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        Twenty-Two Years Ago

      

      

      

      January wasn’t a good time to move to New York City. Quentin’s wife, Catherine, laughed about this as she collapsed on their bare mattress, which had been delivered to the new apartment only hours before. Her pregnant belly bulged beneath layers of sweaters, and her face still glowed with a California tan. At this moment, Quentin loved her more than he could even understand. 

      “But it’s going to change everything. I know.” Catherine said it before Quentin could, waving one finger back and forth between them. 

      Quentin rubbed his temples, exhausted after a strenuous day of hauling boxes up to their third-story Brooklyn apartment. The new place cost about as much as their Los Angeles apartment had, but it was half the square footage. Outside, slush lined the streets, and the temperature lulled around thirty-three. 

      Quentin and Catherine had moved to New York City for Quentin’s new job at a top news station. This had come after two years of Quentin’s tired attempts to rise in the ranks at the LA station and four years after he’d officially quit acting. The move felt necessary. It meant Quentin was headed toward something. 

      “So, will I see you on the air tonight?” Catherine smiled and propped her head up with her hand. 

      Quentin blushed and gestured vaguely at the box labeled “TV.” “I don’t know who you think you married, but setting up technology like that isn’t exactly my thing.” 

      Catherine pouted playfully. “My mother always told me not to date an actor.”

      “I’m not an actor, baby. I’m a journalist.” Quentin paused for a moment, then added, “But I married a much better journalist than me.” 

      “Don’t you dare compliment me at a time like this.” Catherine gave him a look that read, don’t mess with me. “I can barely walk, let alone break a story.” 

      Still, it was true. Quentin had met Catherine at a newspaper out west during a high in her career. She’d been on the brink of breaking a huge story about corporate greed at a well-known magazine known for its “altruistic” leanings. Over a round of drinks, Catherine’s eyes had spat fire as she’d described her love of journalism, her desire to use words to change the world, and her stories of her mother, who’d been an actress before her untimely death. It had taken Quentin three dates to tell her the truth about his family— that his father was in prison, and he no longer spoke to his three sisters. Catherine had listened intently and known intuitively not to ask questions. They’d married within the year. 

      New York City wasn’t such a difficult move for either of them, though. Catherine’s sister had just moved there with her boyfriend, whom Catherine didn’t like, and a few of Quentin’s friends from his acting days had come to pursue a life in finance. After the birth, Catherine planned to rejoin the world of print journalism, as it was important for her to show their daughter that women could do anything. They could be mothers and businesswomen and excellent cooks and still have time for a drink and a laugh with loved ones. 

      Perhaps Catherine and Quentin were naive about the future. But wasn’t it necessary for young, expecting parents to be naive? 

      Before he had to leave for his shift at the station, Quentin unpacked several boxes, tried and failed to set up the television, stretched sheets over the mattress, put the pots and pans in the cupboards, and called Catherine’s sister to make sure she could come over that night. Catherine was taking a nap in the shadows of the fading afternoon, and Quentin was too anxious to leave her alone at the apartment by herself. He didn’t understand the rules of this city yet. 

      Quentin entered the thirtieth-floor office space at fifteen minutes past four. This was his fifth day on the job, and he’d already made a splash. Makeup artists, costumers, fact-checkers, and other journalists greeted him by name, excited to have him on board. Since his childhood back on Nantucket Island, he’d been thought of like this. Back on the island, everyone had known him as the All-American Copperfield— the eldest son of the prominent Copperfield couple, Bernard and Greta. Because his father’s trial hadn’t happened until Quentin had been safe in Los Angeles, he’d been able to pretend it hadn’t happened at all. Mostly. 

      Quentin stepped into his office and quickly read over his notes for the night’s stories. Quentin was a second-tier anchor, which meant he recorded everything from robberies to murders to fundraising events. So far, this meant he often had to travel somewhere in the city to stand in front of a department store or an apartment block to discuss the matter at-hand while shivering in below-freezing temperatures. Meanwhile, the “top” anchors, Bethany Rodgers and Max Anderson, manned the desk there at the studio, comfortable in their layers of makeup and their expensive suits. Quentin’s real goal was that desk. He’d told Catherine over and over again he wanted to be one of the greats. No, he didn’t just want to be. He would be. 

      It was mind over matter. Quentin believed this in his soul. 

      Quentin was called to the makeup room, where he sat beneath warm lights as a fifty-something-year-old woman with pink eyeshadow applied foundation to his cheeks and complimented his bone structure. Quentin laughed and said, “My wife says compliments like that go to my head.” The makeup artist replied, “Your wife sounds like a smart woman. She knows how handsome you are. And she knows that power can be a very dangerous thing.” 

