powerfully against her ribcage. It was almost too easy to imagine him in his prison clothing, the fabric of his sleeves rolled up to his elbows as he looped “The Copperfield House” across the envelope. This was the seventh letter he’d sent since he’d been sentenced to twenty-five years in prison. The first three had sent Greta into a downhill spiral of an ominous depression (one far worse than her typical “eat and sleep in front of the television” stasis). Since then, Ella had done her best to hide the letters— usually not opening them herself. 

      Back in the kitchen, Stephanie poured herself a bowl of cereal and chatted about another member of their band. Brenda played bass and had recently gotten into a tiff with another girl in school because they liked the same boy. Ella wasn’t entirely sure what the deal with this guy was. To her, he seemed like just another Kurt Cobain wannabe with a messy haircut and ratty jeans. 

      “But Brenda is depressed,” Stephanie said as she dug through the cereal to find the little bits of marshmallow. “Today, she talked about this gig in a dive bar in NYC. Her brother invited her there this weekend, maybe even to play bass in his band. But she thinks she’s too sad.” 

      Ella’s ears lifted. “A gig?” 

      Stephanie shrugged. “I mean, you and I both know that Brenda isn’t the greatest bass player in the world. But she isn’t bad or anything. She can hold a beat. That’s sometimes all a band really needs.” 

      “But we should all go,” Ella heard herself say. Her voice was a bit tenser than she’d expected it to be. “I mean, the gigs around Nantucket are lame in comparison to anything in New York City.” 

      “Sure.”

      “And if Brenda’s brother knows the other bands involved, then we could probably get a slot,” Ella continued, speaking quickly. 

      Stephanie’s eyes were clouded. “You mean you think that we should run off to New York City and play a gig?” She said it as though it was the most ridiculous idea in the world. 

      “Why not?” Ella stopped herself from rolling her eyes. “You and Brenda can just tell your parents that you’re sleeping here. Greta never checks up on me on the weekend. Or ever, really. She probably won’t even know I’m gone. Besides, I’m eighteen, aren’t I? The time to do this stuff is now.”

      Stephanie scrunched her nose. “It’s Brenda’s thing. Talk to her.”

      “But you’d be in?” 

      Stephanie shrugged and crunched through her cereal. Ella splayed the bills across the kitchen table and pocketed the letter from her father. Then, she reasoned that Greta hadn’t eaten anything at all that day. As it was now four-fifteen, it was time to boil a pot of water and demand Greta eat at least three forkfuls of pasta. 

      As Ella boiled the water and heated the sauce, Stephanie called Brenda to discuss the potential plan of heading to NYC for the “gig.” Ella hissed questions to Stephanie as they spoke over the phone, like, “Could your brother get us a thirty-minute slot?” and, “Do you know if any agents will be there?” Brenda didn’t have much in the way of answers. What she did have, just then, was a “oh, what the heck” attitude, which led her to convince Stephanie that this was the only way to live. 

      “We’re rock stars, Stephanie,” Brenda practically screamed over the phone so that Ella could hear it. “This is what rock stars do.” 

      Ella tiptoed up the staircase to her mother’s bedroom. The blue glow of the television illuminated the curve of her mother’s nose and outlined her toes, which stuck out on the other side of the comforter. On television, a movie called The Apartment played for the fourth time that week. 

      “Hi, Momma.” Ella stepped over a pile of clothes and placed the bowl of pasta on the bedside table. On one end of her mother’s closet, her father’s clothing still hung, as though he was just on a work trip and would return soon. Just once, Ella had asked her mother if she would consider getting rid of that stuff. Twenty-five years was a terribly long time. Ella wanted to give her mother space and time to move on. 

      Perhaps another dashing gentleman would come into Greta’s life and make her forget her sorrows. Ella prayed for this, despite the fact that it broke her brain to think it. For the entirety of her life, Greta and Bernard had been the world’s greatest and most loving couple. Everything they’d done, they’d done with respect, with artistry, and with hope for a brighter future. 

