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Praise for Andrea Dunlop’s Losing the Light

One of Redbook’s Best Books of 2016

“Dunlop infuses She Regrets Nothing with insight into family dynamics, which makes it especially rich, multifaceted, and engrossing. Fans of Becky Sharp and Brenda Walsh, this is your lucky day.”

—Caroline Kepnes, bestselling author of Hidden Bodies and You

“Dunlop has created unforgettable characters and a setting so richly drawn, the reader is immersed in the drama until the last engaging page. She Regrets Nothing is an entertaining, compelling story of family, class, and the yearning to belong.”

—Amy Poeppel, author of Small Admissions

“Laila Lawrence and her family are people I am thrilled not to know personally and was equally thrilled to spend a few hours following around New York City in all the best clothes and shoes to all the best clubs and parties. She Regrets Nothing is addictive, dark, and twisty and, like its characters, delightfully conniving.”

—Laurie Frankel, author of This Is How It Always Is

“A complicated friendship, a disastrous affair with a professor, and intoxicating relationships factor in making this an unforgettable trip.”

—BuzzFeed

“Who doesn’t fantasize about a sexy and passionate romance with a hot foreigner?”

—PopSugar

“A haunting story of betrayal within a beautiful portrait of youth.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Dunlop’s smart and suspenseful debut follows the lead of Katie Crouch’s Abroad (2014) and Jennifer duBois’s Cartwheel (2013), but delves more deeply into the repercussions beyond a shocking incident during a year abroad. Dunlop richly evokes the heady emotions of friendship, lust, and betrayal.”

—Booklist

“A heady cocktail of nostalgia, a seductive Frenchman, a passionate love triangle, a mysterious disappearance: Seattle author Andrea Dunlop weaves an intriguing story about 30-year-old Brooke, now newly engaged, and her recollections of student days a decade earlier in France with her bubbly, blond buddy Sophie. . . . Losing the Light is a love letter to France—the cafes, the language, the ‘fierce elegance’ of Parisiennes, the sun-drenched beauty of Cap Ferrat. Dunlop brilliantly recreates the tempestuous, ‘anything is possible’ whirlwind of emotions that accompany Brooke’s coming of age, with the dizzying heights and depths of feeling. . . . A thoughtful, assured debut.”

—The Seattle Times

“Good wine, dark chocolate, a French love triangle, and the perfect best friend—at first—are only a handful of the decadences awaiting you in Losing the Light—not to mention the shocking twist that kept this succulent debut lingering long after the final page.”

—Miranda Beverly-Whittemore, New York Times bestselling author of Bittersweet

“Dunlop’s writing is effervescent, but wise . . . the story, which is as much about love, lust and longing as it is about the intricacies and potential pitfalls of close, obsessive friendship, also offers a truly lovely depiction of France.”

—The Globe and Mail

“In her debut, Dunlop writes of a fizzy, decadent world, filled with the intense relationships that young love brings, whether that feeling is for a person or for a beautiful location.”

—Library Journal

“Love triangles can haunt you forever. This gorgeously written debut novel centers around one woman being seduced by European high life while on a study abroad trip in France. It’s an exotic escape and a literary escape at the same time.”

—Redbook

“The story of a young girl studying abroad in France who gets sucked into a world of love and lust. This unraveling tale is absolutely haunting.”

—SheKnows

“There are so many coming-of-age novels in the world about the young, innocent girl making her way in the world. And yet, Losing the Light is really something special. Andrea Dunlop has a keen sense of what a modern woman on the cusp of her twenties might truly desire, fear, and be tempted by. Her characters are unapologetic and troublesome, yet intensely likable. On top of that, she sets the book in a French town and feeds you wine and men the whole way through. Oh, and there’s a murder mystery. Seduced yet? You should be. This is a lovely debut.”

—Katie Crouch, New York Times bestselling author of Girls in Trucks and Abroad

“It’s got Gainsbourg’s ‘Sea, Sex, and Sun’ plus red wine and betrayal— a compulsively readable debut about forever friendships that can’t last.”

—Courtney Maum, bestselling author of I Am Having So Much Fun Here Without You

“Losing the Light is a smart, sexy, thrilling novel. Andrea Dunlop’s debut brilliantly captures the tension and sharp edges of female friendships, infatuation, and life abroad. You will feel transported to France, as if you yourself are speaking French and drinking a little too much wine with your best friend and a dangerously handsome man.”

—Taylor Jenkins Reid, author of One True Loves

“Andrea Dunlop’s captivating debut ardently delivers the thrill and joy and exquisite pain of being young and in love: with a friend, with a lover, with a country, with a life, with the future. I felt myself twenty and in France with nothing but heady enchantment before me. Losing the Light is utterly transporting.”

—Laurie Frankel, author of The Atlas of Love

“This delicious literary indulgence is consuming and addictive . . . the perfect partner for every beach day this summer.”

—Sunset

“In Losing the Light, Andrea Dunlop takes readers on an intense, smart, sexy adventure, giving major The Talented Mr. Ripley vibes.”

—Working Mother
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ARE YOU sure we should have come?” Nora whispered to her sister. “I feel like everyone is staring at us.”

Liberty briefly considered telling her that perhaps the sky-high black patent-leather heels she was wearing, flashing their gaudy red soles as she walked, paired with her tight black dress and a pillbox hat with a veil—honestly, she looked like a 1940s mob widow—were not helping her be inconspicuous at the midwestern service. Though Nora had traveled the world, she remained in New York no matter her physical location. Her New York–ness wrapped around her like a protective gauze, even here at a funeral in the Grosse Pointe Memorial Church. The place was more beautiful, somehow, than Liberty had expected, with its white stone walls, Tudor arches, and ornate stained-glass windows. It felt at least a hundred years old. A comfort, somehow.

“I should hope so,” Leo said, flashing a smile at an older woman who had her eyes glued to him as she passed the pew toward the back where the three Lawrence siblings had settled in, Liberty futilely hoping they could keep a low profile. “I mean, the day I don’t stand out from a crowd like this? Euthanasia, I beg you.” Leo was Nora’s twin (Leonardo and Leonora: they were named after royalty and so they behaved), though they hardly resembled each other.

“Leo.” Liberty shot him a warning look.

“A joke,” he whispered back. “Trying to lighten the mood.”

“The mood is meant to be somber, Leo. Just . . . please.” Liberty wrapped her arms tighter around herself and faced forward.

“Sorry. Jesus.”

“Is that her?” Nora said, leaning over Leo’s lap toward Liberty, who was sitting on the aisle.