      When his makeup was nearly finished, one of the producers stepped through the door and called his name. Quentin turned quickly, like a dog who heard his food pouring into a bowl. He knew he had to be on his best behavior with his new bosses; he had to show them what he was made of. 

      The producer’s face was strained. He had the look of someone who’d just had several very difficult conversations. “Quentin, it’s your first week on the job. I wouldn’t ask you to do this if I didn’t think you were up for it.” 

      Quentin was always up for a challenge. Bernard Copperfield had called him Quentin “Danger” Copperfield from the ages of four to sixteen until Quentin had privately asked him to stop calling him that in public. 

      “Whatever it is, I’m your man,” Quentin told the producer. 
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        * * *

      

      Minutes later, Quentin was in conversation with Bethany Rodgers, the other nightly news anchor who many called “America’s Sweetheart.” She was in her mid-thirties with very bright teeth. She had three children and was, therefore, relatable. The viewers had children of their own, too. Theirs played soccer, got into fights, had to do their homework, and left messes around the house, just like Bethany’s. Toward the end of every night’s broadcast, she usually mentioned them, which led her co-anchor, Max, to laugh and ask questions. 

      “I told Max not to go to London,” Bethany said, her nostrils flared as she regarded Quentin angrily. “It was an idiotic pursuit. He’s needed here at the station. America needs him at that desk as many nights as possible. His presence makes Americans feel safe.” 

      Apparently, Max had been stranded in London. Someone had flushed a scarf down the toilet in the airplane, and the airplane had been evacuated. Although Max did have a great deal of money and the backing of the station, he would be almost an hour late. They needed someone to sit in his seat and read the news. They needed someone dominant, confident, and respectable. They needed someone like Quentin. 

      “I promise that I won’t let you down,” Quentin told Bethany. 

      “You’d better not,” Bethany returned icily. 

      Quentin couldn’t help but think she was a lot different than her on-air persona. Was every person on television a lie? Was he? He made a promise to himself, here and now, to try to remain true to himself. What you see is what you would get.

      The news was set to begin at eight sharp, just as it had for the previous forty years. Another layer of makeup was applied to Quentin’s face, and as the artist worked her magic across his cheekbones and late-twenties’ blemishes, Quentin practiced his dictation. Alliteration helped, along with tongue twisters. “Molly made me mash my M&Ms,” was a favorite, followed by “Sally sells seashells by the seashore.” He couldn’t remember the last time he’d made a mistake. He had total control over his tongue. 

      Forty-five minutes before they were set to go on-air, one of the interns hustled into his dressing room. Her eyes were manic. “Excuse me. Mr. Copperfield?” 

      Quentin was surprised at how fearful the intern looked. Suddenly, because he’d been promoted for the night, his power terrified people. “Yes, what’s wrong?” 

      “Your wife’s sister just called.” The intern swallowed. “Your wife is in labor. She’s at the hospital.” 

      Quentin looked at the intern with wide eyes. He dropped his face into his hands. Why now?

      “Mr. Copperfield, please. Don’t mess up your makeup.” The makeup artist had already packed up most of her things and now spoke to him as though he was a child. 

      Quentin forced his hands away and looked back up at the intern. “On tonight of all nights.” He didn’t mean to say it. His stress levels were insanely high. He’d been waiting for his big break for years. Now that it was finally here, his daughter had decided to make her appearance, as well. When it rains, it pours. 

      “Would you like to talk to her?” The intern’s eyes watered. 

      Minutes later, Quentin stood with one of the company phones planted against his ear as Catherine’s sister squeaked with terror. 

      “The baby is coming quickly,” she explained. “Catherine’s in a lot of pain.” 

      Quentin’s heart hammered with dread. Across the studio, Bethany glared at him with her arms across her chest. It was clear she didn’t believe in him— not in the slightest. 

      “How much time do we have?” Quentin hissed. 

      “The doctor said an hour or two,” Catherine’s sister replied. 

      “Can I talk to Catherine?” 

      “She’s in labor, Quentin.”

      “I know that.” Quentin burned with anger and fear. He tried to soften his tone. “Please, put her on. Just for a minute.” 

      There was a rush of movement, followed by the sound of Catherine gasping for breath. Quentin’s heart shattered. This was Catherine’s greatest time of need. He should have been there. 

      “Hi, honey.” Catherine’s voice was jagged and strained. “How’s your night going?” 

      Quentin laughed, surprised at how quick she was with a joke. “I should ask you the same thing.” 

      “You know how much I love surprising you.” 

      “And you always manage to,” Quentin said. He smiled into the receiver. After a pause, he added, “I can be there in no time flat if you need me to be. Just say the word.” 

