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It was eight p.m. on Christmas Eve and in New York City that meant three things were certain: the annual Woodhouse Christmas Party was in full swing, the residents of East 83rd Street had already deemed it a roaring success, and Mr. Woodhouse was staring at the buffet table in his dining room in abject horror.


“My God, Emma,” he murmured. “How could you do this?”


Emma Woodhouse smiled and waved at Mrs. Crawford, who had just arrived and was mingling with the familiar crowd under the archway of fairy lights over the foyer. She didn’t have to follow her father’s gaze down to the carefully curated array of organic canapés and gluten-free desserts to know what he was glaring at.


“Dad, it’s just a cheesecake.”


“It’s an abomination.”


She had anticipated this. It happened last year when he demanded the calorie count for the croquembouche that the caterers had decorated to look like a Christmas tree. The year before that, he had admonished her sister Margo for using real cream on a pavlova. This time, Emma was ready.


“But there’s two different fruit platters, too, see? And a vegetable tray on the other end with whole wheat pita bread and hummus.”


“Hummus?” he asked hopefully, turning to look further down the table. But then his expression deflated. “It’s next to the sugar cookies.”


“Yes, but they’re Fran’s sugar cookies.”


He rubbed his temples. “Jesus…”


“They’re in the shape of angels, actually,” she said, biting back a smile.


“This isn’t funny, Emma. Do you know how much butter is in that recipe?”


She was about to tell him that yes, she obviously knew since they had been making them every Christmas since the beginning of time, but before she had the chance, a hand reached between them and grabbed her father’s shoulder.


“Henry, these cookies are amazing! Just amazing!” Mrs. Pawloski exclaimed, waving a decapitated angel in her hand and dusting them with crumbs. “I think this is probably my fifth one! Can you believe it? Of course, it’s Christmas so calories don’t count, at least that’s what I’m telling myself!”


“Helen, please be careful,” her father said, taking the cookie from her hand and passing it to Emma as if she would know what to do with it. “The processed sugar alone is enough to give you diabetes.”


Mrs. Pawloski laughed, a shrill sound that vibrated off Emma’s inner ear. “Good Lord, if that’s true, then don’t you dare look in the kitchen! That pavlova is going to send me to the hospital!”


Mr. Woodhouse turned to his daughter, his pale skin becoming even more pallid. “Not again…”


Emma strained to keep a smile on her face as she motioned them both toward the living room. “Why don’t you sit down by the fire and I’ll get you something to drink?”


“Tea,” Mr. Woodhouse said over his shoulder, as Mrs. Pawloski looped her arm with his and started forward.


“I know,” Emma said.


“The chamomile.”


“I know.”


Emma watched as they disappeared into the crowded room and let out her breath. That was a close call.


She made her way to the foyer, stopping to say hello to guests, to nod and smile and look appropriately humble when they praised the decorations and food. She was good at this. After all, she had years of practice.


That wasn’t to say she didn’t appreciate the compliments. Far from it. Only that after two weeks of intense planning—which really just came down to managing her sister’s vision and her father’s expectations—Emma wasn’t in any doubt that her efforts would be well received. The decorations—a winter wonderland theme this year that saw white and gold garlands draped over every surface of the four-story townhouse—were perfect. The food—despite her father’s concerns—was delicious. There was nothing to do now but accept the praise and see if she couldn’t grab a drink and a moment of silence.


She finally made it to the staircase and started down to the kitchen. Their housekeeper, Fran, was walking toward her just as Emma got to the bottom of the stairs, her brow drawn with a serious line, and a full tea service on the tray balanced in her hands. The woman couldn’t have been over five feet tall, but that look still made Emma feel like she was six and had been caught sneaking Fran’s freshly made blinis to feed the pigeons in Central Park again.


“What’s wrong with the cookies?” she asked, looking down at Emma’s hand.


It was only then that Emma remembered she was still holding Mrs. Pawloski’s cookie.


“Oh, nothing. I just had to run interference between the desserts and Dad.” Emma nodded to the tea on the tray. “Is that for him?”


Fran sighed, moving around Emma and up the stairs. “I figured he’d need it before we brought out the pavlova.”


“Thank you,” she called after her, smiling.


Fran didn’t look back, only muttered something under her breath as she continued up.


Emma watched her ascend before throwing the cookie away in the nearby trash can and making her way down the hall to the kitchen. Even with a few caterers still preparing plates of canapés, it was wonderfully quiet down here, and the idea that Emma would have easy access to the champagne, maybe even be able to sit down and take a breath, made her genuinely smile for the first time all day.


The smile dropped the minute she entered the room.


George Knightley was standing by the kitchen island where the bar was set up, frowning down at the row of whiskeys as if they had personally insulted him. He was so tall he had to bend at the waist to see the labels, his dark hair falling forward so he had to run his fingers through it to put it back in place. Of course, it was never in place to begin with, but that only made it look more deliberate. Emma went to school with guys who spent at least an hour every day trying to achieve what Knightley’s hair did purely by accident. It was almost annoying.


“What did those bottles ever do to you?” she asked, jumping up to sit on the counter.


He didn’t look at her, though a small smile twitched one corner of his lips. “Merry Christmas, Woodhouse.”


“Merry Christmas, Knightley.”


“The party is a success, as always.”


“Thank you very much,” she said with a flourish of her hand.


He turned one of the bottles around to examine its label. “I take it he hasn’t seen the pavlova yet.”


“Why do you assume he hasn’t seen the pavlova?”


“Because I haven’t heard a scream of anguish from upstairs,” he murmured. “By the way, I saw him a little bit ago. He told me the big news.”


Emma narrowed her eyes on him. “About the hummus?”


“No, Woodhouse. About you getting into grad school.”


“Oh, right. Well, if you thought he was stressed about me commuting three miles to FIT for the past four years, you should have seen his reaction when I told him that NYU is all the way down in the Village. I’ve already had to promise him a dozen times that I’m not moving out,” she replied, leaning over for an open bottle of Bollinger.


Knightley was faster, moving the champagne further down the bar and away from her without even pausing his perusal.


She frowned at him. “I’m twenty-one now, you know.”


He ignored her. “So what are you going to grad school for?”


“Art history.”


That got his attention. He finally looked up, his amber eyes leveling a skeptical gaze at her.


She lifted her chin defiantly. “What’s wrong with art history?”


