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Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      It was the week before Christmas, and glistening snow blanketed the island of Nantucket. Anna could feel expectation for the holiday in every corner of the island—in the warm conversation at the coffee shop, the bustle of the historic downtown, and every nook and cranny of the decorated Copperfield House. After all, the Copperfield family had spent an entire weekend together, selecting the perfect Christmas tree, stringing lights, and taking plenty of breaks to eat Christmas cookies (baked by Grandma Greta, of course). But Christmas felt distant this year—like something Anna couldn’t fully bring into her heart. At eight months pregnant, she was exhausted, her ankles were swelled, and her consciousness stunted with fear. In just one month, she would give birth to a baby boy. And because her fiancé had suddenly passed away last April, she would have to learn to parent alone. 

      In her bedroom at The Copperfield House, Anna sat on the edge of her bed, listening to the chaos through the halls and bedrooms of the immense home. It sounded like James was late for high school. It was his last day before classes let out for the holidays, and he yelled back to his mother, telling her it was all right, that he’d done all his homework, and that nobody cared if he was late on the last day.

      Quentin’s booming voice came next, “We told you to get up an hour ago!” Anna smiled inwardly. At twenty-four, with so much “real life” behind her, high school now seemed like a romantic time of her life. An era of not knowing and of hope.

      Just then, her grandmother, Greta, hollered downstairs, telling anyone who cared to listen, “There’s more coffee!” It was eight, meaning Greta would disappear into her office to write away the rest of the morning. She always woke up early to make sure the rest of the family was cared for. 

      Anna pulled her hair into a ponytail and waddled downstairs to pour herself a cup of tea and a large glass of water. There, Aunt Ella and Uncle Will sat at the kitchen table with the newspaper sections strewn in front of them. They’d just returned from several months of touring with their band. They were happy and easy to talk to, swapping stories about their trips to Memphis, Chicago, and New Orleans and asking Anna about her past few months in Nantucket. 

      “I’ve been busy,” Anna said with a laugh, referring to her giant stomach. 

      Aunt Ella chuckled and turned the page of her newspaper. “Your mom said you’ve been hard at work. Lots of writing?” 

      Anna raised her shoulders. Her dreams of becoming a travel writer had sort of diminished in the wake of Dean’s death. The accident happened on Orcas Island, where Anna was assigned to her first big-time writing gig. She couldn’t help but blame herself. Maybe if she hadn’t wanted to be a travel writer so badly. Maybe if she hadn’t forced her and Dean’s relationship to move so quickly. Maybe then, Dean would still be alive. 

      But it had felt like a wild rush of romanticism. They’d met a year and a half ago in Seattle and abandoned the rest of the world, their friends, and their responsibilities, falling in love in the only way two twentysomethings could. When Dean had asked her to marry him on Orcas Island, she’d felt her life stretching out before her like the stars in the black sky. And then, he’d died. 

      She hadn’t known she was pregnant. She hadn’t known she was about to enter the single most challenging era of her life. There had been nothing to do but keep going. 

      “I hope you don’t mind that your mom invited me to the Christmas market later,” Aunt Ella said. “She said you’re writing something about it?” 

      “It’s for Nantucket Insider Magazine,” Anna said, clutching her mug of tea. “They want a write-up of the Christmas market. Something simple. Easy.”

      “Looking forward to it,” Aunt Ella said. 

      Anna disappeared in her bedroom to go over the edits for her most recent travel article, which was to be published in Travel + Leisure magazine. The topic was springtime travel in Nantucket. Anna had written separate guides for families, parents of young children, parents of teenagers, newlyweds, and singles. She’d wept during the newlywed’s section, imagining herself and Dean exploring Nantucket and Martha’s Vineyard together, eating seafood, and hiking the white sand beaches. It seemed tremendously unfair that she wouldn’t be allowed that life. 

      Until recently, Anna had had a therapist to review this with. They’d discussed Anna’s inner rage for her circumstances and tried to build fresh hope for Anna’s new reality. But Anna’s therapist had moved to Los Angeles for her husband’s job—and Anna hadn’t gone through the trouble to make a new connection. She’d decided to call herself “healed.” 

