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“Bellezza and Harding put a beachy spin on Pride and Prejudice… Austenites will be over the moon.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Escape to summer in the Hamptons—a Hamptons bakery, to be exact—via the pages of Audrey Bellezza and Emily Harding’s latest page-turner. A charming, modern-day retelling of Pride and Prejudice, this sun- and sugar-soaked novel will delight even the most discerning Jane Austen fan. Readers will be enchanted—and are sure to add this talented duo to their list of auto-buy authors.”

—Kristy Woodson Harvey, New York Times bestselling author of A Happier Life

“Elizabeth of East Hampton proves that the only thing better than an East Coast beach read is an East Coast beach read that doubles as an irresistibly fresh take on the ultimate enemies-to-lovers romance. Endlessly charming and more delicious than the famous sour cherry muffins from Bennet Bakery—which I’m still drooling over—this Hamptons-set romp is guaranteed to delight both die-hard Janeites and P&P virgins alike!”

—Nicolas DiDomizio, author of The Gay Best Friend

“Equal parts poignant and hilariously witty, Elizabeth of East Hampton captures all the charm of Jane Austen’s beloved Pride and Prejudice and makes it fresh and new!”

—Liana De la Rosa, author of Isabel and the Rogue

“Lovers of Jane Austen and romance, rejoice! Bellezza and Harding have taken the bright, tender spirit of Elizabeth and Darcy’s romance and transmuted it to the contemporary world, along with fresh, infinitely amusing interpretations of one of the most ridiculous and lovable families in literature, the Bennets.”

—Kate Khavari, author of A Botanist’s Guide to Parties and Poisons
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“A glamorous romp that is heartfelt, steamy, and romantic… For fans of the movie Clueless and retellings of classics.”

—Library Journal

“The best romantic comedy I’ve ever read.”

—Lauren Layne, New York Times bestselling author of Made in Manhattan

“A compulsive page-turner with excellent slow-burn tension. An instant favorite!”

—Sarah Hogle, author of You Deserve Each Other

“The authors bring plenty of wit to this classic friends-to-lovers tale.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Delightfully modern and compulsively readable, this made my Clueless-loving heart sing—a knockout debut!”

—Angie Hockman, author of Shipped

“A delightful debut… sweeter than candy.”

—Marilyn Simon Rothstein, author of Husbands and Other Sharp Objects

“A great summer beach read… From its Lilly Pulitzer–colored cover to its Blair Waldorf–type protagonist, this book should be purchased immediately because it’s going to ride off shelves like a vintage Jaguar with the top down.”

—Bookreporter

“Austenites and rom-com fans rejoice: Emma of 83rd Street is witty, wonderful, and the best retelling of Emma since Clueless. I loved every minute of it.”

—Sarvenaz Tash, coauthor of Ghosting: A Love Story

“A fresh, utterly charming, feel-good retelling of an enduring classic. Whip-smart, pitch-perfect, and newly minted.”

—Julie Valerie, author of Holly Banks Full of Angst

“Bellezza and Harding balance introspection with a healthy dose of New York glitz… as with all Austen adaptations, the joy—and there’s plenty of it—is definitely in the journey.”

—Shelf Awareness

“Warm, sweet, and funny, Emma of 83rd Street is a fun take on a comforting classic and a fresh reminder of all the reasons we love romance.”

—Genevieve Novak, author of No Hard Feelings and Crushing

“A witty and romantic debut novel.”

—The Nerd Daily

“New York and Jane Austen are two of my great loves, so how could I not fall for Emma of 83rd Street? It’s a frothy city romp based on one of Austen’s most delightfully fun stories. And that’s what we all need this summer—a burst of fun. I couldn’t have enjoyed this slice of NYC fantasy more.”

—Ali Rosen, author of Alternate Endings

“A delicious wonder of a book… Bellezza and Harding effortlessly make this contemporary retelling of the classic Austen novel into a delightful romance filled with characters and a love story you’ll definitely want to revisit.”

—Sheaf & Ink
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This one’s for us.









PROLOGUE [image: ]


Anne broke Freddie’s heart on a Friday.

It wasn’t something she planned to do. In fact, as she stood in the back room of the Half Pint, surrounded by a crowd of friends and acquaintances she barely recognized singing “Jingle Bell Rock” at the top of their lungs, it didn’t even enter her mind. All she could really think about was how her cashmere cardigan didn’t quite fit in with the apparent dress code of ugly Christmas sweaters and candy-cane-striped stockings, and how the cheering and yelling and singing clashed with the music blaring from the bar’s ancient speakers, which were half-hidden by the tinsel hanging from the ceiling. And how, despite the chaos and the noise, she was actually enjoying herself.

Anne Elliot had always thought she hated parties. It wasn’t so much that they were chaotic—though they were definitely that—but they were always so draining. Energy was required to meet the chaos, the yelled conversations and the press of the crowd, and it always left her feeling hollow. But even as the thought entered her head, a tall figure appeared through the doorway, two drinks in hand. A reminder that maybe she didn’t hate parties that much. At least, not a Freddie Wentworth party.

“FREDDIE!” someone yelled across the bar. Everyone else turned to witness his return as well, cheering and raising their drinks toward him.

He raised his two glasses as well and nodded. Even in the dim glow of the neon signs, Anne could see his green eyes as they scanned the room, the messy brown hair in dire need of a trim poking out from under a red Santa hat, the lopsided grin barely concealed behind a comically bushy white fake beard. When his eyes met hers, it widened into a full smile.