Liberty looked up as a young woman (she was twenty-three, the same age as the twins) walked by to the front pew that was reserved for family. Laila—their cousin, a stranger, the person they had come to see—seemed to be the only person in the church who hadn’t noticed the three of them. Though this was the first time they would meet, Liberty recognized her immediately. She was distinctive: petite and lovely, with green eyes and long red hair. She was fine-boned (as Liberty and her siblings were) and appeared delicate to the point of breakable against the backdrop of the sturdy midwesterners who surrounded her.

“That’s her.”

She clung to the arm of a tall, broad-shouldered man who was wearing a suit that appeared made for someone much smaller, the lip of his boxy white shirt peeking out from the bottom of his jacket as he moved—could this really be her boyfriend? He looked like a high school jock who’d gone to seed but had failed to notice. Laila appeared to be in a fog, eyes straight ahead as she made her way to the pew. Liberty wondered if she’d taken a sedative to get through her mother’s funeral. In her Internet scouring, she’d not been able to find much information on Laila. A Facebook profile, of course, and some photos of her on the website of a local high-end cosmetic dentist’s office. At first, Liberty thought she might be a model—and was struck by the irony of this, that her faraway midwestern cousin would be a model just as she and her own mother had been—but upon further inspection, it appeared that Laila worked at the office. They’d simply taken advantage of having such a comely staff member by putting her front and center on the website. She was not a dentist, it seemed; perhaps a hygienist or receptionist.

“It’s so weird that they both went in car accidents, so many years apart,” Leo said. Their uncle—their father’s brother—had died thusly thirteen years before. The two families had grown up estranged from each other. Now Laila was an orphan.

“Tragic,” Nora said. “Dickensian,” she added dramatically.

“What is our actual plan here?” Leo asked. He was clearly losing patience with the whole idea, which at the outset, he’d found amusing enough. He was bored now and wanted to be back in Manhattan. Organ music boomed through the church and Liberty hushed her brother. The service was beginning.

Betsy Lawrence was eulogized by her older sister, Jennifer, a short, round woman with whispers of Laila’s green-eyed wholesome prettiness. It was a strange speech, containing nothing specific about Betsy herself or what the world had lost in her passing. “ ‘The body that is sown is perishable, it is raised imperishable,’ ” she quoted from Corinthians. “ ‘It is sown in dishonor, it is raised in glory; it is sown in weakness, it is raised in power.’ And so Betsy goes home to the Lord. I know my niece Laila wanted to speak about her mother today. I know she loved her dearly. But the shock . . . I’m afraid . . .” She was twisting a tissue in her hands and appeared overcome, standing at the pulpit as though she had no idea how she’d gotten there. After a moment, a man (her husband?) came to collect her, draping his arm around her and shepherding her off the stage. It was an odd moment, but then, it was a funeral. The Lawrence siblings had not been to many—only their grandmother’s and an older family friend or two.

The service was brief, and before long, the organ was once again sounding its dirge, and people were standing up and filing out. Before Liberty could come up with a plan, the three of them were pulled along in a tide of people to the church basement where the reception was being held. It was an altogether more modern and sterile space than the grandeur of the hall above, fit for Sunday school and AA meetings. There was subdued string music playing, and officious church ladies were ferrying a large spread—tea, cookies, various hot dishes, and, mercifully, several bottles of wine. Now that the funeral-goers were no longer restrained by the pews, they gawked openly at the Lawrence siblings.

“Is this the mom?” Nora said, picking up one of several framed photos arranged on the table closest to the door. The shot was of a young woman who, if not for the teased hair and color-block 1980s sweater, could have easily been mistaken for Laila.

“Must be,” Liberty said. “God, Laila’s a dead ringer.”

They made their way down the line of photos. Even Leo was hushed by seeing these images of the family that had been kept from them. Liberty felt tears coming to her eyes when she got to her aunt and uncle’s wedding photos from twenty-five years earlier. She could see so much of her father in his younger brother’s face, a man she’d supposedly met but had no clear memories of.

Their father, Ben Lawrence, never spoke of his brother, Gregory. He’d been gone now thirteen years and all Liberty knew had been gleaned from the occasional overheard conversation in her childhood and what she could discover online, which was not much more than the basics: her uncle had owned a number of luxury car dealerships throughout Michigan, and he and his wife had one daughter, Laila, who was the same age as the twins. Liberty was seventeen when her uncle died; her father hadn’t been an especially warm man to begin with, and the death of his brother had made him even more remote, causing him to retreat further into his work. Repeated searches yielded little more, but Liberty set up a Google Alert with Laila’s name, which was how she’d discovered Betsy’s recent death. And that had brought them here.

The three of them moved on to the food and drinks. Liberty poured red wine into the small, sad plastic cups for each of them. Nora examined the food from a distance, as though even coming near it might make her fat. There were piles of cookie bars with numerous layers and frostings, great platters of potato salad with what appeared to be hot dogs mixed in, several varieties of mac and cheese.

“This is so weird,” Nora said, taking a sip of her wine and peering around at the men in their khakis and the women whose collective bulk was covered in many layers of scarves and cardigans. “It’s . . . America.”

“Like a TLC show or something,” Leo added.

Liberty rolled her eyes and just at that moment felt a hand on her elbow.

“Excuse me?”

She turned and the glassy green eyes of her cousin looked up at her. She was small, a half foot shorter than Liberty at least. There was something familiar about her still: the nose, the set of her eyes; she was a stranger, but she was their family.

“I don’t mean to be rude,” Laila said hesitantly, “but who are you? This is my mother’s funeral.”

Liberty felt sick to her stomach. A moment before, she’d been contemplating telling her siblings that they should just leave, get in touch later. But now it was too late for that.

“Um . . . oh. I’m Liberty, and this is Leo and Nora.”

Nora—who didn’t have good boundaries on her best day—flung herself at her unsuspecting cousin, who blankly accepted her into her arms. “You poor thing! We just had to come.”

Liberty gently pulled her sister away from Laila, who was now smiling nervously.

“Thank you.” She looked at them as though searching for clues. “But who are you? Why are you here?”

The siblings quickly glanced at each other, amazed. Their names had triggered nothing; she knew even less than they did.

“Well . . .” Liberty weighed the option of coming up with some alternate cover story so as not to distract from the occasion, which their visit seemed certain to do. She dismissed this. “We’re your cousins. Ben is our dad.”

She looked incredulous. “Ben doesn’t have kids,” Laila said uncertainly, as if she was asking a question. For a moment the three siblings were quiet, because they hadn’t precisely been told about Laila either. Liberty had eavesdropped and eventually told the twins.

“He does,” Leo said at last, his voice kind. “We’re them.”

