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To Jane Austen.


Thanks for crafting stories millions upon millions of people have enjoyed. Emma might not be everyone's favorite, but it's my favorite. Thank you for writing a character you knew some people wouldn't like so others like me could relate and love her. 










  
  

Emma Jane
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Rule #1: Don’t fall for your client.





Weddings are supposed to be happy occasions. 

Beside me, my father blubbers like a baby as my former nanny, teacher, and continual lifelong friend, Halle Taylor—soon to be Weston—states her vows to Grant Weston within our small venue: Hartfield Presbyterian Church. 

I elbow my father in the side. “Papa. Pull yourself together. We are here to support Halle, not take away from her special day because you can’t fathom her leaving us.” 

Papa sniffles then chokes back another sob at my mention of her leaving, but overall, he quiets himself.

I paste another smile on my face, quickly glancing around the small chapel packed tight with what I presume to be the entire town of Hartfield, Mississippi. We all sit on cushioned red tweed, wooden oak pews with red carpet underneath our feet. Dahlias line the aisle and red rose petals blend into the floor where the flower girl joyfully marched through about thirty minutes ago. The air is thick with stuffy perfume and the smell of flowers. It’s perplexing to me that weddings also smell like funerals.

“You may kiss your bride,” Reverend Philip announces, and Grant sweeps Halle into his arms, sealing the marriage with a sweet, tender kiss. The room erupts in masculine applause and an orchestra of swooning ladies. 

Once the newlyweds turn their attention to their guests, Reverend Philip states, “Ladies and gentlemen, I present to you Mr. and Mrs. Grant Weston.” 

Round two of applause and swoon.

Except for my father, who seemingly can no longer control his cries. 

“Papa,” I hiss through my smile as I once again glance around us to make sure nobody is paying him any attention. Halle and Grant have already exited, so we should be safe. I know Halle; she would stop her wedding to console Papa.

He looks at me with saddened blue eyes. “Marriage is awful, Emma Jane. Promise me you’ll never marry. First your sister. Now our sweet Halle.”

“I’m only twenty-three. I’m not leaving you anytime soon, Papa.” I place my hand over his, and he sandwiches it. The wrinkles in his skin are a reminder that I’m a product of a forty-year-old woman giving birth, and it’s my fault I never had the chance to meet my mother.

Logically, I’m aware I’m not the sole cause of my mother dying while giving birth to me, but I’ve always felt the need to make it up to my father and older sister somehow. Remaining behind to take care of my father in his advancing age while my thirty-four-year-old sister, Bella, galivants around England with her husband, Gerald, seems like the perfect sacrifice to make.

Mostly because it isn’t that much of a sacrifice. I’m perfectly content to live in our three-story Antebellum home, graciously using my father’s money (and the little I make working as a barista at Books and Beans in the neighboring college town of Juniper Grove) to fund the necessities I need to survive while pursuing my recently discovered true calling.

“Oh, Emma Jane. What a lovely and superb match you made between these two.” I look away from my father’s hands to see Mrs. Jane Austen, a long-time family friend and as well-on in age as my father, standing before me. Releasing my father, I stand to embrace the woman I was partly named after. Emma came from my mother and Jane came from the woman who is, for all intents and purposes, my second mom. 

“Ah, yes, well, the moment Mr. Weston waltzed into our home at my asking and laid his eyes on Halle, I knew he was a goner. When he left, she talked to me all night long about his dreamy brown eyes and perfect cheekbones.” I chuckle, remembering that occasion only three months ago. Frankly, I thought three months was too short a time to meet and then marry, but to each their own. The two of them obviously fell in love at first sight.

Jane laughs, tossing her head back while strands of silvery-white hair fall from her bun. A hand rests on her flat stomach. “Cheekbones? My, what a unique thing to notice about someone upon a first meeting.” Watching her laugh, I’m overjoyed at the liveliness the woman carries. For sixty-five, Jane is vibrant and youthful. I hope I’m like her when I get to be that age. 

Glancing at Papa still sitting in the pew beside me, the joy fades. He is the opposite of vibrant and youthful at sixty-seven. Raising two girls on his own, well, with the help of Halle after Mama passed away, while also trying to successfully run the family business passed down to him by his father, took its toll on him. He did it, of course. And he did it well. But it’s all catching up to him now…

“Yes, well, they are pretty sharp.” 

“Indeed, Emma Jane. Correct as always. Have you made any more plans for starting your own match-making business?” 

My heart raps with excitement. “Yes! Tons of plans. You should see my office back at home. It’s filled with vision boards, books on the subject, and I even have a list of potential clients!” 