      Catherine puffed air into the phone. “You just started this job, Quentin.” 

      “I know. But you and the baby matter more.” 

      Across the studio, Bethany continued to glower at him. Quentin turned and whispered into the phone. 

      “But honey, they need me at the desk today.” 

      Catherine’s sounds were difficult to decipher. Did they mean she was in pain? That she was excited? After another gasp, she said, “Wait. You mean, they want you to read the news? Did Max or Bethany get fired?” 

      Quentin explained Max had been held up in London. Tonight was a one-time thing. 

      “But it means you can show them what you’re made of.” 

      “You get it.” Quentin grimaced. “But I can pass. This is a big night for us. I want to be with you. I want to be with our baby.” 

      Catherine sounded exhausted, even as she laughed. “I’ll try my hardest to keep her in as long as I can. You go read the news, Quentin. It was what you were made to do.”
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      Bethany’s gaze followed Quentin as he sauntered toward the news desk. As usual, she looked like Barbie’s answer to newscasting, with a trim blue pantsuit, poofy blond hair, and bright pink lipstick. Quentin couldn’t remember the last story she’d broken on her own and was again reminded of Catherine, who was not a world-renowned name and had never planned to be. Catherine was just a journalist, through and through. She was also hours away from becoming a mother. 

      “Glad to see you decided to come to the desk. It looked touch and go there for a minute,” Bethany said as he sat in Max’s usual chair. 

      Quentin considered telling Bethany about Catherine but held it back. Bethany didn’t deserve to know anything about him. 

      “I’m looking forward to sharing the desk with you tonight,” Quentin told her instead. 

      “We have millions of viewers.” Bethany raised both eyebrows. “I’m telling you this not to put the pressure on but instead to remind you of the seriousness of the situation. You’re not back in Los Angeles previewing a brand-new taco stand. These are the big leagues.” 

      Quentin locked eyes with her. Behind her icy exterior, he understood something essential. She was terrified of him. Quentin represented all the other confident and successful men she’d fought in her career. No, he hadn’t taken her job yet— but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t eventually try to. 

      How could he make her understand he wasn’t a threat? Then again, didn’t he want to be a threat— not just to her, but to everyone in the news world? Didn’t he want to be competitive, to rise in the ranks, and to eventually own this very desk, with or without a co-host? The look in her eyes told him the desk would eventually be his. She might not have admitted it, but he could see it. 

      “How many years have you read the news from this desk?” Quentin asked her, surprising himself. 

      Bethany feigned a smile. “Really, Quentin. I’m sure you already know the answer to that question.” 

      “I’d love to hear it directly from you.” 

      “Twelve years,” Bethany replied, not moving an inch. “And I’m looking forward to twelve more.” 

      Quentin’s smile grew. “As are all Americans, I’m sure.” 

      “Bethany? Quentin? We’re on in thirty.” A young and angular woman on set barked at them as she passed between the cameras. 

      Behind her, another worker began to count down from thirty. Twenty-nine. Twenty-eight. Twenty-seven. Quentin’s stomach tightened into knots. Could he really do this? Across the city, he could feel the pain of Catherine in labor. It felt like a storm over everything else. Didn’t he work best under pressure, though? And wasn’t this the greatest pressure of all? 

      Ten. Nine. Eight. 

      Quentin and Bethany stiffened their smiles. The television in front of them revealed the text they were assigned to read that evening, with quick edits made to account for Max’s absence. 

      Suddenly, the lights shone upon them, hot and steamy. The cameras rolled. Bethany’s firm and practiced journalist voice welcomed the viewers that night, saying, “Good evening, and welcome to tonight’s edition of Nightly News with Max and Beth. I’m your host, Bethany Rodgers.”

      “And I’m Quentin Copperfield, standing in for Max,” Quentin heard himself say, so confident and sure. 

      As usual, Bethany set up the first story. “Tonight’s top story finds us in Queens, where a gunman held twelve people hostage in a Macy’s department store for five hours before the police apprehended him. Afterward, it was discovered that the man’s gun was not loaded.” 

      Throughout, Quentin tried to relax into the broadcast. Catherine’s face floated in and out of his vision, calling him back to Brooklyn. He was doing this for his family. He was doing this for their future. 

      After Bethany finished up the unraveling story of the gunman, it was Quentin’s turn to read the news. 

      “Since the holiday season, stock prices have taken a nosedive,” he heard himself say, “which has left many in Wall Street scratching their heads.” 