“There’s nothing wrong with art history.”


“Then why are you looking at me like that?”


“I thought you were graduating in May with a bachelor’s in fashion merchandising.”


“And?”


His scrutiny moved to a bottle of Laphroaig as he asked, “Is Prada opening a boutique at the Met?”


“They should. It would be amazing.”


The corner of his lip twitched again. “I’ve just never heard you voice an interest in art before.”


“Not surprising, since you never listen when I tell you about anything I’m interested in.”


He had just begun to pour some whiskey into a nearby glass when he paused, turning to her with an eyebrow arched high on his forehead. “Is this going to be like the time you got really into gardening and then gave up when six weeks’ worth of work yielded one tomato?”


She frowned. “There were two green beans too.”


“Or when you begged me to teach you how to play guitar so you could record an album, and then quit the first time one of your strings broke?”


“That blister was on my finger for over a month, you know.”


“Or how you saved up for a 3D printer so you could start your own jewelry company, but gave up once you realized—”


She held up her hand to stop him. “Those were hobbies, Knightley. This is different.”


“I’m just pointing out that I listen. In fact, I could probably describe every floor of Bergdorf Goodman’s—”


“You’re welcome.”


“—and yet I’ve never heard you mention art. At all.”


She feigned surprise, batting her eyes at him. “Well thank you so much, George Knightley! Yes, I am excited to be accepted into such a competitive program, and even though I’m not channeling my megalomania into a start-up that’s trying to save the entire planet like some people—”


“My company isn’t saving the planet. We’re just investing in clean tech.”


“—I’m sure my work will be nonetheless fulfilling. And knowing that I have your support means so much!”


He stared at her from under his brow, the light above casting shadows over his honey-colored eyes. “Are you done now?”


She thought for a moment before answering, “Yes.”


“Congratulations.”


She smiled.


Laughter erupted from the far corner of the room, and they both turned as Margo emerged from the hallway with Knightley’s younger brother Ben close behind.


“You are so weird!” Margo was shrieking.


“I’m not the one who’s never seen Die Hard!” Ben exclaimed. “How did we all grow up having a weekly movie night and I never made you watch the best Christmas movie of all time?”


Margo made her way to the bar, doing an awful job of keeping her smile at bay. Emma and her older sister were three years apart and had spent most of their lives being mistaken for twins, but no one made that mistake anymore. They had the same dark hair, but while Emma’s was still long and wavy, Margo had cut hers into a stick-straight bob. She had also adopted a pair of thick, black-frame glasses and wore them instead of her previous contacts, so the big green eyes she and Emma shared were now partially hidden. Margo said it was part of creating a more mature image. Emma blamed law school.


“Maybe because Die Hard isn’t a Christmas movie?” Margo answered Ben, pouring herself a glass of champagne.


Ben stopped in his tracks, mouth falling open. “Are you serious right now?”


“Oh please.”


Ben turned to his brother. He was younger than Knightley by only two years, but he was lanky and a few inches shorter, so the age difference looked more like a decade. “George, back me up here.”


“What was Die Hard about again?” Knightley leaned back against the counter, the sleeve of his navy cashmere sweater brushing Emma’s bare leg. She ignored it.


“I don’t know,” she said innocently, as if they hadn’t just watched it together two weeks earlier. “I never saw it.”


“Don’t worry,” he replied, playing along. “I’m sure we’re not missing much.”


Ben held his hand to his heart as if truly offended. “Sacrilege.”


Margo failed again to dampen her smile as she started toward the French doors that led out to the back garden. The yard was narrow but long: large enough for a party and absolutely huge by New York City standards. A few trees lined the back of it and just beyond them Emma could see the Knightley home. Their townhouse backed up to the Woodhouses’, their yards adjacent. The brothers had left a few lights on tonight, so the tall windows helped illuminate the worn path between the trees that had connected the two families for years.


Emma and Margo had decided to get outdoor heaters for their yard so guests could sit outside to enjoy the Christmas lights draped over the verandah, but right now, it was empty as Margo made her way outside. Ben followed, coming up behind her and tickling her sides as the doors closed behind them.


“Ben didn’t bring a date,” Emma said, watching through the windows as the two of them collapsed on a nearby wicker chaise.


Knightley stayed focused on his drink. “Neither did I.”


She rolled her eyes. “Yes, but you never bring a date.”


“And?”


“And Ben usually does. Even if it’s just casual.”


“So?”


Emma’s gaze stayed on her sister and Ben. He leaned in and said something close to her ear, and Margo dissolved into laughter, barely able to get the champagne flute to her mouth to take a sip.


“So…” she pondered, the plan still formulating in her mind. “What about Ben and Margo?”


“What about them?”


Emma turned to Knightley, waiting for him to look up. It took him a moment, but when he finally did, his expression was bored, uninterested.


She wagged her eyebrows at him. “You know.”


“What,” he said. It was barely a question.


She sighed. “Ben and Margo. Like, together.”


“Together?”


“Together,” she repeated, wagging her eyebrows again as if it drove home her meaning.


He scoffed. “Don’t be ridiculous.”


“Why is that ridiculous?”


“Because it’s Ben. And Margo.”


“And…?”


His brow furrowed. “And we’ve all grown up together. You and Margo are like our sisters.”


“But we’re not your sisters.”


“Semantics.”


“Well, I think they’re sleeping together.”


He had just taken a sip of whiskey and almost spat it across the room. “Jesus, Emma.”


Her eyes widened. “What?”


“The last thing I want to think about right now is my little brother and your big sister—”


“Doing it?”


His fingers went to the bridge of his nose as if warding off an oncoming headache. “I’m begging you. Please shut up.”


She shrugged and turned back to the window, watching Margo as her head fell back in laughter again, and how Ben stared at the arch of her neck as she did it.


“Well, if they’re not sleeping together now, they’re going to. It’s obvious to anyone who watches them for more than five minutes.”


“Then stop watching,” Knightley murmured.


She turned back to him. He was looking at her the way he always looked at her, like she was five and drawing unicorns on his algebra textbook again. Mild amusement that really only masked a thin tolerance she was always testing. It was a look that had stopped bothering her by the time she was six, so now she barely registered it at all.


“You just don’t want to admit that I’m right,” she replied, picking a grape from a nearby platter and popping it into her mouth.