Anne and Freddie had been together for two and a half years, yet when he looked at her like that, she still felt her heart struggle to operate, tripping and catching like a motor caught in the wrong gear. It was the same look he’d had on his face when they met, back when she was a nineteen-year-old sophomore darting between college classes at NYU, working so hard for no one to notice her and still shocked that somehow he had anyway.

Freddie started toward her, weaving his way through the festive crowd, saying hello and nodding as needed. He was the host, after all, and over the course of the past two years, he’d become something of a celebrity among the NYU crowd. Whether it was a Halloween bash on a sprawling rooftop in Brooklyn or a day drink in an empty office building in Midtown, his parties were infamous.

The music transitioned to “All I Want for Christmas Is You” when he stopped just in front of her. His usual uniform of a vintage T-shirt and baggy jeans had been replaced by an oversized Santa costume that hung awkwardly on his tall frame. But somehow, miraculously, he could pull it off. Such was the magic of Freddie Wentworth.

“What are you staring at?” he asked, narrowing his eyes. Despite the beard, Anne could still see that familiar easy grin tugging at the corner of his mouth, the crinkling at the corner of his eyes that made her feel like the most special person in the world.

She shrugged, feigning nonchalance. “Nothing.”

“It’s the beard. It’s doing it for you, isn’t it,” he deadpanned.

“You’re ridiculous.” She rolled her eyes, barely curbing her smile.

“Ridiculously good-looking, right?”

Now it was impossible not to laugh. Anne let it bubble out of her, and he watched, his smile broadening, like he had unlocked his one achievement for the night.

“Which one of those is mine?” she asked, nodding to the drinks in his hands.

“Good question.” He held up the two glasses. Under the glow of the nearby neon beer sign, they looked almost identical. “One of them is a Sprite and cranberry, and the other one is a cocktail called Christmas in Your Mouth.”

She considered both, then grabbed the one in his right hand and took a deep sip. The bitter taste of pine and cranberry and orange assaulted her mouth, while some undefinable alcohol burned her tongue.

Freddie watched her gag and winced. “That bad?”

She nodded and reached for the other glass.

He gave it to her, then took the cocktail back and took a sip for himself. “Huh. I never thought Christmas would taste like cheap tequila and grenadine.”

She laughed again. This time it sent the last remnants of alcohol up her nose, making her eyes water.

The crowd was just hitting the crescendo of their song as he took another sip and snaked his arm around her waist, bringing her back flush against his body.

“Merry Christmas, Annie,” he whispered, his lips almost touching the shell of her ear.

She smiled. This is what she had missed over the past few weeks. The ease, the laughter, the constant touches and whispers. She had taken it for granted before, but now it suddenly felt like a rare, precious thing that needed attention.

Between managing the expectations of her parents and surviving her overloaded class schedule, Anne’s senior year at NYU had become so hectic she barely had a moment to herself. Of course, Freddie would probably argue that it wasn’t too different from the previous few years. She always pushed herself, relied on her lists and schedules to eke out as many hours in the day as possible.

But her senior year had brought a whole new sense of urgency. Anne was a year older than Freddie and a year above him at NYU, so while he was allowed to continue with his nonchalant attitude toward higher education, Anne was forced to buckle down and take her last remaining credits even more seriously. Slowly, their time together became more sporadic, squeezed in whenever she could find an afternoon or weekend. She had convinced herself it was fine, a temporary hiccup in a relationship that had always been so easy, so perfect. But then her mind wandered to next year…

Nope. No spiraling, she thought, and took a sip of her drink. She had time to tell him. All she had to do right now was relax, enjoy the party, and—

“All I want for Christmas IS YOU!” the crowd sang in unison, throwing their arms up.

The move sent someone stumbling into Freddie from behind, making him lurch forward and sending his drink splashing out of its glass and all over Anne.

“Shit,” Freddie murmured.

The man responsible turned around, his drunken eyes barely able to focus on Anne’s now-sodden blond hair and navy blue sweater, then up at Freddie.

“Oh,” he said. “Sorry, man.”

Freddie shot him a sharp glare and handed him what was left of their drinks.

“Cool,” the man replied. “Thanks.”

Freddie ignored him as he took Anne’s hand and gave it a tug.

“Let’s go get you cleaned up before this requires a dry-cleaning bill,” he whispered. They weaved their way through the throngs of people until they reached the door.

Outside, the sidewalk was still covered with snow from the day before, and Freddie threw his Santa coat around Anne’s shoulders, revealing his Jets hoodie underneath, as they walked around the corner to a quieter section of Third Street. Once the sounds of the party had faded a bit, he stopped and turned her around to face him.

Under the faint light of the streetlamp, he leaned down and blotted a bit of still-dripping drink off her cheek with the edge of his sweatshirt. When he was done, he didn’t look away, just studied her expression, her pale skin, her blond hair pulled back in a neat ponytail. She had grown to love that look of his, too—it was like she was a complex machine that he wanted to take apart and put back together again.

“What’s the damage?” she asked, smoothing the side of her ponytail with her palm.

“Grotesque. Awful,” he said, that wry grin still playing with his mouth. “But I love you anyway.”

Anne smiled and reached up, pulling off his ridiculous beard. He took a step forward to bring his body flush with hers and press her back against the cool brick exterior of the building. His hand moved slowly up the line of her neck to her jaw. Since he started working on his hydroponics project last year, his hands had slowly become more calloused. She had always loved how he touched her, but now those same fingers felt rough as he cradled her face and slowly ran his thumb over her bottom lip. She loved that even more.

