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1. The Cobblestone Telegraph

Nantucket Island is known for its cobblestone streets and red-brick
sidewalks, cedar-shingled cottages and rose-covered arches, long
stretches of golden beach and refreshing Atlantic breezes—and it’s
also known for residents who adore a juicy piece of gossip (which
hot landscaper has been romancing which local real estate mogul’'s
wife—that kind of thing). However, none of us are quite prepared for
the tornado of rumors that rolls up Main Street, along Orange Street,
and around the rotary out to Sconset when we learn that London-
based billionaire Xavier Darling is investing thirty million dollars in the
crumbling eyesore that is the Hotel Nantucket.

Half of us are intrigued. (We have long wondered if anyone would
try to fix it up.)

The other half are skeptical. (The place, quite frankly, seems
beyond saving.)

Xavier Darling is no stranger to the hospitality business. He has
owned cruise lines, theme parks, racetracks, and even, for a brief
time, his own airline. But to our knowledge, he has never owned a
hotel—and he has never set foot on Nantucket.

With the help of a local real estate mogul, Eddie Pancik—aka
“Fast Eddie” (who, for the record, has been happily reunited with his
wife)—Xavier makes the savvy decision to hire Lizbet Keaton as his



general manager. Lizbet is an island sweetheart. She moved to
Nantucket in the mid-aughts from the Twin Cities, wearing her blond
hair in two long braids like the younger princess in Frozen, and at the
start of her first summer on island, she found a “prince” in JJ
O’Malley. For fifteen seasons, Lizbet and JJ ran a wildly popular
restaurant called the Deck; JJ was the owner/chef and Lizbet the
marketing whiz. Lizbet was the one who came up with the idea for
the rosé fountain and the signature stemless wineglasses printed
with the day’s date that became a social media phenomenon. Not all
of us cared about Instagram, but we did love spending long Sunday
afternoons at the Deck drinking rosé, eating JJ’s famous oyster pan
roast, and gazing out over the shallow creeks of Monomoy, where
we spied the occasional white egret fishing for dinner among the
eelgrass.

We all believed that Lizbet and JJ had achieved what our
millennials called #relationshipgoals. In the summer, they worked at
the restaurant, and in the off-season, they could be found scalloping
in Pocomo or sledding down the steep hill of Dead Horse Valley or
shopping together at Nantucket Meat and Fish because they were
planning to cure a side of salmon into gravlax or make a twelve-hour
Bolognese. We’d see them holding hands in line at the post office
and recycling their cardboard together at the dump.

We were all shocked when JJ and Lizbet broke up. We first heard
the news from Blond Sharon. Sharon is the turbo engine behind
Nantucket's rumor mill, so we were hesitant to believe it, but then
Love Robbins at Flowers on Chestnut confirmed that Lizbet sent
back a bouquet of roses that JJ had ordered. Eventually the story
came out: At the Deck’s closing party back in September, Lizbet had



discovered 187 sexually explicit texts that JJ had sent to their wine
rep, Christina Cross.

Lizbet was, according to some, desperate to reinvent herself—
and Xavier Darling provided a way. We wished her well, but the
once-grand Hotel Nantucket had a tattered reputation to repair
(along with the roof, windows, floors, walls, and sinking foundation).

Throughout the winter of 2021 and into the early spring of 2022, we
watch local contractors, architects, and interior designer Jennifer
Quinn entering and leaving the hotel—but every single employee
has been sworn to secrecy about what's going on inside. There are
whispers that our favorite fitness instructor, Yolanda Tolentino, has
been hired to run the wellness center and that Xavier Darling is
looking for someone with an “island pedigree” to operate the hotel’s
new bar. We see Lizbet Keaton come and go, but when Blond
Sharon bumps into Lizbet in the vehicle-inspection line at Don Allen
Ford—Lizbet in her Mini Cooper and Sharon in her G-Wagon—and
asks how the hotel is coming along, Lizbet changes the subject to
Sharon’s children. (Sharon has no interest in talking about her
children; they’ve just become teenagers.)