Laila continued to stare at them uncomprehendingly. A moment later, the man she was with—her fiancé, although their engagement was still a secret—appeared at her side. Liberty watched him subtly lock on her brother as though thinking, Oh thank goodness, a man.

“Nathan Jansen,” he said, introducing himself to Leo with a hearty handshake.

“Leo Lawrence,” he smiled with relish as surprise came over the man’s pale features.

“And I’m Nora Lawrence.”

“Liberty,” she followed as Nathan’s eyes ricocheted over to her.

“Lawrence? As in . . .” He looked over at Laila.

“We’re her cousins,” Liberty said, feeling suddenly helpless.

Laila turned to him, still bewildered. “I didn’t know.”

Oh, why had they come? Liberty was mortified to ever be the cause of drama. And at a funeral! Tacky.

“We just came to pay our respects, and actually, we’d probably better get going. Laila, you can call me anytime.” Liberty pressed a card into her hand, adding, “My cell is on there. And I would love to hear from you.” Liberty began to shepherd her siblings in the direction of the door.

“Wait,” Laila said. “Where are you staying?”

“The Atheneum.”

“Okay. I’ll call you later, maybe,” Laila said, before being pulled away by funeral-goers who had been waiting nearby.
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“It is so messed up that her parents didn’t even tell her we existed.” Nora leaned her head wearily on her brother’s shoulder. They were fitted snuggly in the back of a town car, three across for the twenty-minute drive along the Lake Shore Road to their hotel.

“Well, our parents didn’t tell us about her either, at least not willingly.”

“Do you think Beau knows about her?”

Liberty shrugged. Of the three of them, she was closest with their eldest half brother, Beau, but she didn’t hear from him for months at a time and hadn’t told him about their trip. He lived in Banff, a tiny town near Alberta, Canada.

“Beau barely speaks to Dad, so I don’t know that he would have made the effort to get to know Laila even if he did. I’ll ask him whenever he reappears, though.”

“She’s really pretty. I wonder why she lives here,” Nora said.

“Well, she grew up here,” Leo said, “and at least the neighborhood is nice. Look at the houses. We could practically be in Connecticut.”

“But that guy she was with. Was that really her boyfriend?” Nora pulled at the waistband of her dress. Her clothes were always a size too small, as though she imagined herself thinner when she bought them.

“I don’t know,” Liberty said, “it seemed that way.”

Nora made a face.

Just then Liberty felt her phone buzz with a text message.

Hi Liberty - it’s Laila. When are you leaving? I thought we might meet up tomorrow. Would it be okay if it was just you and me though? I’m feeling overwhelmed.

“What is it?”

“Just Reece checking in.” Liberty felt strangely protective of Laila. She thought of her standing there next to her boyfriend in the church, looking fragile and faraway. Was that strange aunt with the Bible verses the only family she had left?

“I can’t believe we have to spend the night in Detroit,” Nora said as they were getting out of the car.

“Nora, hush,” Liberty said, feeling the eyes of the hotel’s doorman on them. She smiled at him warmly and his expression said that she, at least, was forgiven.

“I like it here,” Leo said, just to be contrary. “It’s so much edgier than New York, so much more real. And this hotel,” he said, stretching his arms wide, smiling up at the dramatic frescos and expanse of marble that engulfed the lobby, “it’s like Vegas or something.”

“Or something,” Nora muttered.

“My good man!” Leo said, strolling up to the concierge desk where a thin twentysomething who swam in his dark suit lifted his gaze from his computer.

“How can I help you, sir?”

“Tell me,” Leo said, leaning over the counter, his convivial charm working on the young man, “where should we go for dinner? We’re only in town for a night.”

“Well,” the concierge said, straightening his spine, “were we thinking fine dining or . . .”

“Oh, God, no,” Leo said.

“Can you imagine what passes for fine dining in this hellhole?” Nora said under her breath to Liberty, who gave her a sharp look.

“Something authentic,” Leo said, “what’s your favorite spot?”

“Pizza okay?”

“We have pizza in New York,” Nora said, “amazing pizza.”

“Not like this,” the concierge said, “I promise you. No one has pizza like Papalis.”

“I’m intrigued,” Leo said. “Girls?”

They both nodded, Liberty smiling, Nora sulking as the concierge showed Leo the restaurant’s location on a map.
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They were seated in a booth toward the front of Papalis as Leo watched other patrons as if they were performing a cabaret for his amusement. “It’s like being on safari! I should write about this in my column,” he said, meaning his weekly missive for New York magazine’s Man About Town where he mostly chronicled the parties he went to—he’d even sold a book to a publisher off the concept.

When their pizza arrived, it was a monstrous thing, like five pizzas crammed together and covered with extra cheese and sauce.

“Ugh,” Nora said, “no wonder everyone here is so fat.”

“This actually smells pretty delicious,” Liberty said.

“I’m ordering a salad,” Nora said, “if they even have such a thing here.”

“So,” Leo said, taking a generous bite of his slice and rolling his eyes in ecstasy, “God, this is good. What’s the plan now with Laila? Just the funeral drive-by or what?”

“Maybe she can come visit us in New York! The poor thing,” Nora said.

Liberty knew it was best if she kept her meeting with their cousin a secret for now. Like all siblings—particularly those with nearly a decade’s difference in age—she and the twins had grown up both in the same and completely different households. Their parents had been much stricter with Liberty, imparted different lessons about money and work and privilege. She loved the twins, but they were so woefully naive. She didn’t want to lose her cousin’s trust if they said or did the wrong thing at such a delicate time, which she somehow knew they would.

“That’s a great idea, Nora, why don’t we invite her once we’ve given her a few days to recover from the funeral?”

Nora, a bit unaccustomed to having good ideas, beamed.

“I’m not surprised Dad never told me anything about this family imbroglio,” Leo said to Liberty. It was true Ben wasn’t one for cozy father-son chats. “But you really don’t know what happened with them?”

“I really don’t, but it must have been big. Mom knows something, I’m just not sure how much.”

“A mystery,” Nora said.
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Their flight to New York wasn’t until the next afternoon. That morning, Liberty told her siblings she was going to check out a rare bookstore nearby that she’d read about, thereby ensuring they wouldn’t want to come. At any rate, they were settled into their favorite activity, hotel movies and room service. They were already in robes and unlikely to move for hours, giving Liberty ample time to meet Laila for coffee.

Liberty felt stares trailing her as she made her way to a small two-top table in the corner of a nearby café to wait for Laila. It was always worse outside New York. In Manhattan, she wasn’t so out of place, but here she was like another species, so tall and slender, with her miles of legs, high cheekbones, and dramatic brows. She stared at her phone while she waited, avoiding fervent glances and hoping no one would see the open chair opposite her as an invitation. A few moments later, she felt the energy of the room shift and raised her eyes to see her cousin come through the door. She was wearing a royal-blue peacoat that she shook off upon entering. Underneath she had on a tight sweater and jeans, her lovely red hair splashed out across her shoulders; she looked revived since the previous afternoon.

