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			About this book:

			What if the truth isn’t black and white, but a story someone has to tell in order to live with it?
In The Best Sister Confesses, we follow 23-year-old Layla Visser, newly returned from Bali and searching for direction, when her uncle makes her an irresistible offer: to help research a book about Hilde Roemer — the woman who was accused as a child of causing her mother’s death, and who later found herself under suspicion again when her famous sister fell from the very same staircase. What begins as a journalistic opportunity gradually turns into a deeply personal quest, in which family secrets, old wounds, and hidden loyalties slowly come to light. As Layla delves into the past of an influential Amsterdam family, she becomes increasingly entangled in their shared history — and in her own emotions.

		

	
		
			Genre ‘May the Best Sister Confess’

			May the Best Sister Confesses is not a classic whodunit in which every puzzle piece clicks neatly into place. It is a story about perspective, about who has the right to tell a story, and about the thin line between justice and mercy. As Layla draws closer to the heart of the matter, she discovers that the truth is sometimes less important than the question: what does that truth do to the people who must go on living?
A gripping cosy mystery with emotional depth, family relationships under intense pressure, and a young woman who must decide what kind of writer — and what kind of person — she wants to be.

		

		
			
			

		

		
			Early readers on this book:

			“I very much enjoyed reading the ARC of May the Best Sister Confess. A wonderful story!”

			“Suspenseful, enjoyable, and a real page-turner.”

			“The first 30 pages took me a moment to settle into the story, but after that it really started to flow. The ending was surprising. The book reads smoothly.”

			“I found the unexpected shift in perspective really intriguing.”

			“Well-structured and an easy, engaging read.”

			“The structure of the book works beautifully. The multiple storylines keep it compelling and make you want to keep reading to see how everything connects and unfolds.”

			“A gripping whodunit about family—and the damage silence can cause.”

			Reviews of earlier books by Nanda Roep:

			“The writing style of Nanda Roep is unlike anything else and can truly be called unique.” – Follow Me Move.com (Anja de Rijk)

			“The story is original, well-structured, and has a beautiful conclusion. Everything a reader looks for in a satisfying story.” – Boekensteeg (Antoinette)

			“It is an engaging and gripping novel, with an exciting storyline woven in. Very well conceived.” – Birdy’s Boeken

		

		
			
			

		

	
		
			1. From Paradise to Victim

			As the plane lands, I hear people react in shock. There’s talk about an accident. But it barely registers with me. Instead, I think about how to get out of this plane as fast as possible. Ideally, I’d leave right now since I’m in a hurry.

			Jet lag aside, I want to start my first big journalism assignment today. I was already hired by ShoeMart when I got an amazing offer out of the blue. If this project succeeds, my future will completely change.

			Two rows behind me, a man tells his wife the accident involves Sofia Torres. I know that name. But his words just pass me by, I’m too busy with my own concerns. His wife gasps and asks if she died. I don’t respond.

			While we taxi, I impatiently tap my fingers on the armrest. As soon as we reach the gate, I spring to my feet. I’m one of those impatient travelers, but, hey, I have good reason.

			I get to—wait for it— work with my uncle Paul Vandermeer on his next book. It’s like a dream. Paul is the author, and I get to assist him with the editing. Naturally, I’ll learn a ton from this. I won’t get in his way, and I’ll make sure he’s proud of me. Prouder than he already is, I mean, because now I’ll actually achieve something for him. (He was already proud when I took my first steps, so that doesn’t count.)

			Our project focuses on a woman named Hilda Roemer. All I know is that she may –or may not– have killed her mother. That’s all I know right now; I’ve been tied up with helping Romy. This afternoon I’ll start my preparations. Jet lag or not, when you’re part of a project this important, you have to be tough.

			My friend Romy was less enthusiastic. “You don’t belong behind a computer, Layla. You should be in front of the camera, like me!” When we said goodbye in Bali, she said, “Layla, you’re way too pretty to work on a book. You’re not really going to do it, are you?” She flashed a perfect smile (she’d worn braces for years to get those teeth). It’s obvious why Romy’s got thousands of followers, while I don’t even have a profile.