Jordan Randolph, the editor of the Nantucket Standard, ignores
the first two calls he gets from Lizbet Keaton telling him the interior of
the hotel is finished and asking if he would like a “behind-the-scenes
first look.” Jordan is one of the skeptics. He can’t stand the idea of
someone like Xavier Darling—a business titan from overseas—
buying a historically significant property like the Hotel Nantucket.
(Jordan is aware that Herman Melville wrote Moby-Dick before he



ever visited the island. Does that make him feel any better? Not
really.) But, Jordan reasons, if not Xavier Darling, then who? The
place has been left to rot. Even the Nantucket Historical Association
has deemed the hotel too big (and expensive) a project to take on.

When Lizbet calls the third time, Jordan answers the phone and
reluctantly agrees to send a reporter.

Home and Lifestyle editor Jill Tananbaum is obsessed with interior
design, as anyone who checks her Instagram will immediately
realize (@ashleytstark, @elementstyle, @georgantas.design). Jill
would love to use this job at the Nantucket Standard as a stepping-
stone to a position at Domino or even Architectural Digest. Covering
the renovation of the Hotel Nantucket could be just the way to do it.
She’s not going to leave out a single detail.

As soon as Jill steps through the grand front doors, her jaw drops.
Hanging from the vaulted ceiling of the lobby is the skeleton of an
antique whaling boat that has been ingeniously repurposed into a
statement chandelier. The ceiling’s beams, salvaged from the
original structure, lend the room a sense of history. There are
double-wide armchairs upholstered in hydrangea blue (which Jill
soon learns is the hotel’s signature color), suede tufted ottomans,
and low tables that tastefully display books and games
(backgammon, checkers, and four marble chess sets). The far
corner of the room is anchored by a white baby grand piano. On the
large wall next to the front desk hangs an enormous James Ogilvy
photograph of the Atlantic off Sankaty Head that succeeds in
bringing the ocean into the hotel.



Wow, Jill thinks. Just...wow. Her hand is itching to reach for her
phone but Lizbet told her that, for the time being, photos are
forbidden.

Lizbet gives Jill a tour of the guest rooms and suites. Local artist
Tamela Cornejo has hand-painted the ceiling of each room with a
mural of the Nantucket night sky. The light fixtures—glass spheres
wrapped in brass chain link—evoke buoys and ropes. And the beds
—Excuse me, the beds! Jill thinks. The beds have canopies
fashioned from driftwood and thick nautical rope. They're a custom
size—emperor—and they have ethereal white sheers hanging at the
sides.

The bathrooms are the most spectacular Jill has ever seen in real
life. Each one has a shower tiled with oyster shells, a hatbox toilet in
a separate water closet, and a slipper tub, the base of which is
painted the hotel’s signature hydrangea blue.

“But the secret to success for any bathroom,” Lizbet says to Jill,
‘isn’t how it looks; it's how it makes the guest look.” She flips a
switch. Surrounding the long rectangular mirror over the double
vanity is a soft halo light. “See how flattering?”

Jill and Lizbet gaze at themselves in the mirror like a couple of
teenagers. It’s true, Jill thinks; she has never looked dewier than she
does standing in the bathroom of suite 217.

Then—then!—Lizbet tells Jill about the complimentary minibar. |
can’'t count the times I've been in a hotel room and just wanted a
glass of wine and a salty snack, but being charged seventy dollars
for a bottle of chardonnay and sixteen dollars for a pack of peanuts
is offensive when I've already paid so much for the room. So our
minibars will be stocked with a thoughtfully curated selection of



Nantucket-sourced products”—she mentions Cisco beers, Triple
Eight vodka, and smoked bluefish paté from 167 Raw—‘and
everything is free, replenished every three days.”

Free minibar! Jill writes in her notes. Nantucket products! Jordan
should give her article front-page placement for this announcement
alone.