“Brilliant! I know you’ll be highly successful. Our perfect little Emma Jane can do no wrong.” Jane claps my shoulder then turns her attention to my father. I preen under her adoration and attention for one moment, but then a pit settles deep in my stomach at the phrase can do no wrong.

“Oh, Henry. Didn’t you just love the wedding?” Jane asks my father, who only makes a noise—something akin to a growl, huff, and snort rolled into one. Jane backhands him on the shoulder. “Henry. Don’t you be this way. You know good and well Halle could not stay with you forever. I know she’s like another daughter to you, but she’s forty. It’s time she settles down.” 

Papa locks his eyes with Jane, and the hot end-of-July air chills. Okay, it’s time to go.

“Let’s get going,” I say, using both hands to tug Papa by his arm off the pew. He obliges and stands of his own free will. To Jane, I say, “Knightley comes home tonight, right? Do tell him to stop by tomorrow for dinner. That would surely lift Papa’s spirits. You are more than welcome to join us for our Sunday meal as well.” 

Jane’s blue eyes twinkle. “Of course, dear. But you know I love my bingo on Sunday nights. I’ll send my son over with a tray of my famous cowboy cookies. How’s that?”

I beam. “Perfect, Jane. I love you. Bye for now!” And with that, I’m dragged out of the church by Papa, even as people stop to congratulate me on a match well made. It’s been a while since Papa has moved this fast; he seems more than ready to leave the scene of the crime. 

I mean the wedding.


      [image: ]“Knightley, son. Do come in.” Papa shuffles across the dark wooden floor of our home, his bright red slippers flapping with each step. I busy myself lounging with a book on the dusk blue settee by our fireplace. Though it’s the beginning of August, Papa has a fire flaming high and bright. He’s always cold and swears there’s a draft in our sitting room. 

I silently wonder if Casper the Friendly Ghost haunts this antebellum home. It wouldn’t be the first old house to boast the presence of a deceased entity. 

“Did you bring the cowboy cookies? Your mother so graciously volunteered you to be the delivery man yesterday at the wedding.” Papa continues to pepper Knightley with questions regarding this last trip to New York for a mayor’s conference. They chat in the dining area, speech sometimes muffled by what I assume to be the cowboy cookies taking up residence in their mouths. Knightley’s deep, rough voice echoes throughout the Georgian style walls as he talks about his experience meeting President Marshall and his wife, run-ins with political powerhouses, and the corrupt bank-rolling scheme that is the lobbyist.

Tuning out the talk, as I’m sure Knightley will repeat it all in my presence later, I open my paperback copy of Queen Victoria’s Matchmaking: The Royal Marriages That Shaped Europe. Though I read plenty of how-to books on the subject, the best source of learning is through the trial and error of those who came before me.

And what other perfect person to study is there than the matchmaking grandmother queen herself? It was an era of propriety, class, and womanly wit, after all.

Halle and Grant were such a success, and now I have my next target in sight: my friend Henrietta Bates, who works at Books and Beans with me. She’s a lovely young woman from south Mississippi who can do much better than the man she’s currently crushing on. She simply needs a little push in the right direction, and who better to provide that push than her very own devoted and loyal friend who has all the connections and societal standing needed to ensnare her a good man with money and status?

“I hear congratulations are in order as you are solely responsible for a marriage,” Knightley says from behind me in a voice oozing sarcasm. He’s biting back a retort about how my matchmaking schemes are inferior and unneeded, I just know it. A large, pale, freckled hand pats my head. No, I can’t see it, but I know this man better than I know my own image in a mirror. That includes his looks AND his unsavory personality.

Correction: his only-unsavory-for-me personality. Everyone else gets a friendly, though commanding, impression of him.

“I accept your kind compliments, Knightley. Though even I recognize I could never accept credit for a marriage between two consenting people.” I hope he hears the causticness in my tone. This is how all of our frays begin. We speak in false niceties until one of us breaks and speaks our true thoughts. That’s when the real fun begins. 

No one goes toe-to-toe with me like Knightley Austen, the only person in this small, uppity town who doesn’t seem to care if he hurts my feelings or speaks against me. He says what he says, and he never bothers to take it back.

Knightley doesn’t treat me like I’m glass. Like I’m motherless.

He used to not be so calloused, however.

It wasn't always this way. He used to help me solve puzzles, do complicated paperwork like college applications, and he encouraged me to get a business degree. But over the past two years, he hasn’t quite liked my business ideas. First, he shot down my therapy-horse-riding-for-kids idea. Then, he shot down my online boutique idea. Now, he’s going to shoot down my matchmaking idea.