			Here’s the thing: I suffer from something called “nerves.” I’d love to be daring and dazzling like my sweet friend, and I really do look up to her. But me? The few times I even thought about stepping into the spotlight, the hairs on my neck stood up. I often have ideas for cute photos or short videos I’d like to post on my own profile, but I’m probably the only twenty-something who shies away from it.

			I’ve done some self-therapy and analyzed this a lot. I figured it must come from my bullying past. When I wore my hair in a ponytail, kids would neigh behind me. When I put on a cool headband with little ears, they made animal sounds. All through school I was known as “Layla Hyena,” because everyone had seen The Lion King, and oh, how funny and clever they thought they were, even though it barely rhymed. What can you do? Absolutely nothing.

			When I finally got home, I hid upstairs, in the space behind the stair rail. There was a gap behind the linen cupboard where I could fold myself into. No one ever found me there, not even when they looked for me. I stayed until the worst of the sadness had drained away, and only then could my day truly begin. (I was an indoor child who loved writing notes and little texts.)

			Sometimes I wish I were a go-getter like Romy. That girl does everything. During our journalism and media studies, she was already filming her trips and taking sponsorship deals that kept getting bigger and more lucrative. Her channel eventually grew so much, and the work became so demanding, that she didn’t even graduate with me.

			Don’t get me wrong: maybe I’m a bit nervous by nature, and maybe I shy away from exciting situations here and there, but I know what I want, and I’m working toward it. 

			It’s perfect for me to stay behind the computer. I’m going to help my uncle Paul while he works on his next book. I’m happy. Really.

			It feels like ages until the airplane doors finally open. I’m already standing in the aisle, and some people make it clear they have opinions about that. They have no idea how stressed I feel.

			Of course, there’s no point in rushing off the plane. At the baggage carousel, all passengers end up waiting together anyway. I packed light, hoping my small suitcase could come with me to my seat. But during the transfer in Singapore, it had to go in the hold along with the larger luggage.

			I’m just glad that, despite the pandemic, there was even a flight at all. To be honest, I haven’t really been preoccupied with the coronavirus. I don’t belong to the vulnerable group. Naturally, I have a face mask in my pocket, and as soon as it’s appropriate, I’ll put it on.

			I think about switching off airplane mode on my phone and see a message from Paul. “Have you landed and seen the news?”

			Proudly, I look around. Pointless, of course. No one can sense that I’m, as we speak, in contact with a successful author. His book about the Serdana scandal dominated the news for weeks, two years ago. Everyone standing here must have heard about it. It was that big. Ministers resigned and boards were dismissed, and he’s the author. Paul Vandermeer. The one texting me right now.

			“I’m waiting for my suitcase,” I reply. The first pieces of luggage appear on the belt. I quickly type, “Won’t be long now.”

			As I press send, he sends me a link. I open it and let out a small cry. Startled, I look around, but of course, no one notices me. They’re all bent over their own phones. Maybe they’re talking about the same news.

			A new message: “Can you come?”

			I think I even say, “I’m on my way,” out loud, even though he’s clearly not here.

			Paul’s message is about Sofia Roemer. The younger sister. Sofia Roemer is seriously injured after falling down the stairs in the family’s townhouse. Almost immediately, the question arises whether the woman suspected of killing their mother had anything to do with it. Or rather, whether she might be involved again. Our suspect is Hilda Roemer. The older of the two. She’ll be central to the story from here on.

			There are two sisters in the family: Hilda and Sofia. Their vastly different lives have been a topic of discussion in the Netherlands. We aim to untangle the facts, and understand how the oldest sister, Hilda, ended up here.

			I text to say that I’m in my way and I ask, “Are you there yet?”

			“Almost,” he replies, which means he’s texting while driving. (My mother and I both want him to stop doing that. It’s illegal, after all.)

			Since he’s my uncle, and since I’m getting this amazing assignment from him, you could say I’m a nepo baby: a kid who benefits from nepotism, from favoritism. Romy pointed it out and yeah, I’m a bit ashamed. But not enough to refuse the job. Should I back out because of that too? I don’t think so.

			If the baggage handlers would kindly throw my suitcase onto the belt a little faster, I’d appreciate it.