Lizbet leads Jill out back to see the pools. One is a sprawling
family affair with cascading waterfalls. (“There will be lemonade and
fresh-baked cookies served every day at three,” Lizbet says.) The
second pool is an adults-only sanctuary, a teal-blue lozenge
surrounded by gray-shingled walls that will be covered with pale pink
climbing roses in the height of summer. Around the pool are “the
most comfortable chaise longues in the known world, extra-wide and
easy to adjust,” and stacks of custom-ordered Turkish cotton towels
in hydrangea blue.

Next, it'’s off to the yoga studio. Jill has never been to Bali, but she
has read Eat, Pray, Love, so she appreciates the aesthetic. The
ceiling of the studio is an elaborate teak carving salvaged from a
temple in Ubud. (Jill considers how much it must have cost to ship
and install such a ceiling...mind-exploding emaji!) There’s a gurgling
stone fountain in the form of the somewhat terrifying face of the god
Brahma that empties into a trough of river stones. The light from
outside is diffused through rice-paper shades, and gamelan music
plays over the sound system. All in all, Jill thinks, the new yoga
studio will be an idyllic place to find a child’s pose.

But as far as Jill is concerned, the ultimate reveal is the hotel’s
bar. It's a high-concept jewel box, a space painted Farrow and Ball’s
Pitch Blue (which falls on the spectrum between sapphire and



amethyst) and a blue granite bar. There are domed pendant lights
that look like upside-down copper bowls and an accent wall
sheathed in bright pennies! There’s also a copper disco ball that will
drop from the ceiling every night at nine o’clock. There’s nothing like
it anywhere else on the island. Jill is gobsmacked. Can she make a
reservation now, please?

Jill races back to her desk at the Standard office. Has she ever
been so inspired to write a piece? She types like a fiend, getting all
the details down—including the rainbow-hued Annie Selke rugs, the
curated selection of novels on the bookshelves of the suites, the pin-
tucked velvet stools in the new hotel bar—and then goes back over
the piece one sentence at a time, making certain the language is as
gracious and rich as the hotel itself.

When she finishes her final edit, she takes the piece to Jordan
Randolph’s office. He likes to read each feature article on paper and
then mark it up with red pen like he’'s Maxwell Perkins editing
Fitzgerald and Hemingway. Jill and her colleagues joke about this.
Hasn’t he ever heard of Google Docs?

Jill stands in the doorway as he reads, waiting for his usual
“Outstanding.” But when he finishes, he tosses the pages onto his
desk and says, “Huh.”

Huh? What is huh? Jill has never before heard her extremely
articulate boss utter this syllable.

“Is it not okay?” Jill asks. “Is it...the writing?”

“The writing is fine,” Jordan says. “Maybe it's too polished? This
reads like one of those advertisement sections in the middle of
Travel and Leisure.”

“Oh,” Jill says. “Okay, so...”



“I was hoping for more of a story,” Jordan says.

“I'm not sure there is more of a story,” Jill tells him. “The hotel was
falling to pieces and Xavier Darling bought it. He hired local—"

“Yes, you say that.” Jordan sighs. “I wish there were another
angle...” His voice trails off. “I'm not going to run it this week. Let me
think on it for a little while.” He smiles at Jill. “Thank you, though, for
going to get a ‘behind-the-scenes first look.”” He uses air quotes,
which makes him seem like such a boomer. “| appreciate it.”

Privately, Jordan Randolph suspects that the Hotel Nantucket will
be like a work of art by Banksy—after it is unveiled, it will shine for
one glorious moment and then self-destruct. One person who agrees
is a ninety-four-year-old resident of Our Island Home named Mint
Benedict. Mint is the only child of Jackson and Dahlia Benedict, the
couple who owned the hotel from 1910 to 1922. Mint asks his
favorite nurse, Charlene, to push him all the way to Easton Street in
his wheelchair so that he can see the spiffy new facade of the hotel.

“They can fix it up but it won’t succeed,” Mint says. “Mark my
words: The Hotel Nantucket is haunted, and it's all my father’s fault.”

Mint is talking nonsense, Charlene thinks, and he definitely needs
a nap. She spins his chair toward home.

Haunted? we think.

Half of us are skeptical. (We don’t believe in ghosts.)

Half of us are intrigued. (Just when we thought the story couldn’t
get any better!)
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