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Below you can find all the tropes, content warnings, and tags that could impact your enjoyment of this book. It's not an exhaustive list, but I think these are the main ones. Your discretion is advised and let me know if there are some you found. 
Warnings: Profanity
Tropes: Second chances, work place romance, road trips; ane Austen Modernization
Tags: alcohol and marijuana as coping mechanisms; emotionally repressed heroine; rambunctious children; slip and fall resulting in a possible brain injury; poor crowd control; rabid readers causing injury; profanity is someone’s love language; hero is hurt so writes a movie about it; slow burn; closed door sex scenes; bullying sisters; grief after death of a parent; middle child carrying emotional load of parent.
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  Chapter One
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Your father's art collection is quite... large," said the woman sitting before me. 
She was in her mid-sixties with a jet black pixie haircut and glasses with thick black frames. She wore a fitted black suit and carried a black leather portfolio as she walked around the apartment. She had been part of the New York art scene for most of her life and had been recommended to me by most of the people I spoke to. 
We were sitting on wooden boxes in the Upper Eastside NYC apartment that has been in my father's family since, in his words only, the dawn of time. This woman was trying to pick her words carefully. To be fair, the fact that we could sit anywhere in this apartment surprised me. My father's art collection was a hoard. This woman knew perfectly well that inside the box on which she sat was some piece of art he was refusing to part with. I was sitting on another box. I knew what this woman would tell me next. She was here to tell my father the reality of the situation. The only problem was that my father was not in the room to hear it. He was off explaining his selection criteria to my older sister. He believed this woman and I were with them. 
"You can be honest. I know he hasn't purchased items of value," I said in an attempt to speed this up.
She didn't make eye contact with me as she wrote something on her pad. "Well, to be fair, he has picked items from important artists."
"Yes, but he doesn't pick valuable items and pays more than they're worth," I said, letting my shoulders sag.
"Yes, you're correct," she finally looked up and gave me an encouraging smile.
I shook my head. "I've told him this for years."
"Walter seems to have some type of criteria for selection, though," she said and closed her portfolio. "I'm unclear how he makes such bad choices."
I could hear my father continuing to talk about that very criterion in another room. While a spoiled brat, my sister would allow him to continue to share the justifications he had developed over our lifetimes. 
I leaned to the side to look down the hall, ensuring he wasn't coming. "I love my father, but he's full of shit," I said, lowering my voice. "His real criteria is to buy pieces by anyone people are talking about, but to pick the pieces that... well, he probably just picks the first one he sees."
"You can make money selling these pieces," the woman said, raising an eyebrow.
"Just not enough to make up for what he paid," I said, holding up a finger.
She nodded and sighed. "Yes."
"Can you lie to him?"
"How so?" she asked, raising an eyebrow.
I glanced down the hall one more time. "Tell him he can make money selling all these pieces. He needs the money much more than he needs art, even if he doesn't make enough money."
"Fine," she said with a sigh.
I was exhausted by the time the appraiser left. I had wasted a lovely spring Saturday in New York City dealing with my father, Elizabeth, and the art hoard. I wanted to go home, drink an entire bottle of wine, and fall asleep while reading manuscripts for work. I couldn't, as I had to supervise the movers who were boxing up the art.
"Emma, you're breaking my heart," my father said after the appraiser left.
He slumped on one of the large boxes and picked at the corner of a piece of tape.
I felt terrible, understanding that I was unraveling his world. "Someone has to make the difficult decisions."
He waved an arm toward my sister's room. "Next, you're going to make Elizabeth sell her shoes."
I winced. "She's going to have to do that too. You can sell the apartment, or you can sell the stuff. The decision is yours."
"Emma," he said, straightening up, "this apartment has been in our family since the dawn of time."
He may have been exaggerating, but my family had been living in the apartment for generations. It wasn't large, but it had once fit five people with a little room to spare. My father had filled the space with art over the last ten years. Every inch of wall space was taken up by abstract and modern paintings. Every flat surface had a sculpture on it. Even the bathrooms had been filled with some type of art. 
My sister Elizabeth, who still lived in the room the three of us had shared as children, allowed my father's art to invade her space. That is, what space was not already filled with her crates of designer shoes and purses. She had them stacked up along a wall with labels of what was inside each container. At least Elizabeth was organized, but items were never taken out of their crates after the first use. She still hadn't noticed that I often took purses and shoes from her collection, even when she saw the shoes on my feet and the purse in my hands.
"Then the art has to go. You need the money to live on," I said, putting my hand on his shoulder.
"If I sell the art, can we stay in the apartment?" my father asked, his voice wavering slightly.
I shook my head, frowning. "No, you can rent something less expensive in Westchester and use the rent from this apartment to support yourself. You have gone through almost all of your retirement money because of the art."
I could see the tears begin to fill his eyes. "Art's important. Who would you be if you had not grown up surrounded by my art?"
"There is a difference between your art collection before Mom's death and now," I said as I sat down next to him and put an arm over his shoulders. "I would've been fine with you showing restraint or picking valuable pieces that we could sell for more than you bought them for."
"Time will tell on their value," my father whispered.
I put my head on my father's shoulder. "You don't have time. You need money now."
"What about my shoes?" My older sister Elizabeth said, coming into the room.
I stood up, having far less sympathy for Elizabeth's situation than I did for our father. "You need money too. Get a job or sell the shoes. While you are at it, sell some of your purses and clothes. Also, get a job. You've blown through the money Mom left you when she passed."