			The fallen sister is a celebrity herself. We’re talking about Sofia Torres-Roemer. She’s the author of the world-famous children’s series The Dotties. Hopefully, she’ll survive the fall... I’m tired, sweaty, and I stink, but I can’t wait to be in Amsterdam. I’m officially a journalist now, and there’s news. I have to get there. Ah, there’s my suitcase. I rush toward it and grab it off the belt.

			I know my way around Schiphol Airport, so I hurry to the train platforms. Adrenaline is rushing through my veins. We’re about to begin. Alongside my drive and excitement, that stupid insecurity is sneaking up again. What if I make mistakes that ruin everything? What if I only got hired because I’m family? What if I’m not good enough for a book that’s supposed to sell in big numbers?

			I’ve dreamed about it. Actually, it was more of a nightmare. In my anxious dreams, the book was published. Widely distributed. Everyone bought a copy. Then… it turned out to be full of mistakes that I had made in the text. Paul’s career was destroyed. Sometimes, the nightmare had Hilda Roemer murdering him, and me exiled to an island, correcting the book forever without seeing my family. Even in my sleep, I could feel the shame creeping in. Once, I actually woke up crying.

			Anyway. The goal is this book.

			The stress is building, but I’ve already mapped out the best route to the news location. Trains from Schiphol to Amsterdam are frequent. I can store my suitcase in a locker at Amsterdam Central Station. There are several tram routes to reach Keizersgracht...

			At this moment, ambulances and police cars are gathered outside the Roemer family home. The national press is assembling... Me too. I’m doing my best, and I’m on my way!

			Thoughts of failure are filling my head. Beneath all the stress and panic, there’s also fear. What if she is really capable of it, and turns on us? Who knows what you might stir up in someone when you start digging into their past?

			The train pulls away, and I breathe in and out deeply. It’s about to begin...

		

	
		
			2. The Neighbors of the Roemer Family

			Famous author Sofia Torres’ townhouse is in total chaos. Officers are trying to do their jobs. So is the press that’s gathered outside. Police cars are parked with flashing blue lights against the façades. Bystanders are held at bay. Most people wear masks but forget to keep their distance. They crowd together in front of the house.

			Do I have to squeeze through this? How do I make it clear that I belong here? I need to find a way to the front to see what’s happening. Maybe I can ask someone, like the police, ambulance crew, or anyone.

			My heart sinks, but I can’t just stand here while Paul does all the work. I take a deep breath and push myself forward. I have to. I decide to hold a small notebook in my hand, so it looks like I belong there. Step by step, I inch forward, hoping to get through. To my relief, it works. I’m getting through. I squeeze through the crowd, half-registering what people are saying to each other. I just want to get as close to the house as possible.

			“Ah, there you are.” Paul nods at me, like it’s just another day that I reached the police line. He holds the line down for me to cross. “They know we’re here,” he says with a nod. 

			I pretend I understand what that means.

			I want to show my uncle he made the right choice hiring me.

			Paul Vandermeer, the biographer with his charming smile and gentlemanly manners. After the bestseller about Serdana and the government scandal, he has enough budget to afford extra help. He chose to give the job to his niece.

			Today, he wants to talk to the neighbors of the Roemer family. We ring the bell next door, nodding at each other. This is where our collaboration begins. The start of who-knows-what-more. I make a mental note and hope I’ll remember this moment for the rest of my life.

			The neighbors are the Mr. and Mrs. Brenninkhof. They’re quite remarkable themselves. Though elderly, they’re lively and kind. Inside, the street noise fades away. Those old townhouses were built solidly, with thick, soundproof walls.

			“Come in quickly,” they say, waving us in, “we’ll close the door immediately.” The crowd outside is blocking their entrance. We squeeze inside.

			“Quite a situation,” Mr. Brenninkhof says, placing a fatherly hand on Paul’s shoulder as he leads him to the living room. “We’ve seen things before. It’s just as bad as last time, so it’ll pass again.”

			Mrs. Brenninkhof, wearing lipstick and a pearl necklace, grabs my arm firmly. I bet that will bruise. “How about some coffee? You can help me.” She pulls me along, motioning for me to remove my mask. She’s obviously used to getting her way.