A sharp smile. “Hardly.”


It was at this moment that Margo squealed, drawing their attention to the yard again.


Emma smiled. “You were saying?”


Knightley sighed, the kind of sigh that carried more disappointment than he could possibly put into words. “Woodhouse, listen closely, because this is important. I don’t know what naive fantasies your brain has concocted, but let me assure you: Benjamin Thomas Knightley and Margo Elizabeth Woodhouse will never, ever be together.”










CHAPTER 1 [image: ] Two years later



Ben and Margo were married on a Saturday. It was a small ceremony, with an exclusive pool of guests that fit neatly into the first three rows of St. Ignatius. It was the same church where Emma and Margo were baptized, the same one their parents had been married in so many years before. The priest was the same, too; Emma remembered him being ancient when she walked up to get her first Communion, his knobbed fingers shaking as he handed her the Eucharist, so how he was still standing before them now was a divine mystery in its own right. Still, he made it through the entire mass, reciting the vows and prayers in a mumbled monotone so the only words Emma could make out were the important ones: “I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss the bride.”


Margo lifted her simple cage veil and smiled up at her new husband as the setting sunlight streamed through the brightly colored stained glass windows. Ben smiled back, then leaned down to kiss his new wife.


And that was it. Margo Woodhouse was now Mrs. Margo Woodhouse-Knightley.


The reality of the moment hit Emma suddenly, a tightness gripping her chest, but she kept her rising emotions in check. She knew the tears she choked back must be happy ones.


Right on cue, the sound of the pipe organ filled the sanctuary, vibrating off the vaulted ceilings and echoing throughout the church. The couple reluctantly pulled apart and Margo grabbed the satin length of her wedding dress, practically skipping down the aisle with her hand in Ben’s.


The guests chatted happily, slowly exiting the wooden pews adorned with white roses and ivory ribbon at the end of each row. Emma followed suit, her arm linked with her father’s while they walked behind Knightley, Mrs. Pawloski, and others making their way out of the church and back toward 83rd Street. It was only the first weekend of September, but as the sun disappeared behind the tall buildings along Park Avenue, there was already a chill in the air. Emma’s dark hair was up in a high bun, allowing a shiver to run down her exposed neck. She pulled her silk bomber jacket tighter around her shoulders, thankful for the faux fur lining keeping her warm; her long, mauve-colored slip dress was gorgeous, but its satin material was also incredibly thin.


“Such a sad day,” Mr. Woodhouse said, squeezing Emma’s arm as they followed the guests toward the reception at their home just a few blocks away.


Emma looked over at him. His thick hair had gone gray years ago, and his dark tortoise-frame glasses were as utilitarian as they were modern. But he looked as elegant as he always had in his classic single-breasted tuxedo and burgundy-colored scarf. Even if you weren’t aware that the Woodhouses were one of New York’s oldest—and wealthiest—families, Mr. Woodhouse always exuded a refined edge that subtly let you know.


She wanted to remind him that his older daughter was married and happy and that was worth celebrating, but despite her excitement for Margo, Emma knew all too well what her father meant. Today signaled more than just the beginning of a marriage. It meant Margo was really leaving them.


While she and Ben had technically rented a place together over on Lexington last year, Margo had still stayed in her childhood bedroom next to Emma’s in the Woodhouse home a few nights a week. But that was over now. The newlyweds had closed on an apartment a few miles downtown. The move felt final, more than even the wedding did. Margo wouldn’t be just down the hall anymore. Emma’s voice of reason would be gone, and she had no idea how to replace it.


Yes, there was so much joy today, but sorrow too. A gentle sorrow that pulled at Emma from somewhere deep in her chest.


“Don’t you dare leave me, Emma,” her father murmured, almost as if he’d heard Emma’s thoughts.


“Never,” she replied, leaning into his tall frame. “I promise.”


Her father sighed. “Thank God.”


“Besides, I have no interest in ever getting married,” she declared. She hadn’t realized how loud her proclamation was until she heard Knightley chuckle just ahead. “Something funny?”


He turned to look at her with a wry grin, his cheeks flushed from the chill. It somehow made his golden-brown eyes look even sharper. “Is that right?”


“Yes.” She lifted her chin. “Why would I? Being single is too much fun.”


“Okay, Woodhouse.”


“Excuse me? Aren’t you the patron saint for eternal bachelorhood?”


He scoffed before turning back around.


“Why does anyone need to get married?” her father pondered to no one in particular.


The parade of sharply dressed wedding guests continued down Madison Avenue to 83rd Street until they reached the Woodhouses’ townhouse. Just beside the stairs up to the front door was a short walkway that led to their back garden. One by one the guests walked through its wrought iron gates adorned with lush florals and vines before entering the yard that had been magically transformed for the occasion.


The two long reception tables were covered with flowers—marigolds and hydrangeas, red roses and rust-toned dahlias—and there were dozens of glowing candles in low hurricane lanterns lining the yard. In the center of the space was a small dance floor with a stage for the band, and the caterer’s makeshift bar was over by the French doors leading to the kitchen. All of it was tucked underneath a canopy of sparkling fairy lights that hung from the trees overhead. It was a tight fit, but it was perfect. Everything was.


Well, almost everything. Emma couldn’t help but see some lingering imperfections, proof that this was still the yard where she and Margo had grown up. The path through the far trees where the Knightley boys would sneak over from their house was still there, as was the bald bit of dirt in the opposite corner where the four of them had worn away the grass years ago trying to build a fort. And that rose bush by the French doors had never quite grown back after Ben cut down half of it for a bouquet to give Margo on her tenth birthday. But no one else seemed to notice those details. They gaped at the decorations, smiling and laughing as servers began passing around hors d’oeuvres.


“Poor Margo,” Mr. Woodhouse murmured, his mantra for the night. “You don’t think Ben made one of those extravagant nine-tier wedding cakes?”


“Not nine. Maybe seven,” Knightley replied.


Emma patted her father’s arm. “Ignore him. I’m sure it will be just perfect.”


They were among the last few guests to arrive, and Emma craned her neck to see over the crowd milling about the tables and dance floor. The yard was filled with almost everyone who had been at the church, and Emma frowned in disappointment.


“Looking for someone?” her father asked.


“Ben’s best friend. The one Margo’s always talking about. Montgomery Knox.”