      [image: image-placeholder]They didn't get it and probably never would. I couldn't leave until the apartment was empty, so I stayed another few hours. Art was packed and moved to the auction house while the remaining items were sent to the rented townhouse in Westchester. My younger sister Mary was on that end waiting to receive the moving trucks and let the movers into the house. My father and Elizabeth had rented a car and took their personal items to get settled quickly. I was left to supervise the cleaning crew and get the apartment ready for new tenants. I left the key with the concierge before I left the building and followed everyone to Westchester to supervise the bookend of this adventure. I was barely out of the building parking lot when my phone rang.
"The truck is here," Mary said before I could even say hello.
"Great. Get them unpacking," I said, navigating the city traffic.
"Emma, I am not feeling great. I really need to go home and relax. Plus, the boys need dinner. How long before you get here?" My younger sister said with a whine that was part of her natural speaking voice.
I massaged my temple as I waited at a light. "I'm not even out of the city yet. I just got into the car. It'll be at least an hour."
"Can't you drive faster?" she said in a whisper.
I suspected she was trying to remain unheard. 
"It's not a matter of faster," I said as the light changed and I needed to focus again. "Just deal with things, and you can leave when I get there."
"Are you staying with me?" She asked, her voice getting louder since she would want to make sure Elizabeth heard which of my sisters I preferred.
I was too focused on the road to push back. "I was hoping to if it's ok with you."
"Of course it is. I set up the spare room. The boys are terribly excited that you are staying with us." 
"I'm staying through Sunday," I reminded her. "I can take Louisa with me into the city for work on Monday. I'll spend more time with you and the boys once we are on Cape Cod for vacation."
"Louisa's very excited. She can't wait to tell you about her first week," Mary added, now perky as we talked about her life.
"Ok, can I focus on driving then?" I said as I stopped for some people randomly crossing the street. "I promise it won't be more than another hour at the most."
"Fine, but I really need you here. Dad and Elizabeth are just ignoring me."
I wasn't surprised since this had been the case nearly all of Mary's life.
"Just deal with the movers. Dad and Elizabeth are just irritated with the whole situation," I said before hanging up and putting on some music for the rest of my drive.

      [image: image-placeholder]As much as I love my family, I resent them more than I probably should. Not that I would ever let them know that.
The drive had been easy once I had gotten out of the city. I arrived at the townhouse thirty-five minutes later. Even though it was dark out, I could clearly see my sister Mary directing the movers as they carried things into the house.
"That was the last box!" Mary said when she saw me get out of my car.
I gave her a hug, grateful that she had managed it all without needing to call me. "You did that faster than I expected."
"Once I got Dad and Elizabeth out of the way, it was a breeze," she said, glowing under the praise.
"Are they unpacking?" I asked as we started walking toward the door.
Mary sighed and shook her head. "He's complaining about the art he had to sell. She's in her room, making sure her stuff's undamaged. They aren't going to make any changes, are they?"
I gave her a small smile, glad I could count on her to be rational and to back me up. "It's doubtful. They both seem to think I've been secretly hoarding his money for such a situation."
"You set up the trust with what's left, right?" Mary asked with a look of panic on her face. "I mean, there's some left, right?"
When she passed away, my mother left her small fortune to my sisters and me. While we all used it to pay for college, we spent the remaining money in different ways. Mary followed our mother's example and put her share away in various accounts and trusts so her children could have it someday. Elizabeth spent hers on shoes, purses, and clothes. I used mine to buy an apartment in the city. My father had his own money and a retirement account he had blown through while buying his art. 
In the ten years since our mother died, we had taken on atypical roles for our place in age order. Instead of being the responsible, practical, older child, Elizabeth had never been denied anything or expected to make anything of her life. My father was happy to still have her living with him at home. She had no responsibilities beyond her own imagined ones. Mary, the youngest, turned into an attention-seeking middle child. That left me in the middle, acting as the responsible and practical one. Mary had her own family to take care of, so I had allowed myself to take on the burden of paternal care. 
"Yes, the rent from the apartment will be used to pay the rent and bills here," I said, ticking items off my fingers. "The credit cards have been canceled and are being paid off with the money from the art auction. It won't bring in enough, but they're getting an allowance. If either of them gets a new credit card, then I wash my hands of this once and for all."