      Then why had Bernard stolen all that money from his colleagues and friends? 

      Had he really wanted to head off and build a new life with some other woman? 

      Even a year and a half after Bernard’s trial, gossip still crept across the island like a parasite. As his youngest and only left-behind child, Ella received the brunt of the attacks surrounding Bernard’s trial. Many of her classmates were in some way connected to the people he’d stolen from— and they poured all that hatred onto her. 

      Ella had considered dropping out of school, of course. But what were her other options? Quentin and Alana had both been out of the house by the time the accusations had begun. Julia had run off with her high school sweetheart, Charlie, and subsequently gotten her GED. Although Charlie had left Julia in the city and returned to the island to care for his ailing mother, it was rumored that Julia had already shacked up with someone new. 

      It was poisonous to think about just how little Ella knew about her siblings. Rage about that often filled her stomach. She wasn’t always sure who to be angry with about that, though. She couldn’t fully blame her siblings for leaving. Perhaps she would have done the same. 

      That said, a phone call here and there wouldn’t have hurt. Ella did always make sure the phone bill was paid for that reason alone. Still, the only people who seemed to ever call were Ella’s teachers, who were worried about her performance, plus Stephanie and Brenda, Ella’s only friends in the world. 

      Greta didn’t make a peep about the pasta. She continued to stare at the television screen. A final time, Ella said, “Remember to eat it soon, Momma. It’ll get cold if you don’t.” She then walked slowly down the staircase and returned to the kitchen to find Stephanie digging through another bowl of cereal. Ella wanted to protest and tell her friend that that box of cereal was supposed to last her an entire week, but she kept her lips shut. 

      After Stephanie headed back home to meet her family for dinner, Ella cooked herself a bowl of pasta and sat with Bernard’s letter. A part of her wanted to read it if only to dig back into the gorgeous texture of her father’s mind. To her, he’d always been the greatest of all geniuses and often creative to a fault. The bedtime stories he’d told her back in the old days had kept her awake at night with their mysticism and their magic. 

      My darling Greta, 

      I’ve given up all hope on you believing my version of the truth. From within the walls of this prison, I know only that everyone comes here for a reason— and that God has put me here for the reason that I will spend the next twenty-three and a half years finding out. 

      It’s not all bad, I suppose. My cellmate is here for another seven years. Fraud. He tells me funny stories about his life working for the stock exchange, where he rolled in money as a sort of pastime until someone at the firm figured out what he was actually up to. I asked him whether or not he would take it all back if he could. His answer surprised me. He said that out in the real world, he took everything for granted. He’d watch a sunset and think, “I wonder how much money I’ll make tomorrow.” He said he was filled with the worst sort of poison because it made him endlessly hungry for whatever he could get next. 

      Now, he says that he feels every minute of every single day. He’s taught himself three languages since he got here five years ago, and he has a few more languages on his to-do list. When he leaves here, he says he wants to adopt a dog and roam the woods. 

      Anyway. It’s fascinating learning how people were “before” and the plans they have for “after.” It’s certainly given me time to reflect about my own “before.” 

      I like to think that I loved you as best as I could. I like to think that I kissed you enough, that I held you enough, and that we sang enough songs deep into the night. I like to think that we raised beautiful, kind, and creative children. 

      But the fact is— I’m here. I’m in prison. And again, I’m reckoning with the fact that I must have made a misstep along the way. 

      For the first year or so, I dreamed only of Nantucket and of your face. Bit-by-bit, the dreams are getting foggier. I’m so fearful that I won’t be able to see your face for years on-end. It keeps me up at night before I then fall into the most heinous nightmares. 

      I must go. To end this letter, all I can say is that I love you. I love you with every ounce of my soul. And I count down the days until I see you and our darling children again.

      Yours forever,

      Bernard Copperfield
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      “You guys, we made a wrong turn!” Brenda howled from the backseat of Stephanie’s clunky car. The map was stretched out across her thighs, and her blue hair reflected starkly in the rear view mirror. 