Liberty leaned forward and waved to her. She had the impulse to stand and embrace her, but then remembered Laila’s bewildered grimace at Nora’s hug. Laila spotted her and strode toward the table.

“Thanks for meeting me.” Laila gave her a weak smile as she settled into her chair, draping her coat over the back. Laila scrutinized her. Liberty realized that her presence was being met with something besides curiosity. Suspicion.

“Of course. I’m glad you texted. I’m sorry we just showed up like that. Maybe that wasn’t the right way to . . . ,” she fell off, embarrassed.

“Trust me, there’s no right way for anyone to do anything for me right now.” Laila took off her hat and shook out her hair. “Jesus,” she said, looking back at Liberty, “you’re so pretty.” Liberty thanked her, though it sounded more like an accusation than a compliment.

“It makes sense. I gather my uncle married a supermodel; I read up on you guys this morning. I can’t believe I’d never done it before. But I guess I had no real reason to—I didn’t even know you existed—let alone that you’d be this interesting. You guys are, like, famous.”

Just then the waiter came by and took their coffee orders. Liberty asked for black; Laila ordered a latte, skim, just a dusting of nutmeg. Thank you so much.

Liberty laughed off the previous comment, “Hardly. I mean, you’d never heard of us.”

“Yeah, but there’s all this stuff in the tabloids,” she smiled. “Lots of people seem to care who you date and what you wear.”

“Well, New York is like that.” Liberty shrugged. She didn’t think they were in the press that much, but she supposed if you Googled it, if it all came up together, it might seem they were. “Have you ever visited?” The idea that her cousin might have come, worn the touristy path from Times Square to the Empire State Building to South Street Seaport, without ever knowing she had family there, struck Liberty as inexpressibly sad.

Laila shook her head, “No reason to, I guess. I mean, I’ve always wanted to see it, like everyone. But I don’t travel much.”

“You really didn’t know anything about us?” It hurt Liberty that her uncle had taken such pains to deny her very existence. But then, her own father had done the same. What must have happened between the two brothers to have caused such a rift?

“You know how that is: your parents tell you something from the time you’re a little kid. You believe it. My dad said he had a brother he didn’t get along with; he never said anything about cousins. He died before I was old enough to start asking serious questions. My mom didn’t say anything about Ben having children, but then, maybe she didn’t know?”

Liberty nodded, wishing they’d not started in the deep end. Better to revert to less serious topics, maybe. “So, tell me about yourself. What do you do?”

“I’m a dental hygienist. I work for my boyfriend, who you met. I mean, he wasn’t my boyfriend when I started working for him.” Laila smiled. “And I guess he’s not really my boyfriend anymore.”

Liberty tilted her head, waited for her to continue. Had they broken up? They’d certainly seemed like an item the day before.

“We’re getting married.”

Liberty breathed a sigh of relief that yet another misfortune had not landed on her cousin.

“That’s wonderful! He seems really lovely, by the way.” And he had—the vigorous handshake, the warm smile—in their brief interaction, he’d exuded goodness. “When is the wedding?”

Laila let out a big sigh. The waiter reappeared with their coffees, and Laila shot him a sparkling smile that made him nearly lose his footing. “Not sure. But we’re going to keep it supersmall. It might be just the two of us. After my mom . . . I don’t have . . .”

“Yeah, of course. Well, that’s some happy news, anyway. So how . . . how are you doing?”

Laila shrugged. “I’m just numb still, I think. I wake up and I think, Maybe today it won’t be true. That probably sounds nuts. Nathan has been such a support.”

“I’m glad you have him. I wish . . . our families . . .” Liberty didn’t know what she meant to say but Laila seemed to understand and smiled kindly at her.

“It’s just such a stupid thing, you know? She was out playing bingo like she always does on Sunday nights and . . .”

Liberty finally found the courage to reach across the table and take her cousin’s hand, which happily, she accepted and squeezed.

“What a boring way to die, you know? A car accident.” Laila said.

Liberty looked at her, confused, resisting the urge to withdraw her hand.

“Senseless, I mean. You understand.”

Liberty nodded. It was unfair to expect eloquence from her cousin, in her grief. “You two were close?”

“It’s complicated. My mother was a very difficult woman, and I’m fairly sure she was never totally enthused about the whole motherhood thing. But I spent a lot of time with her, so in that way we were close, I guess. But mostly it was because she had no one else, and what was I going to do?”

“But there were all those people at the funeral?”

“My aunts’ friends. The two of them did more for Betsy last night than they did in the last ten years of her life,” she said with a rueful smile. “My mother didn’t really have friends of her own. God, sorry,” she said, shaking her head. “Why am I telling you all of this?”

“It’s okay.” Liberty felt relieved that her cousin would confide in her. “I’m glad you feel like you can share.”

“Well, Nathan doesn’t like talking about it. His mother is, like, the polar opposite of Betsy, she has these four jock-y sons that she still babies, and she’s always baking something. She wears sweatshirts with cats on them, remembers the mailman’s birthday. That kind of mom.”

“She sounds sweet.” Liberty’s mother, Petra, also bore no resemblance to this paragon. She loved her children and was devoted to her family, but she’d grown up poor in Russia before emigrating and becoming a top-tier model. She was all hard edges: no baking and certainly no cat sweatshirts.

“She is, but . . . anyway. Tell me about New York!” Laila’s eyes lit up, her posture straightened as though shaking off the burdens she’d just enumerated.

“Well, it’s the only place I’ve ever lived, so it’s home.” Liberty shrugged. “I love it.”

“You must have traveled all over the world for your modeling career, though?”

Liberty smiled, “Not as much as you’d think. I did mostly local stuff because I was really young when I was working.” Her cousin must have gone back a ways with her research. Liberty hadn’t modeled since she was a teenager, and she was thirty now.

“And now you’re a literary agent. You didn’t like modeling?”

Liberty shook her head, “Wasn’t for me. I love working with books.”

“That sounds cool. And are you seeing anyone? A boyfriend?” Laila’s expression was girlish; she suddenly looked years younger, the cloud of her grief clearing.

Liberty shook her head. “Too busy!” she said cheerfully, the usual answer, the simplest. She was charmed by the childlike bluntness of her cousin’s questioning.

The two chatted for another half hour, as Laila peppered her with excited questions about New York. Liberty figured she was desperate to talk about anything other than her mom’s death. At last Laila excused herself. “I have to meet my aunts Jennifer and Lisa to go through the stuff at my mom’s condo.”