      [image: image-placeholder]Later, I got to Mary's house to find it filled with people, food, and wine. Mary's in-laws, the Musgroves, filled the house with good cheer. It was completely different from the world we had grown up in. I understood why my younger sister found herself drawn to her husband's family over her own. Mary's attention-seeking nature can be annoying. The Musgrove family give my sister the attention she needs and I love that about them. They adore her and her children, and she is far less annoying because they give her so much attention. I enjoy her much more now than I did as a child, even though I always liked her more than Elizabeth. I was fourteen when my mother passed away. Elizabeth was sixteen, and Mary was eleven. Our mother had been the anchor of the family. She kept my father from spending all their money and building the art hoard that would grow once she passed. They were always restrained, and showing affection was rare. They weren't uptight but products of their social class. 
It was nice to spend time with the Musgroves. I could relax a bit when I was around this family. They were boisterous and loving. I had gotten their youngest, Louisa, a summer internship at my publishing house. She was clearly anxious to tell me about her first week since the entire company was getting ready to go to PubCon next week. PubCon was the largest publishing conference in North America. Publishers from all over the U.S., Canada, and worldwide came to show their newest titles, meet with new authors, and share with booksellers and librarians. My father's family had owned a publishing company for generations, so I had been going to PubCon since birth. My father allowed his company to be purchased by a larger one and had run the imprint until his retirement. He and my mother had met as young editors early in their careers. My mother's best friend, and my mentor, Karen Russell, had been hired by my parents, and she eventually hired me. I believed Karen's plan was to have me run the entire company one day. As a result of growing up in the publishing industry, going to PubCon each year didn't have the same excitement for me as it did for Louisa.
"So, I've been assigned to work with one of our new authors," Louisa told me after a late dinner in a conspiratorial whisper.
"Who?" Mary asked from across the room. 
My younger sister hated to be left out of any conversation and could hear across rooms if she felt she was being left out.
"You know that screenwriter..." Louisa said, waving her hand. "Oh, I can't remember his name. You'll remember, Mary. He wrote that movie about that guy who dated an actress, and she left him for someone better. Then, last year, it really happened to him."
"Oh, Fredrick Wentworth!" Mary said, perking up.






  
  Chapter Two
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Fredrick Wentworth, Fred as I remembered him (and Freddy, as only I was allowed to call him), was the last name I expected to hear Louisa say. I'm not sure why. I knew he was publishing a book and that we were his publishers. Karen had turned down the chance to have our team work with him. To be fair, she probably turned it down because of my history with him.  
When my mother passed away, Karen stepped in to help my father raise his three teenage daughters. Elizabeth was clearly my father's favorite, even when my mother was alive. Karen felt sorry for Mary and me, but it was clear that she favored me. Karen thought she was teaching me to see the world the way my mother would have wanted. 
As a product of her generation, Karen considers herself a feminist. She's an advocate for women in the workplace, equal pay, ending rape culture, and all of that stuff. She taught me that I couldn't have it all, no matter what the media told me. Instead, I learned how to pick what was most important to me; confident Karen was an example of a woman who chose her priorities well. She opted not to marry and have children because she wanted her career. She was happy to live through her friends and their families. At twenty-two, when I graduated from college, she persuaded me that I had to make the same choice she did. I was in love with a man who wanted a life in Los Angeles, but I wanted to work in an industry that existed almost exclusively in New York City. To make the decision even more stressful, I had already taken on the mantle of caring for my father. 
I met Fredrick, then Fred, the summer before my junior year at Northwestern University in Chicago. A friend and I had decided to rent an apartment together off-campus instead of sharing a dorm room. We found a great furnished apartment close to campus. Then said friend fell in love and left me alone to move in with her new boyfriend. Fredrick took over the lease. Fredrick was a tall, slender man at six-foot-four inches, with dark-reddish blond hair, brown eyes, and awkwardness that was really cute. He still had some baby fat that rounded his oval face when we met, but his smile was wide and happy. We started dating in the middle of the summer, and we stayed together until graduation. 
I remember graduation so clearly. My father and Karen came to celebrate with me. Since my father doesn't like anyone from outside his social circle, I had no expectation that he would approve of Fredrick, but I didn't care. It was only Karen's opinion that mattered. Fredrick had proposed to me just before graduation. I had not given him an answer, anxious about what would change in my life if I accepted. When I confided in her, Karen was positive that Fredrick was the wrong guy for me. I remember her list of reasons very well.
	He wants you to move to LA.