“I can’t believe it’s already Christmas,” he murmured. “We have to make the next couple of weeks count before I lose you to school again.”

The reminder opened up a pit in her stomach. She usually loved Christmas—the way it seemed to cover New York in a magical sheen, how the city almost felt like a village where everyone was happy to see everyone else and everything was perfect. For a couple of weeks, at least.

But this year the holiday felt looming, a warning that she and Freddie only had a few perfect days left before reality set in. She would have to tell him about next year, admit that she had applied to Columbia School of Business for her master’s a few months ago, and that an email had arrived just a few days before with the news that she had been accepted.

Anne hadn’t thought she would get in—that was half the reason she didn’t tell him she’d applied. But the other half… She let out a long breath. Her parents had always pushed her to do something lucrative with her love of mathematics, and after four years of pursuing a degree in economics at NYU, she thought they would be appeased—she would be able to graduate and finally focus on what she wanted to do. Or, at least, figure out what that was, exactly.

What did she want to do? The question felt so broad, so undefinable. Where did she even begin? She had loved math since she learned how to hold a pencil—how logic and rules and numbers combined in an infinite number of ways to solve an infinite number of problems—but what did that even look like in the real world? She still had no idea. Every job seemed to want to reduce that love down to budget lines and algorithms. For the first time in her life, she found herself thinking that she had math entirely wrong. The world didn’t want numbers viewed in vibrant three-dimensions like how she saw them, but in stark, flat two.

Maybe that was why she had been so receptive when her mother had started seeding her opinion last summer. An MBA was obvious, didn’t she think? A degree Anne could apply to any number of fields, regardless of what she ultimately wanted to do.

It was a safe choice. And no doubt it would be lucrative. There was just one nagging issue: She didn’t know how to tell Freddie.

We said no spiraling, she reminded herself. Not today. Besides, she had a plan and all she had to do was follow it. She would tell Freddie once classes started in January and their conversations inevitably went to the following year. While Anne was graduating this May, Freddie still had one more year left before he would leave with a degree in environmental engineering. He had talked about starting a nonprofit after, one that would focus on sustainable farming around the world, but the details were still unclear. With Freddie, they usually were. But in this case, it would work to her advantage. While he figured out his next steps, she would be getting her MBA.

She had planned for every contingency, every possible impediment. It would be fine.

“Hey,” Freddie whispered, so close Anne could feel his breath against her lips. “What do you think about exchanging gifts now?”

She opened her eyes enough to look up at him quizzically. “I thought we were doing that next week at your parents’ house.”

He shrugged one shoulder. “I know, but I don’t think I can wait that long.”

Anne didn’t know why she was surprised. While she had an almost obsessive need to plan, work out the details and systematically weigh the pros and cons to every decision, Freddie had a habit of being impulsive, regardless of what plans were already in place. She usually loved that about him, but right now, the suggestion struck a familiar annoyance deep down in her chest.

“I don’t have your gift, though,” she said. “If I had known you wanted to exchange now, I would have brought it with me, but—”

“I promise not to hold it against you,” he replied with a wry grin. Then he pulled something from his pocket before putting both hands behind his back. “Pick a hand.”

She threw him one last sardonic look before considering both, then nodded to the right.

His hand appeared, clasped in a fist. When he unfolded it, there was a piece of paper folded into a neat triangle waiting in his palm.

She smiled. It was a tradition established early in their relationship. Whether they had skipped class to go explore a new museum downtown or only saw each other long enough to share a coffee and a quick kiss, Freddie always slipped her handwritten notes, even if it meant he had to secretly stash it in her pocket or bag to inevitably find afterward. A perfect little paper triangle that contained a special, secret message just for her. She would always wait until she was alone to read it, then put it inside the box in her nightstand where she kept all the others.

“That’s for later,” he said solemnly, though there was still a glint of humor in his eyes.

She slid it into the back pocket of her jeans.

“Next,” he said.

She laughed softly and nodded to where his left hand was still hidden behind him.

When he brought it forward, it held a small, wrapped box adorned with a red bow.

She slowly reached for it, examining its red-and-white striped paper before carefully tearing it off to reveal a nondescript maroon box. Inside, she found a silver link bracelet with a compass charm attached to its center.

“It only has the one charm now, but I thought we could start filling it up with all the places we go,” he said.

“It’s beautiful,” she whispered. And it was, even as she tried to ignore the guilt that swelled in her chest again.

He smiled. “You like it?”

“I love it.”

“Good. Because I thought we could start in Argentina.” Then he pulled his phone from his back pocket, unlocking it before revealing what looked to be an email.

The screen was so bright, it took Anne a minute to read it. Then another to process the words. Argentine Airlines. Buenos Aires. One-way.

Her heart plummeted to the floor. “What is this?”

“Your Christmas present,” he said softly. “I got accepted into the NYU Buenos Aires program for next year. And I want you to come with me.”

“To Argentina?” she asked dumbly. Freddie had talked about NYU’s program in Argentina for the past two years, but it was always with wistful longing. He could barely afford tuition as it was; there was never a chance he could shoulder the added cost of a year abroad. Or, at least, that’s what she thought. She had missed a step, and she never missed a step. Now her brain was trying desperately to play catch-up.

“Not for the whole year, obviously,” he replied. “That’s why it’s one way; you can decide how long you stay. But after graduation, I thought you could take some time and figure out what you wanted to do next while I—”

“But I thought it was too expensive.”