			I don’t drink coffee. I’d much rather have matcha tea, but I don’t say that. This woman would probably think I’m some strange, woke youngster. No, I keep it professional. I’ll follow the customs of the grown-ups. Black coffee. I’ll get used to it.

			The men head to the living room. Mrs. Brenninkhof leads me down a hallway lined with framed diplomas, each with a different kind of seal. In the relatively small kitchen, a tray is ready with cups, saucers, and spoons, plus a thermos filled with filter coffee.

			“They’re terrible,” she remarks, unscrewing the thermos..

			“Who are?”

			“That family has always been terrible. And now this situation with the younger sister… Sofia’s the good sister. Always was.” She prods my collarbone. Another bruise. “The oldest, Hilda, was always a troublemaker.” She nods firmly. “But the youngest was sweet, an angel. Why her and not…” A brief head shake. “The other one.”

			I catch myself asking, ‘You mean... then or now?” and instantly want to smack my forehead. Thank goodness Paul isn’t here to hear such a stupid question. This isn’t even an interview yet, and I already don’t understand what’s going on!

			Mrs. Brenninkhof arranges the cups and saucers on the tray. “Would he like coffee too?”

			“Oh, I… think so.”

			“Were you talking about last night?” I ask again, aware of their history.

			“Last night was awful. You know, these walls are thick; we never hear a thing unless it’s really bad. We’ve learned that over the years, unfortunately.” She quickly places a sugar bowl and a small milk jug on the tray. “Can you grab the thermos?” She heads toward the living room.

			“Now, it’s praying and hoping for a good outcome. That it had to be Sofia of all people… The better of the two…”

			The book I get to work on will focus on the other sister, the one suspected of murder. Why Paul wants to choose the older one, Hilda, as the central figure, I don’t know. I’ve just returned from Bali and haven’t had the full picture yet. I have no idea about the context or the precise story surrounding the sisters. That doesn’t exactly earn me any points. On the other hand, the whole idea is to untangle what really happened. It might even be an advantage that I know nothing yet, because I still ask open questions.

			Just before I left for Bali, he asked if I wanted to join the project. Of course I did, without hesitation. This is a rare opportunity. We were supposed to meet to discuss the background of the book, but now this accident has happened, and suddenly we’re off.

			Sofia Torres-Roemer has fallen down the stairs in her childhood home in Amsterdam. The fact that she was staying in Amsterdam is unusual. For years, Sofia has lived in Paris with her husband, the pop star, and his adult children. Most likely, because of the lockdown, she couldn’t leave Amsterdam. It must be something like that. She’s currently taking care of her father, who has dementia. Maybe that’s why Mrs. Brenninkhof considers her the “best” sister.

			But what does that actually mean: a good sister, or even the best? As an only child, I’ve never thought about it. Is it because Sofia takes care of her father with dementia? Do you have to take care of your family to be the “best sister, or is it about achieving something in the world? 

			These are exactly the kind of thoughts that can spin around in my head, helping no one. I shouldn’t start on that now. I can think about it later. This is something to discuss at length with Romy. (I still need to let her know I landed safely.) Suppose the older sister didn’t want to take care of their father, what would her reason be?

			But first, I have to drink black coffee. 

			Mrs. Brenninkhof pours the coffee with her usual brisk energy and hands the cups to me, clearly expecting me to serve them to the men. Paul looks up briefly at her and nods, “Thank you,” before turning back to Mr. Brenninkhof. The last two cups are meant for the ladies. I have thoughts on this but keep them to myself.

			Mr. Brenninkhof sits in an armchair, leaning back with his hands clasped, thumbs circling rhythmically.

			He says, “Look, son, here’s the thing: they were a decent family. A kind wife, sweet daughters… he had a good job.”

			Paul asks about Roemer & Partners. Mr. Brenninkhof pauses before each answer. Meanwhile, I jot down that the family has a father who was apparently successful, the owner of Roemer & Partners, and who now suffers from dementia.

			“You see, let me put it this way: it’s no small feat to build a company like that. A real businessman, you know? Impressive work and he made good money.” Mr. Brenninkhof rubs his thumb and forefinger together to indicate “the cash,” then folds his hands again, thumbs still circling.