      In the studio, cameramen and camerawomen, sound guys, and light workers regarded him stoically. He felt the importance of what he said as he imagined his face projected across millions of televisions from the Atlantic to the Pacific. Vaguely, he wondered if Greta, Alana, Julia, or Ella watched the nightly news. What would they think? Would they even recognize his face after so many years apart? 

      Did they show the news in prison? Quentin had no idea. He didn’t like to think of Bernard’s living conditions. He didn’t like to think of Bernard at all. 

      The hour rushed by. When the camera cut for the night, the studio workers applauded the evening’s work. Bethany draped her soft hand over Quentin’s arm, and Quentin nearly jumped. Her eyes were different than they’d been only an hour before. They respected him. 

      “You were wonderful,” she said, sounding hesitant. “Thank you for stepping in.” 

      “It was my pleasure, Mrs. Rodgers,” Quentin said. For the first time, he wondered what her maiden name had been. Did it bother her that her husband’s name was a famous name rather than her own? 

      Then again, he’d considered dropping his own last name as a way to untether himself from his father. Bernard Copperfield had only been in prison four years; he would be locked up for another twenty-one. Perhaps in that time, the world’s interest in Bernard’s crimes would completely disintegrate. Perhaps that disintegration had already begun. 

       “You’ve got a bright future here.” A producer appeared at Quentin’s left, smiling eagerly. “You’ve got that All-American look to you, along with a voice Americans can trust.” 

      Quentin unlatched his microphone from his suit jacket and continued to smile. As he responded, he continued to inch toward the door, drawn like a magnet to his wife’s hospital bed. “I do hope I can be what the station needs me to be,” he said. “I have a feeling I was led to this role for a reason.”

      “Between you and me,” the producer continued, stepping alongside Quentin as he hustled back to his dressing room, “the station hasn’t been pleased with Max’s work in quite some time. This London debacle has only added fuel to the fire.” 

      Quentin cocked a single eyebrow. “I hadn’t planned to come to the station and rock the boat too much.”

      “Oh, but you should.” The producer’s smile was secretive, a mask over something ecstatic. “Life is too short not to rock the boat. Heck, you’re good enough, you should be flipping the boat over.” 

      Minutes later, Quentin burst into the back of a cab, still reeling from the night. He asked the cab driver to take him to the hospital in Brooklyn, and then he added, “And step on it,” as though this was a silly Hollywood movie and not his real life. The cab drove his best through the slush-filled streets and the bustling darkness. Meanwhile, Quentin sat in the back and stewed in his own excitement for a future he’d always dreamed of. “You can be whatever you want to be,” Greta Copperfield had told him before he’d fallen asleep at night. “As long as you’re good and kind and open to the possibilities of the universe, you can build whatever life you want.” 

      Was Greta already a grandmother? Quentin wasn’t sure if any of his siblings had had children of their own yet. He was pretty sure they all had romantic partners. Julia had broken up with her long-time high school boyfriend and moved to Chicago with some guy. Alana was either in New York or Paris, or Timbuktu. He was never sure. That was the life of a model. Then there was Ella, whose indie band had rocketed through the music charts. He was pretty sure she lived in some trendy part of the city as well— but he hadn’t yet reached out. Maybe he would if he had time. 

      A nurse led Quentin to Catherine’s room in the labor and delivery ward. Quentin felt frantic; his hands were clammy. When he walked into her room, he found his wife with a red and blotchy face, her hair in a messy ponytail, and her eyes watery with fear. Catherine’s sister scowled at him and said, “It’s about time.” Between gasps, Catherine said, “Don’t worry! Don’t worry.” She then nodded toward the television that hung from the wall and said, “We saw you. We couldn’t hear you, but we saw you.” 

      A nurse bustled into the room with a clipboard. She looked Quentin up and down, perplexed. “You were the young man on the news.” 

      “He was, indeed. My husband, the star.” Catherine winced and puffed her cheeks. 

      “You think that’s something? You’re about to see something a whole lot greater than that.” The nurse gave Quentin a sneaky smile, then proceeded to check how dilated Catherine was. Quentin hurried to the side of Catherine’s bed, took her hand, and covered her fingers and palms with kisses. Love for her made him feel swollen. 

      “I’m so sorry. I should have come right away.” Quentin whispered this when both Catherine’s sister and the nurse were out of the room. 

      Catherine shook her head. “You were incredible. I wouldn’t have let you miss it for the world.” 

      “This baby is our world,” Quentin returned. 

      Catherine’s smile was soon torn apart with pain. Her hand threatened to break the bones in his. “Just stay with us, now. Just promise me you won’t go.” 

      “I promise.”