“It is, but one of the professors in the environmental engineering department heard about the hydroponics unit I’m working on. He reached out and they want to give me a scholarship. I’ll be able to work with the local community to…” He paused when he caught her confused expression. “What?”

A cold wind whipped down West Third Street, pulling strands of hair from her ponytail, but she barely noticed. She unconsciously pushed them from her face as her mind began to spin with every eventuality. “Have you considered the additional costs? Is there on-campus housing? What about insurance? And the trips back and forth. And your parents…”

“How about ‘Congratulations, Freddie, that’s amazing!’ ” He was still smiling, but there was a new line of concern between his eyebrows.

“It is amazing, there’s just a lot to consider,” she said, working to curb the panic in her voice.

“Not everything has to be dissected ad nauseum to weigh its merits, Annie.”

But some things should, she wanted to say. Still, she couldn’t have that conversation again. Freddie thrived on the big picture, following his gut. It was one of the things she loved most about him, even though she could in no way relate.

“You didn’t even tell me you applied,” she said. The words came out before she could realize her own hypocrisy. She hadn’t told him about business school, either.

“I know, I’m sorry,” he said with a sigh, stepping forward and enveloping her in a hug again. “But honestly, I didn’t think I would get in, so I did it on a whim. And when the scholarship came through, I just thought, why not? You know I’ve always wanted to travel. I’m studying environmental engineering so I can do that and do some good for the world. And you always said you wanted to come with me.”

A sharp ache ran down her chest. Over the past few months, they had talked about traveling the world together. Late-night discussions about all the places they’d visit someday, but it had always felt so far away, just one of a thousand different daydreams about what life would be like after college. An escape from the realities of the here and now.

“That was a possibility for the future, Freddie. Not a concrete plan.”

His lips flattened to a grim line. It was an expression she rarely saw, one that didn’t seem to fit his face. “Really? Well, that’s news to me.”

His white beard was still clutched in her hand as her mind raced. “A plan requires a defined goal, quantifiable steps to get there. I can’t just take off to Argentina next year on a whim—”

“Why not?”

“Because… because…” She hated how she tripped over her words, but she also didn’t know how to avoid it. She hadn’t planned on having this conversation yet, so she hadn’t had time to rehearse what to say, how to soften the surprise, so she just said it. “I’m going to Columbia Business School.”

He blinked. “You want to apply to business school?”

Oh God.

Her mouth opened, but it was another moment before she found the words. “I already applied. And I got in. I start in August.”

His brow furrowed while something dark and angry flashed across his face. “So let me get this straight. You can get mad at me for not telling you about Argentina, but you’re allowed to apply to business school behind my back?”

“It wasn’t behind your back,” she countered. “I just wanted to wait to tell you until I knew that it was a real possibility.”

“But why did you even apply?” he asked, genuinely confused.

“I weighed my options and decided that it would be a smart choice to get an MBA while I figure out what I want to do. You know I’ve been struggling with what to do after graduation, and after talking to my mom, I thought—”

“Right. Of course.” Freddie scoffed. “I should have known this was your mom’s idea.”

Anne hated how his voice sounded so sharp, so different from the deep warmth she was used to. She also hated how they were back here, at the point where so many arguments ended up: her mother. While Anne’s father, Walter Elliot, took little interest in her accomplishments, it was Bianca Russell who was always doling out opinions and advice. Freddie hated it. Yes, he had only met her once—and even that had been by accident—but he had heard enough stories about Bianca’s influence over Anne’s life to form his own opinion. Meanwhile, Bianca had her own thoughts about Freddie—his fantastical dreams about changing the world, his laissez-faire attitude toward planning for it, and how his mindset was so very different from Anne’s.

“You both can’t get what you want, you know,” her mother had said when Anne told her about Freddie’s dream to travel after graduation. “One of you will have to compromise for the other, and you don’t want it to be you.”

“What does that mean?” Anne had asked.

Bianca had just sighed, like she’d seen this movie before and knew how it ended. “I mean, you don’t come back from resentment, Anne. Don’t be afraid to be selfish.”

“But I don’t want to lose him if—”

“Trust me, if he really loves you so much, he’ll stay.”

Her mother spoke from personal experience—her marriage to Anne’s father had dissolved a decade before and Bianca had had numerous affairs since then. But Anne always reminded herself that she was nothing like her mother, even as her words still echoed in Anne’s head.

“It might have been her idea, but I’m not getting my MBA because my mother told me to,” Anne replied, pulling the Santa coat tighter around her shoulders.

“Then why the hell are you?” Freddie asked.

Because that’s what’s expected, she wanted to say. It’s what’s always been expected, and I don’t know who I am away from that.

“Because that’s what people do. They grow up and do the hard things, like go to college and get degrees that are applicable to the real world.”

“Who says we have to be like other people?” His expression had hardened, like he recognized the influence beneath Anne’s words.

“We don’t, but that doesn’t mean we have to be irresponsible, either,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest. “This is our future we’re talking about. That deserves time and attention and—”

“A plan?” he cut in, his tone biting.

The word jostled a familiar nerve deep in her chest. The one that always twinged when she was reminded of how different they were, when he made it sound like her meticulous nature was some sort of flaw.

“Yes,” she said. “Everything can’t be an adventure all the time.”

“Right,” he said with a bitter laugh. “I know what those plans look like. Some big job down on Wall Street that your parents will be able to brag about. A 401(k) and paid time off while you wait to eventually retire.” He shook his head. “That’s everyone else’s normal. But it doesn’t have to be mine. Or yours, regardless of what your mom says.”