Knightley harrumphs, his large frame moving between me and the fireplace, blocking the waves of heat wafting from the area. His auburn hair is loose and unkempt, the curls he usually combs down sticking every which way. The trimmed beard that matches his hair is tamed and covers half of his face, enhancing his baby blue eyes. They shine brighter than the water in the Bahamas where I took my high school graduation vacation five years ago.

Objectively speaking, Knightley is one of the most handsome men I’ve ever seen, but that’s neither here nor there. He’s thirteen years older than me and was once married. He’s my brother from another mother, so I can in good conscience speak to his handsome looks while acknowledging it means absolutely nothing in terms of romantic interest.

“The entire town seems to think it’s your doing.” He sits down on the chair opposite me, tugging at the dark wash jean fabric around his upper thighs, and continues. “I’ve heard ‘Emma Jane did a wondrous thing for Halle,’ and ‘How generous of E. J. to set up dates for Halle and Grant,’ and ‘She’s starting her own matchmaking business, haven’t you heard?’”

“And if I were?” I tilt my head, gauging his reaction. He maintains a perfectly placid expression; the only sign of misgiving is the twitch of the corner of his lips, barely noticeable if I weren’t examining his face like a spy locked on her target. 

Knightley folds his hands in his lap as he crosses one leg over the other. “Then I would advise you to reconsider your business endeavors. Attempting to launch a matchmaking business in a small town like Hartfield, Mississippi, is begging for failure.”

I cross my arms and sit straighter, rolling my shoulders back. “Just because I launch and operate from Hartfield does not mean my skills will be contained to this area. There’s this thing called the internet, and it comes with several gems like social media and websites.”

“What experience will you flaunt? Will you brag about matchmaking your former nanny and teacher to the local dairy farmer? The same man who was already interested in Halle but too shy to act on his desires?” Knightley’s condescending tone coupled with a sharp, raised brow that says “got you, Janie” has me throwing my chin in the air and looking away from him as if I can’t even stomach giving him the time of day.

“Everyone starts somewhere. I’m twenty-three. I have time to build my empire, Squire. You can help or get out of my way.” He rolls his eyes at my nickname for him. I stand abruptly, brushing down my plaid pleated skirt that ends mid-thigh, and head toward the dining room where I’m assuming Papa is still stationed, taking his fill of cowboy cookies. 

Footsteps echo behind me, but I don’t grace the incorrigible man by acknowledging his presence. “How did Jane do with this batch?” I ask Papa right as he is brushing crumbs from his green polo shirt.

“Delicious as always. Though I’m certain every batch gets tastier and tastier.” Papa beams, gazing upon me proudly as if I were the one who baked and brought the cookies over, before he glances beyond me. “Please tell Jane that she is outstanding as always.”

“Of course, Henry.” Knightley sidles up beside me, the top of his shoulder taking over my peripheral vision. “She will be thrilled to hear your praises. Speaking of praises,” he pauses, and I stiffen, “the town is alive with talk of Emma Jane’s new business venture. How do you feel about our girl starting a matchmaking firm?” He throws his arm over my shoulder, tugging me against his side.

Papa begins to remark on how excellent it is that I’m pursuing this path, so long as I don’t get myself married, while I try to wiggle out from underneath Knightley’s arm. He’s basically got me in a chokehold at this point, but both men talk back and forth about the logistics of my business as if I’m not right there caged within a stupidly strong arm while I fight to pry my way out of the encompassing scent of spruce and vanilla.

Finally, I cease my efforts, feigning defeat in the hopes that he will loosen his grip enough so that I can bolt. My father gives Knightley a strange look at that moment; it’s an expression that seems to be reminiscent of Alice from Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland where she cries, “Curiouser and curiouser.” 

Knightley coughs, yanking his arm off me as if I’d lit him on fire, then takes three giant steps sideways, creating a chasm of distance between us.

I’m not complaining one bit, but even I have to admit Papa’s expression was weird and Knightley’s response was weirder. 

I smooth my hair down and adjust my off-the-shoulder, scalloped, red crop shirt back into position before reaching for a cowboy cookie. I take a bite, the sounds of my chewing filling the silence. Papa still has that strange expression as his eyes linger on Knightley, and Knightley has taken to twiddling his thumbs and looking everywhere except in Papa's and my direction.

“Okay, guys. What’s going on?” My question jerks Papa from his trance-like state, and he smiles softly at me. 

“Nothing, dear one. I would love to hear more about your matchmaking plans. Why don’t you go grab your materials and then meet Knightley and me back in the sitting room?”