“Today?” Liberty said. The task seemed brutal so soon after the funeral.

“Honestly, I just want to get it over with. You can’t even imagine the amount of random shit there is to deal with when someone dies unexpectedly.”

“I could change my flight if you need help.”

“That’s really sweet of you, but no, it’s okay. Aunt Jen has all her church ladies coming, so we’ll have plenty of hands.”

“Okay, then.” Liberty stood and this time hugged her cousin, who smelled like vanilla.

They promised to keep in touch, and Liberty walked back in the direction of the hotel. The early-October sun was out and it warmed her face. She texted her best friend, Reece, to see if she could talk, but there was no response. Liberty thought of calling her mother, who didn’t even know they were out of town, just to hear her voice. She was reminded by meeting her cousin that you only had so much time with people, only so many chances to make things right. Holding grudges—as her own father had obviously done with his brother—was never worthwhile.

[image: Image]

Aunt Jen (the eldest) and Aunt Lisa (the middle sister) had been at her mother’s condo since 9:00 a.m. with a half dozen of their interchangeable dowdy church friends, and they were busy pawing through the remnants of Betsy’s life.

“Do you need me today?” Nathan had asked her before she’d set off to meet Liberty—a part of her day’s itinerary that she hadn’t shared with him. His tone made it quite clear that if he was required to help, it would be as a brave martyr on his fiancée’s behalf, rather than out of any genuine desire to be there. It was a Saturday, which meant hours upon hours of college football blaring from the massive, vulgar television that dominated their living room. It meant the house steadily crowding with his brothers—both biological and fraternity—their voices growing ever louder as they consumed more and more beer.

“No,” Laila had replied flatly, “it’s fine.”

“Okay, I’ll just leave you ladies to it, then,” he said, his relief palpable. As though the tossing out of dozens of take-out menus, the sorting of her mother’s vast collection of stretchy pants to determine which were fit for donation and which should just be thrown away, were some fun girly outing his male presence would impinge upon. Not that Laila wanted him to come; there was something deeply humiliating about going through the effects of a middle-aged woman who’d lived alone. She’d succumbed to the sort of squalor in the past several years that showed she’d given up: the fridge full of take-out leftovers and condiment packets; the crusty, expired cosmetics jumbled in the bathroom drawers, long since unused, inexplicably held on to; the trashy romance novels and self-help tomes piled on the window sill.

The church ladies squawked around Laila as they sifted through the unfortunate detritus. How was she doing? Did she need anything? They’d brought a massive platter of cookies with them, as though refined carbohydrates could somehow make this task more pleasant.

“Honey, there’s a little pile of some nice things we found, some jewelry you might want to hang on to.” One of the ladies pointed her to the dresser in the corner.

Laila smiled sweetly and made her way through the chaos. The dresser was in a corner of the room that had already been dealt with and was consequently cleaner than Laila had ever seen it while her mother was alive. There was another version of Betsy buried somewhere in Laila’s memory: the one featured in the photographs at the memorial service. This was the incarnation of her mother whose prettiness and smarts had helped her—for a time, at least—rise above her circumstances by landing a scholarship to the University of Michigan where she met, and soon married, Gregory Lawrence. But that version had lapsed after her husband’s death. The Betsy of the rancid condo where Laila too had spent her teenage years was doomed to be the one who endured in her memory. There were many women who rose to the occasion of single motherhood—in truth, the world would grind to a halt without such women—but Betsy was not one of them. After Gregory’s death, their family was like a rulerless nation—a vacuum that impressed upon Laila the dangerous notion that women were powerless alone.

Laila picked through the pile of so-called nice things the church ladies had set aside. Her mother had developed an unfortunate QVC habit in her later years and had accumulated a massive amount of junky costume jewelry. But then it caught her eye—the red enamel pendant with the two golden birds, both of them with diamonds for eyes. It was the one beautiful thing Laila’s mother had owned, and she was shocked to find it here, having assumed that her mother would find a way to take it with her to the grave. Laila didn’t know anything about its provenance, but it was her mother’s treasured possession: Laila had already looked through the apartment once and not found it. Somehow the church ladies had unearthed it.

As the day following her mother’s death had dawned, Laila had snuck from Nathan’s bed in silence. She always woke before him, and this morning she’d risen at 5:00 a.m. She didn’t know what exactly she was looking for: only that her mother had been lording some secret over her for years. It was her method of keeping Laila close. “Oh, if you’d only known the life I could have had. But I chose you, my little sweetheart,” she’d say, venomous and sly. Or: “Someday, I’ll tell you everything. Someday you’ll understand what your poor mother has been through.” Laila knew her mother could have easily been bluffing; it was a bit of theater that the two of them went through. Laila continued to see her mother—making sure she took her diabetes meds and keeping her from turning completely feral in her disgusting condo—not because she genuinely thought her mother might have something to offer her one day, but out of a filial duty that she didn’t so much feel as know was expected of her. As much as Nathan wanted no part of this duty, he would have judged her harshly if she’d rejected it herself. And Laila had done well thus far positioning herself as the caretaker Nathan expected her to be: the one who cooked their dinners, folded his laundry, and remembered not only her own mother’s birthday but his mother’s as well. But Laila had woken with a start that morning; if there was something to find, it was she who must find it. And now would be her best chance.

And she had found something. Secreted away in an old jewelry box on the top shelf of the bedroom closet was a fragile and crumbling cache of letters from Frederick Lawrence, Laila’s grandfather. She’d not yet read through them—she’d wanted to return to the house before Nathan could realize she’d left and then hadn’t, it seemed, had a moment to herself since then. But the very fact of their existence was revelatory. And the fact that the church ladies had managed to unearth the pendant, the one possession of her mother’s that she’d admired, felt like a small miracle.

Out of the corner of her eye, Laila could see her pious Aunt Jen rooting around her dead sister’s things, sorting, judging. These women were no longer all she had left, Laila realized. She had family: an exciting and beautiful family. She’d not been prepared for them to swan into the little Michigan suburb in all of their glory: the dark mane of Liberty’s hair; Leo’s extraordinary green eyes; the flash of red on Nora’s expensive shoes; the shock of them standing next to Nathan. How different he seemed to her throughout the course of that long day of the funeral. That morning, she’d woken next to a savior—a man who’d taken her into his own family when hers had disintegrated. Here was a man who would allow her to quit her dreadful job upon having children. And yet, she’d fallen asleep that night next to an anchor. Someone who would pin her to a place she’d never truly belonged. She’d felt it with a rush upon seeing her cousins. She’d never had a sibling, never had the experience of looking into someone’s face and seeing a shadow of her own. It could not be a coincidence that they’d shown up now, she decided. That they’d come for her. And she felt it even more deeply that morning at the condo, with its cigarette funk that hung in the air, the stained beige carpet, the fussy, fat church ladies bustling around industriously; New York was coming slowly into view, an unanticipated escape hatch. As she headed for the door, she felt a wild fantasy well up: a desire to break every dish and piece of glassware in the place, to set fire to the curtains and leave them blazing in her wake.