      Anna’s cell phone pinged with a text. To her surprise, it was Violet Carpenter, Dean’s mother. 

      
        
          
            
              
        VIOLET: Hi, honey! How are you feeling? 

      

      

      

      

      

      Anna’s heartbeat quickened. Anna hadn’t seen Violet since Dean’s funeral back in April, a time that now seemed gray and amorphous. It was often difficult for her to remember it, as though grief had robbed her of short-term memory. Dean’s parents, Violet and Larry Carpenter, lived in Dayton, Ohio, where Dean was raised. Because Anna and Dean hadn’t even been together a year at the time of their engagement, Anna didn’t know them well. She hadn’t even gone to the wake, choosing instead to go on a mad road trip across the continent to return home. 

      Violet and Larry had seemed ecstatic about the pregnancy (as happy as two people who’d lost their son could be, that is). Violet had even made plans to come to Nantucket to visit. But with Anna’s travel writing, Violet’s grief, and the sheer fact that they were essentially strangers, they still hadn’t made it work. 

      
        
          
            
              
        ANNA: I’m doing well, thanks. Just one more month till the baby. 

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        VIOLET: I’m over the moon. 

      

      

      

      
        
          
        VIOLET: Listen, honey. I’ve been such a mess over here. But you and the baby have never been far from my mind. 

      

      

      

      
        
          
        VIOLET: What do you think about me visiting a few days after Christmas? I’d love to shower you with baby presents and love. 

      

      

      

      

      

      Anna raised both of her eyebrows in surprise. Violet’s face flashed through her mind’s eye. She was around Anna’s mother’s age, forty-six, with dark-blond hair and eyes the color of a pine forest. Dean had looked more like his father than his mother, but he’d often told Anna that his personality was more like his mother’s. They both loved a little too hard, he’d said. 

      
        
          
            
              
        ANNA: The Copperfield House is enormous. We would love to host you.

      

      

      

      

      

      It never occurred to Anna that once she invited Violet into The Copperfield House, she would have a hard time getting her to leave. Perhaps it should have. After all, The Copperfield House was an escape from the sinister realities that lurked outside of Nantucket. It was that way for everyone. 

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The Christmas market was located in the Historic District. It featured nearly thirty stalls where bundled-up and smiling vendors sold mulled wine, hot cocoa, pastries, chocolates, arts and crafts, and gifts. Anna suspected it was an intense time for them. They needed to make as much money as they could during the Christmas season. But Anna’s travel article couldn’t go into the economics of Christmas festivals. She needed to uphold the spirit and beauty of the Christmas festival. She needed to promote tourism on Nantucket—even though Nantucket definitely didn’t struggle in that regard. 

      Anna, Grandma Greta, Aunt Alana, Aunt Ella, and Anna’s mother, Julia, wandered through the Christmas market that afternoon, pausing to inspect hand-knitted mittens, Christmas decorations, and little Christmas treats. It wasn’t long before Greta discovered that one of the stalls was owned by a French woman selling traditional French Christmas decorations. Greta was quick to tell the woman that she’d once lived in France and remained fluent in the language. The woman responded in French, and the two of them spoke happily. Greta’s smile lit up the gray sky above. 

      “Here.” Julia appeared before Anna and handed her a mug of hot cocoa filled with marshmallows. “Are you getting cold?” 

      “Oh! Thanks.” Anna laughed and adjusted the cup in her hands. “Not too bad, yet.” 

      Worry flickered through Julia’s eyes. After Dean’s death, Julia had become Anna’s protector and sort of “life partner.” They’d certainly become better friends than they’d ever been back in the suburbs of Chicago, where Julia had raised Anna and her brother and sister. That was before the divorce and Julia’s brave move back to Nantucket. Anna had been just a typical teenager, picking fights with her mother and father while dreaming of a different life. 

      It wasn’t that she blamed herself for being a usual teenager. You couldn’t change the past, anyway. 