			“Do you know if he was in the house?” Paul gestures toward the neighboring home.

			According to the first police reports, the victim has a broken thighbone and head trauma. Her skull is fractured, and three fingers are broken. She didn’t respond to the paramedics and is said to be in a comatose state.

			Gradually, it becomes clear to me that if Sofia dies from this fall, she’ll die the same way her mother did thirty years ago. That’s unsettling. With all the commotion, I can’t find a calm way to ask about it. I wish I’d been briefed, but of course, you can’t plan an accident like this.

			I’ve picked up bits and pieces, from Paul, but also from the crowd that gathered to follow the news live. Apparently, the father was once suspected of murdering his wife. That’s why Paul wants to know whether the man was there.

			Mr. Brenninkhof sighs heavily at the thought. “Let’s just say, he can’t take care of himself anymore, so something had to be done. He went with that other girl. The older one. Hilda.” He says her name as if she represents evil itself.

			His wife gives me a meaningful look. “Be careful with that girl,” her eyes say. She leans in and whispers, “She was there.”

			“What did you say?”

			“This morning. She was there. When that poor Sofia…” She stops, letting everyone wait for the rest of her sentence. “You shouldn’t say it until it’s proven, but it wouldn’t surprise me one bit if she was the one again…” She stops once more.

			“Are you sure she was there?” Paul asks.

			“She was there. I’ll tell you, she’s targeted her sister before,” Mrs. Brenninkhof says firmly. “I don’t believe for a second that Sofia just fell. This was deliberate. There was intent.”

			I nearly choke. Intent, she means Sofia was pushed. Is this still journalism, or is it something for the police? With a mouthful of coffee, I do my best to keep my face neutral.

		

	
		
			3. The Dancer Screams Out

			That afternoon, I have to attend an appointment with an elderly dancer that was initially meant for Paul. I’d rather not. I want to go to the hospital and if that’s not possible, I’d prefer to focus on the sisters, our main figures. What am I supposed to do with a former dancer? According to Paul, I’m missing the point. 

			He says, “Starting slow is wise for both the researcher and the reader. A book requires patience. You have to understand the whole picture before you can start empathizing with the main character. That’s how I work, Layla; my readers know that. It’s layer by layer.”

			This project reveals a different side of him. He knows exactly what he wants. Apparently, I’m not supposed to change that. Fine, it’s his project and we’ll build it slowly but steadily. 

			In the Netherlands, there’s a lot of debate over the COVID measures, and the rules are often unclear. At first, we didn’t have to do anything, then there was a full lockdown, then everything opened up again, and we had to wear masks, but not everywhere. The government is now weighing stricter rules for hospitals and nursing homes, but not for restaurants. I’m young; I don’t worry much about it and just see what happens. Today, I’m allowed to visit despite the virus, so that’s a good start.

			Instead of visiting the dancer, Paul has gone to the hospital. Still, I haven’t been brought up to speed; I have no idea why this woman is even on the list of interviewees. I hate working half-informed. 

			Still, I get why Paul wanted to go to the hospital where Sofia is.

			It’s now confirmed that she’s in a coma. She’s alive. If she wakes up soon, she might be able to tell what happened.

			Sofia’s fall is big news. It’s sensational because she’s not only a famous author (of picture books) but also the sister of a assumed murderess. But what’s my task? I’m supposed to visit an old lady who has no idea what’s going on… The woman doesn’t even know who she is anymore.

			This could have been postponed. Then I could’ve gone to the hospital. I want to see how tense the nurses are about Sofia’s condition. Maybe a doctor might call out something in passing that gives a clue about her status. Something like, ‘we need a rechargeable pacemaker’. The hospital is where the action is. That’s where I want to be. But Paul says that sometimes the most important information lies in the dullest places. He finds it “educational” that I’m keeping the existing appointment. 

			If he thinks so. As a good assistant, I arrive right on time at the nursing home. A shriveled little woman sits across from me in a wheelchair, staring into the distance. I sigh and glance up at the ceiling, which has turned yellow with age.