My gaze bounces between my father and the massive redhead in the room, questions buzzing around my brain. But Papa is interested in my budding career, and even better, he’s going to force Knightley to listen to my epic plans. Surely this will win the Negative Nancy over to my side.

I take another cookie before leaving the room and bounding up the creaky stairs that lead to my room. I don’t need Knightley’s approval, but it would be nice to have his support. He’s been in my life ever since I can remember, and whether I like it or not, his approval means the world to me. It’s why I fight him so hard when he pushes back against me.

Everyone in this town loves and adores me, and I’m well aware of it, but he doesn’t treat me in the same manner.

And for reasons unbeknownst to me, he’s the one I want to shower me with affection.








  
  

Emma Jane
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Rule #2: Subtle hints only work when they are well-placed. Playing matchmaker requires a delicate touch.





The key to a successful scheme is to lay the groundwork before striking while the opportunity is hot. 

I place the corner puzzle pieces quickly, then I begin working on the sides. “You know, Henrietta. Frank Weston, Mr. Weston’s son, is down from New York for a month. Word is he’s still single. Maybe I can set something up.” I raise my eyebrows at her before continuing my puzzle.

My friend, with her short, curly brown hair and doe brown eyes, sighs. “E. J., he’s Frank Weston. He’s loaded with money and lives in New York. There’s not a chance in heaven he’d be interested in a plain, orphaned farm girl such as myself. First it was the son of the Mississippi State senator. Now an investment banker who doesn’t even reside in the state. Why do you keep trying to set me up with men so far out of my league? And men that would eventually force me on a plane? You know I refuse to fly.”

I purse my lips, placing the last side puzzle piece for the 5,000-piece image. I think this may be my fastest time yet. “You have a warped view of yourself, Henrietta. Or you severely lack confidence.” I stand, tugging her with me. I walk her over to the stand-up mirror in my bathroom and play with her hair. “Look at yourself. Your milky white skin is without blemish. Your hair doesn’t frizz. You are not in need of makeup or jewelry. How could any man turn you away? You will not have to get on a plane, and if you do, then you’ll be so in love that you’ll feel safe. Will you trust me?”

She turns her soft expression to me. “You mean it?”

“Yes, Henrietta. I mean it. Will you do as I say with Frank Weston? I have a plan, but you must follow it to a tee.”

I stare into her widening eyes. She swallows once and then nods.

“Good.” I smile and then return to my puzzle on my wooden table that I’ve devoted entirely to puzzles. As I search for a faded green piece, I go over my outfits in my closet, mentally picturing her in each of them until I land on the right option. “Henrietta,” I sing her name, “I have just the outfit for you to meet Frank Weston in.”

She groans, running her fingers through her brown curls, which bounce right back into place somehow. It’s her personal magic trick, I’m sure of it. “Please do not put me in a sequin skirt and silk top.”

“I—”

“Well, a silk top would be okay. But no sequins. Or lace.” Henrietta takes my hand between hers. “I’m not you, E. J. Don’t try to dress me as if I’m your favorite doll.”

Her request takes me by surprise, though I guess it shouldn’t. I’m used to people copying my style in this town but looking back, Henrietta has never been that way. Maybe it’s why I keep her close?

“I just want to see you happy and thriving within this small, debutante-centric society.”

She gives me a pointed look. “You forget I wasn’t a debutante. That was you.”

“But you were there for me through the entire process. You might as well be one.” I smile, removing my hand from hers and bounding toward my walk-in closet. Regardless, I want to make her look and feel like a high class woman. “What’s mine is yours, Henrietta. Now, allow me to show you my idea. If you detest it, then we will look through my other clothes.”

The next hour is spent switching between various fabrics, neckline cuts, and statement pieces. Henrietta grumbles and groans but finally settles on a red long-sleeve silk blouse with a long cut from the shoulder to the wrist. She chooses a high-waisted, flowy white skirt. Then I force her to wear simple golden hoops with diamonds on the bottom, matching bracelets, and a necklace. 

“E. J., why am I fully dressed in this getup right now and why are you doing my hair? I was under the impression the meeting would be later in the month…”

My lips twitch. “I never said that, Henrietta. You assumed. Frank Weston is on his way over as we speak. In fact, he should be here—” The doorbell rings, and I rock onto my toes with delight. “Marvelous. Let’s go win you a keeper.”

“Emma Jane! Wait—” 

I grab her wrist and yank her behind me, momentarily cursing myself for not making sure her toenails were painted since we don’t wear shoes in the house. That’s not being perfect, E. J. Do better. Details matter.