      “Seriously?” Stephanie sounded frantic. Her hands clutched the steering wheel so powerfully that her fingers were white. Around them, New York City traffic bumped along, clearly uninterested in the fact that three teenagers from Nantucket hadn’t a clue how inner-city traffic worked. 

      “Calm down.” Ella collected the map from Brenda’s lap and inspected the route they’d made that morning before ditching school after fifth period. “We just missed the turn. If you turn right up here, we can swoop back around and find that street again.”

      “Oh my God. We’re going to die,” Stephanie groaned. 

      “Will you stop that?” Ella snapped. “Look around you, Stephanie. Seriously. Look!” 

      “I can’t look! I have to watch traffic, Ella!” 

      But at the traffic light, Stephanie allowed herself to turn her head from side to side to take in the splendorous views of downtown Greenwich Village, an artistic haven in a chaotic city so far from home. It was now seven-thirty at night, and the city had flung itself open for a dramatic night of art, music, fine restaurants, copious drinks, and lots of trouble. Ella wanted to lap up every moment of it, especially because it was so unlike her ordinary life. This was the daydream she used to get her through her life at The Copperfield House— yet here it was, right in front of her. She was living it. 

      It was a struggle to find a parking place close enough to the music venue. Even then, they had to pool together their cash to pay for it. As Stephanie clicked quarters into the parking meter, she muttered, “Brenda, your brother better let us play tonight.”

      Brenda kicked the curb sadly. “He said it was a maybe. There’s no guarantee. I told you that.”

      “That’s better than what we normally have to work with,” Ella reminded them. “Normally, we’re just stuck playing in my practice room. We need a real audience! We need real ears to hear what we’ve been working on all this time!” 

      The corners of Brenda’s lips curved into a smile. Ella grabbed her guitar from the trunk and watched as Brenda adjusted the strap of her bass case over her shoulder. They hadn’t bothered with a drum set, thinking that Stephanie could just use whatever set the venue had. 

      The Greenwich Village venue was called “The Toast.” According to Brenda’s older brother, The Toast was where all the punks and indie music kids hung out on the weekends. According to legend, Green Day had performed there when they had just been coming up on the scene. 

      From the outside, The Toast looked like any other dive bar. It was shadowed and dank looking with graffiti on the door and had only one window. Several twenty-somethings stood outside the bar, smoking cigarettes and chatting in a way that made them look very bored but also very cool. As Brenda, Stephanie, and Ella approached, Brenda’s brother stepped out of the bar and placed a cigarette between his lips. 

      “Well, well, well. I can’t believe you really made it,” said Brenda’s brother, Chris. Ella had always thought he was a terrible musician and an even worse person. He gave Brenda a half-hug and nodded at Stephanie and Ella, who he probably thought of as little kids. “Sneaking off the island for a bit of city action. Ella, Brenda tells me that you can really slay that thing.”

      Ella wanted to roll her eyes but decided against it. “Are we in for tonight, or what?” 

      Chris pressed his palms against his thighs. “Just be patient, little girl. I’ll get you a slot sometime tonight. I’m in with the guy who makes the schedule. I can’t promise you any longer than twenty minutes, though.”

      Ella told herself that twenty minutes would have to be enough. “Okay. Thanks.”

      They entered the bar behind Chris. The guy at the door who was there to check everyone’s IDs didn’t bother to glance at them at all. They passed the bar counter, where a woman in a belly shirt talked to an older guy with her hand on her hip. In the corner, a couple made out passionately despite the earliness of the hour. It was difficult for Ella to imagine what kind of world existed beyond the confines of Nantucket Island— yet here it was. Was she ready for it? 

      Backstage, Chris showed them where they could put their instruments and hang out before their gig. There were plenty of beer bottles on a table, along with bags of chips and pretzels. Two twenty-something guys with bad tattoos talked to one another in the corner and managed to ignore the pack of teenage girls altogether. 