Here we go again, she thought. She was working so hard to keep from screaming that her hands were fists at her side. Maybe that’s why they always avoided talking about the future—they always ended up here, at an impasse that was never resolved.

“Don’t punish me because you and I want different things,” she replied, keeping her tone measured.

“That’s the thing, Annie, I don’t know what the hell you want,” he bit back. “And neither do you.”

It felt like a physical blow. So sharp and swift that it severed something, a vital line that was suddenly limp.

“That’s why I’m going to Columbia in the fall,” she said. She hated how her voice now sounded so small.

Freddie must have noticed the change, too, because his expression softened and his arms were suddenly around her, drawing her against his tall body.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered into her hair. “It’s just a lot. But we’ll make this work, okay?”

“How?” she whispered.

“Well, if you’re staying in New York, I will, too,” he murmured.

She leaned back enough to meet his eyes. “What do you mean?”

“I’ll turn down the Buenos Aires program and stay,” he replied, his mouth quirking up in that crooked grin again.

It would have been so easy to dismiss his sentiment as a joke. Because there was no way he would walk away from an opportunity like this. Objectively, it was insane. But then she remembered that the same impetuousness that saw him apply could just as easily see him turn it down. It was Freddie’s MO. And the worst part was that he would see it as a win, another adventure to traverse. For a little while at least, until he had time to contemplate what he’d given up. Then the resentment would set in.

“This isn’t a decision you make on a whim, Freddie,” she said, stepping back and out of his arms. “This is your future, and—”

“I know you like your plans, Annie,” he cut her off. “But this is my decision. I want to spend next year with you.”

He was still smiling even as a new seriousness settled in his eyes, and she could already see his stubbornness taking root. The decision was being made in real time and no matter how much she told him he needed to go, nothing was going to change his mind.

You both can’t get what you want, you know, her mother whispered in her head.

This is what her mother had been talking about. They were at the crux of it, and one of them had to give to move them both forward.

Don’t be afraid to be selfish.

The selfish thing to do right now would be to keep her mouth shut. Let him stay and get everything she wanted. Except Anne couldn’t be selfish, not with him. He needed to go to Argentina, even if that meant she had to force him onto the plane herself. She was okay being the bad guy, as long as he didn’t have to compromise his dreams for her.

That’s when the realization hit her with awful crystal clarity. She needed to be the bad guy, cut him loose, and let him go.

She needed to break up with him.

It should have sounded crazy, a rash decision that would be laughable in the morning, and for anyone else it might. But Anne understood logic. Her brain knew how to attack a problem, and it had shifted this one into a beautifully simple calculation: Two equal forces will oppose each other until one of them bends, but only if both forces remain unchanged.

She simply had to take herself out of the equation.

“FREDDIE!” a voice called out from the front of the bar. “WHERE’D YOU GO, MAN?”

Freddie released a frustrated sigh. “Let’s head back inside. We can talk about this later, okay?”

“You go ahead,” Anne said, taking another step back. “I think I’m going to head home.”

He stared down at her, like he could see how something had changed. How she was desperately trying to hide what was already floating in her head.

“Hey,” Freddie said. “You okay?”

No. I have to let you go and I have no idea how, she thought. It was for the best; she knew that. But she could never tell him because that would only make him want to stay more. The irony was so sharp she wanted to scream.

But instead, she said, “I’m fine.”

Maybe this was inevitable. That would explain why she had avoided the topic of their future for so long. Deep inside, she knew that when she did, there was no going back. This was it, for better or for worse. And living in purgatory was easier than taking that decisive action.

“Let me walk you to the subway,” he said, taking a step toward her.

“No, it’s okay. It’s just a few blocks,” she said, forcing herself to smile even as tears pricked her eyes. “Besides, the host can’t leave his own party.”

Somewhere in the bar, there were cheers, laughter. “FREDDIE! GET YOUR ASS IN HERE!”

Snow had started to fall again and the beginning chords of “Deck the Halls” floated in the air. Neither of them moved for a moment.

Anne knew what had to come next. But she couldn’t quite muster the courage to say the words. Not yet. So she convinced herself she could wait. Until after Christmas, at least.

“I’ll call you when I get home,” she said. She began to take off the Santa coat he had draped over her shoulders, but he waved it away.

“I’ll grab it next time I see you,” he replied.

Another moment passed.

“I love you, Annie,” he finally said.

“I love you, too.”

His gaze traveled down her face, as if trying to read her mind. She held her breath, waiting for him to say it, to know like he had always known so much about her. But nothing came. He just turned and disappeared around the brick wall without another word.

It wasn’t until she was home at her dad’s apartment in the East Village that she remembered the small paper triangle in her back pocket. She read it in the privacy of her bedroom.


It’s Friday, December 22nd. We’re having our annual Christmas party at Half Pint with all our friends and you just walked in. You haven’t seen me yet, and I’m going to let you look around for a minute so I can watch you. I don’t get to watch you so much these days, and I miss it. You pierce my soul, Annie. That view fits a part of me and I never want to be without it. I love you so much, and I can’t wait for our next adventure.

—Freddie



She tried not to cry as she folded it back into its original shape and carefully put it into the small box in her nightstand that held all the others.

You both can’t get what you want, her mother’s words echoed in her mind again.

She didn’t want to believe it, but maybe this time, her mother was right.