She would never set foot in here again. Her mother was dead. At last.
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LIBERTY LAWRENCE had a distinct memory of the moment she became aware of what her family was, of the distance between them and others in the world. Like any very young child, she started off thinking that the reality of her daily life was all that existed, the sum total of the universe. She saw the occasional homeless person while walking through the vast reaches of Central Park just beyond their doorstep, but she couldn’t be sure that they were real. When she would pass one, with hand outstretched, entreating her mother or her nanny, Esperanza, for money or food, the grown-up clutching her hand would ignore them so entirely that Liberty became convinced that she was the only one who could see them. This worried her a great deal, for if only she could see them, wasn’t she the only one who could come to their aid? They obviously needed help. Then one night, Esperanza came to check on her and finally coaxed out of her what was wrong when she was discovered thrashing around in her bedclothes, whimpering.

“Oh, don’t worry, pretty girl,” she said. Her nanny, a strict but exceedingly gentle woman from Ecuador, was the primary voice of Liberty’s childhood. But did she see them too? young Liberty asked. She was well aware how fond adults were of telling children that things were “only in their imagination.” Esperanza confirmed that she also saw the homeless people, that they were as real as the two of them sitting in this room.

“We have to help!” Liberty cried, getting out of bed that moment to search for her pink rain boots.

“Such a sweet child,” Esperanza said, gathering her onto her lap. “But this is not a job for little girls.”

But shouldn’t they do something? They had plenty of food, a very big house. Her nanny sighed and stroked her head. “You are a good girl, but this is not the way it works.”

But why, Liberty wanted to know, why did they not have homes? Why were they out there with no food?

“Oh, mi niña. Drugs. Crazy,” she said with a pronounced shrug, growing visibly uncomfortable at having to answer these questions. “Okay, mi amor, no more worrying. Off to bed.”

Liberty was not satisfied but knew that this was the best answer she was likely to get. Esperanza was her main source of wisdom from the adult world; these were not questions Liberty could ask her parents.

But it was not the destitute men and women—so numerous on the streets of her childhood, long before Giuliani came and swept them all away—who cemented Liberty’s awareness of her family’s place in the world. That defining moment occurred on a Saturday afternoon when she was with her grandfather, Frederick. She must have been five at the time; it was before the twins were born. Her grandmother Helen, whom Liberty had no real memory of, had passed two years earlier from ovarian cancer, leaving Frederick a widower. Her opa, as she called him, came to pick her up at the town house on East Seventy-Third Street, and as they exited the front door, Frederick waved the driver, Geoffrey, away, telling him they would walk. It was a sunny, crisp autumn day, and Liberty was happy to be outside. She normally spent Saturdays with her mother who never wanted to walk anywhere because of her shoes. Liberty asked her what the point of wearing shoes was if not to walk in them, and her mother had laughed as if the girl had said the funniest thing, telling her she’d understand one day, which Liberty doubted very much.

“Where are we going, Opa?” Liberty had asked her grandfather that day.

“To get the best sandwich you’ll ever have in your life!”

Well, that was exciting; she liked sandwiches.

“Like the ones Mummy and I have with tea?” The tiny cucumber ones were her favorite.

“Oh, kiddo, no,” he said, laughing. Frederick was wiry and strong, dapper in his suits, always suits. He would never seem old to Liberty, even when he reached his nineties. His laugh could fill a room; his steely gaze could make grown men unravel. He’d been harsh as a father, unforgiving and exacting, but he was indulgent as a grandfather. “Like a hundred of those stacked on top of each other! I’m taking you to the Second Avenue Deli.”

They took the 6 train down to the East Village, where the famous kosher deli was. Liberty would remember many things about that day: the sandwiches with their menacing names like Instant Heart Attack—which her opa explained would not literally give you a heart attack—the way they’d laughed and laughed as Liberty tried to get her tiny mouth around the massive pastrami he’d ordered her. But she would remember the subway ride most vividly of all.

She recalled descending into the mouth of the subway, hearing the roaring trains and the cacophony of voices, clutching her opa’s hand fiercely, wide-eyed and delighted, knowing instinctively that this was an addition to the long list of adventures with Opa that would have horrified her parents, alongside a ride on the Coney Island Cyclone and a street fair in Harlem. But the subway! This was unprecedented. Everywhere she looked there were people darting from one place to another, there were buskers playing overturned buckets like drums, and more people of different races than she had seen during the rest of her short life.

It was there, sitting on the bench of the train with her grandfather, that she realized—watching families scolding and joking with and cuddling children her age and younger in ways that seemed exciting and entirely alien to her—that there was another world out there that she was not a part of, an enormous universe of which her family occupied one very narrow slice in their town house on the quiet, tree-lined street. She thought of the immaculate mothers of her schoolmates, all thin, like facsimiles of each other. She thought of the horseback lessons, the drivers, the school uniforms—all ordinary parts of her life and those of her peers, but not of so many other children.

For the rest of her girlhood, Liberty kept a keen eye on this other world, and once aware, she saw it everywhere. She knew that in addition to her aunt Birdie, her father had a brother, but he and his wife had disappeared, gone off to this other world perhaps. According to her mother, Liberty had met them a few times, but she couldn’t recall much about them. Once, she overheard her parents talking about the fact that her aunt was pregnant, just like her own mother was at the time, with the twins.

“Why can’t we visit them?” Liberty had asked. So long an only child, she was desperate for company. Her father looked at Petra in a way he often did when exasperated by his daughter; the child was her domain, why was she not handling her?

“It’s grown-up stuff, honey,” Ben said.

“Surely Frederick will relent now that there is a little one on the way.”

He’d given Petra a stern look. The estrangement was fresh then; only six months had gone by. No one, including Ben, imagined that it might become permanent.

“Opa doesn’t like your brother?” Liberty wasn’t about to let the moment pass without getting at least some information.

Her father, a tall, broad-shouldered man—not handsome but rather imposing, even dashing, like his father but larger, a natural consequence of being born and raised in the United States rather than wartime Germany—leaned down and cupped Liberty’s chin affectionately.

“It’s complicated, kiddo.”

“But why can’t we see them?”