      “Are you getting inspired?” Aunt Ella asked playfully, smiling over her own cup of cocoa. 

      “I think we’d better ply her with more chocolate and treats first,” Aunt Alana said. “That’ll really help her with the article.”

      “I won’t turn them down,” Anna said with a wry laugh. 

      Ella’s eyes danced as she took in the marvelous scene. “I hope Laura and Danny will come back here with me when they get home,” she said, referring to her son and daughter, both of whom were away at university in Manhattan. “Gosh, I’ve missed them. Laura said we call them too much from tour.” She rolled her eyes into a smile. 

      “I’ve been counting down the days till Henry and Rachel get here,” Julia said. “The Copperfield House will be bustling. I hope Mom will let us help her cook this year.”

      Greta returned from her conversation with the French woman, brimming with joy. “Fat chance,” she said with a laugh. “Maybe I’ll let you slice a few cloves of garlic. But only if you do it my way.” 

      “What a control freak,” Aunt Alana teased, nudging her mother with her elbow. 

      Anna snapped her fingers. “That reminds me.” Her two aunts, mother, and grandmother regarded her curiously. “Dean’s mother texted me today.” Anna hated how her voice wavered when she said his name. She didn’t want anyone’s pity. 

      “Oh! What did Violet say?” Julia asked. She’d never met Dean’s parents, but Anna had told her everything she knew about them—which wasn’t much beyond their names and occupations. 

      “She said she wants to come to Nantucket,” Anna said. 

      “I can’t believe it’s taken her so long to visit,” Greta said, folding her arms over her chest. “Her first grandchild will be here any minute.” 

      Anna waved her hand. She didn’t want anyone to speak ill of Violet. The woman had lost her son. 

      “Is she going to stay till the baby comes?” Aunt Ella asked. 

      “She said ‘a few days,’” Anna offered, flapping two of her fingers for air quotes. 

      “She should stay,” Julia said, sounding breathless. “She’ll want to know her grandson. She’ll want to be here when it happens.” 

      The five Copperfield women were quiet for a moment, considering the weight of the new baby. With Dean gone and Anna giving birth to his baby in his absence, it was impossible to know how to feel. Joy was essential, as was grief. 

      They continued to wander through the stalls. Anna made several notes about the market in her phone app, feeling the article come to life in her mind. As she paused to type out another note about the chocolate delicacies, she heard a woman speaking in low tones to a little boy, telling him to be patient and to wait his turn. “It’s okay, baby,” the young mother said, the sweep of her hair coming over her face. The little boy, with adorable, plump cheeks, couldn’t have been more than three or four. Anna’s heart melted as she watched them. She imagined herself three or four years from now, guiding her son through the market stalls, helping him understand the magic of Christmas. She envisioned telling him about his father for the first time. 

      Oh, but what would she tell her son about Dean? Already, she felt as though she’d lost so much of him. Sometimes, she couldn’t even hear his voice in her head. She never told anyone this. It felt shameful. 

      Julia's pocket jangled with a phone call as Julia, Aunt Ella, and Aunt Alana approached with a round of mulled wine. Julia grumbled and asked Anna to hold her wine. “Just for a second.” She then retrieved her phone and blew all the air from her lungs. 

      “Who is it?” Anna asked. 

      “That client I was telling you about,” Julia said. “I have to take it.” 

      Anna shifted her weight nervously, trying to remember which client her mother had mentioned. Julia ran her own publishing house, which had nearly failed but risen from the ashes after Grandpa Bernard had published his bestselling novel last year. Since then, Julia had been up to her ears in book sales and successful clients. Everyone wanted to work with the great Julia Copperfield. 

      “Hey, Smith,” Julia began, sounding reticent. It was as though she wanted to prepare her heart for bad news. 

      Anna listened to Julia’s half of the conversation, gleaning that Smith wasn’t as far into the book as they’d planned. 

      “The thing is, Smith,” Julia said, rubbing her temple, “if we’re going to publish by next Christmas, we really need to hit these metrics. I know you know that.” 