“He’s not here?”


“I don’t think so,” Emma said as she did one last audit of the garden. “I was sure we’d finally meet him tonight. His flight was delayed, so he missed the wedding, but he called Ben and promised to be here for the reception.” Her gaze drifted back to Knightley in time to catch his eye roll. “Have something to say?”


“I wouldn’t get your hopes up,” he replied. “He missed the engagement party, the bachelor party, the rehearsal dinner—”


“Be nice,” she demanded sweetly. “His plane is just delayed.”


“Right,” Knightley murmured, his doubt palpable. “Well if he shows up, I’ll be at the bar.” And then he turned and retreated into the crowd of guests.


Before Emma could hurl an appropriately scathing retort at his back, a server appeared with a tray of canapés. “Puff pastry and saucisson à l’ail?”


Her father picked one up and inspected it. “You can call it whatever you like, my good man, but these are pigs in a blanket.”


Emma donned a placating smile, as much for her father as for the server. “Dad, don’t you remember? That’s Ben’s whole philosophy for tonight’s menu. He’s reinventing our favorite childhood meals for a modern palate. Comfort food meets gourmet sensibilities.”


Her father stared at her, unimpressed. Then he dropped the offending sausage back on the tray. Emma mouthed a silent “sorry” to the server and was about to grab the hors d’oeuvre for herself but was interrupted by Mrs. Pawloski’s shrill voice.


“Isn’t it all just gorgeous?” she exclaimed, plowing through the small crowd toward them, holding a half-empty glass of champagne in one hand and a canapé in the other. “The flowers and the music and—oh! Have you had one of these yet?” she said, waving what looked like a piece of bread and sending crumbs flying in the process.


“Hello, Mrs. Pawloski.” Emma forced a smile.


Mrs. Pawloski threw the rest of the canapé in her mouth. “They’re these darling little peanut butter and jelly sandwiches! Except Ben just told me they’re strawberry bruschetta with balsamic and almond butter or something. Whatever they are, I love them! Just love them! Margo is so lucky she married a chef! Oh! And these!”


The woman reached out at the tray of another passing server, her armful of bracelets clattering as if to punctuate her point. Emma had hoped that Mrs. Pawloski’s jewelry might be toned down today, along with the bright wardrobe choices that seemed to be perpetually stuck in 1998, but no such luck. Her husband Burt had died a few years ago, and instead of the fortune everyone assumed he had stashed away, he’d left his wife with nothing but a mountain of debt. Emma wasn’t sure if she’d seen the woman in a new piece of clothing since. But at least tonight’s flowing silk dress, a cacophony of pinks and greens and reds faded slightly from years of wear, was a bit more formal. “Oysters! Ben said a chef friend sourced them directly from the Long Island Sound just this morning! There’s caviar on them! Caviar!”


Emma worked hard to maintain her smile. Of course she knew about the oysters; she had helped plan every detail of the wedding. Ben and Margo may have picked what they wanted, but it was Emma who made it all happen, even convincing Ben to swap some of his more experimental menu choices with those more familiar to the families of the Upper East Side.


“Just delicious. Oh!” Mrs. Pawloski’s eyes grew wide as she finished chewing. “And did you hear? Montgomery Knox’s flight was canceled!”


“Canceled?” Emma was stunned. How had Mrs. Pawloski heard about this before she had? The woman had a sixth sense for gossip.


“Yes! One of Ben’s friends told Veronica who just told me. Isn’t it devastating?” the woman exclaimed. “I can’t believe he missed the wedding and the reception, too! Such a tragedy!”


Emma nodded, trying to mask her irritation. Now she would not only have to wait even longer to meet the elusive Montgomery Knox, but she’d have to hear Knightley wax poetic about being right. Again.


Mr. Woodhouse couldn’t feign interest, shaking his head. “Where’s the bar?”


“It’s right over there, Henry. By the cake!” Mrs. Pawloski was all smiles again, looping her arm with Emma’s father’s. “Oh, wait until you see it! It’s gorgeous! Six tiers! Six!”


Mr. Woodhouse’s face blanched. “Dear God.”


Emma knew she could lift her dad’s spirits once she showed him the selection of organic juices she had ordered just for him at the bar, but before she could mention it, the guests erupted in applause as Margo and Ben walked through the wrought iron gate and into the reception.


“Oh, congratulations! What a beautiful wedding! So beautiful!” Mrs. Pawloski repeated over and over when they finally reached her.


“Come on, Mrs. Pawloski!” Ben exclaimed, throwing his arm around her shoulders. The jacket of his tux was open, and the top of his white shirt unbuttoned. The matching tie was already missing. “Let’s get everyone liquored up!”


“Yes, more champagne please!” she cried, thrilled by the attention as the man of the hour grabbed a champagne flute from a nearby server and dramatically took a sip. The rest of the guests joined in the merriment, finding their own drinks from the servers’ trays. Emma let out a long breath and grabbed a glass as well, as she looked around the space. It was truly breathtaking. She took a sip of her drink and mentally gave herself a pat on the back. Well done, Emma.


Now it was time to gloat.


She placed her jacket over her assigned chair, then walked over to the bar where Knightley stood, his attention on the dance floor as Margo and Ben held court.


He glanced down at her, frowning. “Why do you look so smug?”


Emma nodded to the couple. “Told you so.”


A sly grin crept onto his face as he let his gaze return to the dance floor. “Are you seriously taking credit for this?”


Emma only smiled up at him sweetly. Yes, Margo and Ben had obviously been attracted to each other for years, but would Ben have asked Margo to the new Jasper Johns exhibit at MoMA a few weeks after that fateful Christmas without Emma conveniently mentioning that her sister wanted to go? And would her sister have invited Ben to the Mets’ opening day if Emma hadn’t let slip over Sunday dinner that Margo’s firm had box seats at Citi Field? Of course not. Yes, it had all worked according to plan. Emma clearly had a talent for it.


It was a long moment before Knightley turned to look down at her again. “What?”


“Well?” she said, batting her eyes.


He only took a sip of whiskey.


She sighed as if he was testing her patience. “I was right. Is that so hard to say?”


“You might want to watch it with the champagne, Woodhouse.” He nodded down to her half-empty flute.


“Stop changing the subject. I’m actually a full-fledged adult now, so you can stop with this big brother thing already.”