			My thoughts drift to the AMC hospital. What will he say to get access to Sofia? Is there a special press card for that? Maybe he claims he’s family. Or her doctor. Or says he’s the financial manager of the Roemer family, who needs to be informed. I don’t know which lie he’s pulling out of his hat. I just know I wish I were there to see it.

			Two months ago, I officially graduated. It is hard to find a job. I’ve had hardly any replies to my applications. All I’ve been offered are unpaid media positions. I’m welcome only as a socially conscious young woman looking for ‘experience’. I can get in anywhere for free, that much is clear.

			When does my work start paying off? Traveling with Romy is fun, and I love helping, but aside from a free trip, there’s no pay. I have to become independent eventually. I’m twenty-three after all. I’m a bit ashamed to say I’m still at home with my mom. There’s nothing wrong with it, really. It’s a nice house, and I have my own room. I’m even ashamed of the fact that I’m ashamed.

			Now Paul’s offering me a chance. As the author, he gets to decide who’s on his team. Fine. Time to roll up my sleeves and do the interview properly.

			I’m supposed to visit Mrs. Banning because she used to be the dance teacher of Tina Roemer–Vandenberg, the mother of Hilda and Sofia. Paul insists it’s essential to interview people connected to your subject. Before you conduct the big interview, you should already have a full picture of the network. “Everyone’s got a piece of the story,” he says.

			Well, I think, judging by the look of this woman, she doesn’t know anything anymore.

			The caregiver said she’d be here in five minutes. It’s been twenty. Once upon a time, this lady—her full name is Eveline Catharina Johanna Banning—danced the role of Odette in Swan Lake and later played Clara in The Nutcracker. Thankfully, that hardly matters for the book. I don’t know much about dance anyway; I didn’t grow up with it. I sigh and wait a little longer, while the woman continues to stare silently into the distance.

			Our book is ultimately meant to revolve around Hilda Roemer, the eldest daughter in the family. She’s not famous. At best, notorious. She withdrew from public life. There isn’t much to tell, except that she was once accused of murdering her mother. Is that enough for a book? I doubt it.

			She was acquitted back then, under juvenile law, but many people still suspect her. That’s all. There are so many people who’ve been accused of murder and later cleared. Why is Paul choosing her, of all people?

			What stands out most about Hilda is that she’s the older sister of a famous children’s author. Sofia Torres is the creator of the colorful little folk from the picture books, known in the Netherlands as The Dotties. I even had a T-shirt and a lunchbox with The Dotties on them when I was a kid.

			Sofia Torres is the one in the news. But no, I have to keep my appointment at the nursing home with Mrs. Banning.

			Finally, the caregiver appears. “All right, Eveline!” she calls out cheerfully. “We’re going to dance a little!” She sets a speaker on the table, connects her phone via Bluetooth, and moments later, classical music fills the room. The caregiver nods at me. “Watch this.”

			Mrs. Banning lifts her head. She brings her arms forward, stretches her fingers, turns one arm gracefully to the side, the other above her head, and lowers them with elegance. She still remembers her choreography!

			The caregiver seems happy about it. From the hallway, other staff members peek in, taking a few minutes to enjoy the brief return of the glory Mrs. Banning once had.

			The symphony is abruptly cut off by my phone’s loud beep. A message. Perfect timing: I could die of embarrassment. Mrs. Banning is startled. Her arms flail in the air, searching for balance.

			The caregiver quickly grabs her hands and shouts in her ear, “This young lady wants to ask you something about Tina Roemer. Remember? Tina Roemer. She was your student. She fell down the stairs.”

			Mrs. Banning struggles to process the information. Her eyebrows tremble up and down, then the look in her eyes sharpens. Her face hardens.

			“Tina was a ballerina,” she says sharply. “Tina was light as a feather and strong as a panther. Balance was her art. She could have steadied herself on any handrail. Of course she didn’t fall. I’m telling you, she was pushed, murdered—murdered!” The frail lady’s voice still manages to rasp at a startling volume. “Did she survive? Is she alive?”

			The caregiver bends over her. “We’ll find out. Would you like that?” Then she turns to me, puts a finger to her lips, and shakes her head. The “interview” is over.
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