CHAPTER 1 [image: ] Eight Years Later


“You miserable, cocksucking tramp!”

The words reverberated off the walls of the cramped edit room, hitting a part of Anne’s inner ear that made her cringe. Her editor was unfazed, though—David just paused the video and turned to stare up at her from his keyboard, the light from his monitor illuminating his apathy.

“Well?” he asked, his voice monotone.

“You have to bleep it.” Anne tried not to sound too condescending, but after editing over fifty episodes of Divorce Divas together, she had assumed the answer was obvious.

“Which part?”

“The cocksucker part, David.”

“Yeah, but like, the whole word? Or just the cock part, and leave the sucking?”

Anne blinked back at the screen. Huh.

As she stared at the suspended image of Denise Sinclair, one of the series’ biggest stars, frozen mid-motion as she was about to throw a glass of champagne at her former best friend, Marsha Beaumont, two questions popped into her head. First, why was this the most mentally stimulating conversation she’d had in months? And second, was “cocksucker” one word or two?

The door to the edit room swung open before she could ponder an answer to either. The harsh fluorescent light of the hallway silhouetted Theo Travers’s broad frame in the doorway. His usual easy smile had been replaced by a grimace as he swept a hand through his dark tousled hair.

Theo was the showrunner on Divorce Divas and was an objectively attractive man. A few years ago, Anne had even harbored a small crush on him, but it had fizzled almost as quickly as it started, more of a distraction from the monotony of life than any real affection. But she still appreciated how good he was at his job. A master flirt, he excelled in any negotiation, while his inflated ego meant it took a lot to rattle him. Which was why his look of concern right now was so unfamiliar.

“Anne. Can I grab you for a sec?” he asked.

Anne straightened. Thanks to years of her father’s overspending, she had implemented a strict “time is money” policy at Kellynch Productions, which meant that edit sessions—and their expensive editors who were paid by the hour—were not to be interrupted unless the building was on fire.

“Is the building on fire?” she asked.

“No no no, nothing like that.” Then he paused, considering. “Well, it’s an emergency, but David can keep editing. I think.”

Anne turned to relay the direction to David, but the editor’s attention was already back on the screen in front of him as he offered her a limp salute.

Theo nodded to the hallway and Anne followed him, smoothing the front of her carefully pressed gingham button-down as she mentally prepared herself for whatever was coming. After working at her father’s production company for the past five years, she had faced a litany of odd—and, at times, mildly salacious—reality TV emergencies. She was sure she could handle this one. No problem.

Near the end of the hall, Theo stopped, looking both ways to make sure no one was listening.

“You’re working on that Sinclair fight, yeah?” he asked, almost whispering.

Which one? Anne wanted to ask. The entire series had been defined by the number of fights they could fit into twenty-two minutes, and over the past few years Denise Sinclair had become the top supplier. Whether it was threatening to kick her ex-husband off their private jet while flying at thirty thousand feet or screaming at her sister-in-law for sleeping with her boyfriend, her fights were always the most vicious. And the most popular.

Still, Anne knew the one Theo was talking about. The fight to end all fights. The entire production staff had been talking about it for the past week. Denise had thrown that glass of champagne at Marsha, one of the other stars, during a birthday dinner at an upscale restaurant on the Jersey Shore before lunging at her from across the table.

It had been shocking, but moreover, it had been violent. Denise had managed to pull out three of Marsha’s hair extensions and give her a bloody nose before the crew could separate them.

“Yeah, we’re trying to piece together the footage to make it look less…” Anne tried to find the right word. She wanted to say bloodthirsty, but instead said, “intense.”

Theo nodded, even as he winced.

Anne paused. “What?”

“I just got a call that Marsha is pressing charges. All the footage is now evidence, so we have to send it over to the police. She’s threatening to sue the network, too.”

Anne let her head fall back as she groaned. She should have anticipated this. Marsha had called the police from the floor of the restaurant with an ice pack on her nose, screaming about her new bald spot. Denise had threatened to quit the show if she pressed charges. But to be fair, that was the usual order of things for these fights. Once the cameras were gone, Denise never brought it up again, another one of her brushes with the law that was swept under the rug.

Apparently not this time.

“I know,” Theo said. “And of course the network is losing their shit and micromanaging the entire thing, putting us on hiatus until—”

“Wait,” Anne said, straightening again. “What do you mean, hiatus?”

“Well, the fight was the main story for our last three episodes, right? But we can’t finish the episodes until we’re allowed to touch the footage again, and that could be months.”

The numbers began to add up in Anne’s head. Kellynch was already running on minimal staff, but there was no way they could afford to keep everyone on while they went dark. Then there was the rent for the office, the editing equipment, her own income…

She reached up, smoothing her blond hair even though she knew it was still securely fastened in a ponytail. It was a nervous tic she had had since grade school. “Shit.”

Theo nodded. “Yeah.”

“Divorce Divas is the only show we have in production.”

Theo leaned a shoulder against the wall. “Well, look on the bright side. Hiatus means vacation.”

“Theo—”

“Imagine it. You, me, a beach in the Virgin Islands…”

If Anne wasn’t so overwhelmed, she probably would have laughed. But right now, all she could think about was how to triage the situation. Her brain went into overdrive evaluating every possible plan, ready to start giving instructions to Theo, when her phone buzzed to life in her pocket. She pulled it out to see a picture of Bianca Russell on the screen.

“I have to take this,” she said, offering Theo an apologetic smile.

He threw her one back as she ducked into an empty editing room and shut the door.