He stared at her. She maintained his gaze, working hard to look cool and collected, but after a moment of silence she couldn’t help but begin to fidget under his scrutiny. He noticed, and his serious expression gained a playful edge. “You want me to treat you like an adult?”


She rolled her eyes. “Yes.”


He slowly leaned down, pausing at her ear before replying, “Then act like one.”


And then he straightened and threw her another wry smile before turning on his heel and walking away.


“Damn it,” Emma said under her breath. Knightley: 1. Woodhouse: 0.


No matter, the night was young. Not even Knightley’s incessant teasing could derail the evening, because tonight wasn’t about them; it was about Margo and Ben. And it was going to be perfect.


With that thought, she threw back the rest of her champagne and began mingling.


It was easy, thanks to the wedding’s small invite list. Just thirty people or so were in attendance—Margo wanted to keep it small—and Emma knew almost everyone. There were her father’s friends, who were practically family at this point. And then there were Margo’s friends from high school, back when Emma was an awkward tween hoping to absorb some of their disaffected coolness by osmosis. They had always been nice to her, but they were still Margo’s friends. And since Ben was always over, they had become his friends too. That was the benefit of marrying your childhood best friend: all your friends already knew one another.


The only wedding guests Emma didn’t recognize as easily were the ones from Ben’s restaurant. As a chef, Ben had an eclectic crew of work colleagues. Some were well-known chefs even her father might recognize, while others were undiscovered food geniuses growing rare microgreens in their basement at a premium. She had met a few of them in passing and knew they could talk for hours about the pros and cons of cooking with different salts, or where the best dive BBQ was in the city, or why you haven’t lived until you’ve gone truffle hunting. But she could barely place their faces, let alone their names.


Montgomery Knox was part of this crew too, but somehow his name was always at the center of the conversation. Everyone seemed obsessed with the enigmatic restaurant investor, despite the fact that he never seemed to materialize anywhere.


“Emma!”


Margo emerged from the crowd and enveloped her in a hug.


“I’m married,” she said, pulling away but keeping a firm grip on her sister’s shoulders. “Fucking married.”


“Congratulations,” Emma replied, smiling. The reception had been going on for barely a half hour and Margo was already tipsy. Despite that fact, she still looked stunning. Her dark hair was styled around their mother’s silver barrette that had held her veil earlier, the lace bodice of her Vera Wang gown was maintaining its impeccable fit over her small chest.


Margo sighed, resting her head on Emma’s shoulder as she looked out across the yard to where Ben was standing on the other side of the dance floor now, talking with Knightley. “I mean, isn’t he hot? He’s so tall, I just want to climb—”


Emma cringed. “Ew, Mar.”


“No, seriously, Em. Just look at him.”


Emma rolled her eyes as she let her gaze drift over to the brothers. They were both objectively handsome. Ben was tall, but then, he always had been. So was Knightley. That was really where the similarities ended, though. Ben was lanky, but recent years had broadened Knightley’s back and shoulders. And while Ben kept his black hair cropped close to his head, Knightley’s was still long on top, so he was always running his hand through it to try to keep it away from his face. But it wasn’t just their difference in appearance; it was also how they carried themselves. Ben had always been aware of how he looked and seemed to enjoy the effort required to maintain it; his smile was practiced, his clothes obviously designer. Everything about him was curated. Knightley always appeared perfectly put together too, but unlike his brother, he never seemed conscious of it. He walked with a calm confidence, a sly smirk always present on his lips, and intense eyes that seemed to make women feel like they were the only person in the entire world.


At least, that’s what it looked like to Emma. Objectively.


“Just… so hot,” Margo murmured.


Emma blinked. Right. They were talking about Ben. “Yes, he’s very handsome.”


“I’m going to have so many of his babies.”


Emma laughed. “Okay. But why don’t you say hi to the Crawfords first?”


Margo shrugged. “Fine.”


As she watched her sister go, another glass of champagne found its way into Emma’s hand and soon someone in the far corner announced it was time for dinner.


“Poor Margo,” her dad said to himself as he walked to the table. “Her new building doesn’t even have a doorman.”


“Dad, it’s fine. They are just moving to the West Village. Perry Street is not that far down—”


“Don’t you dare say ‘downtown,’ ” he replied, cutting her off.


“She’ll be over all the time.”


“There’s no walls in their kitchen, Emma. No walls! It’s just this open… space.”


Emma smiled. “Why don’t you grab a drink? It is a party, remember?”


Her father nodded and took his seat, while Emma made her way over to the other side of the table, to the exact spot she had dictated on the seating arrangement. But instead of Montgomery Knox sitting next to her, it was Knightley.


“You look disappointed,” he said. His jacket was open and one arm was stretched over the back of her waiting chair. It made his white shirt stretch over his chest like the buttons were working to keep him concealed.


She sat down with a sigh. “I just thought that after thirty years you would have learned to read well enough to find your name on a seating chart.”


He chuckled.


“Oh my God, I think I’m already drunk,” Margo announced as she pulled out her chair across from them. “Is it too early to be drunk?”


Knightley said no just as Emma said yes.


Margo didn’t appear to hear either of them, her eyes widening greedily as she sat down and reached for the full glass of champagne waiting for her on the table.


“Wait until you try the scallops with the fresh succotash,” Ben said, joining the table. “You’ll love it! Just really clean and simple. I’m thinking of putting it on the menu at the restaurant. I know I can’t get local corn all year round, but I can change things up.”


“So plans are still moving forward with the new restaurant?” Emma asked, glancing at Montgomery’s place card on the table.


“Of course! I found this incredible location in the Lower East Side. Rustic setting with high ceilings and exposed beams; it’s great. I’m thinking of doing a modern take on early American dining, tavern-style, with fresh roasts and chowders from local vendors—you know, farm to table. Otherwise, Knox’s idea is to do a high-end sushi-taco place.”


Emma’s eyebrows bobbed up. “Those are… very different.”


He waved her off. “We’ll figure it out. It’s about the draw, you know? I’m the food guy, but Knox knows the business side. He’s got leads on all the investors and knows how to get everyone on board. And I’ve got the culinary team all figured out. Now it’s just timing and real estate.”


Ben continued to outline his plan as the last of the guests found their seats and the din of conversation filled the garden while everyone began their meals. Emma ignored her plate, covertly removing the index cards with her speech from her small bag so she could review them from her lap.