	You know nobody in LA.

	There are no publishing companies in LA (of importance).

	Your entire family is in NYC.

	You will reduce your entire identity to just being a wife and mother instead of a complex and important woman.




I remember my list of reasons to marry him just as well.
	I love him, and he makes me happy.




Rationality won over love. Karen listed three questions when I told her my reason to marry him: 
	How happy would I be if I was lonely and bored in LA? 

	How quickly would I resent him if I was unhappy? 

	How much longer would I love him if I resented him?



I rejected his proposal, ended the relationship, moved back to NYC, and assured myself that I would soon meet someone. The only problem was that I never did. Oh, I dated, but I never met anyone who made me feel the way Fredrick made me feel. Karen didn't consult me when she turned down the chance to work with Fredrick, but I understood why. 

      [image: image-placeholder]I tried to ignore stories about Fredrick after the breakup eight years ago, but it proved impossible to do that. Three years after we broke up, he wrote a hit movie about it. I didn't realize he was the screenwriter until I saw his name on the opening credits. Friends dragged me to the theatre, swearing it was funny, cute, and the girlfriend was a bitch. The movie focused on a man who proposed to his actress girlfriend only to be rejected. The girlfriend left him to be with someone famous. The man finds out his life is better without the ex-girlfriend and rejects her in exchange when she begs his forgiveness. In tears, I left the movie early because it took me all of one minute to realize I was the inspiration for the girlfriend. She may not have been named Emma or looked like me, but this movie must be the story of what Fredrick wished happened after our breakup. I kept all of this to myself and insisted to my friends that I walked out because I hate romantic comedies. 
After that, it was impossible to avoid news of Fred, now known as Fredrick. He was everywhere in popular culture. He dated a string of famous actresses, wrote popular television shows and movies, started producing popular television shows and movies, and more. Then, about six months ago, the press coverage got excessive after proposing to his current girlfriend (coincidently a struggling actress). As if in a movie, she turned Fredrick down and started dating a very famous actor, soon after married him, and was already getting divorced. People thought his hit movie had become reality, and the press couldn't get enough of the parallels. That's when he decided to write a book for middle school boys. It was due to come out in two days.






  
  Chapter Three
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Early in the morning, I met Louisa outside the Javits Center. It was the first day of PubCon, and she was anxious about what to expect. I had seen plenty of people get overwhelmed by just the building alone. It took up six city blocks. Inside it was three and a half floors primarily of open space for conventions. It was challenging to find the right place to be, and the lines of attendees were already forming at the exhibit floor entrances. Sometimes two or three events were going on at once. I had even attended graduations here.  
After much whining and cajoling, Mary convinced me to buy her a ticket to PubCon too. Her plan was to walk around aimlessly, getting free books from the publishers. I used the opportunity to get her to pick up books for me. Mary, like me, had been going to PubCon most of her life. We had grown up in a family of publishers and readers. My father’s book collection was technically smaller than his art collection. That’s because he has actual knowledge of what’s valuable with books, so he’s more selective with that collection. When Mary and I had first talked about raising money, we quickly nixed the idea of selling his books. We both had memories of those books being read to us at night and learning to read using them. At PubCon, we always went through the books we picked up and bet on what would

      [image: image-placeholder]
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