      Anna’s heart thudded at her mother’s businesslike tone. She was guilty of missing a deadline or two, and she remembered the adrenaline and the guilt of it. She remembered feeling she wasn’t good enough to succeed. 

      “All right. If you promise,” Julia finished, rolling her eyes toward her sisters. “Take care.” 

      Julia shoved her phone back in her pocket and took her mulled wine back from Anna. Her cheeks were pale. 

      “That didn’t sound good,” Greta said, returning to the fold from another craft stall, where she’d purchased a handmade scarf. 

      “I have this new client,” Julia explained. “Smith Watson.”

      “Great name,” Aunt Ella said. 

      “It’s a sellable name,” Greta agreed. 

      “I signed him a few months ago,” Julia went on. “He shows tremendous promise. But he’s been through a lot in life. I don’t know if he can pull everything together for me. For himself. For his career.” She scrunched up her face. 

      “He’s writing a novel?” Greta asked.

      “A memoir,” Julia said. “He draws from his incredibly difficult past in a way I find incendiary.”

      “What happened to him?” Aunt Alana asked. A wrinkle formed between her eyebrows. 

      Julia waved her hand. “I can’t even get into it. Suffice it to say, it’s a miracle he’s still alive today.” 

      Greta looked contemplative. She glanced at Anna, who furrowed her brow, trying to read her grandmother’s expression. It always seemed like Greta was up to something. Like she was ten steps ahead of everyone else. 

      “Why don’t you invite him to The Copperfield House?” Greta suggested. 

      Julia raised both eyebrows. 

      “We only have two people staying in the residency right now,” Greta pointed out, “so there’s plenty of space for him to stay. And maybe here, you can help keep him focused on his memoir. You can guide him gently toward his goals.” Greta beamed. 

      “Mom! That’s a brilliant idea,” Julia said. 

      “If he’s as talented as you say he is, he belongs at The Copperfield House,” Greta said, touching Anna’s shoulder. 

      “What about his family?” Aunt Alana asked. “Are they around?” 

      “There’s not much family to speak of,” Julia offered. “Just his mother. And she’s the poisonous center of the memoir.”

      “I take it they don’t talk,” Aunt Ella said. 

      “Not at all,” Julia said. “Smith says he won’t go within an hour of her place.” 

      Something cold and hard dropped into Anna’s stomach. Protectively, she touched her pregnant belly and closed her eyes. She hated thinking about a future in which her son hated her, in which he told people he wouldn’t go within an hour of her place. What if she failed as a mother? What if she had no idea what she was doing? What if she unknowingly made him run away?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      Back in Julia’s office at The Copperfield House, she pulled up the chapters Smith Watson had sent her thus far and rubbed her palms together. Already, she could envision the book's cover, with its working title, Mediocre. She was thinking bright, bold colors. She was thinking New York Times Best Seller list. 

      But in order to sell, Julia needed Smith to write at least sixty thousand words—and he’d only finished fifteen. They had a soft deadline in April, just a few days before her wedding, and a harder deadline by May, at which time the editor needed to take over. The book was planned to go to print by August, with initial sales in October, just in time for the holiday season. Mediocre was set to bring in the biggest sales of Julia’s career. She couldn’t wait. 

      The title Mediocre had been taken from Smith’s mother’s own lips. Apparently, that was the refrain his mother had given him, regardless of what he’d done or how hard he’d worked. He was never good enough. He never pleased her. And that manifested in about a thousand horrific ways throughout Smith’s young life. 

      Smith was twenty-six and living in Brooklyn with three roommates and a spunky dog named Luka. Julia had seen Luka on video chat several times, watching Luka shower Smith with kisses. Smith had said, “He’s the only thing in the world who loves me.” Julia’s heart had felt bruised. 

      Now, Julia pulled up Smith’s phone number and called him back. She regretted that she’d spoken to him so sternly before. She needed to nurture him in ways his mother hadn’t.

      Smith answered on the third ring. “Hello?” In the background, Julia heard numerous barks, presumably all from Luka. “Sorry, I’m at the dog park.” 

      “Smith, hey!” Julia hated how optimistic she sounded. “Listen. I’m sorry about earlier.”