Knightley watched her for a moment before leaning in. “Nervous?”


“No,” she replied, placing the cards facedown on the table. “Are you?”


“Why would I be?”


“Because you’re giving the best man speech.”


“Ah, that’s right,” he said, as if she had reminded him.


“Oh please, don’t tell me you haven’t been working on the perfect big brother toast for months now. So where is it?”


He reached up and tapped his temple.


Emma’s mouth fell open. “You’re kidding.”


He shrugged.


“I can’t believe you’re winging it.”


“I’m not winging it. I wrote it this morning.”


She rolled her eyes. “Of course you did. Well, mine is really good. You’re going down, Knightley.”


“It’s not a competition, Woodhouse.” He took a sip of his whiskey. “But if you insist, let’s see what you have there. Maybe I could help you out.” He grabbed one of her index cards.


“Absolutely not!” she hissed, trying to snatch it out of his hands as he read it, holding it just out of reach. “You’re going to steal my sweetest moments! Besides, no one would believe it if you talk about true love and the appeal of marriage.”


“And you can?”


“Maybe.”


He smirked at her, handing back the card. “Real life is not like the movies.”


“I know,” she mumbled, grabbing it before he could hold it out of her reach again. She also made a mental note to strike the When Harry Met Sally quote from her speech.


“So you’re enjoying the wild single life, then,” he said after a moment.


“Is that a problem?”


“I didn’t realize that was an elective at NYU.”


She sighed to disguise her annoyance. “Am I getting shade from the man whose longest relationship is with his dry cleaner?”


“Well, Gladys is very thorough.”


Emma scoffed. “Oh, I bet she is.”


He smiled. “Seriously though, how are things going? When do classes start?”


“Tuesday.”


“And then graduation in the spring, right? So what’s the plan after you get that master’s in art history?”


“I told you this already, but clearly your memory is going, which isn’t surprising considering your age,” she said with an overly sweet smile. “I’m applying for an executive internship at the Met.”


He watched her intently, finally answering, “Hmmm.”


“What?”


“I’m sure you’ll get it.”


She blinked, surprised by the small swell of pride in her chest. “Thank you.”


“The daughter of Mr. Henry Woodhouse of New York’s Upper East Side, lifelong patron of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, would certainly have the right connection to score a coveted spot at the Met,” he continued. “Don’t worry too much.”


“My dad’s not helping me. I’ll have you know that I had a 4.0 GPA last year and plan to graduate with honors in May,” she replied, her pride quickly swallowed up by self-righteousness. She stood, ready to tell him off and not caring who heard. “In fact, I don’t need—”


“Woodhouse, you’re up,” he interrupted her, pointing behind her.


She turned to find the bandleader, microphone in hand, nodding in her direction. “And now… the maid of honor would like to say a few words.”


Emma looked back at Knightley, her eyes narrowing on him. Damn it. Now she was all flustered.


He took a sip of his whiskey and smiled at her as if that had been the plan all along.


Oh, it was on.


“Give me that.” She grabbed the heavy glass out of his hand and took a swig of his drink before returning it with a thud to the table. She tried not to make a face as the peaty swill burned her throat, instead turning on her heel to walk toward the microphone in the center of the now empty dance floor.


She took a deep breath to calm her pulse and tucked a few fallen locks of her dark brown hair behind her ear, working a smile onto her face before beginning. “Good evening, everyone. I’m Emma Woodhouse, maid of honor and sister of the beautiful bride,” she said, letting her eyes skim over the guests. “I wanted to say a few words about the happy couple.”


Her gaze found Margo then, tears already lining her eyes. Emma’s smile broadened.


“There’s no greater feeling than when two of your best friends find love and decide to spend the rest of their lives together. It’s even better when one of them is your older sister.”


A tittering of laughter went through the yard. Emma smiled. “When we were growing up, you’d think it was always just my sister and I, but it really wasn’t ever just the two of us. It was the Woodhouse girls and the Knightley boys. We were always together, and I couldn’t have imagined it any other way.”


Out of the corner of her eye, she caught Knightley’s gaze on her, but she worked to ignore it, looking out into the crowd of seated guests.


“As many of you know, our mother passed away when we were very young, so my sister was always the one taking care of us, especially me. From making sure I did my homework, to practicing the piano, to helping me sign up for college classes, she could never replace our mom, but she was the next best thing. And I only just realized that as much as I always looked to Margo for love and support and friendship, she always looked to Ben. For love, support, friendship… and that fake ID sophomore year.”


Emma paused as more laughter rolled across the garden. “Today, as they embark on a new adventure together, I wish them all the happiness in the world. They absolutely deserve it.”


Tears were spilling down Margo’s cheeks now and Emma laughed, swallowing the emotion that was growing in her throat. “I was going to quote one of our favorite movies here, but I’m not sure it captures what I want to say exactly. So I’ll say this: I talked to my sister about what it means to marry Ben and I like her own quote the best. She said: ‘It’s crazy that the love of my life is the same guy who flushed my Barbie down the toilet when I was five.’ ”


The crowd laughed again. Emma lifted her champagne glass. “Thank you for always being there for her, Ben. Then and now and forever. I always wanted a brother, and I can’t believe I got you. So let us toast to Margo and Ben. I love you both so much.”


Sighs and cheers erupted amid the clinking of glasses. Emma returned to the table to find Mr. Woodhouse beaming and Margo trying desperately to save her mascara.


She sat down next to Knightley and threw him a smug grin. “Top that, old man.”


He stood, his glass of whiskey in hand, and leaned down just close enough to whisper, “I will certainly try, young lady.”


Knightley walked forward, slow and confident in his movements. He stopped at the microphone, raking a hand through his thick black hair as the crowd waited for him to speak.


“Hello, everyone. I’ll keep this short and sweet. This wedding is too beautiful to spend much time focused on anything but the bride and groom.”


Emma leaned back in her seat and got ready. This should be good.


He continued. “Some might say that finding your soulmate is pure luck. Others might call it fate. And then there are those who might suggest you go look right in your own backyard.”


Laughter erupted from the guests and Knightley smiled.


“I don’t know much about soulmates myself, but I do know this: when you do find that person, your equal in all things, you should celebrate it with all your closest family and friends, just like we are today.”


Emma frowned. Damn it, that was a good line.


