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Preface
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This is a love story, and like most love stories worth telling, it is also a story about the truth.

When I first sat down to write Borrowed Fortune, I wanted to ask a question that has haunted me for as long as I have watched people fall in love and fall out of it again: how much of what we love about another person is the person themselves, and how much is the costume they have, knowingly or not, put on for our benefit? And what happens when the costume slips?

Aria and Daniel are two people from opposite ends of an old American divide. She is the daughter of a Manhattan family whose name appears on building plaques and donor walls. He is a barista in Queens with ninety-three dollars in his checking account and a borrowed coat. They meet, as people meet now, through a screen, and they fall in love before either of them has had the chance to be properly categorized by the other. Then the world arrives, as the world always arrives, and brings with it the small and large facts that the two of them have not yet had the courage to say out loud.

What follows is, I hope, a story about more than wealth and disguise. It is a story about the parents we inherit and the parents we eventually become. It is a story about the difference between a lie and a silence, and about why the silence, in the end, can be just as expensive. It is a story about the long, patient work of choosing the same person twice, and then a thousand times, even on the days when it would be easier to choose otherwise.

If you have ever loved someone you were afraid you did not deserve, this book is for you. If you have ever been loved by someone who did not, at first, see you whole, this book is also for you. And if you are simply here because you wanted a story about two people on a bench in the rain, I promise we will get there.

Thank you for opening the book.

— The Author
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Every generation falls in love a little differently, because every generation invents new ways of meeting strangers and new ways of hiding from them.

In the age of the letter, people fell in love through pages of careful handwriting, in which a person could be entirely themselves precisely because the body was not in the room. In the age of the telephone, they fell in love through the texture of a voice in the dark. In our age, they fall in love through usernames, through curated photographs, through the suggestion of a person rather than the person themselves.

Borrowed Fortune begins in this last country. Aria and Daniel meet on an app that pairs people by the books they love. They have no faces. They have no last names. They have, for the first weeks, only the country they invent together: a country of favorite lines, of grandmothers' recipes, of midnight confessions made easier by the screen between them.

This kind of meeting has, of course, a cost. The cost is that the truth is not given all at once. The truth arrives in instalments. And whoever is paying those instalments has the option, on any given evening, of paying a little less than is owed.

That is the trouble in this book. Daniel does not lie, exactly. He omits. He lets Aria assume. He is afraid that the version of himself she has fallen in love with cannot survive the version of himself he actually is. And so he postpones, and postpones, and postpones, until the world arrives with a long-lens camera and a society blog and forces the truth out into the room where it should have stood, freely, from the beginning.

What follows is the story of what happens after. Of broken hearts and the slow repair of them. Of two families with very different ideas of what a daughter, or a son, is owed. Of an engagement that almost happened, a marriage that did, two children, and the long slow recognition, over a great many years on the same park bench, that love is not a thing that conquers the truth. Love is a thing that, given the truth, given time, given two people who keep showing up, becomes possible.

Read it slowly, if you can. The best parts of any love story are the small ones.

Forward: A Summary

For readers who prefer to know the shape of the road before they walk it, here is the country we are about to cross.

Aria Lockwood, twenty-six, is the younger daughter of one of New York's old wealthy families. She is intelligent, lonely, and quietly furious at the future that has been arranged for her — a marriage of convenience to a man named Sebastian Whitfield, whom she does not love and does not particularly know. One night, on an app her friend has installed as a joke, she begins a conversation with a stranger called DANIEL_K, who has read the same novel she has just finished.

Daniel Keller, twenty-eight, is a barista in Queens. He grew up in a small town in Pennsylvania. His father, once a warehouse manager, suffered a stroke that pulled Daniel out of college and back into the role of provider. He shares a small apartment with his oldest friend, Marcus, and he is, on the night the app pairs him with Aria, very tired and very alone. He does not know who she is. She does not know who he is. They fall, against their own better judgement, into something that begins as a conversation and quickly becomes more.

When they meet in person, they do so on neutral ground, in a bookstore on Bleecker Street. Aria does not announce her family. Daniel does not announce his apron. Each of them, for slightly different reasons, lets the other assume.

The lie is never spoken. That is the trouble. Daniel says he works in hospitality. He says his father was in management. He buys a cheap suit and goes to a gallery opening where Aria's last name appears, three times, on the donor wall. He keeps not telling her. He keeps almost telling her. He tells her instead that he loves her, and that part is true.

The world arrives, eventually, with a long-lens camera. A society blog publishes a photograph. The story breaks. Aria learns the truth from a printout her mother brings into her bedroom. Daniel learns the story is breaking from his phone in the middle of a

shift.

Hearts break. Aria sends him away. Her father, Charles Lockwood, who has had Daniel investigated and who has considered making the situation expensive, decides instead — at his wife's quiet urging — to be a different kind of father than he has been. He does not interfere. He gives his daughter the choice.

Aria, after two weeks of silence and a great deal of reading, asks Daniel to meet her at the park bench where she first told him she was falling for him. There she tells him that she can forgive a man who was afraid, but she cannot live with a man who hides. He agrees to the only deal she will accept: that he will tell her the truth in advance of being afraid, not after.

He brings her to meet his family in Pennsylvania. He returns to her parents' table as himself, in the same suit, and tells the truth, fully, at the table where he had first failed to. Charles Lockwood gives him a deal: no marriage for a year, no money from the family, finish the degree, treat her well on every day the way you treat her on her best one. Daniel accepts.

They marry the following autumn at a small inn on the Hudson, eighty guests, Marcus as best man, Mr. Keller well enough to attend. They have a daughter, Margaret, who meets her paternal grandmother once before she dies. Years later, they have a son, Charles, named after the grandfather who, by then, has come to sit on the floor of their apartment and let his grandson pull his tie.

The book ends sixteen years later, on the same park bench, in autumn. Their children are nearly grown. Their parents are mostly gone. They sit on the bench in the late gold light and Aria, at last, answers the question she did not know she was asking on that bench all those years ago: that love does not conquer the truth, and was never meant to. That love, given the truth, given time, given two people who keep choosing each other, is enough.

If you would like to know how they got there, the rest of the book is yours.


Development


The Story
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Chapter One — A Message in the Dark
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Aria Lockwood was not supposed to be on the app. Her father's publicist had been very clear about that: no dating sites, no anonymous chat rooms, nothing that could be screenshotted and sold to a tabloid by morning. But it was nearly midnight in the penthouse, and the Manhattan skyline beyond her window felt less like a view and more like a wall, and her thumb hovered over the little blue icon her friend Priya had installed as a joke during brunch.

The app was called Vellum. It paired strangers by the books they loved. No photos. No names. Just a username and a shelf.

She tapped it open and typed.

ARIA_QUIET: Anyone awake who has actually finished East of Eden, not just pretended to?

A reply came so fast she almost dropped the phone.

DANIEL_K: I read it twice. The second time I cried at a different part, which felt like growing up.

She smiled, and the smile surprised her. She had not smiled, not really, in three days, not since her father had announced over breakfast that she would be attending the Whitfield gala on the arm of a man she had met exactly once.

ARIA_QUIET:  Which  part?  DANIEL_K:  Lee.  The

housekeeper. The way he chose to stay.

She read the message twice. She did not know it yet, but somewhere across the river, in a small apartment in Queens, a barista named Daniel Keller was holding his phone with both hands as though
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