      Smith’s tone melted. “It’s all right. I get it. You gave me an enormous opportunity, and I’m messing it up.”

      “You’re not!” Julia assured him. “Really.” She chewed her lower lip. “Have I ever told you about where I live?” 

      “Uh? No.” 

      Julia told him as much as she could. She told him about Bernard and Greta’s idea to form half of their home into an artist residency, where they welcomed artists, writers, musicians, and filmmakers from around the world. There, they communed, swapped ideas, and created. Julia wanted Smith to come work on his memoir there. That way, he wouldn’t get distracted. 

      “I don’t know,” Smith said, sounding depleted. “I don’t have money for an artist residency.” 

      “We wouldn’t charge you,” Julia explained. “And you can leave any time you want.” 

      Smith paused for a moment. The barking subsided, and Julia imagined him roaming the frigid streets of Brooklyn, guiding Luka back home. 

      “Can I bring my dog?” he asked. 

      “The more, the merrier.” 

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Julia’s secretary back in Chicago arranged everything for Smith’s trip. She bought bus and ferry tickets, sent documents to Smith’s email, and pinged him with several reminder messages to ensure he left on time. Julia thanked her endlessly, reminding her, “This publishing house would have failed a long time ago without you!” 

      To Julia’s surprise, Smith had requested traveling to The Copperfield House on Christmas Day “to avoid crowded buses.” He was worried Luka would freak out with too many people around. Having never owned a dog herself, Julia had to take his word for it. 

      Smith was set to arrive at eight o’clock on Christmas evening. Julia watched the skies with rapt attention throughout the day. Violent-looking gray and black clouds simmered overhead, spitting so much snow on the island that the announcer on Greta’s kitchen radio warned the ferries might close down. Julia winced. 

      “I don’t know what we’ll do if Smith can’t make it,” she said. 

      “It’ll work out,” Greta assured her, smearing a rag over the kitchen counter and giving Julia a soft smile. 

      In the living room, the entire Copperfield clan was gathered around the Christmas tree as a fire blared in the fireplace, crackling and popping against the stones. Bernard was at the baby grand piano, playing “Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas” quietly as the family sipped wine, exchanged stories, or read quietly. Julia’s heart filled at the sight of so many people she loved in one place. 

      Her son, Henry, appeared at the bottom of the staircase, smiling abashedly. He’d been on the phone with his father, Jackson, who was back in Beijing, working as a traveling newscaster. It surprised everyone that Julia and Jackson were on good terms these days. Jackson even sent her a “congratulations” card after she and Charlie had officially gotten engaged. 

      Julia thought she should have always been with Charlie. But Jackson had given her children. They’d built and shared an entire life together for decades. She would never forget it. 

      Charlie was seated at the far end of the couch next to his two daughters, both of whom Julia had gotten to know well since she and Charlie had rekindled their relationship a year and a half ago. It bruised her heart to think about their mother, who’d died. Julia would never fill the hole she’d left behind. 

      “Have you heard from Smith?” Charlie caught her eye. 

      “I’m worried,” Julia admitted, palming the back of her neck. “The snow’s picking up, and he isn’t responding to my texts.” 

      Anna sat on the plush green chair near the window. Her emerald gown highlighted her baby bump beautifully, and her hair cascaded down her shoulders and back. The look on her face was just the same as it always was—dreamy, edged with sorrow. Julia still couldn’t believe that Anna had gone through so much by the age of twenty-four. She’d made up her mind to protect her. But Julia knew what Anna really needed was love. And Dean had passed away, taking her love with him. 

      For Christmas, everyone had given Anna even more baby gifts. Julia knew that was what Anna wanted. She wanted preparation for the next few months of her life. But Julia couldn’t help but remember the little girl she’d raised, who’d been given books and dolls and colored pencils. She’d once been allowed to dream only for herself. 

      “Let’s go down and pick him up,” Charlie said. 

      “I don’t want to interrupt your Christmas,” Julia offered. “I don’t mind going alone.” 