“Ben and Margo didn’t have to look very far for one another. Perhaps they were always destined to be in each other’s lives. Though I don’t think destiny can take credit for all the times Margo has saved Ben’s ass.”


Emma jumped when the guests broke into laughter, some positively cackling with delight.


Knightley turned to Ben. “Should I go into the time you set the living room rug on fire and Margo was the only one smart enough to get the fire extinguisher?” The guests cheered. “Or should I tell them the story about that cab ride and the pigeon and how, thanks to Margo, the ASPCA didn’t have to get involved? Or maybe about some of those high school parties when Margo practiced her legal skills and convinced the cops no one was home after several noise complaints?”


“You can skip them all!” Ben shouted out with a smile.


Knightley laughed. “Ben, you will leave here today with a wife, one who is warm and loving and for some reason puts up with you.” There were more chuckles from the guests. “And Margo, you leave here today… with… well, a lovely dress and some pretty spectacular flowers.”


There was more laughter, even some hooting from amid the crowd, as Knightley threw a glance at Emma.


“You know, I was going to quote Shakespeare, but I think—and I’m sure one of my closest and dearest friends here tonight might agree—that it feels appropriate to quote the classic New York romance, When Harry Met Sally, instead: ‘When you realize you want to spend the rest of your life with somebody, you want the rest of your life to start as soon as possible.’ ”


There was an audible aw from the crowd as Emma’s mouth fell open. That was her line.


“Ben and Margo, I’ve had a front row seat for years watching your romance grow, and I’ve seen how you both challenge and support each other, how you find pure joy in one another’s successes even more than your own. Do you know how rare that is?” Knightley said the last line more quietly, almost as if to himself.


Emma’s brow furrowed. Ah, who is this romantic, and where is George Knightley?


Then he raised his glass. Emma found herself quickly doing the same, along with every guest who seemed enraptured by Knightley.


“To the happy couple. I think I speak for everyone here tonight when I say it’s an honor to watch you both embark on what is sure to be a wild and beautiful ride. You’re a very lucky man, Brother. And Margo, I didn’t need a beautiful wedding to call you my sister. I’m just glad it’s official.”


The garden erupted in cheers and applause. Knightley left the microphone and returned to the table, meeting Emma’s shocked expression with a grin.


“Well?” he asked as he sat down.


She narrowed her eyes at him. “Plagiarist.”


His head fell back as he laughed.


She smiled at him despite herself. She couldn’t stay mad after that speech.


The band picked up their instruments and started playing the beginning chords of “Don’t Dream It’s Over” by Crowded House, as guests started making their way to the dance floor.


“Seriously though, I’ve never heard you talk like that,” Emma said after a moment.


Knightley didn’t answer at first. He just looked over at her, cocking his head as he considered her, perhaps waiting for her to say more. She was so used to joking around with him, she wasn’t really sure how to compliment him properly, so she turned to humor instead. “So where have you been hiding this sweet side?”


“Who said I was hiding it?”


“Well, that was the first time I’ve ever seen it.”


“Probably because you never looked.”


“Oh please. I think at some point over the last twenty-three years I would have noticed.”


He raised an eyebrow at her playfully. Or was it condescendingly? She wasn’t sure, but she suddenly felt vulnerable again under his gaze.


“I only meant that I’ve never seen how—” Emma started to defend herself but was cut off as Margo appeared behind her and enveloped her in a hug.


“Look at you! And you!” she said, her words slurring together as she pulled Knightley into her embrace. “My sister and my… ah!… brother! I just… am so… I love you guys and…” Her voice trailed off as her eyes welled with tears again. “We should all dance right now.”


The slow song ended, immediately followed by the upbeat tempo of “Take On Me” by A-ha.


“Knightley’s too cool to dance, remember?” Emma said, eyeing him smugly.


“Oh, right. Okay, just you, then!” Margo said, grabbing Emma’s hand. “Oh God, I wish Montgomery was here. You could have danced with him! And then got married and had babies and moved in next door to me and Ben and…”


She kept talking as she pulled Emma to the dance floor, not bothering to look back and notice Knightley watching them as they disappeared into the crowd.










CHAPTER 2 [image: ]



Well, the band had been a mistake. Of course, Knightley had known it was a mistake weeks ago when Emma told him they were hiring an ’80s cover band instead of a DJ. But he had kept his mouth shut. He knew when to pick his battles.


It wasn’t that the band was bad. The exact opposite, actually. They kept the dance floor full the entire evening, with Emma and her sister in the middle of it all, swaying and singing and drinking almost as much champagne as Mrs. Pawloski, which was truly a feat.


Knightley took a sip of his whiskey. He was still in his dinner seat, where he had watched the carnage for the past few hours. Now it was midnight and the crowd had disappeared. Mr. Woodhouse had left first, volunteering to walk a drunken Mrs. Pawloski to her home three doors down, and then he’d disappeared inside his own house. Even Margo had long since abandoned the dance floor, choosing instead to watch the action from Ben’s lap. The only person left standing was Emma.


That’s when, as the band finished the final chords of their last song, the mistake about choosing them over a DJ became clear. Because DJs didn’t bring numerous microphones. And they didn’t require a spotlight. Both of which were now in Emma’s sights as she stumbled onto the small stage and grabbed the microphone from the lead singer just as he was about to unplug it.


“Shhhhh… sorry,” she said, ignoring his confused expression and turning to point at her sister. “This one, this one… is for you, Mar.”


Oh Jesus.


“You always took care of me… now I… now I’m gonna sing our song for you!” she exclaimed as she rocked back and forth on unsteady feet.


Where the hell were her shoes?


Beside Knightley, Ben groaned as Margo squealed and then burst into tears, melting into her new husband as if champagne had somehow transformed this moment into something beautiful.


“You ready?” Emma asked the band behind her.


The guitarist looked at her dumbly, his instrument already in its case. “What?”


She nodded like that was her cue and began stumbling her way through Journey’s “Don’t Stop Believin’.” “Just a small-town girl! Something… something… la la ohhhh!”


Knightley tried to bite back his smile. After twenty-three years of continual attempts at singing in public, Emma was still awful. Regardless, Margo cheered her on between sobs.


“Just a city boy! Born and raised in… New York City!” she yelled, turning to point a finger at Knightley.