      Over the next forty-five minutes, Catherine fought valiantly and soon delivered a healthy, screaming seven-pound, six-ounce baby girl. Quentin cut the umbilical cord, then once she was cleaned up, he held the baby in his arms, amazed by this little bundle of joy that he and his wife had created together. It was true what the nurse had said. Her birth had been far greater than being on the news. It had been the most tremendous and magical thing he’d ever witnessed. 

      And now, as he held her, he felt the crushing weight of real responsibility. Before this, he’d only been Quentin Copperfield, a man with too much ambition and very thick hair. Now, he was a man with a baby. Now, he was a “family man.” 

      When Greta had gotten pregnant with Quentin, she and Bernard had been living in Paris. They’d both had aspirations in the fields of literature, art, music, and academia— but they retreated from Paris to raise Quentin on the quiet and beautiful island of Nantucket. Had they regretted that move? Maybe. But Quentin now understood that babies were so wonderful that they outweighed any regret. 

      Catherine held her daughter afterward. Her eyes glinted with tears. Outside their hospital room was the hustle and bustle of so many other new mothers and brand-new babies and anxious fathers. But behind their closed door was the comfort and beauty of their family of three. 

      “I can’t believe this.” Quentin’s throat was tight. 

      Catherine nodded. “It’s real.” 

      “She has so much black hair!” 

      “Like you,” Catherine said. Signs of pain slowly drifted off her face, leaving only an exhausted smile. “Do any of the names we picked out fit her?” 

      Quentin considered the baby’s adorable face. Any “adult” name seemed overwhelming for such a little baby. Still, as a person in the world, she deserved one. He ran over the list of names they’d already discussed— Quinn, Brianna, Rhiannon. One night, they’d laughed for hours, coming up with silly names their daughter would hate them for. 

      Like always, Quentin felt drawn to a single name. 

      “I still think Scarlet Copperfield is a beautiful and powerful name,” Quentin said softly. 

      “Scarlet.” Catherine tilted her head to peer at their daughter’s face. “I love the name, too.”

      “Really?” 

      Could it be so simple? Friends of theirs had fought tooth and nail about their babies’ names. Quentin had secretly thought those fights were indicative of bigger issues, but he hadn’t dared to dream he and Catherine would be so different. 

      Catherine nodded and smiled wider. “Scarlet Copperfield, the first child of Quentin and Catherine Copperfield.”

      “The first of many,” Quentin added with a laugh.

      Catherine winced. “Let’s not talk about any more babies until after I’ve healed. Or, better yet, when I say so. That was really something.”  

      “Of course. There’s no rush.” He paused and closed his eyes. Emotion rushed through him. Was any of this actually real? When he opened his eyes again, he said, “Thank you for giving me the most incredible gift of my life.” 

      “What a night for Quentin Copperfield,” Catherine said. 

      “Our New York City life has been a whirlwind so far,” Quentin agreed. “I can’t wait to see what happens next.”
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        Present Day

      

      

      Wherever she went in the city, Scarlet Copperfield saw her father’s face. He appeared on billboards, massive television screens, and on magazine covers; there was no escape. For her entire life, Quentin Copperfield had been all anyone could talk about— the household name who had helped the country through some of its darkest hours.

      As a child, she’d been very proud to be his daughter. But since her teenage years, something had switched. And now, at twenty-two years old, Scarlet and her father were like strangers. 

      Certainly, Scarlet hadn’t told him what she planned to do that particularly dreary afternoon in January. A few days older than her twenty-second birthday and a senior at New York University, she stood in front of the dean’s office to request to take a semester off. 

      Since Scarlet’s freshman year, she’d swapped majors more times than anyone she knew. She’d started as a journalism major to follow in her parents’ footsteps, then had swapped to film, taken a few classes in biology and chemistry, gone away for a semester in Rome to study Latin, switched her major to environmental sciences, and then spent an entire semester partying her way to C-averages (which wasn’t like her). Like her parents, she loved to learn— but unlike her parents, she didn’t feel particularly drawn in any one direction. 

      Her lack of focus, on top of the previous months of depression and horror, had made going to school all too difficult to bear. 

      The dean was a short and muscular man with round glasses and an overeager way of speaking. A dying plant was on the windowsill. Scarlet sat across from him and tried not to think about all the hopes her parents had had for her when she’d initially gotten into NYU. 

      “Hello, Scarlet. It’s good to see you again,” the dean greeted. He knew who Quentin Copperfield was. It went without saying. 

      “Thank you.” Scarlet adjusted a jet-black curl behind her ear. “And thank you for meeting me today.”

      “Of course. I do my best to maintain friendships with the students here at the university,” the dean lied. NYU was far too big for him to be “close” with students like that. Who was he kidding? 
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