At this, her father had stiffened and looked down at his watch. “I don’t have time for this,” he said with a huff. And with that, he was out the door. There were a great many things her father didn’t have time for. Liberty’s interactions with him were always fleeting. He seemed never to have the patience for anything beyond a kiss on her forehead and perhaps a few minutes of quotidian chitchat about what she was learning in school. Encouragingly, he did seem to enjoy showing her off to colleagues when the opportunity arose, presenting her as though she were living proof of . . . something.

In this moment, Liberty looked to her mother for further explanation. Petra turned in her chair to face her daughter, shifting heavily under the enormously pregnant belly that engulfed her tall but slender frame.

“Your opa,” she began, appearing to choose her words extremely carefully even without her husband’s watchful gaze, “he worked very hard to give his family a good life. Sometimes I think I understand this part better than your father.”

“Because of growing up in Russia?”

Petra smiled. On the infrequent occasions when Liberty misbehaved or complained, her mother would admonish her with tales of growing up in Communist Russia. She’d come from a big family, and there was never enough to go around: not enough food or money or clothes, least of all patience from her parents. It had sealed in Petra a cold, hard ambition, which had led her here.

“Yes, my darling, that is part of it. He wanted his sons to be just like him. He was disappointed when your uncle didn’t want the life he’d worked so hard for.”

“Why didn’t he want it?”

One of the chief tenets of Liberty’s childhood was that everyone wanted what they had, and that they must always be grateful for it. Not wanting to be a Lawrence was a new concept entirely.

“I don’t know. But that’s enough questions for now. I need to rest.”

That was the last Liberty heard of her other family until many years later, when she was seventeen and her uncle Gregory died. It was a time of closed doors and hushed phone calls, but no détente, no opening of hearts. As for Gregory’s wife, Laila’s mother, Liberty would never know her beyond those unremembered childhood meetings. Liberty had always been plagued by the sense that her immense privilege meant that she owed some substantial debt. But what exactly she owed, and to whom, was never clear.

So when Laila called her one day, not quite two years after her mother was laid to rest, to tell her that the fragile life she’d pulled together in the wake of the tragedy had fallen apart, Liberty was moved. Her cousin, whose life had diverged from her own by a twist of fate, and who had endured so much, needed her. It was an opportunity to set right some misalignment in the universe. Liberty would do whatever she needed to help her.

After all, Laila was a Lawrence. And wasn’t keeping family close what mattered most of all?
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DO YOU think that this room will do?” Nora asked Liberty. She hung the moon on her sister’s opinion, always had. She’d spent hours the day before wandering the glittering aisles of ABC Carpet & Home, and now the guest bedroom looked like something between a pricey hotel and a high-end French brothel, which rather encapsulated Nora’s style. A stark contrast with that of her twin brother, Leo, who lived in the adjoining penthouse; his decor was so sleek and modern, you were always in danger of sliding off one piece of furniture and impaling yourself on the next.

“I think she’ll love it,” Liberty said encouragingly. Though who knew what Laila would love? None of them had spent very much time with her. The few times that she’d visited in the two years since they’d met her, she seemed so roundly dazzled by everything she laid eyes on that all they’d seen of her personality was blissful and overwhelmed. It had thrilled Nora, made her feel like New York was hers to share with her cousin, whom she imagined as having been, until that moment, deprived of all luxuries and excitement. Laila always wanted to know more, more, more about New York and what growing up there had been like. And now she was on her way to join them.

Nora was intent on giving her cousin—who had sensibly ended her marriage with that dentist—the perfect welcome. She’d thought through every detail—buying brand-new guest towels and sheets (though those she already owned were barely used), even a candy-pink silk robe with Laila’s name embroidered on it, which she hung on the hook in the bathroom, a delightful little surprise for her. She filled the bathroom with scented candles and Kérastase hair products. The vases in the bedroom she filled with pink roses (her personal favorite) and white dahlias. It was always good for Nora to have a project, something to drive her energies into, lest they start to turn on her.

Nora was a true New York hothouse flower who had not, at twenty-five, managed to blossom into any ambition beyond socializing and doing some disjointed charity work—this week for the Lymphoma Society, next week for rescue dogs—she was not organized enough to take one of the board positions that would lend the event-hopping an air of legitimacy.

Laila had become of particular fascination to her, since the two were the same age and had lived what seemed to be completely opposite lives. Her cousin was an orphan and now a divorcée. The combination nearly blew Nora’s mind and made Laila seem like an exotic species. People in New York, at least the people Nora knew, did not marry in their early twenties, and if they did, they did not marry dentists. It was true that a girl she knew from Spence had eloped with a pop star she’d known for two weeks (the marriage hadn’t lasted much longer), but that wasn’t the same thing at all. Though of course Laila’s marriage had been practically an elopement—and also brief, less than two years from start to finish.

Nora found herself captivated by her cousin’s looks too; Laila was beautiful in a way that was unlike what Nora was used to comparing herself to in Manhattan: she had a big smile and thick red hair, and was as petite and curvy as a forties pinup girl. Nora felt the sickening pull that she always did around the beautiful: the vain hope that if she could only get close enough, she might absorb some of what they had for herself. She was the only sibling who did not take after her mother—and could never wrap her head around the idea that the beauty she felt was her due had been denied her. It seemed impossible that this thing she wanted couldn’t be bought, cultivated, or somehow procured for her. After a nose job, a boob job, and several rounds of liposuction, she had acquired a Barbie doll sort of sex appeal; men now responded to her in a Pavlovian way, yet she was doomed to always be not only the less pretty sister but the less pretty twin, outshone by her brother with his cherubic lips, his soft wavy hair, and his mother’s green eyes, bordered by impossibly thick lashes. Laila also had green eyes, from her own mother’s side. To Nora, this seemed fated, a sign that Laila was meant to be more of a sister than a cousin.

“Will she want to go out tomorrow night, do you think? I don’t want to make plans unless she wants to come along.” Nora sat on the bed, exhausted from her domestic efforts.

“I don’t know, honey,” Liberty said, sitting beside her. “Why don’t you just ask her when she gets here? She might want to relax. She’s starting at the agency on Monday.”

“Right. Oh, I just want her to be happy here! She’s been through so much.” In Nora’s mind, Laila’s string of tragedies had a romantic sheen; they made her compelling and mysterious. And perhaps it was natural for someone so unused to struggle to fetishize it.

It had occurred to all three siblings that whatever share of bad luck the universe had meant for the Lawrence family had landed squarely on Laila. Not only had she now lost both of her parents, there was nothing in the way of inheritance. There was no money left, period, Laila had at last confessed to Liberty; Betsy had not even taken out a life insurance policy. Liberty had relayed this to her siblings—thinking they ought to know, lest they drag Laila somewhere expensive and leave her with her half of the check—and it made Nora swoon. The drama of it: Orphaned! Impoverished! It all seemed inexplicably, poignantly cruel.