He met her gaze and found he couldn’t look away. Her previously styled updo was a disaster, with dark locks half up and the rest falling into her green eyes and heavily smudged eyeliner. The fitted bodice of her dress looked to be off-kilter too, and without the benefit of her heels, which had apparently been abandoned at some point during the evening, its hem was dragging on the ground. She was a mess, but a mess by Emma Woodhouse standards was still fucking gorgeous.


The thought landed awkwardly in his mind and sat there, refusing to budge.


He put down his whiskey glass and pushed it away from him. He’d had too much to drink.


After a few more painful notes, Knightley stood up and walked across the dance floor to the edge of the small stage. The corners of his mouth turned up slightly as she continued to belt out the lyrics to him, fumbling over the words.


“La la la… cheap perfume!”


“Honey,” the singer said behind her, unplugging the microphone to a deafening stop. “I think we have to call it. But that was… really great.”


“Wahooooooo!” Margo cheered, getting to her feet and almost immediately falling back into Ben’s lap.


“Let’s go, you,” Knightley said, holding out his hand to help Emma off the stage.


She glared down at his smirk, then looked to the singer as if he would somehow back her up, but the poor guy only looked equal parts exhausted and confused.


Emma pretended not to notice. She lifted her chin defiantly and started down the steps on her own, tripping slightly on her dress.


Knightley reached out to steady her, his fingers wrapping around her bare arm even as she tried to shake off his grip.


“Ugh, I’m fine,” she said, trying to right herself.


“Clearly.”


She got to the bottom of the steps and looked up at him. Her green eyes did a slow survey of his face, as if looking for some hidden flaw along his jaw, his lips, his cheeks. He didn’t look away. And he didn’t release her arm.


A long moment passed before she sighed, like her search had come up empty-handed.


“Party… pooper,” she said, tapping his chest with her finger. And then she laughed.


“Having fun?”


“Maybe.”


He tried to tamp down his smile again but failed miserably. “I think it’s time to call it a night, Woodhouse.”


“Oh, do you?”


“Yes, I do.”


“You’re not in charge of me,” she grumbled as she almost lost her balance again.


He gripped her arm tighter. “You sure about that?”


She scowled at him. “Do you get off telling me what to do or something?”


He blinked. “I’m sorry?”


“Do. You. Get. Off—”


“I heard you.”


“You think you’re just soooooo…”


“Careful now.”


“… perfect.” She whispered the last word as if she couldn’t come up with anything better. Damn, she really was drunk. “Why is it so hard for you to admit I know what I’m doing?”


“Yes, you’re in complete control,” he said wryly.


“Thank you,” she huffed, missing his sarcasm.


He chuckled to himself. “Time for bed.”


She paused, leaning into his body as if struck with a truly profound thought. “Bed sounds nice.”


“You gonna make it?”


She closed her eyes and rested her head on his shoulder. “I don’t know.”


He sighed. “C’mere.”


In one swift movement, he picked her up and threw her over his shoulder, facedown against his back.


“Knightley!” she whined. “I haven’t said good night!”


She picked up her head and waved to no one in particular as he walked off the dance floor to the French doors that led to the kitchen.


Inside was dark and quiet as he gently put her down, though he was still almost carrying her as he guided her through the kitchen to the stairs up to the foyer.


The house hadn’t changed much since Knightley was a child. Its sprawling rooms were framed with towering white walls and intricate crown molding, all made inviting and comfortable by an eclectic mix of wide sofas and deep chairs. Everything was clad in whites and beiges, too; it always felt bright, even now as he expertly navigated around the furniture in darkness.


Growing up, he had spent more time at the Woodhouses’ than his own. But of course he had; the Woodhouse home was defined by its warmth and love and affection. It was everything the Knightley home wasn’t.


They made their way up to the foyer, past the dining room to the back staircase. He was careful not to make a sound across the white marble tile, even though he knew Mr. Woodhouse wouldn’t hear a thing from his room on the third floor. Emma’s room was on the second, along with Margo’s, or what had been Margo’s. But while Margo’s room faced the street, Emma’s faced the back garden. Knightley knew because it was directly across from his own.


“I think you can handle yourself from here,” he said when they reached the stairs. He released his grip on her waist, but she didn’t move from where she leaned against his solid frame.


“You’re not fooling me, you know,” she said, her face buried in his shirt. “I know the truth.”


“And what’s that?”


She pulled back from his body, angling her face up to his, even though her eyes were still closed. “That you don’t really have it all figured out.”


“Is that so?” he asked, arching an eyebrow at her.


She nodded and opened her eyes just a sliver. Her face was illuminated by the watery moonlight through the windows, revealing the dark makeup still smeared across her pale cheeks, the faded pink of her lips. “Yup.”


He smiled. “And how do you know that?”


“Because you see me, but don’t forget…” She leaned in, knitting her brows together as if she were about to share some profound truth. “I see you too.”


He blinked down at her face. “Okay.”


“Okay,” she said with a sigh, her head lolling to the side. Then her expression turned sad. “So stop finding excuses to leave.”


Huh. He usually knew what to expect from Emma, but he had not expected that. And he was increasingly uncomfortable with how often that happened. More often, recently. The last few years had flown by in a blur. The small venture capital firm he started a few years before was now one of the most successful in the country. And while he was proud of it, Knightley Capital had taken over his life. Eighty-hour work weeks, red-eye flights back and forth to the West Coast while he set up his firm’s second office in Los Angeles—there was barely time to think, let alone notice how the girl who had tagged along with him throughout his childhood had disappeared and left a woman in her place.


His expression didn’t reveal his thoughts—he was good at that. Instead, he just cleared his throat.


“Night, Woodhouse.”


She smiled and then started up the stairs.


He lingered for a moment, just to make sure she didn’t fall on her way up, then turned and went back the way they had come, letting himself out through the kitchen.


The caterers were clearing off the tables when Knightley returned to the reception. Margo and Ben were still there, slow dancing to a song playing from their cell phone. They didn’t notice as he walked by them and headed toward the line of trees that separated the Woodhouse yard from the Knightley one.


The path between the two was lit with more fairy lights, but Knightley didn’t need them to find his way. A few more steps and then his own house appeared, a wall of windows and steel that did a good job of hiding the building’s original brick exterior. And that had been the point, hadn’t it? A three-year-long remodeling project to erase the past.
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