      “The first concert is at eight,” Chris explained. “You can either hang out back here or in the crowd, but don’t get yourself into any trouble. If Mom finds out, she’ll kill me.” He eyed Brenda knowingly. He then glanced toward Ella to say, “Although I guess if you got into any trouble, it would just be par for the course in that family of yours.”

      Ella’s jaw dropped with surprise. Chris snickered to himself and hustled out of the back room, leaving Ella with her hands in fists. 

      “What the…” Stephanie’s eyes widened. “Brenda, your brother is a piece of work.” 

      Brenda rolled her eyes and placed a tender hand on Ella’s shoulder. “You okay, hun?” 

      Ella shuddered. “Yeah. Fine.” She sniffed. “As long as we get to play, I don’t care what that guy says. We’re here, aren’t we? We made it.” 

      Stephanie, Brenda, and Ella shared a secretive smile before stepping back out into the crowd to watch the first band. The band was made up of five guys on the early side of their twenties. They played bad punk music and hardly stayed on beat. Ella mostly rolled her eyes throughout the entire performance, uninterested in guys who only did the whole “music business” thing because they wanted to pick up chicks. 

      Brenda and Stephanie, on the other hand, jumped up and down throughout this performance and the next. Ella was mystified. Didn’t they hear just how bad this band sounded? Were they on the same page when it came to music? Or were Brenda and Stephanie just the only girls in Ella’s grade who cared about music at all? 

      Being eighteen was difficult for many reasons. Most of all, though, Ella felt as though she hovered between two realities. There was her time at The Copperfield House, with her family and her best friends in the band, but then there was this other life that awaited her wherever it was she ended up going. That big-time music career was somewhere out there. But she had to be patient on her quest. 

      The fourth band who stepped up on stage was yet another four-piece of guys. Ella muttered into Stephanie’s ear to say, “It’s like there are no girls who can actually play around here.” 

      The first chords of a punk song began to play. Stephanie called out over the sound. “Brenda’s brother said that girls are supposed to be in the crowd, not on stage.”

      “That’s so stupid!” Ella screeched. 

      But on stage, something strange was happening. While three of the band members seemed dull and boring, playing through the same-old chords and beats of a punk song, the drummer was extraordinary. He seemed to take full advantage of the entirety of the drums, whipping from one end to the other in a streamline. The other musicians couldn’t hold a candle to him.

      To top that off, the drummer seemed a little bit younger than the others, perhaps nineteen or twenty. As far as Ella could tell, his arms and legs showed off no tattoos. He wore the slightest of beards, little more than a five o’clock shadow, and he wore a black t-shirt without any allegiance to any other bands. His hair was black, as were his eyes, and he seemed to hover above the rest of the crowd in that music venue. It was as though he already belonged in a better one. 

      When the band’s first song cut out, Ella lifted up on her tippy-toes and whispered in Stephanie’s ear. “That drummer is really good.”

      Stephanie arched her brow. “You think?” 

      Again, Ella was flabbergasted that Stephanie hadn’t noticed. But before she could explain just what she felt about his drumming techniques, the band surged into another song, then another. Throughout, Ella was wrapped in a daydream of watching him work his magic. 

      About twenty minutes later, Chris burst through the stage to tell the girls that they were “up next.” Ella’s throat tightened with excitement. The three of them hustled backstage to collect their things and compose themselves. In the room where the concert was, the band with the incredible drummer cut out, and the crowd roared. 

      “They left the room with good energy,” Ella said, her confidence building. “I think we’ve got this.” 

      “Oh my gosh. I’m so nervous,” Brenda breathed. 

      But there wasn’t time to be nervous. Already, the band with the drummer entered backstage, flipping their sweaty curls and dropping their guitars back into their cases. The drummer arrived last and shoved his drumsticks into his back pocket. He spoke to his bandmates and said, “Does anyone know who’s up next?” 

      “Um. We are.” Ella heard herself volunteer this information with a quivering voice. 