“Hi, Mom,” she said as she collapsed into the lone chair in front of the empty desk.

“Hello, my love,” Bianca answered. “How are you?” Her voice sounded even and upbeat, which should have been a good thing, but after Anne had witnessed her use the same tone to fire two different management companies when she was the co-op president of their building—one of whom was a six-foot-tall man named Guido with supposed ties to organized crime, who left her mother’s office in tears—it only added a level of stress to every interaction.

“Fine,” Anne replied. “At the office dealing with a few… things.”

Silence filled the other end of the line, and she could almost see her mother’s pursed lips, the slight arch of her perfectly shaped eyebrow as she worked to stay quiet about the world’s worst-kept secret.

Anne let herself collapse into a nearby chair. “How do you already know what’s going on here?”

“A little birdie told me,” Bianca mused. “Your father and I may have divorced years ago, but many of the players remain the same, don’t they?”

Of course. Anne should have known. Bianca had helped Anne’s father start Kellynch Productions decades ago, thanks to her family’s money that got it off the ground. And even though her mother vowed to never touch television production again after the divorce, her name was still listed as an executive producer for Divorce Divas—and on the royalty checks, too.

“There’s so much to do, I don’t even know where to start,” Anne sighed, rubbing her temples. “Maybe I should call her and see if I can’t smooth things over a bit.”

“Oh, please,” Bianca said with a dry laugh. “You never liked her, anyway.”

Anne frowned. It was true she’d never been Denise’s biggest fan, but that seemed like the least of their worries now.

“Maybe, but this affects a lot more people than just her,” she replied. “No one on the production staff gets paid when a show like this goes on hiatus.”

“The show is on hiatus?” Her mother sounded genuinely surprised.

Anne paused. “Isn’t that why you’re calling?”

“No, but this is delicious. You know, I don’t usually believe in karma, but—”

“Mom,” Anne cut in. “If you’re not calling about the show, then what are you calling about?”

“Well, I don’t know the details, so I shouldn’t say anything,” Bianca replied in the same tone as before, the one that belied an impending apocalypse. “But if I were you, I’d go home and have a chat with your dad about his latest ex-wife.” Then she let out another dry laugh.



Anne heard yelling even before the elevator arrived on the eighth floor of the Uppercross.

“You cannot be serious!” her father proclaimed as she opened the front door of their apartment. Walter Elliot was pacing through the living room, his arms crossed over his silk paisley shirt. At one point in his life, he had been incredibly handsome—tall, with striking blond hair and a sharp profile—but years of trying desperately to hold on to his looks via a series of collagen injections and thread lifts had turned the sixty-year-old into a taut, somehow bloated version of the original.

Across from him, seated on the long red leather sofa her father had custom-made last year, Harold Vernon removed his reading glasses and pinched the bridge of his nose. He had been her father’s lawyer for as long as Anne had been alive, and while that job alone proved that he had the patience of a saint, she could tell he was close to his breaking point.

“Walter,” Mr. Vernon said, leaning forward. “I know this is difficult—”

“No, this is ridiculous!”

“No, this is divorce,” the lawyer replied bluntly.

The sound of the front door closing behind Anne drew the attention of both men. Unfortunately, their reactions to seeing her could not have been more different. While Mr. Vernon looked relieved at her arrival, her father’s desperate expression turned to a scowl.

“Did you know about this?” her father barked.

Anne blinked. “Know about what?”

Walt let out a wail while Mr. Vernon sighed deeply.

“The judge finally ruled on the divorce settlement,” the lawyer replied.

“Stop using that word!” Her father stomped over to the black-and-gold bar in the corner to make a drink, blissfully ignorant that it was eleven a.m. on a Monday.

Here we go, Anne thought, bracing herself. She had known about the divorce for a while. If she was being honest, before the wedding itself, though she had been smart enough to keep that to herself for the past few years.

Walt had met his second wife at a cocktail party in Los Angeles. MacKenzie was an influencer looking to break into television and hadn’t been bothered by the twenty-year age gap, especially when Walt promised to develop a series exclusively for her. But things began to fall apart quickly after their wedding in Tulum three years ago, and now there was no series, no money, and no MacKenzie. The last Anne heard, she was living in Ibiza with her new restaurant-tycoon boyfriend, and communicating about the divorce exclusively through her lawyer.

“And?” Anne asked.

Mr. Vernon put his reading glasses back on as he brought his attention back to the papers in his hand. “MacKenzie was awarded fifty percent of all shared assets. Including this apartment.”

Walt let out another wail. With his monthly Botox injections, it should have been impossible for him to look haggard or stressed. Today proved to be the exception.

Anne shook her head. She hated that she was surprised. It was no secret that her father hadn’t made MacKenzie sign a prenup. Still, it felt like the air had been knocked from her lungs.

“All right,” Anne said, the numbers already running through her head. “So what does that mean, logistically?”

Mr. Vernon barely concealed a grimace. “Her lawyers have already written to the co-op board about her intention to sell.”

Anne slowly sat down on the other end of the sofa. So that’s how her mother had known. Bianca Russell had been the Uppercross co-op board president for a decade before she moved out following her own divorce from Walt. She had ruled all eight floors of the building with an iron fist and still stayed in touch with many of the board members.

“What am I going to do?” Walt lamented.

“As I see it, you’ve got two options,” Mr. Vernon replied. “It’s clear MacKenzie isn’t interested in the apartment, just the financial incentives. With that being the case, you could buy her out of her half.”