      “You aren’t going by yourself. Not on Christmas,” Charlie said. “The girls want to head home anyway. Don’t they?” 

      Charlie, Julia, and Charlie’s girls bundled up for the snowy evening and piled into Charlie’s truck. The radio played “Jingle Bells,” but a sadder, slower version than the childish, jangly version. It tugged at Julia’s heartstrings. 

      After they dropped Charlie’s daughters off at the home where he and his wife had raised them, Charlie drove slowly through the snowstorm toward the harbor. Julia clenched her fists, her eyes on the inky water as they approached. A single ferry grew closer and closer, becoming a large, glowing object on the black water. 

      “I can’t wait to meet your latest genius,” Charlie teased as he cut the engine. 

      Julia chuckled into her hands. “You think I’m crazy, putting all my hope into a twenty-six-year-old memoirist?” 

      Charlie placed his hand around Julia’s head and gazed into her eyes. “I’ve never thought you were crazy,” he said. 

      “Hold your judgment till after he gets here.” Julia chuckled. 

      The ferry drifted against the edge of the dock, and the ramp came off the side like a long tongue. Julia and Charlie waited, focusing on the ramp as the few people insane enough to travel on a snowy Christmas night burst from the edge. Most of them were hidden beneath hats or hoods. But suddenly, a golden retriever raced from the side of the boat and scampered into a snow drift, drawing some of the snow onto his nose and shaking his tail. 

      “That must be Luka!” Julia cried, putting her weight into the door and hopping out. 

      As Julia and Charlie raced through the snow, a young man of about six feet stomped down the ramp, going after the dog. “I told you!” he cried to someone Julia couldn’t see. “He doesn’t need to be on a leash. I trained him.” 

      Julia would have recognized Smith’s voice anywhere after their endless conversations via video chat about the state of his memoir. But unlike when they’d spoken, Smith sounded volatile and angry now, as though he’d spent the better part of the journey arguing with someone on board. 

      Charlie gave her a look, and Julia winced. 

      “He’s probably had a hard trip,” she muttered. 

      Smith hurried toward Luka and swept his hands through his fur, mumbling to him. Julia couldn’t hear what he said. As she got closer, something about his face gave her pause. It was the face of a much older man, etched with wrinkles, as though Smith had gone through tremendous pain that had left his twenty-six-year-old face haggard. Based on what Julia knew about him, this stood to reason. But it was strange to see it in person. It made it more real. 

      “Smith?” Julia finally said his name, and Smith turned from his dog and blinked through the snow at her. He didn’t smile. “It’s me. It’s Julia. Hi. Welcome to Nantucket.” 

      Smith strode toward Charlie and Julia, and Luka matched his pace, wagging his tail. 

      “Merry Christmas,” Charlie tried. 

      Smith stopped short in front of them. Snow piled up on his black hair, and his blue eyes were especially soulful and strange in the lanterns of the harbor. 

      “Hey,” Smith said finally. 

      “Did something happen on the boat?” Julia asked tentatively. 

      Smith rolled his shoulders back. “It doesn’t matter.” He looked defeated. 

      “Let’s get back home, shall we?” Julia suggested, forcing a smile. “My mother made an enormous feast with enough leftovers to feed us for days.” 

      Smith stiffened and glanced from Charlie to Julia and back again. “I don’t have to hang out with anyone. Do I?” 

      “No,” Julia blurted, her heart rate quickening. “Nobody expects anything from you. For you, The Copperfield House is, first and foremost, a residency. You can come and go as you please, write in your room or in the library, and even use a separate kitchen from the rest of us.” 

      “And we bought Luka dog food,” Charlie remembered. “It’s in your kitchen, next to a brand-new dog bowl.” 

      Smith’s lips turned into a half smile. Julia could have hugged Charlie right then for knowing just what to say. 

      “This is my fiancé, by the way,” Julia remembered. 

      “Charlie.” Charlie stuck out his hand and shook Smith’s. Smith’s grip looked formidable. “I hope you’re happy here,” Charlie said. “You just let us know what you need, and we can make it happen.”
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