      The drummer’s eyes dropped toward the three teenage girls in front of him. Ella’s instinct was that he would immediately burst out laughing at the absurdity of them. But instead, he gave her a firm nod and said, “Good luck out there. There’s a little bit of reverb. Be careful.”

      “Thanks for the tip,” Ella returned. She then strutted out toward the stage with Brenda and Stephanie hot on her heels. She had to play the part of an arrogant rock star, even if she didn’t necessarily feel like one. That was the trick to everything, she thought. Just act the part. 

      Ella, Stephanie, and Brenda hadn’t played much more than a few Nantucket music festivals, a neighborhood association party, house parties for Nantucket locals, and a summer party that had gone south (namely because of an incident between Brenda and the guy she crushed on hard). Up on stage at The Toast, Ella’s fingers and toes sizzled with the intensity of the crowd’s noise. Could they actually do this? Had they actually practiced enough? 

      The crowd soon realized that the people on stage were teenage girls and quieted out of sheer curiosity. Ella knew they all expected them to have no talent and no stage presence. She was more than willing to prove them wrong. 

      “A-one. A-two. A-one, two, three!” Ella counted them off, and in a flash, they were off to the races on their first track. They were rock with a bit of indie flair and a decent amount of punk attitude. This brought Ella all over the stage as she howled and shredded her guitar, singing lyrics that she’d scribed in her bedroom during the most miserable year of her life— the year her father had been taken away. 

      The set lasted twenty-five minutes, longer than any they’d ever played. It was clear after the first song that they’d won the crowd over. By the time they finished, the crowd roared and screamed, calling out, “Yeah! Girls rock!” which sounded so silly and also so genuine in these strange moments. Ella was soaked with sweat, as were Stephanie and Brenda. Quickly, they met in the middle of the stage and shared a group hug before they gathered their things and hustled off. 

      Backstage, Ella drank two glasses of water and listened as Stephanie and Brenda geeked out about how good it had felt to be up there. The other guys in the room eyed them curiously, clearly impressed. In truth, Ella searched for just one person’s approval. 

      And very soon, he appeared. 

      The drummer from the band who’d performed before them flashed through the back door and appeared before her, his hair disheveled every which way. They stared at one another for a long, frozen moment as the rest of the people backstage buzzed around them. 

      Finally, he spoke. “You were insane up there.”

      “Right back ‘atcha.” 

      His smile was crooked and endearing. As he took another step toward her, the sound of her heartbeat became a roar. 

      “I’m Will,” he told her. 

      “Hey. I’m Ella.” Did she sound cool? Like a cool “rock chick”? Or did she sound like a dumb teenage girl from Nantucket Island? 

      “Who taught you how to play like that?” 

      Ella laughed, surprised at the question. “I taught myself.” 

      Will snorted. “Gosh. Most of the guys in this place taught themselves as well. The only difference is, they suck, and you don’t.”

      Ella refilled her glass of water, suddenly terrified that she would have nothing else to say after that. But before she could drum up another question or comment, Will asked, “Do you want to step outside with me? It’s so hot in this bar.” 

      Ella glanced toward Stephanie and Brenda, who were already fully aware of her conversation and gave her little, quick nods that told her they understood what she needed to do. Ella grabbed her coat and then followed Will back through the throng of concert-revelers and into the crisp October night. Out there, Will fumbled a cigarette from his pocket and told her that he really hated the habit. He planned to quit soon. 

      “Why don’t you just quit now?” Ella asked with a sly smile. 

      Will guffawed. “That’s a good question.” He puffed his cigarette and grimaced. “I guess because everyone else in this city does it.”

      “Are you the kind of guy who goes along with the crowd?” 

      “I don’t like to think so.” Will’s eyes glittered with intrigue. “You obviously don’t live around here.”

      “Why is that so obvious?” 

      Will shrugged. “You’re intelligent, for one.”

      “I’m sure there’s someone in New York City more intelligent than I am.” 