“She’s had a hard few years,” Liberty agreed.

“And can you imagine being divorced? I don’t know anyone our age who is even married.”

“I think she was still grieving when they got married,” said Liberty, absentmindedly fluffing a pillow. “People are vulnerable when they’ve just been through a trauma.” Nora knew that Liberty thought the less of Nathan for asking Laila to marry him when he had. She imagined that he’d sensed an opening in the death of Laila’s mother, a chance to lock in the local dream girl who might otherwise say no. No one was surprised that it hadn’t worked out.

“Should we have gone to meet her at the airport instead of sending a car? I don’t want her to get lost.” Nora was back on her feet now, pacing.

“Relax,” Liberty said, wrapping her arm around her sister, enveloping her like a mother bird. “She’ll be fine. She’s been to New York before. And she can call us if she gets lost. But I think that she’ll find her way.”
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LAILA SETTLED into her seat in the second row of the plane, the wide leather chair dwarfing her petite frame. She pushed her sunglasses—Yves Saint Laurent, classic tortoiseshell, purchased on her last visit to New York—up onto her head, only to reconsider and pull them back over her eyes. She didn’t want to invite conversation from her seatmate, nor did she want to betray her nervousness. She’d flown infrequently, and the takeoff always made her panic. Laila had been in first class once before: en route to her honeymoon in Hawaii. Her now ex-husband—ex-husband!—wanted to make up for the hurried nature of their wedding and had sprung for first-class tickets and a week at the Grand Wailea on Maui. She’d drunk three mai tais, one after the other, as the gravity of her mistake in marrying Nathan had sunk in over the many hours of connecting flights from Detroit to the island. The effects of her mother’s death, and the insult of discovering that she was left with exactly nothing financially, had not even begun to evaporate. For many reasons, the loss of her mother did not feel exactly tragic, but it had been a shock. Laila, who’d forever been locked in Betsy’s orbit, felt like an astronaut who’d come untethered from her vessel, careening into space looking for anything to ground her. And all of her mother’s warnings had faded from her memory until this very moment: Do not marry the wrong man, Laila; do not get pregnant by the wrong man. These will be the only decisions in your life that will matter in the end.

Laila felt a familiar twinge of bitterness thinking of her late father, for his decisions had led to all of it, beginning with his choice to attend the University of Michigan, to distance himself from Frederick, Laila’s grandfather. Gregory had loved the Midwest—he’d made his home there after only a brief postcollege stint back in New York—and this was how Laila had ended up in the wrong life. Whatever traits Gregory might’ve inherited from his father, business acumen wasn’t among them. He’d set out to prove he could be a success without his father’s help and had ended up demonstrating just the opposite. This all became painfully clear as various debts and disasters had revealed themselves following his untimely death.

And what of the secrets her mother’s death had brought to light? The bundle of letters Laila had found were actually a collection of little notes, cards that had accompanied gifts or flowers, dashed off missives on stationery from the Carlyle Hotel. These mementos that Betsy had kept for all of these years—softened from being taken out and read time and again—were, at first, incomprehensible to Laila. Thanks for a lovely evening, Beautiful B! xo Frederick; Make yourself comfortable and meet me in our booth at 7pm. Several of the notes included dates, and all were from the late eighties, during the two years Betsy and Gregory had lived in New York. The only conclusion Laila could come to was that her mother and grandfather had had an affair—a possibility that shocked and thrilled her—but the letters offered no context, no details. In an instant, her memory of her mother shifted. She’d been not a mere bystander in this family feud but its very impetus.

But why had her mother remained quiet about it all of these years? Why never mention her cousins? Laila might have not met any of them if Liberty hadn’t shown up in Grosse Pointe that day. Betsy had always seemed to harbor bitterness for these mysterious rich relations, who had not only cut her husband off but refused to come to her aid in the wake of his death. Now, knowing she’d had this trump card all along, it made even less sense to Laila.

Laila’s last two years—the death of her mother, the disastrous marriage, the insipid job in Nathan’s dental office that left her with an unmistakable chemical scent in her hair, the ten pounds gained under the influence of coworkers who grew fat beneath formless scrubs and brought an endless parade of doughnuts, cookies, and dessert bars to the office—it was all meant to break her down so that she might begin again. Her cousins’ visit, the discovery of the letters, hadn’t changed her life’s direction right away. At first, the cousins returned to New York, and Laila’s life went on as it would otherwise have. But not indefinitely. Laila was like a ship that had been steered just a few degrees off course; it would take some time for anyone to notice, but in the end, she would land very far from her original destination. The ugly truth that had her parents not died young, she wouldn’t be on her way to New York, was one she could live with. And she would never have discovered that cache of letters. It horrified her still, the memory of going through her mother’s abandoned earthly belongings. A sudden death, though preferable in many ways to a drawn-out one, leaves no chance to hide anything.

“Would you like a glass of champagne, miss?” Laila looked up. Even the flight attendants were prettier in first class. A harbinger that she would be surrounded by beauty from now on, she thought.

“Oh, I shouldn’t,” Laila said in a tone indicating that yes, in fact, she would. The attendant smiled at her and inched the bottle suggestively forward. “Oh, well, just one,” Laila said. Free-flowing champagne. The life of her cousins, she imagined. Hers now too.

Laila had been to New York twice in the two years since she’d met her cousins. Nathan had been worried about her going alone—he’d been right to worry, just not for the reasons he imagined—but Laila had convinced him she should, she wanted to bond with her family. They were all she had left, she would remind him, and that would do the trick. And though this wasn’t strictly true—there were the dreadful aunties, their multitudinous and criminally dull offspring—Laila indeed felt she’d been robbed of knowing this other side of her family. How might have her childhood world been expanded by having had them in her life? She’d longed for an older sister growing up, and Liberty seemed every bit the living version of those dreams. The world of the Lawrences dazzled her: Liberty with her sophisticated job and cool apartment, and the twins! They lived in a penthouse (actually, two connected penthouses) and were able to breeze into any nightclub in town, it seemed. Since meeting them, Laila had developed a voracious habit of consuming Manhattan gossip blogs as well as Vogue, Vanity Fair, and the New York Post’s infamous Page Six. When she visited her cousins, it seemed to her she had landed on the very pages she’d made a study of.

A year earlier, Laila had begun emerging from the fog that had followed her mother’s death and her hasty marriage, and she’d felt her life tugging at the seams, needing to come apart. By then, she was talking to, or at least texting with, Liberty and Nora nearly every day.
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