“Listen to me, Henrietta. Be your charming self. Smile softly, laugh at his jokes, tuck your hair behind your ear, and bat your eyelashes when he compliments you. Understand?” I pull her through the third-floor hallway, down the winding staircase, and through the first-floor hallway until we reach the edge of the sitting room where my father, Frank’s father, Frank, Halle, and… Knightley?

What’s he doing here?

“Ah, Emma Jane. Come in,” my father says in an overly cheerful greeting. “Look who’s here. Frank Weston.” He catches Henrietta at my side, promptly noticing how she looks ten times better than I do right now as I sport an oversized hoodie, leggings, and unwashed hair. Unfortunately, I’m the type of girl who will steal the show, and I don’t mean that to be conceited. It’s simply a fact, and I have lost many friends over it. Therefore, I opt to dress down—even though I love dressing up—when hanging out with other women who are single. I don’t have evidence that Henrietta would be that way. In fact, I believe the contrary, but it’s happened too many times in the past for me to even risk it.

“Henrietta Bates, please come in. Have you met Frank Weston?” My father manages a small smile and an awkward nod toward me, letting me know he’s onto me and what I’m planning. The lights in the sitting room are off, so only the glow of the fireplace illuminates the cream walls with their golden siding.

I grin, thinking about how good it is to always have him on my side and in my corner even if he isn’t quite on board with marriage. I glance at Knightley as Henrietta and I walk into the room, and his expression is far different from my father’s warm, approachable demeanor. Knightley frowns, his eyes shifting between me and my friend. He obviously knows what I’m up to as well, but where my father is encouraging despite his disdain for marriage, Knightley seems as if the idea of my matchmaking Henrietta with Frank gives him a stomach ulcer.

As we exchange greetings, I’m not subtle in my attempt to size Frank up. While shaking his father’s hand, I notice Frank is tall and lean, sporting chocolate brown hair similar to his dad’s. Though unlike Mr. Grant’s, Frank’s hair is thick and lush. When I embrace Halle in a tight hug, I catch sight of Frank over her shoulder sporting an easy smile with crinkles around his dark eyes. 

Then against my will, as I’m attempting to watch Frank greet Henrietta, two large hands wrap around my biceps from behind, spinning me around until I’m face to face with the current thunderous rain on my matchmaking parade. 

Face to chest, I should correct.

And I scowl at that broad expanse, refusing to meet his stormy blue tornado-cloud eyes that will hail down disapproval. 

“What do you think you’re up to, Emma?” Oof. He single-named me. Big mistake, buddy. I finally lift my eyes, jutting my chin. 

“Whatever I so please, Knightley George Austen. So stay out of my way and go ruin someone else’s fun.”

He releases my arms, one hand resting on his jeaned hip while the other runs through his auburn hair. With an exhale, he proclaims, “You can’t run around meddling in the lives of others. Frank and Henrietta? Really? What are you thinking?”

I fold my arms across my chest, meeting his stare and cocking out one hip. “I’m thinking it’s a match made in heaven. Look at them.” 

I glance over my shoulder to find Frank pulling out a spare chair for Henrietta. He catches my gaze and nods once, wearing a pleased smile. 

“See?” I whip around toward Knightley while my thumb points at the obvious love blossoming behind me.

“Do you even know what kind of man he is? Why he’s back in Hartfield? And think about Henrietta! This is real life, Emma Jane. Not a romance movie where the poor girl gets the hotshot New York man.”

“He’s a perfect gentleman for Henrietta. And would you look at her?” I turn around again, this time maneuvering to Knightley’s side. “She’s got that whole girl-next-door vibe with her wide, almond-colored eyes and simple style. Any man would be a twit to not fall in love with her.”

Knightley’s warm breath tickles my ear. “Then, pray tell, Emma Jane, why does he keep side-eyeing you?”

“He’s suspiciously eyeing the man hovering beside me like an annoying fly.”

I move to stand behind Henrietta, effectively deciding to photo-erase Knightley from this scene. Frank Weston sits across from us, chatting with my father. Grant and Halle sit on the gray ornate loveseat together, gazing into each other’s eyes as if they didn’t just get back from their three-day honeymoon.

Henrietta twirls her thumbs in her lap, nervously looking at Frank and then back at her fidgeting hands. Time for me to intervene.

“Frank, it’s so good to see you here in Hartfield again. I feared you’d disappeared on us for good. How’s life back in New York?”

Conversation between Father and Frank ceases as both men acknowledge me with pleasant smiles. Frank clears his throat, man-splaying in the settee before resting his elbows on his knees. “New York is full of life, character, and… stimulation. You would love it there, E. J.”
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