      “You’re funny, for another,” Will returned. 

      Ella’s stomach twisted into a beautiful knot. There was no better thing than a handsome guy telling you that you were funny. Maybe this night was the pinnacle of her life. 

      “Where are you from, anyway?” Will asked, stomping out one-half of his cigarette. It was clear that he wasn’t interested in it. 

      Maybe he wanted to kiss her. Maybe he didn’t want to rule it out, at least. 

      “I’m from Nantucket,” Ella said, choosing not to lie. 

      “Ah. Sweet. It looks beautiful there,” he said. 

      “It supposedly is. I guess I’m just too used to it to realize it.” 

      “That’s the curse, isn’t it?” Will asked. 

      They decided to head back inside to listen to another band. In the back, they howled in one another’s ears about what they didn’t like about these particular musicians. The next band was proof that this scene was just one bad musician after another. Eventually, Will grabbed them beers from the counter with his fake ID and led Ella into the corner so that they could talk more without the heinous parade of terrible punk songs. 

      Their conversation was already the most nutritional thing Ella knew. It seemed as though everything they said allowed another conversation to blossom. They spoke about music, their goals in the music world, and whether or not they really thought it was possible to make a career as a musician. Both felt that they owed it to themselves to try. 

      At some point, the bar began to clear out. Stephanie and Brenda appeared in front of Will and Ella’s table; Brenda had her bass over her shoulder and looked prepared to go. 

      “Oh, Will. These are my bandmates,” Ella said, her words slurring together after one beer. “Brenda and Stephanie.”

      Will shook their hands and said it was good to meet them. Brenda then announced that Chris wanted to head to a party a few blocks away. 

      “We kind of have to stick with him because we’re staying at his place,” Brenda explained. 

      Ella eyed Will, her heart darkening with disappointment. Was this really the last time she would see Will? But a split-second later, Will removed his wallet from his back pocket, took out a small sheet of scrap paper, and scribed his number across it. To Ella’s surprise, he then bent down and whispered, “I know of a better party. You can crash at my place. I’ll sleep on the floor.” 

      Ella gazed up to find her friends waiting for her. Something in her gut told her that this was what she had to do. Very subtly, she nodded her head and took the paper from Will’s hand. She then handed it up to Stephanie and said, “Call this number tomorrow morning. I’ll be…”

      “Just around the corner,” Will announced. 

      “Yeah.”

      “Ella, this is insane,” Brenda said, her face marred with anger and fear. 

      Will leaped to his feet, removed his wallet again, and handed them his real ID, his library card, his Blockbuster card, and a few stubs from the subway. He began to tell them everything he could about himself— that his name was Will Ashton, that he had grown up “Up State,” and that he was in the city to make it as a musician. 

      “I’m only nineteen,” Will continued. “I just graduated from high school like five minutes ago. I’ve only had one girlfriend, and we broke up at the start of senior year. I didn’t treat her badly or cheat on her; we just decided that we were better off as friends. Um. What else? I’m allergic to bees. I sometimes get car sick. I don’t do drugs, and I hardly drink.” 

      Stephanie and Brenda eyed one another, laughing nervously. Ella’s heart nearly burst. Was this guy really doing all this to spend more time with her? 

      “If you can’t track us down tomorrow, you can call my mother upstate,” Will continued. “I’m from Albany. Her name is Teresa. Same last name.”

      “Teresa, huh?” Brenda smirked and tilted her head back and forth. Her eyes locked with Ella’s. “You promise that you’re okay?” 

      “Yeah. I’m good, Brenda.” 

      Ella shivered against Will, her heart bursting with expectation. Was she actually “okay”? Or was this the start of a story that ended with her “going missing”? That said, most of her family had “gone missing,” one way or another. Nobody would miss her if she was gone. 