Even as he said it, the lawyer looked dubious, and Anne couldn’t blame him. Walt Elliot’s lack of fiscal responsibility was no secret. Even as a child she had suspected that his spending habits were out of control. But the true weight of it wasn’t something she’d had to consider until after her parents’ divorce. When she took over the day-to-day running of Kellynch, she had created a detailed personal budget for her father, in an effort to curb his spending and keep him from dipping into the company’s profits to fund his whims. If he had followed it like he’d promised, not only should he have a healthy savings account, but his credit score probably improved, too.

If, she thought to herself.

“Buy her out?” Walt cried. “It’s my apartment! Besides, I don’t have that kind of money just lying around.”

“You don’t need the entire sum,” Anne replied. “We can take whatever you have in your savings, then take out a mortgage to fill in the gap.”

“You want me to take out another mortgage?”

Anne stilled. There had never been a mortgage on his apartment. Bianca Russell had come to their marriage with blue-blood family money, and Walt had received a healthy settlement for their seventeen years together. And while Bianca took her remaining fortune and spent her time traveling around the world with a steady stream of younger boyfriends on her arm, her father had gotten the apartment and then proceeded to spend his income on plastic surgery and vacations.

“What do you mean ‘another’ mortgage?” she asked.

Her father rolled his eyes. “Did I mortgage this apartment last year? Yes. But that was only to pay off a few outstanding personal loans.”

“What about the savings account we set up for—”

“You have to spend money to make money, Anne! Everybody knows that.”

Anne let out a long breath, hoping it would somehow dilute the mix of frustration and disappointment swirling in her chest. Why was she even surprised? This wasn’t a new problem. Walt had been overspending for years without consequence. It was part of the reason her mother had left him. Yet Anne had naively thought that if she stayed close by, she might be able to curb it. That had been the main motivation behind living at home through college, then later for working at his company. Walt couldn’t possibly put his livelihood in jeopardy under her watchful eye, right?

Right, she thought dryly, shaking her head.

This wasn’t how it was supposed to go. When she graduated with honors from Columbia Business School six years ago, she almost immediately started working at a large hedge fund in Manhattan. The work had been exciting at first, with days spent working with numbers and projections, promises of promotions, and a defined track for success. But within a few months she couldn’t ignore the moral gray area she was forced to work in. She quit unceremoniously one Tuesday afternoon after a meeting where her boss made a joke about foreclosing on people’s homes, and she walked out the door feeling like a thousand-pound weight had been removed from her neck. Walt Elliot obviously hadn’t seen it that way, though, berating her for the loss of her title and her salary. A few days later she happened to answer a call from her father’s accountant and learned just how close Kellynch was to bankruptcy.

The solution seemed obvious: She had an MBA, why not use it to help save her father’s business? The fact that she went on to spend the next five years digging his production company out of crippling debt over and over again had not been part of the equation, though. Walt rarely acknowledged it, either. He paid her close to nothing, but then he also didn’t charge her rent, so perhaps the expectation was that she would ignore everything else going on in his life. Unfortunately for him, old habits die hard.

“Dad, we’ve been over this—”

“Don’t take that tone with me,” he hissed. “I have it all under control. Once we sign the contract for another season of Divorce Divas, the initial payment will cover—”

“There’s no contract, Dad,” Anne cut him off. She could already feel a headache coming on. “Not for a while, anyway.”

Walt’s face blanched. “What?”

“The network put us on hiatus.”

“Why?”

“Remember that fight Denise got into with Marsha last month?”

Her father stared at her blankly.

Stupid question, she thought. It had been months since Walt even stepped foot in the Kellynch offices.

“Well, Denise attacked Marsha, and now Marsha, along with the restaurant, is pressing charges. We can’t even finish the current season until the investigation and trial are over, which could take months.”

“Why are you doing this to me?” Walter moaned, slumping back onto the red leather sofa as he cradled his glass to his chest.

Anne tried not to roll her eyes as she turned back to Mr. Vernon. “You said we had two options. What’s the second?”

Mr. Vernon’s expression turned grim. “Sell the apartment.”

The words landed like a lead weight in Anne’s brain.

“Sell?” her father said, frantically gesturing around the apartment with his free hand. “This is where I live!”

Where we live, Anne wanted to correct him.

But she kept her mouth shut. To her father, the only thing more embarrassing than having his daughter swooping in to save him from financial ruin was having that same daughter still living at home at almost thirty years old because he couldn’t afford to pay her enough to move out.

“Do you have another idea?” Mr. Vernon asked.

Her father took a half second to consider. “I could sell my Max Betrug painting.”

Anne had to close her eyes to school her frustration. “That’s a print, Dad. Not an original painting.”

“What about the Bentley?”

“You sold that two years ago.”

Walt’s head fell back as he wailed again.

“This is the best option, Walt,” Mr. Vernon replied. “You can use your half of the sale to pay off some debt and rent someplace nearby. Maybe in Brooklyn.”

“You want me to move to Brooklyn?” Walt exclaimed. “But my masseuse is here! I built these bookcases specifically to feature my Emmy!”

Her father continued his monologue, but Anne blocked it out. She was good at that. Instead, she turned and stared out the nearby window as she tried to curb the panic that was already clouding her analysis of the situation. The apartment was on the eighth floor, and she could see the treetops that canopied Tompkins Square Park just below. The leaves were starting to change from green to autumnal reds and yellows. In a few months they would be adorned in Christmas lights and covered with snow.
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