      Brenda and Stephanie each gave Ella a hug and then followed Chris out into the street. This left just Ella and Will in the shadows of the bar. More bar-dwellers hunkered in the corners and ordered additional beers. Ella’s feet itched to just walk the streets that she didn’t yet understand. She wanted to do it all alongside Will, this mysterious man who also seemed so familiar. 

      “Let’s get out of here,” Ella breathed. 

      Will and Ella bundled up in their autumn clothing. Ella wrapped her scarf around her neck and then adjusted her guitar over her shoulder. Meanwhile, Will banged his drumsticks against the cushion of the shoddy couch in a percussive tune that made Ella laugh. Her cheeks screamed with the pain of so much laughter. Since her father had left, she hadn’t done a whole lot of it. 

      That night, Will and Ella wandered the streets of Greenwich Village like ghosts. They watched the Friday night revelers, giggled at their slurred voices and drunken movements, and occasionally paused to lean against smooth red bricks of townhouses and gaze into one another’s eyes. 

      To Ella’s surprise, it didn’t take her long to explain the horrors of the previous year and a half of her life. The information just fell out of her, as though Will had deserved to know it all along. Will carried the news of her father’s prison sentence, her mother’s crippling depression, and her sisters’ and brother’s abandonment and laced his fingers through hers. 

      “When I saw you on stage tonight, I knew there was something to you. Something so unlike the other people who played,” he began. “There was so much emotion in each of your chords and so much heartache in your lyrics. I thought to myself, I want to know what that girl is actually thinking.” 

      Ella’s voice was lost in her throat. It was as though, with the admittance of her family’s situation, she’d run out of strength to say anything else. 

      Will’s eyes glistened, as though he was on the verge of tears. A tear of Ella’s own drifted down her cheek. It was a traitor. She didn’t want to cry in front of this man! She wanted to be exceedingly cool. She wanted to seem like a city girl— not the heartbroken islander who’d driven so far from home. 

      “Sorry. I haven’t ever talked about it to a stranger before,” Ella explained.

      The corner of Will’s lips curved dangerously toward his ears. Gosh, he was handsome. It seemed almost illegal, like God shouldn’t have allowed so much goodness to exist in one person. 

      “Does that mean I’m still a stranger?” Will asked. 

      “I guess it depends on your definition of ‘stranger.’” Ella paused for a beat. “But I’d like to think you’re a little bit more than a stranger.” 

      “A little bit more than a stranger. That’s a great review,” Will teased. 

      Ella chortled. “Ask my friends. I don’t give out compliments easily.”

      “Good,” Will returned, his smile falling. “Giving out too many compliments just cheapens compliments in the first place. If you said everything was great, how could I actually know what you were thinking?” 

      Ella had heard her father, Bernard Copperfield, say something similar at the dinner table once. Her gaze fell to the ground. 

      Recognizing the change in mood, Will stepped closer to her and placed a tender hand over her ear. Ella’s eyes returned to his. Across the street, an alarm began to blare. The sounds of the city were almost overwhelming, but they seemed to match the intensity of Ella’s emotions. 

      “Are you okay?” Will whispered. 

      Ella nodded. With his face so close to hers, she couldn’t imagine that anything else would go wrong for the rest of her life. Slowly, she lifted her chin so that his pillow-soft lips were mere inches from hers. 

      “I shouldn’t kiss you,” Ella rasped, still on the verge of tears.

      “Why not?” 

      “Because I’ll never see you again.” 

      Will chuckled. “Why would you never see me again?” 

      “Because I want to too badly,” Ella confessed. “People don’t get what they want in life. Nothing ever works out the way we plan.”

      She knew this better than most. She was a Copperfield, after all. 

      But then Will whispered, “If you don’t want to see me again, that’s one thing. But I’d be open to the idea if you let it happen.” 

      With that, Will closed the distance between them, his lips gently on hers. Ella closed her eyes and spun into the great abyss of wherever these feelings would lead her. Just then, she had to admit that she didn’t care just what came next. For the first time in a year and a half, she felt the immensity of freedom. It wasn’t half bad.
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